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Preface

Many people, especially in the West, have been led to believe — though it
may be this trend is slowly being halted — that there is no such thing as a
tradition of critical Hindu theology. I understand ‘theology’ here in its
broad sense, to include hermeneutics, theorising about the nature of
religious language, philosophical theology, doctrinal theology and so
on. Thus some believe that Hindus, being ‘mystical-minded’, have never
been seriously concerned with the systematic inquiry into religious
matters, and that, accounting this a virtue, they have sought always to
play down and relativise the intellectual side of faith, preferring to lay
emphasis on the way to salvation and its underlying practice. Others
hold on the contrary that Hindus are by and large ‘worldly minded’,
following a religion designed to ensure worldly success and security,
with the other-worldly dimension of no more than marginal concern. As
generalisations both these views are quite false. Hindus, no less than
Christians, have a long, varied and profoundly serious tradition of
theological inquiry, and it is one of the chief purposes of this book to give
evidence of this by examining in some depth the Vedantic theology of
Rimainuja (eleventh—twelfth century CE). The concern with Vedanta is
especially to the point for it is the broad tradition of Vedanta which in
one form or other has offered (and continues to offer) to perhaps the
majority of literate Hindus the psychologically live options for religious
theory and experience.

By one fell stroke too I seek to disabuse those scholars who maintain
that all the sustained critical work of the Hindu tradition is ‘philoso-
phical’ in nature. In the end, for the most part this may well turn out to
be a verbal quibble, but the time has come, I believe, to rehabilitate
‘theology’ as an apt description for a substantial part of the intellectual
tradition of the Hindus.

Many Westerners also believe — alas, this is true for too many of the
modern Indian intelligentsia as well - that the great Advaitin Samkara is
representative of Hindu religious thinkers. Now this belief too strikes me
as manifestly indefensible. No doubt Samkara is central for our

ix



X Preface

appreciation of the religious teaching and theological development of
Vedanta, and indeed for Hinduism’s self-understanding today, but he is
hardly representative of Hindu theologians or even of Vedantins. There
are other religious thinkers who have influenced greatly the theological
scene in India and who deserve more than a courteous look-in; they
deserve to be with Samkara in the centre of the stage. Ramanuja is one of
them, and another important concern of this book is to foster a
paradigm-shift in the appreciation of Vedantic theology by bringing
about due recognition of Ramanuja’s contribution.

There is a further consideration, one which touches me both
personally and professionally. This concerns the question of inter-
religious dialogue, especially between Hindu and Christian points of
view. I am heartened that increasingly, not only in the Divinity Faculty
of Cambridge University, where I teach, and in other departments of
religion in Britain, but also in India, students and experts in the various
réligious disciplines are coming forward, actively interested, as I am, in
furthering Hindu—Christian dialogue. Indeed it is in partial response to
this interest by non-Indianist colleagues that I have written this book,
both to inform and to stimulate the process of dialogue. The theology of
Ramanuja I believe lends itself peculiarly well to furthering Hindu—
Christian understanding, and though it has not been my primary
concern by any means to spell out the possibilities for dialogue in this
regard — for this book is primarily Indological in character — in my
treatment of many topics I have sought to be sensitive to the needs of
dialogue and on occasion to intimate where it might bear fruit. (For my
views on the relationship between Hindu and Christian thought see my
‘Through a Prism Brightly’, in Vidyajyoti, Apr 1980, pp. 150—67.) In any
case, it is my hope that non-Indianist philosophers of religion and
theologians will find much to interest them in this book, and in writing
certainly I have had an eye to such readership.

Of late, two or three works have emerged on the theology of
Ramanuja. It may be asked if there is room for another. Let me answer
this question in more than one way. First, it seems to me that the number
of potentially worthwhile studies on Ramanuja is indefinite. A glance at
any of the standard works will show that Ramanuja is acknowledged to
be, even if this is not yet a popular acknowledgement, one of the main
religious thinkers of the Hindus; yet compared to some of the main
religious thinkers of the West he has been hardly studied. It seems to me
at least as short-sighted to ask if there is room for another book on
Ramanuja as it is to ask if there is room for another book on Augustine
or Thomas Aquinas, for example — Western theologians on whom
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worthwhile studies continue to appear, based rightly on the assumption
that the rich veins of their thinking will not soon give out. So it must be
with Ramanuja.

Secondly, further to these remarks, this book is intended to be a work
of original presentation and research. Throughout I have sought to deal
with matters not taken up or analysed in depth in previous Ramanuja
studies, or to illuminate by a new approach. But to say this is not to deny
that this book is primarily a critical exposition, rather than a critique, of
Ramanuja’s thinking (though on occasion I have indicated where
criticism might be made). To my mind, though Ramanuja’s theology is
profound it is extremely difficult to comprehend systematically. Raman-
uja does not sit lightly to learning; his thought is often condensed and
sometimes obscure (both these features are reflected in his Sanskrit
expression). Thus it seemed to me more important at this relatively early
stage of Ramanuja studies to concentrate on critically expounding
Ramanuja’s difficult thought than to give it a critique, and though I have
made no concessions to rigour in analysis I have tried always to be clear.
Nevertheless, while I hope that this book will be read by the layman and
scholar alike, I am aware that it will not be an easy book for those who
have not acquired some facility in the critical method. Again, it has been
my intention to provide a basis for a creative understanding of
Ramanuja’s thought in terms of which bridges might be built between it
and Western expressions of philosophy and theology. A critique would
have undermined this project. Finally, an exposition-cum-critique
would have doubled the length of this book and I have had to be mindful
at all times of the limited space at my disposal.

This book focuses on two aspects of Ramanuja’s thought, and on
their relationship. The first aspect, the subject mainly of the first two
chapters, concerns the question of ‘meaning’, with special reference to
Ramanuja’s understanding of the nature of sacred language and of
divine predication in the context of the opposing views of the Prior
School of Exegesis (i.e. Pirvamimamsa) and Advaita. The impression is
widespread that questions relating to scriptural hermeneutic and the
theory of (sacred) language were of secondary concern for the master
Vedantins; this impression is false. Such questions were of fundamental
importance for the Vedantins, for on their answers were constructed the
various Vedantic theological edifices. A book on the theology of
Ramanuja, for instance, which does not give due consideration to his
views on the nature and interpretation of the sacred word is like the
wonderful aerial assembly-hall of the god Sakra — it hangs in mid-air. I
have sought to avoid such an architectural marvel.
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The second aspect concerns Ramanuja’s metaphysics in its wider
theological perspective. To this end a metaphysical inquiry into
Ramanuja’s view of the finite self and its salvation as well as of the
nature of the supreme being is undertaken. A unifying chapter is devoted
to Ramanuja’s theological method, while the work as a whole seeks to
show the relation between the two aspects of his thought mentioned
above.

A note about the critical apparatus of the book. All the translations
from the Sanskrit are my own; however, limitations of space have on
occasion made it necessary for me to give in the notes not the whole
Sanskrit text translated but such words or portions of it as are likely to
prove in my judgement of most interest or contention to Sanskritists.
Inevitably here I must accept a charge of arbitrariness on my part; but in
mitigation let it be said that in many cases, because of the importance of
the quotation or the difficulty of the Sanskrit, or both, the Sanskrit text
has been given in full, and in any case in every instance full references to
the text in the Sanskrit original are provided. In deference to non-
Sanskritists I have confined the Sanskrit as far as possible to the notes
(to make for easier reading of the book), and have provided a full
glossary. Full bibliographical references of works mentioned are to be
found not in the body of the text but in the Bibliography at the end.
There is also a list of abbreviations used, with their uncontracted
equivalents.

This book is the fruit of early critical studies in Christian and Hindu
thought in India and England, and of continuing years of research
during a full teaching-programme as a University lecturer. In the process
I have acquired a lasting admiration and affection for the man with
whom I have wrestled in this book. I pay warm tribute to all my teachers,
especially to Frs R. De Smet SJ, J. de Marneffe SJ, A. Sabino SJ, and G.
Koelman SJ — all of the Jnana Deepa Vidyapeeth in Pune, India
(formerly the Pontifical Athenaeum); also to Professors K. K. Banerjee
(now deceased) and P. K. Sen and other staff members of the Philosophy
Department, Jadavpur University, Calcutta; and finally to Professors
H. D. Lewis and D. Friedman (the latter now deceased), formerly of
King’s College, University of London.

Their wisdom, learning and kindness continue to inspire me. A
number of other persons, some of whom must remain unnamed, have
helped my writing of this book by their constructive advice and criticism.
Special thanks in this regard are due to my learned friends Brian
Hebblethwaite of the Divinity Faculty of Cambridge University and Fr
George Gispert-Sauch SJ of Vidyajyoti Institute of Religious Studies,
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New Delhi, though of course the responsibility for what has finally
appeared in print must remain mine. And here I must record how much I
owe to John Hick, with whom friendship continues to deepen over the
years, for encouraging me to persevere when I most needed en-
couragement. Finally, my thanks to my friend Raymond Allchin of the
Oriental Studies Faculty of Cambridge University for suggesting the
short title of this book.

But above all my warmest gratitude to my wife Anindita and to my
children, Tanya and Julius, who for so long and with (mostly) unfailing
patience and fortitude put up with the continuing drama of my battle
with Ramanuja. Conscious that I owe them much, I dedicate this book
to them.

Cambridge J.J. L.



1 Language and Meaning

In this book we shall be studying the theology of Ramanuja, a Tamil
Brahmin from South India. Ramanuja (traditional dates:
1017-1137 CE)! was a man of deep faith in God? and wrote essentially
as a theologian: that is, his main concern as a thinker was to reflect
systematically on the nature of God and God’s relation to the world. To
this end he was also a philosopher in the commonly accepted sense of
one seeking lasting and fundamental knowledge by the light of reason.
But his philosophy was at the service of his theology and to do justice to
both aspects of his approach we may call him a philosophical
theologian.’ We shall not spend time in describing his life or the social
milieu of his times, interesting and important though this may be. Much
of the former appears to be shrouded in legend, and adequate
biographies to suit all tastes, in potted or more extended versions, are
not difficult to come by.* At the risk of seeming insensitive to Ramanuja
the man, I suggest we devote all our energies to examining Ramanuja the
thinker — and this for a number of reasons. In the first place, his thought
has made a lasting impression on the multi-faceted phenomenon that is
Vedantic Hinduism and continues to mould the religious perspective of
many; secondly, I believe that Ramanuja’s thinking is likely to influence
deeply theological, especially Christian, speculation beyond Hindu
cultural boundaries. We shall not be able to go into this indetail though I
hope that in treatment and content this book will be seen to have
potential for inter-religious, especially Hindu—Christian, dialogue. On
occasion I shall try to make this outward-looking aspect more explicit.
Finally, it is Ramanuja’s thinking that presents the evidence we may rely
on best to assess his contribution as a man of God towards enriching our
lives. This work therefore is a critical tribute to Rimanuja as thinker.
Traditionally, nine works are attributed to Ramanuja. These are the
Vedarthasamgraha® (i.e. the Summary of the Meaning of the Vedas,
which I shall refer to as the Summary), the Sri Bhasya® (his main
commentary on the Brahma Sitras — 1 shall call this the Commentary),

1
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2 The Face of Truth

the Bhagavadgitabhasya’ (his commentary on the Bhagavadgita), the
Vedantasara (i.e. the Essence of the Vedanta), the Vedantadipa (i.e. the
Vedanta-Lamp®), the Gadyatraya (a trio of devotional prose hymns),
and the Nityagrantha (the devotee’s Manual of Daily Worship®). In his
book The Theology of Ramanuja,'® J. B. Carman points out that ‘the
traditions of both Vadagalais and Tengalais’ — the two schools into
which Ramanuja’s sect split some centuries after his death — ‘have
always ascribed just these nine works, and no others, to Raménuja’ and
that ‘there is complete agreement between the two schools that
Raminuja wrote (only) nine works, all in Sanskrit’.!! Basing ourselves
on this traditional judgement we may, in the first instance, disregard as
unauthentic any other work ascribed to our theologian.

The first five listed are works of theology proper and will receive our
main attention. While scholars are agreed that the first three of these are
indisputably Ramanuja’s, the authorship of the Vedantasara and
Vedantadipa has been disputed on various grounds. Nor has the
authenticity of the Gadyatraya and Nityagrantha remained unchallen-
ged.'? Since Ramanuja’s philosophical theology is comprehensively
expounded in the first three works listed, it is to these that we shall turn
most. However, in my opinion no compelling reasons have been
advanced to substantiate the claim that Ramanuja himself did not write
the Vedantasara and Vedantadipa, and on occasion I shall refer to
them.'® But with respect to the last two titles the position is different. I
believe that the case for not accepting them as Ramanuja’s works,
though not proven, is stronger. Of late a number of attempts have been
made to establish this case, apparently with some measure of success. I
shall have some observations of my own to offer on the matter in
Chapter 6 and for the time being we may leave this issue. Fortunately,
these works contain very little if any explicit theologising, their main
purpose being either devotional or ritualistic. However, the doctrinal
implications that these hymns may be made to yield through their
evocative imagery and other considerations can lead to important shifts
of emphasis mainly in our assessment of Ramanuja’s ethical stance, and
for this reason it is appropriate I think to consider the question in
Chapter 6, which treats of the means and goal of salvation. It is as well to
note here that on substantial issues Ramanuja’s undisputed theological
writings, at least, readily lend themselves to being treated as a systematic
whole, for on such issues his thought is remarkably uniform. It is only
occasionally then that we shall find it useful to advert to a minor change
of expression or idea.

We can now take note of the broad conceptual framework in which
Ramanuja theologised. This framework was moulded by factors which
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at once both channelled and restrained his thinking. To begin with,
Ramanuja, like rival Vedantin theologians in relation to their own
religious traditions, believed that the religious community (sampradaya)
to which he belonged alone preserved the correct interpretation of the
scriptures. This was the StT Vaisnava community'*, and he is acknowled-
ged by the members of that tradition to be the sixth" guru in their
succession of gurus. If one’s own longstanding hermeneutic tradition
was the authoritative one, others were deluded in making the same claim
for their line of teachers.

For the classical Vedantins and their followers theologising was a
serious business, and the passionate search for truth from the scriptures
could be pursued only by one pure in spirit and free from deviant views.
It was no virtue to be seen ‘doing theology in an original way’, to be
offering a new interpretation of the ancient wisdom. In spite of inter-
pretative rivalry, among the schools teaching-pedigree was respected.
Theological originality, expressly claimed as such, lacked authority and
therefore any claim to illumination in the eyes of the faithful and of rival
teachers. The professed aim of the sound exegete and theologian (unlike
that of, for example, the poet, the dramatist, the military strategist) was
not innovative but essentially preservative: his to perpetuate in an
increasingly relevant and perhaps systematic way the teaching that had
been handed down — not to change it. It was more important to be
regarded by one’s contemporaries as standing within the continuum of
tradition than to be credited with an ‘original’ but deviant mind.

Ramanuja gives regular expression to this idea. In the opening
dedicatory verses of his works he often acknowledges the spiritual and
intellectual debt he owes to his predecessors, especially to Yamuna (a
noteworthy theologian in his own right and Ramanuja’s penultimate
guru precursor). We have in the Summary, ‘Triumphs the sage Yamuna
by whom has been dispelled the deluding darkness [of falsehood] spread
out in the world and lacking [the light of] scripture and reason’.'¢
Nevertheless, in spite of the binding respect a theologian had to show his
teaching-tradition, he had ample scope if he was so minded to contribute
fresh insights, by the creative organisation of his material, the penetra-
tion of his arguments and even by doctrinal innovation. Amid the wastes
of sterile glossary and arid commentary characteristic of much of Hindu
theology, there is often original illumination. Ramanuja is a beacon in
this regard. But such originality had to be cloaked by the pretext of only
bringing to fruition or reflecting faithfully what was already in the
tradition from the beginning.

So far as Ramanuja’s approach was concerned, his starting-point for
the theological enterprise was not inference or any other form of sense-
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based (vyavaharika) experience, but the standpoint of faith. This faith
was based on a particular exegetical tradition of the scriptures, but it was
the scriptures which Ramanuja, in common with the acarya or teacher
theologians of the other schools, acknowledged to be the original source
for the knowledge and attainment of man’s supreme end, the ultimate
reality, Brahman. In his commentary on BrS#, 1.1.3, for instance,
Ramanuja rejects any sort of perception or inference as a valid pramana
(source of knowledge) of Brahman. On the contrary, he asserts, the sole
such pramana is scripture.!” This is because only scripture can make
known an object totally different from the objects of the other (sense-
based) pramanas — a being whose ‘proper form'® being opposed to
everything repugnant is an ocean of unlimited, eminent, unmeasured,
noble qualities, comprising omniscience, omnipotence and so on. There
is no question [for such a being] of even a trace of the defect of likeness
with anything known from the other pramanas.’"®

But the faith of the Vedantins was not a blind, irrational faith. Though
reason on its own was a treacherous guide in matters theological,
directed and illumined by scripture it had a very important part to play
in the systematic inquiry into Brahman. Even Samkara, whose emphasis
on the utter transcendence of the Absolute could be expected to have
belittled reason’s role in our knowledge of Brahman, makes this clear by
explicit statement and the pervasiveness of his critical approach. He
says, ‘Granted that it is the Vedanta statements which express the cause
of the origin etc. of the world, inference too, provided it does not become
opposed to the Vedanta statements, should not be rejected for strength-
ening our grasp of them, since argument can be reckoned helpful to the
canonical scriptures.’?

Ramanuja no less. His powerful use of argument especially to attack
opposing viewpoints can be readily appreciated by even a perfunctory
reading of the Summary and the Commentary. When the need arises,
this tool is made to support and augment his own exegeses and
conclusions. For Ramiénuja scriptural interpretation must make sense,
and must be seen to make sense. While countering an Advaitic opponent
he states, ‘Not even for ratifying canonical scripture should what is
wrong or contradictory be postulated.’? The course of this chapter and
indeed of the book will illustrate how in Ramanuja’s case reason could
be made to bolster and illuminate scriptural faith.

As noted before, Ramanuja wrote his works in the Sri Vaisnava
stream of devotional theism, which acknowledged Visnu-Narayana as
supreme Lord. This stream was fed by many sources in Hindu
tradition.”? Chief among these were the religious fervour and verse of the
Tamil saints (the Alvars), the religious works of the Paficaratra
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tradition, the voluminous literature of folklore and law (the Srauta,
Grhya and Dharma Sitras, puranas, and itihdasas or ‘epics’), and most
important, what came to be called the prasthanatraya or three founda-
tions of Vedantic theology: (1) the Upanisads or culmination of the
Vedas, (2) the Bhagavadgita, and (3) the Brahma Sitras. We must also
not forget here the influence, positive and negative, exerted on
Ramanuja’s thinking by rival views, which we shall take up presently. By
Ramanuja’s time all these factors had given rise to a school of theology
which revealed more and more explicitly and systematically its philoso-
phical dualism. One pole of this dualism was the absolute principle, the
supreme Brahman. The other was the finite, dependent order, and the
two were sought to be preserved in an equilibrium which distinguished
but did not separate them.

However much Ramanuja may have imbibed and expounded Alvar
and Paficaratrika spirituality later in life, especially after his conversion
to the Sri Vaisnava community and the acceptance of its dcarya-ship, we
are unable to say how much he was influenced by these traditions during
his formative years. We cannot trace the precise impact of these writings
in the development of his theological outlook. Ramanuja’s relationship
with the Paficaratra system is intriguing. According to W. G. Neevel it
was a central if not the primary task of Yamuna (Ramanuja’s dcarya
precursor) to build upon ‘a long and substantial tradition that was
attempting to work out a harmonization between Paficaratra and
Vedanta’ and indeed to show that ‘even in the cases where there is a
(seeming) contradiction or conflict, the injunctions of the Paficaratra
Agamas are independently authoritative as equally valid alternatives
(vikalpas) leading to the same end’.2* This cannot be said to apply to
Ramanuja. Far from strengthening the impression of a ‘harmonization’
of Paficaratric and Vedantic thought, throughout his writings he
appears to retreat from this tendency, so great is his desire to make
acceptable to the orthodox the Vedic credentials of his system. Thus,
while Ramanuja may well have endorsed the authoritativeness of
Paficaratra as a source of scriptural truth, he does not make much of it,
and there is very little explicit identification between his views and those
of Paficaratra. Even in his most extended treatment of the teaching
under siitras 11.2.41-2 (Th, 11.2.42-3) in the Commentary, he keeps his
distance from this school by such expressions as ‘Thus they say’ (iti
vadanti), ‘in this system’ (asmin tantre), and ‘the Satvata scriptures. . .’
(satvatasastra-).*

Again, there seems to be no explicit reference to Alvar works in
Ramanuja’s writings, and this too is significant. However much it may
(or may not) have been his intention ‘to introduce the educated
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leadership of all Hindu society to the double tradition of Sanskritic and
Tamil Vaisnava theism, the Ubhaya Vedanta’,?> we have seen that all the
works traditionally ascribed to him are in Sanskrit, their philosophical
theology being grounded in the prasthanatraya.®® The tenor of Raman-
uja’s thinking and the tradition that all his works were in Sanskrit make
it clear that, if he wished to publicise the Tamil Vaisnava sources, he
wished more to establish as universal a base as possible for his system.
For this it was necessary to write in the lingua franca of orthodox Hindu
scholarship — Sanskrit — and to appeal to sources with the widest
scholarly and religious authority. This meant that, in the main,
Ramanuja attacked his opponents on common ground in so far as they
sought similarly to accredit their views, and that he used common
sources to state his own case.

We noted earlier that Ramanuja’s thinking was also influenced by
rival points of view, and that this influence need not have been only
negative. Countering the pirvapaksin or opponent was an essential part
of Vedantic method, and theologising was carried out with the aid of
vigorous and often aggressive polemic. Indeed, the history of the
Vedanta schools may well be described as a history of theological and
exegetical controversy. The fact that Ramanuja was first a disciple of
Yadavaprakasa, as also fully conversant with the views of Bhaskara,
Yadava’s counterpart — both being proponents of a form of theism in the
tradition of Bhedabhedavada?” — must be borne in mind when assessing
his theological stance. Certainly the influence these two thinkers exerted
on him was not an entirely negative one.?® Still, after Ramanuja’s
induction into the Sri Vaisnava sect the philosophical shift in his dualist
position must have been considerable, for though his thought has
affinities with Bhedabhedavada (and much depends on the precise
meaning we give to this term) he himself was in no doubt as to his
theological differences with those like his former mentor. This is seen
from the stringent critiques of Bhedabhedavada we encounter in his
works.

The chief opposing views Ramanuja dealt with were Advaita,
Purvamimamsa (i.e. the ‘Prior School of Interpretation’), Bhedab-
hedavada and Samkhya, and, if it is true that Samkara’s writings
represent a ceaseless battle against the Buddhists and Pirvamimam-
sakas, it seems equally true that it was to counter mainly Samkara’s
awesome metaphysic and exegesis that Ramanuja theologised.” Never-
theless, so far as the nature and use of language, especially scriptural
language, were concerned — our chief interest in this chapter — both
Samkara and Ramanuja had a common foe in a very influential
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contemporary view on the interpretation of the sacred texts. This was
the Prabhakara school of Pirvamimamsa. Both used a common
approach and sometimes common arguments to repudiate the Prabhak-
ara, but differed significantly between themselves, as theologians within
the same Vedantic tradition, on the nature and scope of divine
predication and other aspects of scriptural exegesis. In the remaining
portion of this chapter we shall be largely concerned with Ramanuja’s
understanding and rejection of the Prabhakara view of the nature of
language, especially scriptural language. It is only on this basis that we
can then go on to consider his theory of divine predication through
which knowledge of Brahman is gained, and then the metaphysics of his
system which itself could be shaped only upon the proper understanding
of the scriptures. Our first step must be to discuss preliminary matters,
not so much about the meaning of the scriptures as about scripture’s
origin and components (i.e. words and sentences).

Both the Prior and Later Schools of Interpretation (i.e.
Piirvamimamsa and Uttaramimamsa or Vedanta) are agreed that the
canonical scriptures or Vedas are apauruseya or ‘impersonal’ as to the
origin and disposition of their language. This does not mean that the
Vedas have no personal promulgator(s) but that no personal agent,
supreme or otherwise, has determined of his own accord the referential
relation between Vedic words and their objects (i.e. the denotativeness of
words), and the order in which these words occur in the Vedas.*® There
are important differences between the two camps as to the relative
importance of the two main sections of the Vedas, the earlier ritual
portion (karmakanda) and the later knowledge portion (jignakanda),
but there is no disagreement about the fact of sruti’s>' impersonalness.
Further, it was an accepted correlate of the Vedas’ impersonalness that
they are eternal.

To appreciate Ramanuja’s position here it will be useful first to
outline his understanding of a characteristic Vedantic belief: the
recurrent production and destruction of the manifest world, and so
apparently of the Vedas as a part of this world. He seemed to accept
without question the tradition that the world periodically underwent
two sorts of dissolution (followed by a reconstitution of things). One was
a ‘qualified dissolution’, the other a ‘great dissolution’. In the first,
certain created entities of the celestial order were exempt from the
periodic merging of determinate being back into the bosom of the
ultimate Brahman. Chief among these was the demiurge Brahma (not to
be confused with Brahman), also called Prajapati and Hiranyagarbha.
In the second, every finite entity was ‘reabsorbed’ into Brahman, its
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ultimate source. In both cases, apparently, the Vedas suffered dissolu-
tion too, in so far as they were a part of the determinate, manifest order.
Thus we are faced here with the question of what it means to say that the
Vedas are ‘eternal’. Again, it was part of the myth (though Ramanuja
did not necessarily regard it as such) that the Vedas were promulgated at
the beginning of a world reconstitution, either by Brahman, in the case
of a ‘total’ reconstitution, to Brahma and then on to the primeval seers of
mankind, or, in the case of a ‘partial’ world creation, by the latter agents
themselves. What does this make of the Vedas’ ‘impersonalness’?
This is how Ramanuja describes the actual process of the world’s
production (and the Vedas’ promulgation) after a great dissolution:

When a [great] dissolution comes to an end, the Blessed One, the
supreme Person, remembers the previous configuration of the world,
and having resolved, ‘Let me be many’, he diversifies [into individual
entities] the whole aggregate of enjoyables [i.e. non-conscious beings]
and their enjoyers [i.e. conscious beings], previously collapsed in
himself as but his residual power. Having created as of old the Mahat
etc. [i.e. the cosmic material principle(s)] and the Brahma-Egg [or
universe itself] right up to Hiranyagarbha, and having manifested the
Vedas in their traditional order, he imparts them as before to
Hiranyagarbha, instructing him as to the production of the world
comprising the forms of the gods etc., while he himself remains as its
inner Self.*

There is also a description of the production of the world after a partial
dissolution,* in which Brahmai is again said to remember the powers and
generic configurations of the primeval seers of a previous world-order
and on this basis to fashion the individual forms of their successors.
These seers, specially endowed with the requisite powers, directly
perceive the Vedic texts without previously having studied them, and
reproduce them unaltered in accent and form to be transmitted to
posterity.

Wecan leave for a later chapter the interesting metaphysical questions
raised by these mythic descriptions as to the immediacy and absolute-
ness of Brahman’s creative causality and so on. Here we note that for
Ramanuja (and the other Vedantins) Vedic promulgation, rather than
being a genuine composition of the sacred texts, is the faithful
reproduction of a physical medium (i.e. the Vedic words, sentences,
sounds) that has always pre-existed. It is the empirical manifestation
repeatedly in separate space—time continua (the periodically recon-
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stituted worlds), by personal agents — the promulgators — of a
transcendent deposit of truth. Even Brahman, the supreme Person, is
said to remember* the Vedas in their form ‘of old’. Thus, for Ramanuja,
the personal promulgation of the Vedas is compatible with their eternity
and impersonalness (‘impersonalness’ being understood, as noted
before, in the sense of there being no personal determiner of the
denotativeness of Vedic words and of the order in which these words
occur in the Vedas).

We shall come more specifically to the concept of ‘impersonalness’ in
due course; let us say something more here about the Vedas’ eternity.
Since the world-cycles are beginningless as a process and potentially
endless, they are in this sense eternal, and the empirical manifestation of
the Vedas is also eternal in this sense.** But in what sense, we may ask, do
the Vedas pre-exist (and indeed post-exist) eternally, and ‘where’ do they
do this? Ramanuja would answer that the Vedas in some way exist
continuously, eternally, in the mind of Brahman — their source and goal
— who is eternal. Just as during a great dissolution the aggregate of
conscious and non-conscious beings remains deindividualised and
collapsed in Brahman, in potency proximate as it were to individuation,
s0 too the Vedas repose deep within the consciousness of Brahman in
potency proximate to their pre-established empirical form. When the
time for re-emitting the world arrives, they are evoked or manifested
(Ramanuja uses the Sanskrit term aviskr in this context) rather than
composed by the supreme Person who transmits them via Brahma and
the ancients to mankind.

Ramanuja appears to base the eternity of the Vedas on the natural
eternity of Brahman. Brahman is their chief end; they exist to reveal him
and to show the way to him and as such are dependent on him.
Ramanuja says,

The Vedas in the form of injunctions, explanations and chants make
known Narayana, the highest Brahman’s, proper form, the form of
his worship and worship’s special fruit. Like the supreme Person then,
the collection of words called ‘Veda’, which makes known his proper
form, his worship and the latter’s fruit, is eternal.*

We may say, in fact, if a distinction current in mediaeval Christian
scholasticism is helpful here, that the Vedas are rooted in Brahman’s
essence rather than in his will. Their periodic empirical manifestation (as
of the world) may depend on the divine will, but their content — their
structure and form — by revealing the divine essence (so far as this is



10 The Face of Truth

possible) is directly rooted in it and cannot change since the divine
essence at heart is unchanging. In short, if the supreme being is to be
revealed through language, it must be in the form of the Vedas as we
have them.

By this we are apprised of the primacy, indeed uniqueness, of Sanskrit,
the language of the Vedas. As the sacred language Sanskrit was the
paradigm of all language both for the Earlier Exegetes (the
Parvamimamsakas) and the Later (the Vedantins). As such Sanskrit was
more than worthy to be the language for pan-Indian Hindu culture and
scholarship. Both types of exegete found Vedic words ‘telling’ in more
than one respect. Auditorily speaking, it was crucial not only to receive
and pass on the correct pronunciation (and sequence) of the canonical
texts but also to accent them properly. For, as part of the sacred ritual
ordained by the scriptures, the Vedic utterance correctly expressed was a
necessary if not the sufficient condition to bring about the desired fruit
of the sacrifice, promised by the scriptures. This harks back to the earlier
emphasis, in the history of Brahminism, on the ritual as embodying its
own dynamic and latent brahman or power which was released under
controlled conditions by the officiating priests or brahmanas (i.e.
Brahmins) for establishing and maintaining macrocosmic and microcos-
mic order (rta, dharma). The Purvamimamsakas stopped here. They
were not particularly interested in the existence of a supreme entity or in
divining its nature. For them the Vedic sacrifice and its various
scriptural fruits were paramount, for, by putting into practice the rituals
enjoined by scripture, the overall fruit of the preservation of cosmic
order and the particular fruits of human welfare in this post-mortem
lives, were guaranteed. All else was of secondary importance. Thus the
Pirvamimamsakas studied the sacred texts as centring on the (mainly
sacrificial) ritual, and analysed language in so far as it made the proper
performance of the ritual possible. They developed basic rules for
scriptural exegesis which in large measure were adopted by the
Vedantins.

The Vedantins for their part had a totally different perspective on
reality. They regarded the ethic underlying the sacrifice - fruit concern of
the Parvamimamsakas as a morally self-centred one, and valuable only
as a stepping-stone to its own transcending. It was only after an
individual had had his fill of this ego-centred ethic and become weary of
the potentially endless stream of physical rebirth (samsara) in which it
enmeshed him that he was prepared to make the sacrifice that really
mattered — that of his ego — and adopt a Brahman-centred way of life.
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This won for him the fruit of such sacrifice: in this life liberating insight
into the ultimate reality that was Brahman; and a samsara-transcendent
state, actual Brahman-realisation (whatever this was interpreted to be in
the different schools), after death. Thus the Vedantins were concerned
primarily with the knowledge and attainment of Brahman, and to this
end, as their name implies, concentrated on that part of the Vedas, the
so-called ‘knowledge section’, which satisfied their concern: the Upan-
isads or Vedanta.

The two exegetical camps differed radically in their appreciation of
the sacred texts in spite of their common recourse to them, yet both were
to a great extent ‘word-mechanics’, intent, like all professional exegetes,
on constructing systems of scriptural coherence, in which the analysis
and interplay of semantic units were vital. Because of the differences, the
Pirvamimamsa hermeneutic largely adopted by the Vedantins was
made to serve quite different Vedantic ends. The seven-membered rule
of Purvamimamsaka exegetical technique was accepted in principle by
the Vedantins but applied to very different effect as they arrived at the
siddhantas (conclusions, final positions) of their various theological
schools. Van Buitenen notes that this rule was embodied in the following
statement:

‘Initial and concluding statements, repetition, novel element of
teaching, reward, description and argumentation are the characteris-
tics by which the right interpretation is determined.” Most important
are upakrama (introductory statement) and upasamhara (terminat-
ing statement): the latter may never be in conflict with the former in
order to establish the ekavakyata’ of a context.*®

Though Ramanuja too was influenced methodologically by this tech-
nique, he forcefully rejected the language-theory that the Prabhakaras,
especially, associated with it.

We can now examine more closely the concept of the ‘impersonalness’
(apauruseyatva) of the Vedas as Ramanuja seemed to understand it. We
have already noted that for him impersonalness has two connotations.
First, it refers to the precise sequence of words in the Vedas in their
Sanskritic form; secondly, it refers to the denotative relation between
Vedic word and its object. The latter sense should be emphasised, for it is
usually either overlooked or unrecognised in such discussions and has
important implications for Ramanuja’s theory of language, as we shall
see later. As to the first sense Ramanuja says,
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This is what the Veda’s impersonalness and eternity mean: that it is by
the specific sequence [of Vedic words] remembered by mental
impressions generated in due order by preceding enunciations that
[the present sequence] is enunciated. This applies equally to us and to
the Lord of all. The difference is this, that the supreme Person
irrespective of mental impressions himself apprehends [the sequence]
directly.”

In other words, after partial dissolutions, the enunciation of the Vedic
texts takes place by means of innate mental impressions (samskaras) in
the minds of the promulgating seers. These, untutored, perceive with
their mind’s eye the precise form and sequence of the (Sanskritic) words
that make up the $ruti or canonical scriptures. Even the Lord himself
follows the pre-established sequence, except that in his case, being
perfect and omniscient, he intuits the Vedas rather than relies on the
cognitively less perfect method of beholding innate mental impressions.
Of course, the Lord takes the initiative of promulgation at the end of a
great dissolution of the world. But in either case there is no question of
the original composition of the scriptures. We have already considered
the question of the Vedas’ pre-existence and conformity with the Lord’s
essence, and of the sacrosanct nature of the Sanskrit language that the
quotation implies. Let us here deal with the difference between the
Vedas’ impersonalness (in the first sense mentioned above) and the
‘personal’ (pauruseya) nature of ordinary, everyday (Sanskritic)
parlance. The difference is that in ordinary speech, though the words
used may be the same, the order of words is different from that of the
Sruti,an order depending on the personal determination of the speaker.®
As such, ordinary speech does not have the normative authority or
liberating power of the Vedas, and is accounted ‘personal’. While there is
a sharp contrast in a number of ways between Ramanuja’s (i.e. the
classical Vedantic) notion of ‘revelation’ and that of the great semitic
religions, there is a strange similarity in the stress (at least with Islam)
that the sacred word is at its most potent in the original language and
form. This stress on the potency of the Sanskritic word is more clearly
seen under the second aspect of impersonalness, which we shall now
consider.

That Ramanuja regarded the denotativeness of Vedic words, i.e. the
referential relation between Vedic words and their objects, as part of the
concept of impersonalness cannot be gainsaid. For, in each case, this
referential relation, like the sequence of Vedic words, is an eternally fixed
and determined one, and has not been established by any personal agent.
As such it is part of the ‘impersonalness’ of the Vedas. In this connection
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Riamanjua quotes with approval sitra 1.1.5 from the Karmamimamsa
Sttras — a seminal text for the Pirvamimamsakas especially — attributed
to the sage Jaimini. This sitra states, ‘The relation of a word with its
object is innate.’*' Ramanuja goes on to say,

Just as fire has the natural power to heat, and the senses, like the eye
etc., have the natural power to produce their specific cognitions, the
[Vedic] word too has the natural power to denote . . . The power to
denote is natural for such [Vedic] words as ‘ox’ because no [person-
made] convention is known [regarding the referential relation between
Vedic word and its object], there being no interruption in the
beginningless deposition [of this connection]. Hence as in the case of
fire’s power to burn, and the senses’ power to make known, we must
acknowledge the [Vedic] word’s power to denote.*?

The analogies cited to illustrate the kind of denotative power of Vedic
words are significant. Heat is natural to fire; part of what we mean by
‘fiery’ is ‘hot’. Nobody can decree a change of this meaning. In the same
way revealed words are naturally related to their particular objects. As
such they have inherent meanings. There has been no pact or unilateral
decision, there is no convention (samketa) known, human or divine, for
establishing the relation between the Vedic word and its referent.
Ramanuja contrasts the conventional basis of gesture-language and
personal appellations (such as ‘Devadatta’) with the inherent referen-
tiality of Vedic words. In the former case we know either from tradition
or through more direct evidence the determiners of the convention; in
the latter instance we cannot, because there is no such determiner.*
This idea is elaborated in the Commentary in the context of children
learning the use of Sanskrit. The point is carried in so far as the words
learnt originate in the Vedas. The learning-situation, we are told, begins
with ‘ostensive definition’, i.e by pointing at objects with the finger.

Mother, father and others point with their finger to objects, i.e. to
mother, father, uncle and others, the moon, animals [tame and wild],
man, bird, snake, etc. intending, ‘Now learn this’ and ‘Follow that.’
The children, taught often enough that particular words relate to
particular objects gradually perceive that cognition arises of its own
accord* with respect to these words and objects. Not perceiving any
other relation between word and its object and there being no
knowledge of a personal determiner [of this relation], they are in no
doubt that the application of such words to their objects is [deno-
tatively] secure.®
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It may not seem a very strong argument to say that Vedic denotative-
ness is inherent because we do not (and cannot) know of a personal
determiner of this relationship; this argument may well sound circular.
But it was part of the mystique of the Vedas, and it strengthened their
authority, to give them a semi-autonomous status, even though
Ramanuja as a good theist sought to place their ultimate authority and
source in the supreme being, Brahman.

However, as we have noted before (see n. 30), it was not any sort of
Vedic word that had this innate referential power. In this context
Riamanuja speaks somewhat obscurely of ‘naming’ words; ‘obscurely’
because he does not explain what he means by ‘naming’ words,
presumably because he took it for granted that his readers would
understand his meaning. Nevertheless, from the examples Ramanuja
gives (see, for instance, the previous quotation) and from the early
Piurvamimamsaka context out of which the discussion arose we may
take it that the ‘naming’ word (namasabda) was paradigmatically a
(Vedic) substantive denoting a type of material entity, e.g. ‘ox/cow’,
‘man’, ‘god’, ‘Indra’ (as a type), ‘stone’. Every naming-word had a pre-
established referentiality to a particular object. Now Ramanuja does not
say explicitly whether the denotativeness of such substantives as arman,
referring to non-material substantival entities, was pre-established. We
may take it that it was, and this point will become clearer when we
discuss in a later chapter the mode of predication for Ramanuja,
especially in its theological context. A further question arises here: what
exactly was the object of the naming-word, and indeed of all substan-
tives referring to substantival existents, so far as Ramanuja was
concerned? We shall take this matter up in part later in this chapter, and
in a wider context subsequently. For the time being we may understand
by ‘object’ of a naming-word at least the natural (substantival) referent it
denotes.

We can proceed now to Ramanuja’s treatment of the Prabhakara
view on the nature of language, especially Vedic language. As noted
before, the Prabhakara position in this respect was a very important one
in Ramanuja’s (and Samkara’s) time and shaped almost on its own,
through the dialectics of agreement and disagreement, the Vedantic
approach to the question. We shall see that it has contemporary
relevance as well.

Ramanuja states the Prabhakara view thus:

Because it is impossible to learn the denotative power of language
except through its use by one’s elders, and since this use depends on
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the cognition of what-is-to-be-done [rather than of what-is-the-case],
language as a [distinctive] source of knowledge [pramina] concerns
what is to be done. Therefore the Veda’s purpose concerns only what
is to be done. Thus the Vedanta texts cannot be regarded as the
pramana for some full-blown entity, the highest Brahman [which is
not something-to-be-done].*

In other words, all language, including the Vedas, is essentially
prescriptive rather than fact-assertive. Language has more or less point
the more or less prescriptive it is. It fulfils its truest end when it enjoins
action rather than describes what happens to be the case. The Vedas, as
sacred language, indeed the paradigm of language, share this basic
characteristic and are concerned essentially with action, especially the
proper performance of the sacred ritual. They cannot be used as an
authoritative source of knowledge for the existence and description of
some transcedent full-blown entity such as Brahman. This would be to
pervert their true end, which is not descriptive of reality, the asserting of
what is the case, but prescriptive — the enjoining of action. Their
paradigm linguistic form is the injunction (vidhi), mainly to sacrifice,
and this is best expressed in the potential or optative mood (vidhilin) in
the Sanskrit. Other linguistic forms, such as explanatory statements
(called arthavada) or invocatory chants (mantras),*’ have point only in
so far as they serve to accomplish, directly or indirectly, ritual action. In
terms of the current debate in the West about the nature of religious
language, the Prabhakara stance is a ‘non-cognitivist’ one.®®

In what follows we have drawn together for cumulative effect the
various strands of Ramanuja’s argument against the Prabhakara, taken
from different places in his writings. We may discern two aspects to this
critique: one negative, the other positive. In the former, Ramanuja
challenges the coherence and propriety of his opponent’s view; in the
latter, positive steps are taken to show that the Prabhakara understand-
ing of the nature of language, especially Vedic language, is wrong.

Starting on the negative side we shall consider Ramanuja’s rejection
of the basic feature of performability, which, it is claimed, invests
language with purpose in general. The method followed is the usual one
of classical Hindu discussion, the debate progressing through argument
and counter-argument till the final position (the siddhanta) — the
author’s own — emerges as the culmination of the process. The opponent
starts* by saying that performability can be explained in terms of the
objective of the act of willing. What is this objective of the willing-act,
asks Ramanuja? That for the sake of which the action is done, the object
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of desire, answers the Prabhakara. The object of desire, counters
Ramanuja, distinguishing, can be either some thing or a state of affairs,
i.e. the objective object (e.g. a post-mortem paradise, the birth of a son, a
devoted wife), or the subjective object, i.e. some personal experience (e.g.
joy), which incites the agent to desire the object. Action cannot have the
first as its end, for to say that the objective object is action’s concern is to
make action subordinate to a state of affairs or the already existing thing
in so far as action would be directed to such. Language, including the
Vedas, whose purpose is to enjoin action would then need to be basically
as fact-assertive as prescriptive in that it would have to assert and
describe the factual end of action. And this would run counter to the
Prabhakara position. The opponent is manoeuvred into accepting the
second alternative — that is, into saying that the desired object for which
action is primarily done is the subjective object, the agreeability
generally experienced by persons doing voluntary action. Now, says
Ramanuja, warming to his theme, only pleasure is agreeable to man,
nothing else. Even the cessation of pain is not what is agreeable, merely
what is desirable; the desirable is not necessarily the agreeable. But, since
it is also desirable to have pleasure, agreeability is often confused with
desirability. In other words, in Ramanuja’s view, the discussion boils
down to saying that for the Prabhakara the chief concern of action, and
by implication of language, is agreeability, is pleasure. This was a
derisory conclusion for an orthodox Hindu to maintain (and the
Pirvamimamsakas prided themselves on being orthodox Hindus), for it
made him a crypto-hedonist and an ally of the despised materialists
(carvakas). Under cover of unbounded reverence for the sacred ritual
and the writings in which it was commended and enjoined, was not the
Prabhakara saying that the chief concern of holy scripture was the
pursuit of pleasure? The conclusion is that the Prabhakara cannot offer
any acceptable explanation of the performability which for him bestows
meaning and purpose to (sacred) language. So much for Ramanuja’s
negative thesis. Let us now consider his more positive arguments against
the opponent.

We shall examine three arguments of Ramanuja’s to establish that
language, the sruti not excepted, is basically fact-assertive. In other
words, that language, both secular and sacred, is properly used for
conveying information about the existence and nature of things without
in the process subserving the ulterior motive of enjoining some action.
Ramanuja does not spell out the logic of these arguments nor co-
ordinate them as we have done, but I think an examination of his general
position will justify our construction.
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First, he shows that language is commonly used fact-assertively (and
that it can be learnt in a non-performative context). He gives interesting
illustrations. For example, we can consider the case where a bystander,
conversant with sign-language, observes and understands a message
describing a state of affairs (e.g. ‘The stick is lying in the inner room’)
communicated by signs to a messenger for a third party, Devadatta. He
accompanies the messenger as he delivers his message in speech to
Devadatta. The bystander is ignorant of this tongue, but he rightly has
no doubt, Ramanuja points out, that the sense of the gestures —and this
is a factual rather than a prescriptive sense — has been conveyed merely
by the use of words. Further, if the bystander is acutely observant, he
may gather that a particular word refers to a particular thing, and this
has been learnt in a non-performative context. How can it be denied then
that language is fitted for conveying information in its own right (i.e. is
basically fact-assertive), since this situation is commonly illustrative of
the use and learning of language?>

Though the focus of Ramanuja’s debate with the Prabhakara was the
nature and purpose of the canonical scriptures or Sruti, he was aware
that the argument had to be extended to language in general, since the
Sruti was only a special case of language. Now the Prabhakaras did not
deny that language could commonly be used fact-assertively, i.e. to
convey information, as in the statement ‘The stick is lying in the inner
room.’ But they inclined to the view that this was not language’s most
important or proper end and that language fulfilled the purpose of its
existence in and through some related (course of) action (which could be
deliberately not doing something), e.g. fetching the stick, or not beating
the dog with it. The point of language was to tell you how to behave, not
how things were. At least, this is what Ramanuja understood the
Prabhakara’s position to be. Further, they believed that language could
be properly learnt only if words were taught in connection with actions,
and the learning-situation made use of prescriptive-type utterances.
Thus the Sanskrit word danda should be learnt as denoting a stick in
connection with some action, such as fetching a stick, through an
injunction. The latter could be expressed either as a direct command —
‘Fetch the stick’ — or paradigmatically as a recommendation in the
optative mood (speaking Sanskritically): ‘He should fetch the stick’, or
‘May he/Let him fetch the stick.” If words are learnt properly only in a
performative context, then, concluded Ramanuja’s opponents, making
what might well appear an unwarranted leap logically, language itself
has action for its chief concern and the injunction is the prime vehicle of
expression. This reasoning was directed towards affirming the primacy
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of the sacred ritual on the one hand, and of the related Vedic injunctions
on the other.

When it came to the canonical scriptures the debate assumed crucial
importance. The Sruti was accepted by orthodox Hindus to be a sound
and distinctive source of knowledge (since it partook of the pramanic
nature of language/speech as testimony) about that not cognisable from
any other pramana. The object of sruti, in contrast to that of the
mundane pramanas, was the trans-empirical, the ‘unseen’ (adrsta). For
the Prabhikaras the unseen that really mattered was the trans-empirical
and (but for the scriptures) unknown (apirva) connection between the
sacred ritual and its fruit (which was often realised in the future, or in
post-mortem existences). The §ruti affirmed and gave knowledge of this
connection so that the sacrifice, the essence of sacred ritual, could be
performed. In this way the main goal of the scriptures was the
performance of the sacrifice; conveying information about the existence
and nature of trans-empirical entities (e.g. the gods, Brahman), even if it
could be regarded as doing this, was not what scripture was about.
Ramanuja and the other Vedantins disagreed, of course. The sacrifice
was part, even an important part, of the concern of scriptural revelation;
but the primary aim of scripture was the knowledge and attainment of
Brahman, the transcendent Absolute. And for this end, maintained
Ramanuja, the sruti was essentially no less fact-assertive than prescrip-
tive in fulfilling its pramanic function. ‘If the Vedas are a pramana they
make known, from the collection of injunctions, explanations and
formulae, a whole multitude of previously unknown and mutually
compatible things as they really are; and the Vedas are a pramana (of
course . . ..”*! It was an essential function of $ruti to affirm the existence
and nature of existing things as they really were, not only to issue
injunctions about the ritual. In the Vedantasara (1.1. 21) and again in
the Summary (para. 135) Ramanuja quotes with approval the dictum of
Dramidacarya, a shadowy, earlier teacher recognised as authoritative
both by him and by Samkara, which affirmed the fact-assertive nature of
the scriptures: ‘The scriptures state things as they really are.’>

Rimanuja’s next argument, by drawing out the implications of the
opponent’s own view, seeks to lay bare its inadequacy. The argument is
borrowed from an earlier work (the Dramidabhasya), where it is pointed
out that, even if scripture were intent on praising the sacrificial act, the
praise itself would make no sense without something as objective
referent. Ramanuja elaborates on this.> The scriptures speak just as
much of the unseen gods to whom the sacrifice is offered, and of the
unseen virtues of the sacrifice, as of the excellence of the sacrificial act
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itself. The whole complex must be affirmed together, for sruti’s talk of
the excellence of the sacrifice is of a piece with its affirmation of the
existence of the gods and the various unseen features of the sacrifice.
Indeed, this affirmation enhances the excellence of the sacrifice. Thus,
even if the prescription of the sacrifice were the primary aim of sruti, sruti
must at the same time affirm the existence and nature of those unseen
things that are part of the sacrificial complex. And, since itis agreed that
the $rutiis a pramana, this affirmation must be veridical. The way is open
then for affirming the existence, nature and importance of the supreme
Brahman in the knowledge section of the canonical texts.

Well then, it may be argued, even the knowledge section of the Vedas,
i.e. the Upanisads, is concerned primarily with enjoining action — the
action of meditating upon Brahman. Ramanuja has considered this
objection in the Commentary and recounts a charming story, of ancient
pedigree, to illustrate his response.* A little prince, too young to be
aware of his birthright, gets lost while playing. He is found by an upright
Brahmin who is ignorant of the child’s parentage but who brings him up
in the way of the scriptures. When the youth is sixteen he discovers who
he really is and how illustrious a father he has. The King too learns that
his long-lost son is safe and well and that he has been brought up in the
proper manner, and is eager to see him. It is only after both have
acquired the relevant bits of information about each other, says
Ramanuja, that they wish to and are able to establish contact. The
action of meeting in an informed and whole-hearted way is logically
dependent upon acquiring the right information. In the same wayj, it
makes no sense for scripture to enjoin meditation upon Brahman, and to
encourage this, without first establishing his existence and nature. The
Sruti is nothing if not intrinsically and significantly fact-assertive.

The third and final argument we shall consider probes deeper into the
nature of language. We have seen that for Ramanuja so-called naming
words are innately related to their real objects. We can ask now what
exactly is the object (artha) of a naming-word? For both the
Parvamimamsakas and the classical Vedantins, the naming-word was
directly related to its ‘generic configuration’ or akrti. Rimanuja’s view
on what this meant was influenced by the early Mimamsa metaphysic of
word-theory, and perhaps the most important figure to influence the
shape of this particular metaphysic was Sabara (c.400 CE), who
discussed this question in his seminal commentary on Jaimini’s Kar-
mamimamsa Stitras. Even then there are many gaps, and much scope for
varying interpretations on important points remains. Still, by all
accounts it seems that the @krii is a real entity of tenuous metaphysical
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status, a sort of composite, class-contour or concrete universal in virtue
of which members of a particular class become individuated. The
(Vedic) naming-word is related directly and innately to its own akrti and
through the akrti immediately (but not innately) to all the real
individuals subsumed by the akrti.* The non-innateness of the relation
between word and its individual referents (rather than akrti) makes it
possible for these referents to come into existence and perish, as
individuals do, without affecting the pre-established and eternal nature
of the relation between the word and its @krti in the first place. (We can
assume that, as in the case of the Vedas themselves, this relation exists,
during a dissolution period, in a potency proximate to its realisation.)
There are grounds for saying that for Sabara, as for Ramanuja, only
substantival material entities are subsumed under akrtis, and it is not
clear what modus operandi he envisaged for the predication of terms
referring to non-material entities. In any event, for both Sabara and
Ramanuja the (Vedic) word gau (‘ox’) refers directly to the ox-@krti and
through this denotes all individual (perishable) oxen. M. Biardeau has
plausibly argued*® that Sabara maintained a (subtle) distinction between
the akrti and the jari (generic characteristic) of an object, a distinction
which was soon conflated by subsequent commentators and thinkers.

It is not clear what Ramanuja’s position is on the subtler issues (on
occasion he does seem to have made the conflation mentioned above),
but that he did accept the gkrti-theory is clear enough. According to this
theory then, certain individual (substantival, material) objects could be
regarded as real (non-eternal) projections of their @krti, and as an
essential part of the appropriate (Vedic) word’s denotative embrace. In
other words, these Vedic terms have an inherent objectivity, an inner
impetus demanding fruition in the real existence of the particular
members subsumed by their @krtis. The Vedic word gau, for instance,
has an inner dynamic through its akrti towards the production of real
oxen. Ramanuja as a fully fledged monotheist rationalises this creative
power of Vedic words by locating it ultimately in the essence of, and by
mediating it through the will of, Brahman. Yet he reveres the mystique
of Vedic creativity sufficiently to acknowledge the (at least) logical
priority of the word — object (akrti) relation as a guide even for the divine
will in the originative production of things, as the following extract
clearly implies:

All the Vedic [naming] words make known their objects/meanings™’ as
terminating in the supreme Self. All the Vedic words having been
extracted in the beginning from the Veda by the highest Brahman, he
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then created, as of old, all the kinds of being, the words being, as of
old, applied as names to these beings which find their fulfilment in the
supreme Self.*®

The conclusion of our argument is this: to say thus that the Vedic word
has an innate denotative power demanding fruition in the ultimate
production of real things is to say that the sruti tends towards the
affirmation of the real, that it is by implication fact-assertive.

But the preceding quotation makes a further point: that the Vedic
word’s denotative reach does not end in natural objects; this is only its
first-order stopping-place. On the contrary, Vedic words terminate
referentially in Brahman, the very ground of being. This establishes
more firmly in Ramanuja’s thinking that the $ruti has an essential fact-
assertive function implied by the fact that the first-order and second-
order denotative terminus of Vedic words is being. How exactly
Ramanuja explains this will be matter for detailed consideration in a
later chapter, but we may enlarge a little here on the point of the relation
between sacred language, finite being and Brahman.

Ramainuja’s broad view on this relation is well brought out in a
linguistically interesting and theologically profound analysis he gives to
the mystic syllable OM (also called the Pranava). This syllable is
composed of the three letters A, U, M, which in combination (in the
Sanskrit) produce the sound OM)M. It was regarded by the great
Vedantins as in some unparalleled way symbolising and expressing the
Absolute. The occasion for Ramanuja’s analysis is his exegesis of a
section of the Svetasvatara Upanisad. The analysis is involved but it
repays scrutiny.

The Pranava has been said to be the root of the whole collection of the
Vedas, and the A [the first letter of the Pranava] is the root of the
Pranava. That is, the Vedas, but a transformation of the Pranava, are
resolved in it, their root, the Pranava itself being a transformation of
the A and resolved in the A which is its root. Now, since only that one
who is the highest being expressed by the A, which is the Pranava’s
root, is the great Lord, it is Narayana who is the great Lord, since it is
he alone who is expressed by the A, the root of the whole collection of
words, and is the [ontological] root of the whole collection of beings.*

Not only does this statement affirm that OM as the sum of the Vedas is
the word expressive of Brahman, but it intimates that Brahman is at the
same time the principle of being and the principle of intelligibility (in and
through the Vedas, the model of language and the most perfect linguistic
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medium of expression — hence ‘Sanskrit’, from samskrta meaning
‘perfect’). In other words, we have here the notion of a structural
correspondence between language and reality; that is, language and
reality in a real sense reflect a common morphé or form, converging and
culminating in Brahman. We shall return to this topic later in the book.

As a result of the discussion so far we can see that for Ramanuja the
Vedas as language and as pramanic were essentially fitted for the
conveying of information about the transcendent. They gave out a
revelation which though propositional was inerrant once it had been
interpreted correctly. This teaching could not be sublated by a contrary
and ‘higher’ wisdom. By this was cut at the root Samkara’s distinction
between a lower knowledge of Brahman based on the dualism of the
Vedas and a higher knowledge which was monistic and final and which
sublated the former. Ramanuja did not deny that Veda-derived
information about Brahman was indirect and imperfect. For him the
liberating insight to be gained in this life was direct and presentational
(saksatkara). But it was an important part of his theological position to
maintain that, so far as it went, Veda-based information was neither
misleading nor errant.

To say, however, that the Vedas were inerrant, that they gave true
information about the transcendent, did not lighten the task of their
interpretation. It was crucial to interpret them correctly because a false
understanding did not lead to liberation, man’s ultimate state. As
already noted, the emphasis laid on sound scriptural exegesis resulted in
great doctrinal battles among the Vedantins, and belies the widespread
and superficial assumption that Hinduism has always been a doctrinally
tolerant religion in the sense that in matters of belief anything would do.
This is not to deny that in the main Hinduism has been intellectually a
fairly open religion, at least much more so than the semitic religions
(intolerance manifested itself mainly in orthopraxy rather than orth-
odoxy). Among the Hindus there is no history of a central, ecclesiastical
magisterium empowered to promulgate sacrosanct verbal formulae, and
to anathematise dissenters, as in Christianity. True, for orthodox
theologians the absoluteness of the Vedas was a datum, but within
particular traditions of interpretation their understanding was not tied
to the infallibility of a conciliar proclamation. This made it possible for
Hindu theologians, in spite of their doctrinally conservative role, to
reinterpret creatively (though, as we have seen, under the pretext of
faithful transmission) the deposit of teaching handed down to them, in
the light of insights and conceptual models from other schools.

Ramanuja expresses this open attitude towards rival systems (e.g. the
Samkhya) in his commentary, in the $ri Bhasya, on 11.2.42:
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What is rejected in the Brahma Sitras in respect of the principles of
being taught by Samkhya is only that these principles do not have
Brahman for their self (or inner principle), not the essence of the
system. In the Yoga and Pasupati teachings also, it is the Lord’s being
only the efficient cause of the world, the contradictory conceptions
about the mutually related principles of being, and those practices
outside the Vedic pale that are rejected, not the essence of Yoga or
Pasupati [teaching]. So it is said [in scripture]: The Samkhya, Yoga,
Paficaratra and Pasupata (systems) and the Vedas are pramanas for
the Self: they must not be dismissed by polemic.%

Again, we have seen that Raminuja was much influenced by
Pirvamimamsaka exegetical method. But if the quotation illustrates an
intellectual openness it also indicates that doctrinal commitments within
the schools were quite firm — there was no desire among the classical
theologians to wallow in the amorphous soup of syncretism. Ramanuja
was keen to preserve the doctrinal rectitude of his sect, and to this end,
nearer home, when it came to an opponent also professing a Vedantic
base, he was often scathing in his criticism. He reserved his choicest jabs
for Bhedabhedavada and Advaita. Thus in the Commentary, at the
beginning of his refutation of the main Advaitic standpoint, Ramanuja
castigates his Advaitic opponents as thinkers deficient in logic and bereft
of the Lord’s grace.5' Samkara too, for all the breadth and penetration
of his thinking, is unequivocal that in the end it is correct scriptural
understanding and the rejection of false views that matter. ‘There are
many misguided teachings’, he warns, ‘based on [sound] reasoning and
quotation, mixed with the appearance only of these. One accepting any
of this without duly discriminating would be kept away from the highest
goal and would go to ruin.’®> The Vedantic theologians made no
compromise in their search for truth and were as eager as their
counterparts in other religions to determine it, however elusive it might
be.

We can now sum up the discussions of this chapter. After introductory
comments about Ramanuja’s place in the tradition, his various works
and the influences under which he laboured, we discussed the relation
between scriptural faith and reason in Ramanuja’s (and Vedantic)
thought. All this was propaedeutic to the examination of Ramanuja’s
theory of the nature of language in general and of the Vedas in particular
vis-a-vis the main opposing standpoint, that of the Prabhakaras.
Preliminary questions were taken up in this context too, chiefly
concerning the impersonalness and eternity of the Vedas, before we
proceeded to examine Ramanuja’s refutation of the Prabhakara. In the
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process, it is hoped, Rimanuja’s (and indeed the Vedantic) attitude to
the scriptures has been revealed. By his treatment of the Prabhakara
Ramanuja hoped to establish the fact-assertive nature of language,
especially of the srutiin relation to the existence and nature of Brahman,
man’s most important and ultimate goal. Further, since the Sruti was
pramanic it contained veridical information about this goal. But the task
of scriptural interpretation, though not an intellectually closed one, had
to proceed along definite and traditional lines; it was thus that the
scriptures could be made to yield the right cognition about their chief
object. It is to this process and its conclusions in Ramanuja’s thought
that we now turn.



2 Predication and Meaning

I

In Chapter 1 we saw how Ramanuja sought to establish that language in
general and scripture in particular are intrinsically fact-assertive and not
essentially prescriptive only, as the Prabhakaras maintained. This means
that the sacred texts, as pramainic, are able to convey veridical
information about their chief object and man’s final end (not determina-
ble from any other pramana) — the ultimate reality, Brahman. But
veridical information about Brahman is not easily extracted from the
scriptures: they have to be interpreted correctly. We can understand how
Ramanuja went about this only after saying much more about his
understanding of (1) the general relation between language and reality,
and (2) the predication of terms, especially in its theological context. In
other words, in this chapter we shall focus chiefly on the way language
works to yield (especially divine) information for Ramanuja; in the
process we shall get an idea of what Brahman was for him. Further, if
Ramanuja’s chief opponent as to the fact-assertive nature of language
was the Prabhakara, once this issue was settled the main rival position he
faced regarding scriptural teaching about Brahman, within the Vedantic
camp and in terms of which he articulated his own view, was the
increasingly influential one of Advaita. The Advaitic stance clearly
derived from Samkara, but by Ramanuja’s time (over 200 years after the
master Advaitin’s death) it had been developed in important respects by
Samkara’s various followers. Thus as the discussion proceeds we shall
have to keep one eye, as did Ramanuja, on the Samkarite, if not always
on Samkara’s piirvapaksa (rival position).

Samkara taught that the §ruti points to a Brahman that is ultimately
non-dual (advaita) —i.e. the only reality, the One without a second (ekam
eva-advitiyam) — non-differentiated (nirvisesa) and ineffable (avacya),
and that, simply as a stepping-stone to the liberating insight, the sruti
affirms an omnipotent and omniscient Lord as the personal object of
worship and devotion in the framework of an ontological dualism.
Ramanuja rightly saw that this view, which by his time had begun to
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bestride rivals like a Colossus, presaged the withering-away of the
flowering tree of true devotion (bhakti). As acarya of his sect he had
realised that the only effective counter-measure was to construct a
monotheistic system, grounded in the accepted scriptures, which was at
the same time intellectually respectable and religiously satisfying. His
general strategy was to show that no accredited pramana could establish
a non-dual, non-differentiated Brahman. Ramanuja seems to have
accepted only three pramanas as valid: perception, inference and the
word (i.e. speech/language) as testimony. It was not difficult to show
that the first two could not accomplish Samkara’s end. Perception’s
object remains within the bounds of sense, and Brahman transcends
these.! In Vedantic philosophy, inference arrives at its truth on the basis
of perceptual knowledge and shares perception’s limitations with
respect to establishing a transcendent, infinite being.” There remains
only the testimony of the word, specifically the revelation of the
scriptures. It was at this point that the crux of the matter was reached.
If Ramanuja could show that language per se was unable to establish a
monistic Brahman, the way was open for him to interpret scripture — but
a special case of language — in the theologically dualist way he favoured.
In order to show this, he has recourse to his view of a structural
correspondence between language and being. He argues as follows:

Language, by virtue of its own differentiation, is capable of making
known an entity-with-differentiation only, since language acts
through words and sentences. Now, to be a word is to be possessed of
radical element and suffix,® and it cannot be denied that the word, in
that its radical element and suffix correspond to difference within the
object, makes known a differentiated object. Further, the difference in
words relates to the difference in objects. The sentence too, therefore,
which is a form of association of words, is incapable of making known
anon-differentiated entity, by virtue of its denoting a particular group
of various kinds of object. Thus language (in word and sentence)
cannot be a pramana for a non-differentiated entity.*

In other words, Ramanuja’s argument, which is based on Sanskrit’s
being the model for language (something no contemporary Vedantin
was likely to dispute, for reasons gone into in the last chapter), is as
follows. Language is composed of words and sentences. Considering the
word first, it is constituted of radical element and suffix. Through its
radical element a particular word keeps its root sense in various verbal
forms, but through its different suffixes it undergoes differentiation as to
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gender, number and case. For example, take the root jia (to know),
which we shall see later Ramanuja himself considers in similar context.
All word-forms deriving from jfia share the root sense of ‘know’ (which
is different from the root sense of ‘love’ or ‘sleep’, for instance) but differ
as to their individual forms and case-endings (e.g. jiapti, knowing; jiatr,
(masc., fem., neuter) a knower; janami, I know). The point is that the
word (e.g. the ‘know’ root) must be inherently susceptible of differentia-
tion in its various forms and suffixes — e.g. ‘knowing’; (sing. or pl.)
‘knower(s)’; (masc., fem.) ‘knowers’ — in order to adequate to differen-
tiation in its referents: (e.g. knowing-act; (one or more) knower(s);
(male, female) knowers). Thus differentation in words necessarily
corresponds to differentiation in referents. Now the sentence, which is at
least an association of words, a fortiori reflects, in similar manner but in
greater complexity, differentiation in and of objects. Therefore language
—no less scriptural language — as constituted from words and sentences,
is intrinsically incapable of making known pure, non-differentiated
being, such as the Brahman of the Advaitins. On the contrary, language
can act as a pramana only for differentiated being. Unfortunately, it
cannot be our business here to provide a critical appreciation of this
argument. Such a policy followed consistently would result in a book at
least twice the length of this one. But we can understand at least what
Ramanuja meant by affirming a structural correspondence between
language and being. This ties in with his understanding of the mystic
syllable OM as symbolising most potently the fact of Brahman’s being, at
the same time, the source and end of language and reality (see Ch. 1).

We can pursue this matter of the relationship between language and
reality in Ramanuja’s thinking, in its theological context (which focused
the Vedantic concern), by considering Ramanuja’s refutation of the
Advaitic view on the way language intimates Brahman, the ultimate
reality. In the process we shall be apprised of not only Ramanuja’s
theory of (especially divine) predication but also his view of the nature of
Brahman. This refutation, in fact, takes account of the Advaitic position
on (1) the word and (2) the sentence as descriptive of Brahman.

(1) In Ramanuja’s discussion, the Advaitic opponent’s favourite term
to designate his Absolute is jiiaptimatra (Pure-Knowing).’ Indeed, he
argues, it is not being claimed that language either as word or sentence is
a pramana for establishing the self-luminous, non-differentiated
Absolute. Such an Absolute, being self-established, has no need of a
pramana. Once all terms ratified by scripture to designate the Absolute
have been purified of the various differentiations they ordinarily
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connote (and which, if they remained, would wrongly colour our
understanding), the self-luminous Absolute ‘of its own accord stands
forth’. ‘Pure Knowing’ is just the most appropriate expression to
encapsulate the non-differentiated Absolute, once its empirical connota-
tions of limited knowerhood (e.g. male or femaley have been removed.
Ramainuja rejects this on the grounds that this term, no less than any
other selected, is inherently capable of intimating only a differentiated
entity. We have seen how he argues this in general. With respect to the
particular term under consideration he says:

“To know [jfia] refers to awareness and as such on the basis of its
radical element we know that there is a particular activity with subject
and object and with a specific nature distinguishing it from other
kinds of activity. From the suffixes we know of sex, number and so on.
Even if knowing is self-established, it could not be established as of
this nature, i.e. that it is without differentiation. In fact knowing is
said to be self-established in so far as it is its very nature to be the
means of [establishing] something else.®

No term then, not even the favourite designation of the Advaitin, can
properly intimate a non-differentiated Brahman.

The thrust of Ramanuja’s argument, as I see it, is not that it is
impossible for terms to be purified of empirical connotations and made
to bear meaningfully upon some transcendent, perfect reality. In fact we
shall see in due course that Ramanuja himself subscribes to a view in
which only a purified use of language can designate the supreme being.
His argument is rather that the empirical evacuation of terms to the
point of signifying absolute non-differentiation destroys the very fabric
of language as we know it and by implication nullifies the raison d’étre of
the scriptures. Scripture exists to instruct us primarily about the nature
of and the way to the ultimate. It can function as a conveyor of
instruction only through its own adequation with reality. This it does as
inherently differentiated in the way we have described. The ultimate,
then, scripture’s prime object, cannot be absolutely non-differentiated.
For the connection between scripture as language and scripture as a
pramana for the trans-empirical ultimate would vanish. As a result
scripture would lack the very basis for its own reliability as a source of
distinctive knowledge about the ultimate.

(2) We come now to Ramanuja’s refutation of the Advaitic view about
how sentences describing (a) the nature of Brahman and (b) Brahman’s
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relation to the world should be interpreted. These are the two kinds of
statement at the centre of the discussion,’” and to represent them we
choose the key scriptural texts: ‘Brahman is reality, knowledge, infinite’
(TaiUp, 11.1.1%), and ‘That you are’ (ChandUp, e.g. V1.8.7), respectively.
A crucial consideration here is Ramanuja’s understanding of the
syntactical rule of correlative predication (samanadhikaranya in Sansk-
rit), which we shall refer to as ‘CP’ for short. Again it must be kept in
mind that the Vedantic discussion in this respect takes place with
reference to Sanskrit. CP is a very important concept for our purposes
because the main scriptural statements of the two kinds distinguished
above (the ones selected as representative not excepted) conform
syntactically to CP. Their correct interpretation would depend on a
correct understanding of CP. Our theologian has defined CP in several
places in his works, and in almost exactly the same words. In the
Summary we have, ‘The experts say that correlative predication is the
application to one object of more than one word having different
grounds for their occurrence.”® Now there are two levels, so to speak, to
the concept of CP: (i) a grammatical one, and (ii) an ontological one.

(i) Here two or more non-synonymous terms having the same case-
ending in Sanskrit are applied to the same referent. The Sanskrit
equivalents of the statements, ‘Brahman is reality, knowledge, infinite’
(i.e. satyam jiianam anantam brahma) and ‘That you are’ (tat tvam asi)
have the grammatical form of CP. Thus, in the first example, the non-
synonymous terms satyam (‘reality’), jiagnam (‘knowledge’), anantam
(‘infinite’) and brahma, all having the same (neuter nominative, possibly
accusative) case-ending, are applied to their (real) referent, Brahman,
the ultimate. Where an expression occurs in which the related words in
the Sanskrit do not possess the same case-ending (e.g. utpalam hrade:
‘The lotus is in the lake’), vaiyadhikaranya or non-correlative predica-
tion obtains.'” The point is that the Vedantins took the grammar of
correlatively predicated statements to have certain ontological implica-
tions.

(ii)) Here lies the crux of the matter. Ramanuja argues that it is the
whole point of CP that it implies differentiation not only between
individual objects but also within the individual object. In other words,
the correlatively predicated expression indicates that a particular thing
(i.e. the referent) is the locus of a co-presence of more than one
determination such that it gives grounds for the predication of several
non-synonymous terms in respect of it. When we say, by way of CP, that
Devadatta is young, swarthy, magnanimous and well-bred (to use an
example of Ramanuja’s) we imply that one and the same object (i.e.
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Devadatta himself) is the locus of the co-presence of the physical and
mental attributes mentioned above. Generally speaking then, CP has an
objective reference to differentiation in one and the same referent. Now,
it is an accepted tenet of scriptural exegesis that the rules of everyday
linguistic usage must be presumed to apply to scripture too. Thus,
Ramanuja concludes, correlatively predicated Vedanta statements
about Brahman intimate that their referent is ‘determined by this or that
qualifier’, i.e. is really differentiated.!" It is in this context that
Ramanuja’s understanding of CP differs significantly from Samkara’s.
It was not to Samkara’s purpose to deny that CP intimates differentia-
tionin the referent in everyday circumstances, but his exegeses show that
in the case of correlatively predicated scriptural texts about Brahman
our ordinary expectations of the rules of grammar are to be put aside.
Both Samkara and Ramanuja are agreed that in the case of Brahman
correlatively predicated terms are to be taken in a grammatically and
epistemologically unitary sense with respect to their referent; but they
disagree about these terms’ ontological implications. Samkara main-
tains that the epistemological differentiation is to be taken as a
subjective phenomenon only; that is, we cannot help but think and speak
differentiatedly of the really non-differentiated Absolute. But, in fact,
the informed act of divine predication, by a process of the purification of
its terms, should yield a predominantly apophatic understanding of its
referent. Ramanuja, on the other hand, holds that the epistemological
differentiation does have objective grounds, and that there is to be a
literal bias in the predication of terms of Brahman.

We can now examine Ramanuja’s refutation of the Advaitic inter-
pretation of the Taittiriya text ‘Brahman is reality, knowledge, infinite.’
On this basis we can go on to consider his own understanding of the
statement. Ramanuja pays closest attention to the Advaitic pirvapaksa
in the Commentary.'> The opponent starts by giving examples of
quality-denying and of quality-affirming texts about Brahman. He then
argues that, since quality-denying texts are logically consequent upon
the other, they are the more authoritative. Hence Brahman is to be
understood as finally qualityless (nirguna). Now, it is significant that
among the more obvious examples of the nirguna texts (e.g. ‘Neither
gross nor fine, neither short nor long’ — BAUp, 111.8.8) is included the
apparently positive Taittiriya statement under consideration. This is
because, as a traditionally accepted definitional statement of Brahman,
it was supposed to be among the most authoritative texts; as such for the
Adpvaitin it had to be included among the (superior) nirguna texts. This
gives us a clue as to how the Advaitin was constrained to interpret it, i.e.
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apophatically. Ramanuja then starts the Advaitic interpretation of the
text, and a very sophisticated one it is too. But, for all its development in
a number of ways we cannot go into here, there can be no doubt that at
heart it is Samkara’s own interpretation as given in his Taittiriya
Upanisad commentary.

The main points of the (by-now developed) Advaitic interpretation
considered by Ramanuja are as follows. First, in so far as the text
instantiates CP it is meant to express a unitary sense (so ekdrtha) rather
than make a point about the unity of the referent. A shift has taken place
here from the ontological aspect of CP towards the epistemological one.
The Advaitin presses this shift home by going on to intimate that this
unitary sense denotes a non-differentiated Brahman. This is argued for
on the grounds that, if we gave the terms of the statement a literalist
(i.e. differentiation-affirming) interpretation, then from their abstract
form (i.e. ‘reality’, ‘knowledge’) we should have to infer a separate
(Brahman) referent for at least the two ‘positive’ (qualifier) terms. The
text would then be referring to two Brahmans (i.e. the Brahman that is
reality, and the Brahman that is knowledge, however this might be
understood) and such an interpretation would at the very least militate
against the rule that CP refers to a single entity.

Then, answers Ramanuja, in the guise of an objector, the terms of the
statement, as resulting in the unitary sense that denotes a completely
non-differentiated referent, would have to be taken as synonymous. In
that case, what would be the point of scripture’s using more than one
(qualifier) term (and a scriptural statement, especially a definitional one,
does not use terms idly)? Ramanuja is trying to force the ontological
implications of CP, as understood by him, upon the opponent: that is,
that there are objective grounds for correlatively predicating apparently
non-synonymous terms of the referent. His opponent will have none of
it. ‘Listen attentively’, he says,

as to how there is non-synonymity, notwithstanding [the text’s]
signifying a unitary sense. . . . We know that by definition Brahman
has a nature contrary to every other kind of being; consequently every
nature contrary [to Brahman)] is set aside by this trio of words. The
word ‘reality’ sets Brahman apart from ‘unreal’ being in so far as the
latter is the substrate of change. The word ‘knowledge’ sets Brahman
apart from non-conscious being since the latter depends on something
else (i.e. consciousness) for its illumination. And the word ‘infinite’
sets Brahman apart from the limited in space, time and being. . . . In
thus making known a single entity’s nature as contrary to everything
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else, these three words at the same time have point, a unitary sense and
are non-synonymous. Therefore we can say that there is but one
Brahman, a light unto itself, and purged of all differentiation."

In other words, the apparently positive terms ‘reality’ and ‘knowledge’
do not express what Brahman is; rather they hint at what Brahman is
not, i.e. ‘not non-being’, ‘not non-conscious’. The adjectival ‘infinite’
has a very important function too. It so to speak projects our
understanding of the other terms into the transcendent order by
removing every limitation from Brahman. The three terms taken in
combination intimate an infinitely real Brahman which is consciousness
itself. No doubt Brahman is absolutely non-differentiated in itself, but,
since we cannot fully rise to this way of thinking, and needs must use
positive language to describe the ultimate, the positive terms ‘reality’
and ‘knowledge’, duly purified, are among the best (if not the best) we
have. There is a valid place for them in our knowledge of Brahman.
Brahman is really not non-being and not non-conscious (thus the terms
are not used synonymously), yet withal Brahman in itself is totally non-
determinate, non-differentiated. Our thinking cannot rise to this. In
point of fact, the Advaitic stance is a testament to Brahman’s absolute
transcendence. And to this end the terms we predicate of Brahman must
be duly purified, even to the point, paradoxically, of apophasis. That is
why the scriptures are there and must be interpreted correctly. They are
to teach us how we are to think about Brahman ideally, even if we cannot
actually think Brahman thus. In the process we have some inkling of
what Brahman really is, Brahman the chief goal of human living (puru-
sartha). (It is to mark the contrast then between the ultimate being’s
transcendence in Samkara’s thought and the divine accessibility in
Ramanuja’s that I refer to Samkara’s Absolute by ‘it’ and to Ramanuja’s
God by ‘he’, and not because Samkara’s Absolute is in any simplistic
sense ‘impersonal’.)

But Ramanuja, in the guise of the objector, returns to the attack. By
making ‘reality’ and ‘knowledge’ abandon their proper literal mean-
ings,'* in that they are meant to deliver an overwhelmingly apophatic
understanding of a Brahman whose nature is contrary to that of
everything else, we have, he insists, a case of oblique predication
(laksana). The objector is not opposed to a purification of terms with
respect to Brahman; he is opposed to a purification of prima facie
positive terms such that their positive literal sense vanishes away to the
point of apophasis. This can only be oblique predication, and it was
commonly accepted that in the interpretation of scripture it was a grave



Predication and Meaning 33

exegetical defect to do this without good reason. Moreover, the Advaitin
is compounding his transgression by taking not one but both the positive
terms obliquely. The Advaitin is unabashed.'” There is every good
reason, he maintains, for taking both the positive terms obliquely, even
to the point of apophasis, for this meets the very intention (tatparya) of
the scriptural statement, ‘for meeting the intention [of a statement] has
greater weight than meeting the [usual] denotation [of words]. All agree
that the intention of correlative predication has to do with unity [rather
than differentiation].’'s If the unity of CP can the better be achieved in
non-differentiated meaning (and being) rather than the contrary, then
by all means let us have it!

But this smart riposte presages the Advaitin’s undoing and Raman-
uja’s eventual repudiation of his position. The cumulative case against
the Advaitin is too great. His interpretation flies in the face of all the
accepted rules of exegesis, and he is clearly seen to be pleading a special
case. The heart of Ramanuja’s repudiation is this: by having to resort to
oblique meanings wholesale, by appealing to a foreclosed intention of
scripture, and by shifting the onus of CP to the epistemological side, the
Adpvaitin is really showing that he has subverted the very essence of
correlatively predicated statements. For on his view ‘there would be no
basis for a difference of grounds in the one entity [the referent],
corresponding to the terms predicated’.!” CP affirms a real correspon-
dence between differentiation in the terms predicated and differentiation
in the referent. And this the Advaitic interpretation of the Taittiriya text
does not do.

In his own interpretation of the text, found in the Commentary,'?
Ramanuja tries not to fall foul of his own strictures. Samkara and
Ramanuja are agreed that the passage provides a definition of Brahman.
Unlike Samkara, Ramanuja tries to show that it does so not only by
excluding the definiendum from all else but also by describing it through
its essential properties.'® Again, both the Vedantins affirm that because
the terms of the text are correlatively predicated they are to be taken in
combination as a single statement with a unitary sense.”’ It is in the
ontological implications of this sense that they differ markedly, as we
have seen. For Ramanuja, ‘the word “reality” declares Brahman as
possessing being without circumscription. By this [word] Brahman is set
apart from non-conscious being, the substrate of [essential] change, and
from that conscious being which is conjoined to non-conscious being
[i.e. embodied selves, which for Vedanta extend from plants to the
celestials or gods]’.?! Note that the term ‘reality’ (and, mutatis mutandis,
‘knowledge’) both describes and excludes. It affirms fullness of being
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and excludes those beings associated with essential change, i.e. matter
and embodied selves. The definition is beginning to fulfil both its
functions.

‘The word “knowledge” declares [Brahman] as possessing a nature
solely of eternal and uncontracted knowledge. By this [word] Brahman s
set apart from the liberated selves in as much as they once had
knowledge which was contracted.””? The describing- and excluding-
process continues. Because the Upanisads so often designate the
Ultimate by the term ‘knowledge’ (or its cognates), Ramanuja like
Samkara was constrained to give this word a special status in his
language describing Brahman. In a later chapter we shall consider the
matter in greater detail. Here the term is used to describe the perfection
of Brahman’s distinctive nature and to exclude those beings, the now
liberated atmans or muktas, which though presently participating in the
fullness of Brahman’s knowledge, were once in the bondage of samsara
with the limited and circumscribed consciousness this state implies.
Finally, says Ramanuja,

the word ‘infinite’ declares [Brahman’s] proper form as devoid of
limitation due to place, time and being. Because his proper form has
qualities, he has infinitude with respect to proper form and qualities.
By this word are set aside the ‘eternals’, who are different from the two
classes of being excluded by the two former words and who have a
proper form and qualities of a superior kind.”

The eternals (the so-called nityas or siris) are those beings enjoying the
divine presence from all eternity and never in the samsaric condition.
Ramanuja intimates that they are the most eminent category in the kind
of being from which the definition excludes Brahman i.e. finite or
dependent being.

Thus Ramanuja’s exegesis, by the neat contrivance of making each
subsequent qualifier term of the definition set Brahman apart from a
class of being superior to the preceding one, makes the point that
Brahman is supreme in the hierarchy of being, and infinitely perfect in the
order of being. In other words, Brahman is at the same time the highest
being and qualitatively different from every other kind of being. In this
connection, note the role the term ‘infinite’ is made to play in the
exegesis. As in the Advaitic interpretation, it is meant to give our
understanding of Brahman a transcendent quality by purifying Brah-
man of every limitation due to place, time and being. This makes
Brahman infinitely perfect in contrast to the other kinds of being
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mentioned. But, and this is in marked contrast to the rival view, the term
is specifically made to qualify not only the divine (distinctively
conscious) essence but also the divine attributes (which will be dealt with
later). As a result of all this we can see that Ramanuja’s exegesis stresses
both the differentiation within Brahman (the referent of the scriptural
definition) and the differentiation between Brahman and finite being.
Thus the ontological differentiation implied by correlative predication is
given justification with a vengeance.

A final observation. To say that Brahman is meant to be purified of all
empirical limitation in our understanding of the Upanisadic statement is
to say that the statement functions by way of ‘intrinsic analogy’; or
rather it is to say more specifically, as Ramanuja’s exegesis shows us,
that the predicates ‘reality’ and ‘knowledge’ are intrinsically analogical.
That is, as predicates of Brahman they are at one and the same time to be
purged of their connotations of empirical limitation and yet they retain a
core of their literal meaning. And this is precisely what Ramanuja
intends. Through the use of the term ‘infinite’, which as a negative
adjective is suited to act as the purifying element in the statement, the
positive terms ‘reality’ and ‘knowledge’ are predicated of Brahman
literally yet not full-bloodedly in their everyday sense. Brahman is real,
Brahman is conscious, but not imperfectly, finitely real and conscious;
rather he is infinitely real, infinitely conscious, or reality itself,
knowledge itself. While Ramanuja, like any true theologian who wishes
to acknowledge the real transcendence of his God, recognises the need to
evacuate divine predicates of imperfection, unlike the Samkarites he is
keen to accord them, and to be seen to accord them, recognisable literal
purchase. This is why his God is at the same time Other and Supreme.
The Samkarites, on the other hand, overwhelmed by the transcendence
of their Absolute, in spite of their disclaimers to the contrary lose sight of
this positive purchase to the point of apophasis, so that their Absolute
becomes so totally Other as to be hardly Supreme. The divide between
Ramanuja’s theism and Samkara’s non-dualism, for all its subtlety at
times, is both theologically and religiously decisive.

_ The contrast is not infrequently made between Riamanuja and
Samkara that, whereas Samkara sits lightly to the literal interpretation
of scripture, resorting much too readily to oblique meanings (especially
in the context of divine predication), Rimanuja’s reading of scripture is
unswervingly (and properly) literalist. As we have seen, there is point to
this contrast, at least in the two Vedantins’ understanding of divine
predication. But it is worth stressing that, where it seems justified,
Ramanuja too resorts to oblique meanings. As we have pointed out, in
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his interpretation of the Taittiriya text these oblique meanings take the
form of intrinsic analogy. But in his exegeses there are instances of
extrinsic analogy or metaphorical predication as well. For example,
when considering TaiUp, 11.5.1 — ‘pleasure is its head, joy the right wing,
delight the left wing, bliss the body, Brahman the tail, the foundation’ -
he comments, ‘since the [supreme] Self cannot have head, wings, tail, and
so forth, its having pleasure for its head and so on is but metaphor, for
the sake of easy understanding’.?* Hence any pronouncement about
Ramanuja’s scriptural literalism must be made with caution.

II

Nevertheless, we can examine now how with the appropriate qualifica-
tions Ramanuja may well be called a scriptural literalist. This will
emerge in our treatment of his analysis of the second scriptural text
chosen for consideration: the Chandogya refrain, ‘That you are’ (tat
tvam asi). It will help if we call to mind the context of this declaration.
Uddalaka Aruni, the wise teacher, asks his son Svetaketu, who has just
returned ‘swollen-headed’ from twelve years’ Vedic study at the feet of a
guru, if he asked for that teaching ‘by which the unheard becomes heard,
the unthought thought, the unknown known’. No doubt as Uddalaka
expects, his son replies in the negative. Eventually, through a number of
illustrations in which different substances merge in a common sub-
stance, Uddalaka declares the apparent identity of Svetaketu with the
subtle essence underlying the world, i.e. the Self (Atman), summing up
his teaching in the refrain, ‘That you are, Svetaketu’ (tat tvam asi
$vetaketo).” This refrain, then, unlike the Taittiriya text, is not a
definition of the Ultimate, but is a statement about the relation between
the Ultimate (here designated as the Self of the world) and the individual
self which Svetaketu represents. But there is another significant
difference between the two texts. In the Taittiriya passage the positive
qualifier-terms correlatively predicated (in conjunction with the referent
term brahma) are abstract terms ostensibly signifying abstractions (i.e.
‘reality’, ‘knowledge’). Here the two terms correlatively predicated via
the copula ‘are’ ostensibly denote substantival being: ‘That’, i.e. the
underlying Self of the world, and Svetaketu. In other words, there is an
entitative factor in the Chandogya refrain lacking in the first text. This
has important repercussions in Rdmanuja’s exegesis.

If Ramanuja’s understanding of CP was a necessary propaedeutic to
our appreciation of his Taittiriya exegesis, here we shall have to consider
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further, but as briefly as possible — the detailed examination will come
later — the necessary metaphysical aspects underpinning his exegesis of
the Chandogya statement. In the process we shall need to discuss
Ramainuja’s view on the denotative scope of words, in its theological
context.

We start with the observation that Ramanuja employs a central model
for understanding the relationship between the supreme Lord and the
world. This is the ‘body—ensouler’ (i.e. Sarira—saririn) model, which has
a non-theological and a theological application. We shall come to the
non-theological application in due course, but in the model’s theological
context, the world-as-a-whole (this can apply also to its individual
substantival components) may be said to be the ‘body’ (Sarira) of which
the Lord or supreme Self is the ‘ensouler’ (Saririn). Suffice it to say for the
present that the terms ‘body’ and ‘ensouler’ in the context of the model
are technical ones and bear no obvious relation to everyday usage. To
make this clear, henceforward whenever we ourselves use ‘body’ and
‘ensouler’ in their technical senses, unless their meaning is obvious, we
shall write ‘body,,” and ‘ensouler,,” (or ‘self,,’), respectively. At the very
least, as we shall see, to say that the world (or an individual) is
Brahman’s body,, is to say that the world (or an individual) is in some
respect at the same time both non-different from and yet not identical
with Brahman. The point is that, within this relationship of identity-in-
difference encapsulated by the body—ensouler model in its theological
aspect, there obtain in Ramanuja’s thought various constituent
subrelationships each with its own mode of discourse. These modes of
discourse are each more or less self-contained, though they have to be
integrated into the universe of discourse of the whole system. All this will
be discussed later; what we are concerned with here are the various
factors of the body—ensouler model, and their interplay, in Rimanuja’s
interpretation of the Chandogya text.

In this respect Ramanuja appears to work with two related but
separate modes of discourse simultaneously, bringing their insights
together at the end within the universal framework of discourse of the
body—ensouler model. One mode of discourse is ‘from above’, i.e. from
Brahman’s point of view, as it were; the other is ‘from below’, from
Svetaketu’s point of view. From the divine viewpoint, the one all-
comprehending Reality that is Brahman® is distinguishable, for
Ramanuja, under three aspects. First, there is Brahman in himself, the
sovereign Lord, transcendent, unchanging and infinitely perfect;
second, there is Brahman in his causal condition, in potency proximate
to the production of the variegated and dependent world, as its
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‘substantial cause’ (upadana karana), i.e. the causal substrate from
which the effect is produced; third, Ramanuja speaks of Brahman in his
effected condition, ontologically as the produced world. These last two
states of Brahman Ramanuja calls ‘Brahman in his causal condition’
(brahma karanavastham) and ‘Brahman in his effected condition’
(brahma karyavastham).”’

For Ramanuja the Brahman-reality is certainly not exhausted in its
causal and effected conditions; he found it necessary to describe
Brahman thus to do justice to those statements of the Upanisads which
made Brahman the sole source and cause of all being. The idea looms
large in the Vedanta that nothing can come into being or continue to
exist independently of Brahman. Ramanuja, like most of the classical
Vedantins, was deeply impressed by this idea. There could be no
ontological ‘creational’ gap between Brahman and the finite order. The
world in its origin and in its continuing being has Brahman alone for its
existential support; it participates ontologically in Brahman, it is ‘of
Brahman’. Ramanuja believed that this religious insight could be done
justice to from the viewpoint of divine causality, as it were, by speaking
of the world itself as the ‘effected’ Brahman, the result of Brahman
himself in his causal state. In this way the ontological continuum
between Brahman and the world (or its individual components) could be
preserved.

Now this way of speaking, for all its welcome acknowledgement of the
absoluteness of divine causality, has grave disadvantages. On the one
hand, it compromises the substantival reality of the world, to the point
of dissolving it away into Brahman: everything becomes Brahman in one
form or another. On the other hand, it compromises the transcendent
perfection of the supreme being itself by implying that this supreme
being, as continuous existentially with its (dependent) effects, is subject
to the various limitations of these effects.

To counteract this in part, Ramanuja resorted to another way of
speaking, ‘from below’, i.e. from the viewpoint of the world, which
Svetaketu represents. If the first mode of discourse, ‘from above’,
emphasises unreservedly the non-difference between Brahman and the
world, this second mode of discourse, ‘from below’, takes account of the
non-identity between the two, although on the whole itself veering
towards emphasising their identity. The terminology used here is derived
from another relationship constituting the body—ensouler model,
namely that between the ‘mode’ (prakara) and the ‘mode-possessor’
(prakarin). Later we shall go into these concepts in some detail. For the
present we note that by a ‘mode’ Ramanuja means a being, substantival
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or non-substantival, such that it has no raison d’étre of its own apart
from, or realisation independent of, some other entity, namely the
‘mode-possessor’. And the mode qualifies the mode-possessor in
manifesting this relationship. If it is true that the epistemological and
ontological inseparability of mode and mode-possessor accentuates
their non-duality, it is no less true that the qualifying relation between
them forces us to acknowledge their mutual distinction (since qualifica-
tion is based on difference), the more so when the mode itself is a
substantival entity. Raminuja applies the mode — mode-possessor
relationship to the world and Brahman. The world in so far as it can
neither exist nor be understood for the reality it is apart from Brahman is
the latter’s mode or prakara (this can also be said of the world’s
individual substantival components); Brahman is the mode-possessor,
the prakarin. Now, as we shall see, Ramanuja uses both kinds of talk, i.e.
talk of the causal and of the effected Brahman, and talk of the individual
as mode of Brahman (the mode-possessor), in his exegesis of the tat tvam
asi statement. This is because both kinds of talk are important for
describing the relationship of identity-in-difference between Brahman
and the world summed up by the body—ensouler model and seen by
Ramanuja to be encapsulated in the Upanisadic text. The former mode
of discourse stresses the aspect of identity; the latter takes account of the
difference.

We may now pass on to a further discussion in which we shall examine
Ramanuja’s view on the theological scope of the denotation of words.
Ramanuja maintains that besides its macrocosmic, theological applica-
tion (i.e. between Brahman and the world), the body—ensouler model
has also a microcosmic, non-theological application which, as it were,
‘patterns’ the former. In this latter application, the jivatman or
individual self acts as the ensouler,, and its empirical body as the bodys,,,.
That is, the individual atman is to its body,, what the ensouling supreme
Self or Brahman is to the world-body,, (or to the world’s individual
substantival components as bodies,,). This correspondence between the
two levels has important repercussions in Ramanuja’s thinking for the
denotation of words in its theological context. It is to this matter that we
now turn.

In classical Vedantic theory, the human person is an intimate
association of the spiritual principle or atman and a ‘material’ or
prakrtic® psycho-physical complement (which as a result of the union
assumes the form of the living empirical human body, inclusive of its
mental properties). Thus, strictly speaking, in Vedantic theory the
human body as we see it is part (the mind is the other part) of the result of
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the distinctive association between animating atman and material
complement. The Vedantins differed as to whether there is but one
(apparently) animating arman (apparently) fragmented individually
(thus the Samkarites), or whether there are many (finite) animating
atmans (Ramanuja and others). In fact, for the Vedantins all living
things imply the animating arman. So far as Ramanuja was concerned
this meant that the word ‘man’, for instance, in its primary sense does
not refer (via the akrti of man®) only to the (human) body (understood
here in the enlarged sense of animate prakrtic psycho-physical compon-
ent) but also to the animating atman. This makes good sense, affirmed
Ramanuja, because the body is the prakara or mode of the atman, the
prakarin or mode-possessor. That is, without the azrman as its existential
and intelligible support, without in fact the arman being its ensouler,,
(exactly how we shall see later), the body cannot be ‘realised’ as a body,
cannot be recognised for the thing it is. For this reason Raméanuja held
(toenlarge the principle), that whenever a mass of prakrtiis ensouled,, by
an dtman, by virtue of the mode—mode-possessor relation obtaining, the
term ostensibly denoting the prakrtic component (i.e. the body)
‘comprehends’ not only the body but also the ensouling,, atman.
He explains this feature of denotation as follows:

Because the body is the mode of the ensouling self, and because words
expressing the mode reach up to the mode-possessor also, we can
properly say that words denoting the body reach up to the ensouling
self. For, when an entity is apprehended as “This is such’, the mode is
that part being apprehended as the ‘such’. The mode rightly finds its
terminus in the mode-possessor, since, as dependent on the latter
entity, its being apprehended [for what it is] depends on that entity.
Thus a word designating the mode reaches up to the mode-possessor
as well. 3¢

In other words, though the atman in its pure state (that is, as disjoined
from prakrti) cannot be designated by such terms as ‘flower’, ‘fish’,
‘man’, ‘god’, and so on, in the embodied state it is designatable by such
terms in their primary senses in so far as these senses ‘comprehend’ the
whole entity referred to: individual atman plus the prakrtic complement
or body.

Now this theory of denotation for Ramanuja lays the foundation fora
theological superstructure reaching up to Brahman himself. By virtue of
the macrocosmic application of the body—ensouler relation in which the
world (or its individual substantival components) is the body and
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Brahman the ensouler, the world (or its individuals) may be considered
the mode of Brahman, the mode-possessor. The consequence of this is
that every (substance’') word finds its first denotative stopping-place in
its natural referent and, since this referent is Brahman’s mode, its final
denotative stopping-place in Brahman himself, the mode-possessor.
Furthermore, words are thus denotative in their primary senses. Just as
in the natural order the denoting word comprehends the (hidden)
ensouling,, atman (where there is one) as part of its basic or primary
meaning, so in the meta-empirical order the word reaches up, still in its
primary sense, to the supreme Self ensouling,, and indwelling the finite
entity. Ramanuja says,

Words expressing matter-cum-spirit, all of whose states are modes of
the Lord, apply in their primary sense to the supreme Self when heisin
the state of being qualified by these modes, just as the words ‘god’,
‘man’ and so on express the [embodied] individual self, just as, in fact,
the words ‘god’, ‘man’, and so on apply in their primary sense to the
individual self, the mode-possessor [determined] by the particular
transformations of prakrti as god, man, and so on, which exist as
kinds of being only in so far as they are modes of the individual self. So
also, because all conscious and non-conscious being is the mode of the
supreme Self in that it is the latter’s body, all words expressing
[substantival entities within] such being apply in their primary sense to
the supreme Self.*

We have here then, through this extended theory of the denotation of
words, the basis for Ramanuja’s scriptural literalism. Because all words
expressing kinds of being apply ultimately to Brahman as part of their
literal meaning, the way is open for Ramanuja to interpret a great many
apparently non-literal scriptural texts in literalist vein. Let us take an
example. Under BrSia, 1.1.5 and 6, Ramanuja considers a rival
(Samkhya) interpretation of ChandUp, V1.2.3 and 4: ‘It thought: “May I
be many, may I bring forth”. It emitted fire. That fire thought: “May I be
many, may I bring forth”. It emitted water . . . . That water thought:
“May I be many, may I bring forth . . .”.’ The rival argues that it is the
non-conscious, primal, causal, ‘material’ principle of the world (namely,
the Pradhana or Prakrti) which, in the form of its “evolutes” of fire,
water, and so on, is the subject of ‘thought’ in the passage; hence
‘thought’ here is to be understood figuratively. For fire and water cannot
really think, and it is not uncommon in discourse to ascribed mental
activity figuratively to non-conscious things, as when we say: ‘The rice is
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on the look-out for rain’ or ‘The seed was gladdened by the rain’.

Ramanuja rejects this interpretation and affirms that on the contrary
all the instances of ‘thought’ in the text are to be understood literally. His
rationale is as follows: no doubt fire and water in themselves, being non-
conscious, cannot really think. But, since they are ensouled,, by the
supreme Self and exist for what they are in virtue of this — that is, are the
supreme Self’s modes — the words ‘fire’, ‘water’, and so on, are also
denotative (ultimately) of the supreme Self. Now, from ChandUp, V1.3.2
— ‘Well, having entered these three deities, [i.e. fire, etc.] with this
individual self, let Me proliferate name and form’, which clearly states
the intention of the supreme Self — we are apprised also of the intention
of scripture concerning the texts under consideration, i.e. that it is the
supreme Self as self,, of fire and water, its modes, which decides to
proliferate in the name of fire and water. The thinking ascribed to fire
and water in the text, then, can and must be taken literally, since the
words naming these entities do reach up denotatively ultimately to the
supreme Self.*

A tour-de-force, one might think, and exegetically this may well be so.
Nevertheless Ramanuja believed that by this literalist approach he had
scored exegetically over Samkara and his followers within the Vedantin
camp. Certainly no one could accuse him of taking lightly the rule that a
non-literal reading of scripture could be resorted to only after it was
shown (or was obvious) that the purport of the text could not be literal.
Later we shall take up what I consider to be the theological insight
underlying this theory of denotation.

But to say that the word in its primary sense thus reached up to the
supreme being did not mean that the trans-empirical surplus of meaning
was not hidden except to the eyes of an informed faith. It was only
scripture, more loving towards us than a thousand parents said
Ramanuja, which, when rightly understood, could procure for us this
saving vision.

Persons untutored in the Vedanta do not see that Brahman is the self
of all individual selves and types of being, and they think that the
terminus expressed by all [substance] words is only the various types
of being [overtly expressed by these words]. But these are in fact only a
part of what is expressed. Once they study the Vedanta statements
they know that everything is ensouled by Brahman and that all words
express Brahman as conditioned by various modes, in that everything
is Brahman’s effect and he is their inner controller. Well then, it may
be objected, the ordinary application of words such as ‘ox’ and so on,
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which express the various types of being, would be sublated. Not so,
we reply. All words express the supreme Self as qualified by non-
conscious being and individual selves. We know this from the text,
‘Let Me proliferate name and form . . .’ [ChandUp, V1.3.2]. Worldly
persons think, when using language, that with respect to what is
expressed by a word, what is in fact only a part of the object expressed
[i.e. the finite object] is the word’s [denotative] terminus. This is
because the principal part of what is [really] expressed — the supreme
Self — is beyond the reach of perception [and the other empirical
pramanas). The truth is, study of the Vedanta completes the ordinary
application of words.*

We can continue the discussion by asking if there is in the Sanskrit a
syntactical construction best suited to fulfil the scriptural function of
substance-words reaching up denotatively to the supreme being.
Ramanuja answers that it is in the form of correlative predication (CP)
that such words do this. This is hardly surprising in view of the fact that
there are numerous scriptural texts, some of them acknowledgedly
crucial ones, in which substance qualifier terms are correlatively
predicated of Brahman their referent. Consider the following examples:
‘Among lights, I [Krsna, the Lord] am the radiant sun’ (Gita, 10.21);
‘Among all trees, I [Krsna, the Lord] am the sacred fig-tree’ (Gita, 10.26,
and elsewhere in this chapter); and indeed the Chandogya refrain, ‘ That
you are.’®® In order to maintain the literalist tenor of his exegesis,
Ramanuja must show how it is that the substance qualifier terms and
referent terms of such statements apply (in a non-figurative way), in
accordance with his definition of CP, to one and the same entity, their
referent, Brahman. In clarifying this we shall be able to appreciate how
Ramanuja could assert the identity-in-difference peculiar to his theology
and we shall also be ready to understand his interpretation of the
Chandogya text.

First we may ask, why should not statements such as these above be
interpreted figuratively? Ramanuja does not deny that correlatively
predicated statements can be taken figuratively. He considers the
examples, ‘This Vahika tribesman is an ox.” Clearly ‘ox’ here is a
metaphor. But it is a metaphor because there are positive grounds for
not taking it literally: the referent cannot be the locus of the synthetic co-
presence of humanity and oxhood. Again, the declaration is clearly
intended to be figurative. But the correlatively predicated scriptural
statements we are discussing are different. By complementing the
rationale considered earlier (whereby substance words terminate den-
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otatively in Brahman) by another line of thought, also comprehended in
the body—ensouler model, Ramanuja argues that it is in the (scriptural)
correlatively predicated statement using of Brahman substance qualifier
terms understood in literal vein that a measure of justice can be done to
the identity-in-difference relationship obtaining between the absolute
and the dependent orders of being. In the process he claims to have
conformed to the exegetical rule that scripture should not be understood
non-literally unless there are decisive reasons for doing so. Let us now
examine how Ramanuja sets about interpreting the type of statement
being considered.

In a nutshell, for Ramanuja correlatively predicated statements
concerning Brahman in which substance qualifier terms are used
accommodate both modes of discourse distinguished earlier: namely
that ‘from below’, informed by the mode —mode-possessor relationship,
and that ‘from above’, informed by the causal-Brahman-—effected-
Brahman relationship. Both modes of discourse affirm an identity-in-
difference relationship between Brahman and the world (or individual
substantival entities), and, as noted before, both modes of discourse
emphasise, overall, the identity aspect. However, in so far as the
mode—mode-possessor relationship is a qualifying one (the mode
qualifying the mode-possessor) and qualification implies an underlying
difference between qualificate and qualifier, the way of speaking
informed by this relationship takes better account of the difference
between Brahman and the world than the causal-Brahman—effected-
Brahman mode of discourse. Hence, if one regards a statement in which
substance qualifier terms are predicated correlatively of Brahman from
the former point of view, the aspect of difference is given due weight; if
one looks at the statement from the latter viewpoint, the aspect of
identity is heightened.

Thus Ramanuja can say in connection with the first aspect (and
paraphrasing words of Krsna the Lord to Arjuna his disciple),

Just as the body, since it cannot be realised apart from the embodied
self in virtue of being essentially nothing but the latter’s [modal]
qualifier, is to be described as thus related by correlative predication
[in such statements as ‘I am a man’, ‘I am fat’, etc.], so know that the
body and the embodied self, since they cannot be realised [for what
they are] apart from Me in virtue of being essentially nothing but My
qualifier, are to be described as thus related to Me by correlative
predication . . . The srutis themselves teach us [for instance in BA Up,
111.7.3] that the Lord ensouls the [composite of] embodied self and
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body - the latter in its form of aggregate of earth, and so on—in so far
as it is their proper form and function to be nothing but the Lord’s
body . . . This condition of the Lord as self of all embodied selves
through being their inner controller is the ground for [scripture’s]
describing this [relationship] by way of correlative predication.*

Here Ramanuja is saying that substance qualifier words predicated
correlatively of Brahman (who is the Lord) apply in a literal sense to
their referent in so far as they denote entities ensouled,, by Brahman by
way of the mode (‘qualifier’ in the text) — mode-possessor relationship.
That Ramanuja has this relationship in mind is clear from his use of the
phrase, ‘since it cannot be realised apart from . ... An identity-in-
difference is being affirmed in respect of one and the same entity — the
referent, Brahman. Brahman can be said literally to be the entity
predicated of him in so far as the latter is his mode, i.e. cannot be realised
for what it is apart from him, and he is the mode-possessor, the entity’s
self,,,. But the identity affirmed here is of a weak kind, not swamping by
any means the difference between the Lord and the dependent entity
within the unitary relationship. For all its dependence the entity in
question has a substantival reality of its own (hence it is denotable by a
substance word); it is separate. That is why it can qualify the Lord. This
viewpoint, ‘from below’, allows Ramanuja to maintain a realist stance
ontologically in that it allows him to acknowledge the substantival
reality of the first-order referent of the (substance) qualifier term
ultimately predicated of Brahman. Note too that Ramanuja claims by
quoting scripture that this interpretation accords with the mind of
scripture; he is not imposing a meaning on scripture from without.

We come now to the causal approach — that ‘from above’. Here again
an identity-in-difference between infinite and finite is affirmed, but with
the accent on identity. When the Brahman-reality is distinguished into
its causal and effected state, notwithstanding the difference between
cause and effect, all can be affirmed to be Brahman ( = identity) in one
form or another. Ramanuja maintains that an ‘identity-statement’ in the
form of CP can best express this relationship.

In the [Chandogya] text [V1.3.2], ‘Well, having entered these three
deities with this individual self, let Me proliferate name and form’, the
expression ‘three deities’ refers to all non-conscious being. So from the
statement that the Lord proliferates name and form by entering
within non-conscious being and the individual self as their own self,
we learn that all expressive [i.e. substance] words express the supreme
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Self as qualified by conscious and non-conscious being. This being so,
correlative predication primarily applies when a word expresses an
effect [of the supreme Self] in conjunction with a word expressing the
supreme Self in its causal state . . . Because conscious and non-
conscious being, in all their states, derive their reality from being the
supreme Person’s mode in so far as they are his body, the supreme
Person himself, with them as his mode, is both cause and effect, and it
is he who is expressed always by every word . . ..%’

Here again the identity-in-difference is being affirmed, in accordance
with the definition of CP, with respect to one and the same referent,
Brahman. But the aspect of identity by virtue of the causal-Brahman
—effected-Brahman distinction clearly predominates. And, observes
Ramanuja, it is in the correlatively predicated statement with the
appropriate referent and qualifier terms that this aspect of identity (of
the identity-in-difference relationship) is best expressed. We are ready
now to consider Ramanuja’s exegesis of the tat tvam asi text, and we
shall see that all the points discussed hitherto have a part to play.
Perhaps the most comprehensive form of the exegesis occurs in the
Summary. Raméanuja writes,

The ‘you’ which hitherto was known as but the [material] body’s
supporting agent in fact terminates in the supreme Self as its mode in
so far as it is the body of the supreme Self. Hence the word ‘you’
declares your inner Controller qualified by you as his mode. From the
text, ‘Having entered with this individual self, let Me proliferate name
and form’, we learn that, since the ensouling self is itself ensouled by
Brahman, Brahman is referred to by the names of the former. Thus it
is Brahman who is expressed by the two words ‘that’ and ‘you’ applied
by way of correlative predication. There the word ‘that’ declares him
who is the cause of the world, the mine of every noble quality,
blameless and without change, while ‘you’ declares that very Brah-
man qualified by the mode that is his body [i.e. Svetaketu] in so far as
he is the inner Controller of [Svetaketu’s] individual self. So one can
say that the two words ‘that’ and ‘you’ are applied to one and the same
Brahman in respect of a difference of grounds [in him] for the
application.’®

In the light of our previous discussions, there is no need, I think, to
elaborate on this statement. It is enough to point out that in this
interpretation the various factors treated of earlier come into play. The
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Chandogya text instantiates, with respect to Brahman, the definition of
CP given earlier; identity-in-difference is proclaimed between infinite
and finite being (Svetaketu clearly representing the latter) from the
viewpoint of the qualifying mode—mode-possessor relationship, and
identity-in-difference from the causal-Brahman—effected-Brahman
point of view. In deference to the identity form of the Chandogya text,
the exegesis allows the identity aspect, overall to predominate. Further,
this interpretation is scripturally supported. Thus is classically illus-
trated the visistadvaita (‘the non-duality of qualified being(s)’), which,
aptly, later lent its name to Ramanuja’s system.

We can see better now what Ramanuja hopes to gain from such an
interpretation and its underlying theory. For one, as already noted, he
hopes to gain scriptural credibility: he expects to succeed in making
‘literal’ sense of, at the same time, the non-dualist and dualist texts of
scripture. But further, through his body—ensouler model in its
theological aspects of denotative theory and causality, he thinks he has
scored over Samkara and his followers by providing grounds for non-
sublatable theistic discourse in which a literal purchase is accorded to
our understanding of Brahman, and for lasting devotional worship to
the transcendent Lord.

Before we summarise the content of this chapter, let us briefly examine
Ramanuja’s critique of the Advaitic interpretation of the Chandogya
refrain. First, he makes the point that if the text intimated pure, non-
differentiated being by absolutely identifying the universal Self (in ‘that’)
and the inner Self (in ‘you’), as the Advaitins maintain, its correlatively
predicated form, which presumes differentiation in the referent, would
be countermanded.*® Second, any resort to oblique meanings (laksana)
in the interpretation of ‘that’ and ‘you’ (as later Samkarites attempted to
do®) is gratuitous and unwarranted in so far as an acceptable non-
figurative interpretation of the terms (i.e. Rimanuja’s) is forthcoming,
supported by the intention of scripture. Finally, the coherence of the
Upanisad would be imperilled if the Advaitic exegesis were right, for the
(absolutely) non-dualist understanding of ‘That you are’ intimating a
non-differentiated Brahman would be in ‘opposition to the [Upanisad’s]
introduct:)lry statement: ‘“That [Brahman] thought, ‘Let Me be
many.’”’

Let us conclude now by summarising this chapter. After having dealt in
Chapter 1 with Ramanuja’s acceptance of the fact-assertiveness of
language (especially scriptural language), here we have been concerned
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mainly with Ramanuja’s understanding of how language is equipped to
yield factual information about the transcendent. We have seen that to
thisend he appeals to a structural correspondence between language and
reality, as to both the word and the sentence. We have thus had to
examine his notion of predication, especially divine predication with
special reference to his position on correlative predication. In short,
scriptural correlative predication presumes to reveal a differentiated
Brahman-reality. In addition, in part I we discussed Ramanuja’s
interpretation of a key scriptural correlatively predicated statement — the
putative definition of Tai, 11.1.1, as representing those texts purporting
to give information about the sort of reality Brahman is. In the process
we examined Ramanuja’s refutation of the Advaitic position on these
matters. In part Il we took up Ramanuja’s exegesis of a second scriptural
correlatively predicated text: ‘That you are’ (tat tvam asi), representing
those texts encapsulating the relationship between infinite and finite
being. To this end we had to look briefly at the body—ensouler model in
Ramanuja’s theology, especially in its ontological and predicational
implications. We saw how Ramanuja’s exegesis of tat tvam asiillustrates
the relation of identity-in-difference between Brahman and the world in
a way characteristic of his theological perspective. Again, Ramanuja’s
repudiation of the Advaitic interpretation was reviewed. Our discus-
sions in this chapter have shown how Ramanuja, while accommodating
the figurative interpretation of scripture, can be said to have a literalist
understanding of the texts.

So much then for a study of the meaning of meaning in Ramanuja’s
theology. This has been essential for the right perspective on the
importance and function of scripture in his thinking. Ramanuja’s whole
thinking had, in one way or another, a scriptural orientation. And it was
scripture’s chief purpose to give veridical information about the finite
(human) self and Brahman so that the desired union between the two,
begun here in the stream of samsara and consummated at the further
shore, could be successfully effected. Ramanuja held that this union
could not be achieved without right understanding of the nature of the
self and of Brahman. It is thus to a fuller examination of these two kinds
of being in Ramanuja’s thought that we now turn.



3 The Essential Self

We saw in Chapter 2 that for Ramanuja the finite (human) self cannot
achieve salvation — which consists in union with Brahman, begun in this
life and consummated in the hereafter — without first acquiring
knowledge of its own and of Brahman’s essential nature. Ramanuja puts
it thus:

This is the object summed up in the apex of the collection of sruti,
whose teaching is for the welfare of the whole world: the utterly
delightful practice of contemplation, worship, and reverence at the
supreme Person’s gracious feet, brought about by one’s duties of caste
and station in life and preceded by the knowledge of the true nature of
the individual self and of the supreme Self, and the fruit of acquiring
this.!

In this chapter we shall concentrate on the central aspect of the
individual self’s or jivatman’s® essential nature for Ramanuja, i.e. the self
as knower (jAatr, jia) for which we shall have to investigate the
relationship between the atman and consciousness.

At the outset we note that Ramanuja was a realist about the plurality
of finite selves in a way Samkara was not; that is, Rimanuja accepted
that the distinction between individual selves endures into moksa or final
liberation. The plurality of finite selves is neither provisional nor
ultimately sublatable. In the course of this chapter we shall see how he
sought to establish this by the use of reason. As may be expected, thisisa
pervasive and crucial tenet of his theistic, devotional theology and he
lost no opportunity to give it scriptural backing.?

For Ramanuja, the relation between the arman and consciousness in
its various ramifications may best be examined by a form of introspec-
tive self-awareness in which the knower catches itself at work, so to
speak. For itis only in and through consciousness that the atman can be
present to itself, understand its essence and look into the grounds of its
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being. Though Ramanuja’s theoretical works abound in comment on
and discussion of the nature of consciousness, his most sustained
analyses are to be found in the Commentary. Accordingly, in the ensuing
study it is mainly to this work that we shall direct our attention.

Ramanuja’s inquiries resulted in several descriptions of knowledge
(jiana) or consciousness (caitanya).* We can conveniently begin from
there. Consider the following:

[1] Consciousness is the illumining in the present moment, to its own
substrate, by its own existence alone.

[2] Orelse, it is the establishing of its own object by its own existence
alone.

[3] A conscious act is the illumination of a particular object to its [the
act’s] own substrate by its [the act’s] own existence alone.

[4] The nature of consciouness is to make something into an object of
the experience of its [consciousness’s] own substrate through its
[consciousness’s] own being alone.’

The number and nuancing of these descriptions need not surprise us.
Ramanuja was trying to describe the nature of an experience so
immediate and central to our lives as to defy articulation in ready-made
terms. Nevertheless we see that for him consciousness is an ‘illumining’,
a ‘making present’ here and now, of an object to a subject, by
consciousness’s own existence alone and not through the agency of
something else. In examining these features we shall have occasion to
analyse the complex relationship between the atman and consciousness
in Ramanuja’s thought.

Now what does it mean to say that consciousness is an ‘illumination’
by its own existence alone — that is, not through an external agency?
Consider the following: ‘That which has illumination for its essence is
luminous, not as dependent on something else, butasalamp. . . . In this
way [i.e. as a lamp] the arman, which is verily of the form of
consciousness, has consciousness [also] for its quality. For to have
consciousness for one’s form is self-luminosity.”® Not only is this a
somewhat paradoxical statement (consciousness is the ‘form’ of the
atman as well as its quality), but it is also central to Ramanuja’s
understanding of the relation between the atman and awareness. Clearly
it hinges on the comparison drawn between the atrman and the lamp, and
to appreciate the force of the analogy’ we shall have to examine what
Ramanuja says about the nature of light and its relation to its source, the
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lamp. The most extended treatment occurs in the Commentary (under
1.1.1%) though there are other allusions to the topic elsewhere in this work
and in Ramanuja’s other writings. The key terms of the illustration are
‘light’ (prabha), the possessor of light (prabhavat), i.e. the flame, and (by
extension) the lamp (dipa) itself.

The lamp, i.e. the flame, is essentially luminous. Its luminosity is a
luminosity that is self-originating and not dependent on another’s. It
lights itself up and in the process illumines other things. This is because,
claims Ramanuja, the one fire substance’ exists in the form of both light
and luminous matter, the flame. In fact, the stuff of the flame (zejas) may
be spoken of as functioning both as substance and as quality. How is
this? Tejas as light exists as a quality (guna) in so far as it has a substrate,
the flame; yet tejas also exists as the flame itself, the substrate having the
quality, and in this it acts like a substance. Ramanuja points to a further
unique feature of tejas as light. Light itself acts both as substance and as
quality. It is quality because it has the flame as substrate, but it also
possesses illumining-power and colour as its properties. Here it func-
tions as a substance. In this it is different from other qualities, such as
whiteness. The whiteness of a cloth, for instance, resides only in its
substrate, while light is present not only in the flame but, by virtue of its
illumining-power, in different parts of the room as well. In short, one
and the same thing, tejas, acts as substance and property, depending on
whether it is regarded as flame or light.

It is important to note that from this logically it does not follow that
tejas has a dual nature such that it is both material (prakrtic) and non-
material, or neither material nor non-material. To say this would be to
make a meaningless statement. Raimanuja, like other Vedantic thinkers,
did not for an instant wish to repudiate the fact that tejas as a product of
prakrti was essentially non-conscious and material. What he was
intimating, by his analysis of the lamp and its light, was that tejas acts in
a unique way both as flame and as light, and that a sui-generis
relationship of intimacy obtains between light and its substrate. Indeed,
essentially they are of the same tejas stuff.!® Tejas as the luminous
substrate (the flame) manifests the features of a substance; tejas as the
radiant light acts as a quality. Further, as light itself, in so far as it
possesses colour, it functions as both substance and quality. Tejas
illumines other objects in the act of self-illumination: ‘Luminosity
belongs to it because it illumines its own essential nature as well as other
things.”!! To say thisis to say that it is essentially self-illumining. It is also
to say that tejas expresses its own being in and through illumination (or
light): that light is its self-expression.

The atman, like the lamp - strictly speaking, the flame — is the
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substrate of consciousness while consciousness may be likened to light.
Just as light and its substrate are the dual form of one zejas stuff, so also
consciousness and its substrate (the arman or knowing self) are
essentially of the same stuff. The a@tman is the permanent basis of its
characteristic form of self-expression: acts of consciousness. These, as
emergent from the atman, share with it the same conscious nature, but,
as numerically distinct from each other and the atman, vary as to content
and object. In fact this is what it means to be a knower (jfia, jiiatr), for ‘it
isessential to it to be the substrate of the quality of knowledge’.!? It is not
the case that the arman is some sort of spiritual substance possessing a
number of properties (such as eternity and unoriginatedness) among
which is consciousness, and that all of these are related to it in exactly the
same way. Rather, it is the nature of the atman to produce conscious
acts. Consciousness is the way of the arman’s self-expression; consequen-
tly it enjoys a sui-generis relationship with the atman. As constituting the
atman’s essence, it exists substantivally; as separate acts of consciousness
characterising and flowing from the atman, it acts attributively. This is
what Ramanuja is trying to articulate when he says that the atman both
is of the form of consciousness (cidripa) and has consciousness for its
quality. In other words, the atman as constituted of consciousness is at
the same time a centre (the substrate) of conscious acts radiating out and
terminating in their objects.

A number of distinctions stem from this which Ramanuja is keen to
establish. For one, he stresses that the @tman and consciousness cannot
be identified without remainder. In the final analysis, this is what the
Advaitin does, and in the process is dissolved not only the distinction
between the conscious subject, the knowing-act and the object known,
but also the plurality of individual selves, in an infinite, homogeneous,
non-individualised expanse of Knowing (jiaptimatra): a position clearly
calculated to strike a mortal blow at the root of theistic religion.
Riamanuja, in contrast, wanted very much to keep the mustard-tree of
faith vigorously alive, and to do this it was necessary to show that the
atman is not consciousness, but that there are conscious selves. And to
do this it was necessary to establish the distinction between the knowing
subject and its — albeit unique — quality, consciousness.

The arguments Ramanuja advances to show that awareness is not to
be identified simpliciter with the individual atman, that in fact conscious-
ness in the form of conscious acts is the self’s property, are simple and
direct. First, he appeals to our experience of the recognition of objects in
order to establish the permanence of the recognising subject in contrast
to the transience of acts of recognition:
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Now the permanence of the producer [of conscious acts], and the
origination, duration and cessation, as for pleasure and pain, of what
is known as the conscious act, which is an attribute of its producer, are
directly perceived. The permanence of the producer is established by
recognition from [such judgements as] ‘This is the very same thing
previously known by me.’!?

How could something be identified as the same over a period of time, i.e.
be recognised, unless I, the knowing subject, had endured for that time?
The fact of recognising an object implicitly but directly establishes the
endurance of the recogniser, even though recognising-acts come and go.

The next argument shifts the focus of attention from the explicit term
of the recognising-act as something external, i.e. the ‘sameness’ of the
object recognised, to the internal, instantly apprehended sameness of the
recognising-agent itself.

From [such judgements as] ‘7 know’, ‘I did know’, ‘I the knower have
now lost [this] knowledge’, the origination, [duration and cessation] of
consciousness are directly established. Whence their [i.e. the knower’s
and consciousness’s] identity? If it were accepted that selfhood derived
from the momentary consciousness [of separate acts], recognition [of
the form] ‘On one day this was seen by me and on the next day 7saw it
again’ could not take place, for it is not possible for something
cognised by one to be recognised by another.'

We can see that these two arguments, besides establishing the distinction
between the individual knower and its conscious acts, also implicitly
establish the plurality of individual selves.

We have said that for Ramanuja consciousness is the atman’s unique
quality, so that, while seeking to distinguish the two in the manner
described above, he was also at pains to stress the peculiar intimacy of
their relationship. This he did by referring to consciousness as the
determinative or defining property of the atman’s proper form (i.e. the
atman’s svariapa— niripana — dharma). Wherever the atman exists it exists
as essentially conscious, and wherever there is consciousness there exists
an atman as its centre. Ramanuja says that ‘it is the arman’s proper form
to be a knower’,'”® i.e. a producer of conscious acts. This is what we
meant when we said that the arman cannot but express itself through acts
of consciousness. Because consciousness is the determinative property
of the atman, Ramanuja conceded that in certain circumstances it was
permissible to speak as if identifying the two — that this was an
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acceptable shorthand. The scriptures, for example, whose aim is not
philosophical precision, employ this device in such texts as TaiUp, 11.5.1:
‘Knowledge performs the sacrifice . . .”; and indeed the well-known
statement of TaiUp, 11.1.1: ‘Brahman is reality, knowledge, infinite.’
These texts, far from substantiating their Advaitic interpretation, make
use of the linguistic shorthand mentioned above. Thus does Ramanuja
justify the linguistic form of texts in which knowledge and a self are
apparently identified absolutely. He says explicitly,

There is no fault in saying that the proper form itself of the arman, the
knower, is knowledge, because of [the atrman’s] self-luminosity and
because the knower’s proper form is not definable except [in terms of]
knowledge. For a word denoting a property defining the proper form
declares, by virtue of that property, also the proper form of the
property-possessor.'¢

Now, this affirms that the atman has self-luminosity: in other words, the
atman in virtue of its conscious nature is self-luminous.'” We can
understand what Ramanuja means by self-luminosity by examining his
view on the subject and object of consciousness. In his descriptions of
conscious experience an expression which looms large is ‘to its own
substrate’. Consciousness, these descriptions repeat, manifests its object
‘to its own substrate’. Now we know that it is the atman qua knower
which is the substrate of consciousness for Ramanuja. That is to say that
Ramanuja maintains that it is the atman that is the real subject of
consciousness. There is a crucial difference here from the Advaitic
position. For (Samkarite) Advaita one cannot say that the real subject of
conscious experience is the individual arman. Speaking from the
transcendent point of view, the absolute Self must be identified with
consciousness, is Consciousness, and the distinctions between individual
knower, object known and act of knowing cease to apply. On the
empirical level, where these distinctions do apply, what we experience as
consciousness is not the real thing but a reflection, an imitation in the
cognitive apparatus, of the real thing. The so-called conscious centre of
the cognitive apparatus is not the true arman but, like the cognitive
apparatus itself, a non-conscious product of prakrti called the ‘internal
organ’ (antahkarana), sometimes the ‘ego’ (ahamkara, literally ‘I-
maker’). Ramanuja repudiates this view: ‘This cannot be the case
because the ego, in the form of the internal organ, is, like the body, non-
conscious, subject to prakrtic modification, an object, outward, and for-
the-sake-of-something-else, and because knowerhood has conscious-
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ness specifically for its essence [unlike the ego].’'® Note the expressions
‘outward’ and ‘for-the-sake-of-something-else’ in Ramanuja’s descrip-
tion of the prakrtic ego. This is in contrast to the ‘inwardness’'® and
characteristic of being an end-in-itself of the atman qua conscious. The
implications of the latter feature we shall consider in a later chapter; the
former we shall return to in connection with the atman’s self-luminosity.

If the atman is the subject of awareness, what is the object of
awareness? Though we can say that for Ramanuja every act of
awareness has subject and object, at this stage it is by no means clear
what exactly the object is. It is in trying to understand his view on this
that we shall come to grips with what he means by self-luminosity. First,
we must make a distinction between what may be called transitive and
reflexive acts of awareness. A transitive act of awareness is an act in
which the explicit object of attention is something external to the
knowing subject. Most of our cognitive acts are of this kind, ranging
from everyday perception (of external sense-objects and internal mental
states) to contemplation of the deity. Further, transitive conscious acts
vary as to the degree of self-awareness involved. In some transitive acts,
such as intent perception of an outside object, the self may be only
minimally implicitly aware of itself. But in other transitive acts, such as
the experience of memory, pleasure and pain (‘transitive’ because such
acts, although introspective, are nevertheless, in Ramanuja’s reckoning,
not to be simply identified with the arman), the atman is more explicitly
self-aware.

A reflexive act of awareness is an act in which the chief object attended
to is the knowing subject itself qua knower. The judgemental form of
such an awareness is ‘I know that I know.” Now, if by ‘object of
consciousness’ is simply meant ‘that which is known in an act of
awareness’, then, according to Ramanuja’s analysis, we shall have to
distinguish further between an implicit object of consciousness and an
explicit object of consciousness in all transitive conscious acts. What this
distinction means will become clear in considering the following
statement:

The I-reality is evident in the I-awareness; the not-1 is the object in the
awareness of the ‘not-I’. Hence to say that in [the conscious act] ‘I
know’ the evident knower is the not-I is as nonsensical as saying that
one’s own mother is a barren woman. And this knower, the I-reality, is
not luminous [or manifest] dependently on something else, for it is
self-luminous. For self-luminosity is to have consciousness for one’s
essence.”
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Here Ramanuja is affirming, it is true, that every [transitive] conscious
act is stretched between, so to speak, a subjective pole, the knower (the
I), and an objective pole, the not-I. But what makes his statement
momentous is that he is claiming more than this for the transitive act of
awareness. He speaks of the ‘evident knower’ in it, of the knower’s being
self-luminous. He says in fact that in such acts the self is aware not only
of the outside object, the not-I, made manifest to it by consciousness, but
that it is also aware, at the same time, at least implicitly, of itself. This fact
of consciousness cannot be proved, if by ‘proof’ is meant the conclusion
of asyllogistic process. It is innate to the working of consciousness and is
apprehendable directly — more or less implicitly in transitive acts, and
more or less explicitly in reflexive acts.?! Thusin the self ’s awareness of a
jar, for instance, the explicit object of consciousness is the jar out there
(the not-I), while, in one and the same act of cognition, the implicit
object of consciousness is the knowing self. The atman does not need to
rely on a subsequent act of awareness to grasp itself as the knowing 1.2
In many, if not most, transitive cognitive acts it may thus implictly be
conscious of itself only faintly, but this does not disturb the point being
made.

The atman by nature is conscious, and consciousness is essentially
auto-transparent or self-luminous, making the atman present to itself,
catch itself as the ‘T’, in one and the same act of awareness. This is what
Ramanuja means by the ‘inwardness’ of the atman as conscious in
contrast to the products of prakrti as ‘outward’. Ramanuja quotes the
following with approval ‘If the I-reality were not the atman, the atman
could have no inwardness; for inward reality is distinguished from
outward reality by means of I-cognition.’?® This precisely is the nature of
the sui-generis relationship between the atman and consciousness: that it
makes the experience of the atman’s being present (‘luminous”) to itself
possible.?* To put it another way: consciousness lights itself up as the
self-aware arman. It may seem confusing to some to call the knowing
subject at the same time an ‘implicit object of consciousness’ but the
confusion is soon resolved if it is noted that by ‘object of consciousness’
is meant simply ‘that which is known in an act of consciousness’. In so
far as the atman is aware of itself (at least implicitly) in every cognitive
act, it is an ‘object of consciousness’, i.e. something known, no less than
what may be the explicit object of awareness, the not-I or external object.
A very important conclusion derives from the discussion so far: because
the atman is essentially conscious and therefore self-aware, it is
impossible for this I-awareness to be sublated, as the Advaitins claim, in



The Essential Self 57

a higher or more immediate ‘pure’ awareness. Ramanuja makes this
clear: ‘In truth, knowerhood is no illusion, for it is not sublated.’?> There
is no experience more direct to the knower than self-awareness.

In connection with the self—-lamp analogy we can make a further
observation. Light functions by manifesting objects. It can do this
because being itself transparent it allows objects to be shown up. If light
were not transparent it would itself become an object for illumination of
some sort (per impossibilem) and the illumining-process would then
collapse through infinite regress. Thus transparency is a necessary
feature of luminosity (and is implied by self-luminosity). Consciousness
too as ‘luminous’ — it manifests objects — is ‘transparent’; it enables the
object to be known-as-it-is in the knowledge-act. Knowledge, like light,
can show up only what is there, and does not tend to distortion. This
conviction lies at the basis (though there is much else) of Ramanuja’s
theory of epistemological realism, in which error is not a positive
distortion of reality or a superimposition of some object, but incomplete
comprehension or partial knowledge. The person in error suffers from a
false perspective. For example, when someone mistakes mother-of-pearl
for silver, the silver is really there and perceived, but is mistakenly
assumed to be all that is there. The mother-of-pearl, through a false
perspective, cannot be seen for the silver.

We shall be able to appreciate now why the following apparently
influential description of Ramanuja’s position on consciousness and the
self is, to say the least, grossly misleading. In an article entitled
‘Ramanuja’s Theory of Knowledge’?’ Professor M. Hiriyanna tells us,

Jiana or knowledge is what eternally belongs to [the] self. To
understand its exact nature, it is necessary to know a certain
classification of ultimate entities which is peculiar to Ramanuja’s
system. To the well-known distinction between ‘spirit” and ‘matter’,
respectively termed ‘cetana’ and ‘jada’ in Sanskrit, it adds another
which is neither, but is partly like the one and partly like the other.
Jiidna is of this intermediate type. It is different from the jada in that it
can, unaided, manifest itself and external objects as well, neither of
which is possible for the jada. But what it thus manifests is never for
itself but always for another. That is, it can only show but cannot
know. In this latter respect, it is unlike the cetana, which knows
though it is unable, according to the doctrine, to show anything but
itself. . . . Jiiana. . . functions not for itself but for another — the self
of which it is a unique adjunct.?
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There is much to find fault with in this statement. It is not so much a
question of pointing out that Ramanuja himself uses jada for ‘matter’
only when describing rival points of view, but of inquiring how jfigna can
be an ‘intermediate’ type of being in the context of ‘ultimate entities’. We
have seen that for Ramanuja jAiana is of the stuff of ‘spirit’ or the atman.
That is, both knowledge and the atman are ‘spiritual’ in exactly the same
sense. Thus knowledge is not some tertium quid, occupying a never-never
land between spirit and matter in the manner of the ‘unspeakable’
(anirvacaniya) maya of later Advaita. For Ramanuja, who pours scorn
on this notion, to hold this would have been unspeakable indeed! Nor
could Ramanuja, who has said that the atman is of ‘the form of
consciousness’ (cidriipa), agree that knowledge is but an ‘adjunct’ (albeit
unique) of the self.

We can conclude this chapter by a discussion of Ramanuja’s view on
the relation between the atman, consciousness and dreamless sleep
(susuptiin Sanskrit). Already in the Upanisads, susupti was recognised as
a significant state of the individual, usually as presaging or symbolising
the bliss of final liberation from the sorrow of samsara. Ramanuja (like
other acarya Vedantins) gives susupti an interesting treatment, in the
process clarifying distinctive features of his position on the conscious
self, especially in contrast to the Advaitic view.

Both Ramanuja and Samkara are agreed that, though dreamless sleep
is a state of the inactivity of the senses, consciousness yet persists. They
disagree as to the manner in which consciousness manifests itself.
Ramanuja presents the Advaitic opponent as maintaining that in susupti
one’s I-awareness, the product of the ego, lapses and that only the non-
differentiated, underlying Consciousness, to be identified with the
absolute Atman, remains. The conclusion of this is that individual
consciousness in and through one’s I-awareness is an illusion, a
superimposition on absolute Consciousness, to be sublated in liberation
permanently as it is in susupti temporarily.?’ As we have seen, Raimanuja
cannot accept this. Though he agrees with his opponent that the post-
susupti experience is of the form ‘I slept well, and was conscious of
nothing, not even of myself’, he rejects the non-dualist conclusion his
opponent draws from this judgement. This judgement cannot be
understood simplistically, he warns, for if taken at face-value it denies
not only the experience of self-awareness during susupti but also the
presence of so-called pure Consciousness itself — ‘was conscious of
nothing’! In fact, he affirms, analysis of the experience surrounding
susupti shows that during this state consciousness does persist in the
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form of self-awareness and that susupti in some way betokens salvific
bliss.

The chief argument Ramanuja advances in favour of the first
conclusion is similar to one noted earlier, i.e. from the fact of ineluctable
first-person, post-susupti experiences of recognition we must deduce the
continuance of self-awareness during susupti. ‘The one who has woken
from [dreamless] sleep judges thus with respect to something experien-
ced before the time of such sleep, ‘“This was done by me”, “This was
experienced by me”, “It was I who said this.” 3 Only the same ‘I’ can
make such post-susupti judgements. Now, since the atman and its I-
awareness are inseparable — that is, since the atman, as we have seen, is
essentially the auto-luminous substrate of consciousness—self-aware-
ness must have persisted during susupti’! But you yourself have
admitted, counters the opponent, that the judgement ‘I was not
conscious of myself’ fairly sums up the dreamless state. If the self is self-
aware throughout, what is being denied by the ‘myself’ here? In answer
Ramanuja makes an interesting distinction. He distinguishes two
aspects to self-awareness: (1) the essential ‘I’ (which underlies all self-
consciousness, persisting always), and (2) what may be called the
empirical ‘I’ (extending and colouring, according to individual circum-
stances, the experience of the essential ‘I’, and temporarily dispensable).

The object of the judgement ‘I was not conscious of myself” must be
distinguished. The object of the ‘myself part is the I-reality as
specified by the generic characteristics [of caste, occupation, etc.]
connected with it in the waking condition. The object of the ‘I’ part is
the I-reality which is exclusively but indistinctly aware of itself as
evident in the condition of [dreamless] sleep. That is, the experience in
question here is of the sort: ‘I was not conscious of myself as asleep in
this place, or as this sort [of individual].”*

In the next chapter we shall examine in detail the way the distinctions
mentioned above enter into Ramanuja’s notion of personal identity.
Here let us make one or two observations about self-awareness in
Susupti.

From the above quotation it appears that for Ramanuja dreamless
sleep is a state of pure reflexive awareness, in which the arman is aware
only of itself as ‘I.* But it is important to note that for him this is far
from being the ideal conscious state. In fact the self-consciousness of
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susupti is decried, and is described as indistinct and flickering.* In
contrast Ramanuja characteristically maintained that it is only through
awareness as relational, in which the knowing subject is to be distingui-
shed from the [external] object known, that the richness and depth of the
ultimate relation of identity-in-difference distinctive of his theological
interpretation of reality can begin to be grasped. In particular, the
consciousness of enlightenment too, in which an ‘I-Thou’ union
between the knowing subject, viz. the liberated individual and the object
known, viz. the Lord himself, is established, is eminently relational.
Ramanuja had scant respect for the liberation of the Samkhya, called
‘aloneness’ (kaivalya), in which the freed spirit remains for ever isolated
in a pure, self-reflexive ‘bliss’. His acceptance of the atman’s inchoate
self-awareness in susupti is the minimum requirement logically to
counter the Advaitic stand in the matter, i.e. to establish the enduring
identity of the individual atman against the Advaitic view of a lapse of
self-identity and a resurgence of non-differentiated Consciousness. And
it is because this self-awareness is an instance of pure reflexivity, without
any reference to an object outside itself, that it cannot be accounted for
experientially in post-susupti relational consciousness.

However, for Ramanuja there is a saving grace to susupti. Because in
fact it comprises a non-relational awareness, it is free from sorrow and
smacks of the bliss (@nanda) of liberation (moksa). The Vedantins
distinguished between bliss (@nanda) and pleasure (sukha, the samsaric
correlate of pain or sorrow, duhkha). Pleasure and pain are ego-centred,
an integral feature of samsaric existence and the recompense (karma in
its derived sense) for previous meritorious or unmeritorious self-interes-
ted action (karma in the primary sense). Bliss is of a different order. For
Ramainuja it is another aspect, the affective side, of consciousness itself.
He affirms that bliss and knowledge or consciousness are co-terminous.

Bliss is said to be the agreeable [aspect] of knowledge. . . . From the
teaching of a distinction [between Brahman and bliss] in such texts as
‘That is one bliss of Brahman’ [cf. TaiUp, 11.8.1], ‘He who knows the
bliss of Brahman . . .” [TaiUp, 11.4.1] [we conclude that] Brahman is
not bliss itself but one who experiences bliss. For to be a knower is to
be one who experiences bliss.*

In other words, bliss is integral to conscious experience qua conscious.
Amid the highs and lows, the pleasures and sorrows of mundane living,
we may not be aware of the deep-seated bliss that is our birthright as
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conscious beings. It is only occasionally, in moments when we rise above
the ego, or in the healing presence of a great soul (mahatma), that we are
taken beyond the surface turbulence of our selves to the calm,
untroubled joy that wells up from the depths of the atman.

For Ramanuja the perfect state of this bliss is in moksa, when the
atman in the union of Brahman comes to the fullest realisation of its
being. That is, the self’s perfect bliss comes in the self’s perfect
realisation of union with its source and goal. The bliss of susupti then, in
so far as it is contained in the flickering, purely reflexive self-awareness
of the atman, can no more than pressage the relational bliss of moksa.
Yet it is not to be despised — it allows the self, oblivious as it is of the
empirical condition in the dreamless state, a repose free from the angst of
samsara, by putting it, albeit unbeknowing, in touch with the source of
bliss itself, Brahman. It is the inchoate bliss of susupti that accounts for
the affirmation ‘I slept well’ when one arises, refreshed, to face the
challenges of life again. In this connection Ramanuja says, ‘The
dreamless sleeper, though still in samsara, being disconnected from all
his sense faculties, is rendered incapable of [empirical] knowledge and
the feeling [of pleasure and pain]; having reached the supreme Self, the
place of repose, he returns refreshed, to face worldly experience [once
more].”3 ,

In order to bring out the trans-mundane feature of susupti, we can
contrast it with the sleep composed of dreams in Ramanuja’s reckoning.
One of the chief purposes of dreams, according to Radmanuja (and other
Vedantins), is to allow the dreaming individual to experience pleasure
and pain by means of the objects of dream consciousness, in accordance
with that individual’s accumulated karma (in the derivative sense of the
meta-empirical residue, in the form of ‘merit’ and ‘demerit’, of past
moral action). In other words, dreams are morally cathartic (not to say
anything of their psychological implications). In accordance with his
extreme epistemological realism, Ramanuja proposes a curious theory
of dream objects. Such objects are ‘illusory’ only in so far as they have a
provisional standing, lack public verifiability and are banished by
waking consciousness; they are real in so far as they are actual objects of
experience in the dream-state. In dreams, dream objects actually exist,
though attenuatedly, in the manner described. They are, in Ramanuja’s
description, ‘a wondrous creation’ by God himself, for the purposes of
expending the dreaming individual’s karma. Ramanuja derives scrip-
tural backing for his realist position (with its moral implications) on
dream objects from such texts as BAUp, 1v.3.10,%” which he applies to
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dream-states, interpreting these texts as affirming the actual production
by the Lord of the dream objects. ‘In the dreams of living beings’, says
Ramanuja,

the temporary objects as are in accordance with the merit and demerit
[of these beings), and are to be experienced by this or that person
alone, are produced by the Lord himself. . . . Such objects do not exist
during the dream for the experience of any other person in that the
Lord produces them for the experience of particular persons alone.®
.. . When someone lying in his [bed-Jchamber dreams that he goes off
in the body to another place, there to be crowned king or have his head
chopped off, these experiences, which are the fruits of merit or
demerit, are made possible by the [Lord’s] production of another [i.e.
dream] body similar in configuration to the recumbent one.*

Extraordinary as this view is, we must conclude that for Rimanuja
dreams are of a piece with waking consciousness in that they are a
medium for the expending of karma and a form of direct samsaric
experience; susupti, in its obliviousness, is not. It may well be regarded as
the reward for past meritorious action, but in itself it may be described as
a form of suspended samsara in which the arman experiences an inchoate
bliss presaging moksa by the shutting-out of the travails of empirical
existence. And who will begrudge the blessed refreshment of dreamless
sleep for such as we who must awake to face the burdens of life once
more?

In this chapter we have discussed in some detail Ramanuja’s
understanding of the relation between the atman and its conscious
experience, i.e. of the self as knower, without stressing the bodily
implications and limitations of knowerhood. In the process we have
examined the nature of consciousness for Ridmaianuja, and of the
conscious self in its (cognitively) transitive and (purely) self-reflexive
states. In the next chapter we shall bring our investigation down to earth,
as it were, by considering Ramanuja’s position on the self as (empirical-
ly) knowing, feeling and acting, the better to appreciate his distinction
between the self’s essentially conscious and contingent natures.
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So far we have considered Ramanuja’s position on the atman as knower
(jAiatr) in terms of its being intrinsically conscious. We have not gone into
the question of the self as knower in relation to its prakrticembodiment.
In this chapter we shall be concerned with this question together with
Ramanuja’s view on the other two main Vedantic descriptions of the self
in its empirical conditon: as kartr (‘doer’) and as bhoktr (‘enjoyer/
sufferer’, i.e. the ‘experiencing’ self). In other words, we shall be
concerned with Ramanuja’s concept of personal agency with special
reference to the samsaric state. In the discussion it will generally be more
convenient to use the Sanskrit terms, jfiatr, kartr and bhoktr, instead of
possible English equivalents.

At this juncture we may inquire whether there was a particular
descriptive term Ramanuja used to express the atman’s liability to
(prakrtic) embodiment. We think there was: anu (substantive and
adjective, also as adjective anava: literally ‘atom’, ‘minute particle’;
‘atomic’, ‘minuscule’). But the question is not a simple one. The regular
use of this protean word in Hindu philosophy was not matched by the
clarity with which it was used; Ramanuja’s case is no exception. Thus we
shall have to analyse carefully his use of this term if we wish to
understand the nuances he gave to it. Such an analysis is rarely if ever
attempted by scholars with respect to Hindu, and least of all Raman-
uja’s, thought, so we shall be breaking new ground.

We note first that Vedantic thinkers were constrained to take account
of this term because scripture itself makes significant use of it. Thus in
BAUp, 1V.3.20, we have ‘Indeed, one has these channels called hita; they
are as anu- as a hair split a thousandfold’; MundUp, 111.1.9, states, ‘This
anu atman is to be known by thought’ (cf. also KathUp, 1.2.20, etc.).
These references intimate the ambiguity of the word. In the first
reference, anu is applied to material, i.e. prakrtic, being; in the second, to
the spiritual atman.

Coming now to Ramanuja’s use of the term, it is clear from the
scriptural references just given that he cannot limit its meaning to the
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sense of ‘minuscule physical quantity’ applicable to prakrtic referents
(since only prakrtiis quantifiable). Indeed, on occasion he does predicate
anu of prakrtic entities.! But following scripture he also applies it to the
individual atman, the jiva, and it is in this that we are mainly interested
here. With respect to the atman, there seem to be three main senses in
which Ramanuja uses anu.

First, the term is used of the jiva in contrast to ‘unlimited’, i.e. ‘great’
(brhat), of Brahman. In Ramanuja’s commentary on BrSi, 11.3.22, the
opponent argues that the description of BAUp, 1v.4.22 — ‘He is this great
[mahan), unborn self” — refers to the jiva, which being great cannot also
be atomic. Ramanuja accepts the validity of this contrast, but denies its
referent as suggested by the opponent. The Upanisadic description, in
which ‘great’ occurs, applies to Brahman. Earlier in the Commentary, in
explaining what ‘great’ means with respect to Brahman (or the Lord),
thisis what he says: ‘In all cases the word Brahman refers to the quality of
greatness. And where the greatness, with respect to both proper form
and quality, is unlimited and super-eminent, there we have the primary
object [of the word]. This is only the Lord of all.”> Thus, in contrast, the
Jjiva as anu is existentially inherently limited and imperfect. This is the
first meaning of the term, with regard to the individual atman, to be
isolated by us.

The second meaning can also be derived in terms of a contrast between
the jiva and Brahman. In the Commentary under BrSu, 11.3.20,
atomicity is explicitly contrasted with omnipresence. The point is to
show that it is Brahman who is omnipresent (sarvagata) or (all-)
pervasive (vibhu), while the jiva is anu.? In connection with BAUp, 1v.4.2,
which describes the self at death as ‘going out by this light, either from
the eye, or from the head, or from other parts of the body’, Ramanuja
observes, ‘This going out and so on could not occur if [the self] were all-
pervasive.’* Thus we are to conclude that, in contrast to Brahman the all-
pervasive, the jiva is in some sense wholly localisable in space and time,
that at a particular moment in time in the samsaric condition it can be
said to be ‘here’ rather than ‘there’.

An interesting objection crops up here. What about those scriptural
texts which seem to localise Brahman in, say, the space within the heart?’
Ramanuja answers that such texts, far from seeking to constrain
Brahman in space and time (Brahman is essentially non-atomic in this
sense, he says®), have the purpose of encouraging devout meditation on
him. Brahman, by choosing to associate himself with a particular place
or time, for some such reason as to invigorate our spirits out of profound
compassion’, becomes a convenient subject for contemplation. He is,
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not even contingently, localisable in the way the jiva is in the embodied
or samsdric state. Such localisability of the individual a#man is manifest
in the limitations of its causal efficacy and moral accountability arising
from the distinctive association it has with its particular body. Under
BrSii, 11.3.36, Ramanuja argues that the jivatman cannot beall-pervasive
(that is, by implication it is anu), for then it would have been equally
related to all the prakrtic bodies in existence. In that case, discerning
individual responsibility for particular actions would be an impos-
sibility: individual experiencing and the moral order as we know it would
be unintelligible.

We can combine the two senses of anu we have identified so far in the
following statement: in the samsaric state, the individual atman enters
into a distinctive and limiting relationship of correspondence with the
whole, and through the whole, with the individual parts, of a particular
prakrtic structure, through which it is enabled to experience the world.
Thus, not only can Ramanuja say that this individual arman is the
animator and controller of this body, but also that the seat of each
Jjivatman is a particular part of its body, i.e. the heart.?

But there seems to be yet a third sense in which Ramanuja would use
anu of the spiritual atman to contrast it with materiality. This is in the
sense of ‘subtlety’, i.e. that characteristic which enables the atman to be
effectively present to something in itself mutable, to pervade or
interpenetrate it, without itself being susceptible to essential change in
any way. Under the influence of ChandUp, viiL.1.1, he refers to Brahman
as the ‘small space’ (anu could well have been used) within the heart —
there to help meditation, yet, unlike the body (itself susceptible to
change in old age and death), immutable in virtue of his ‘ultra-subtlety’
as the underlying, all-pervading, supreme cause of everything.” Riman-
uja clarifies this use of ‘subtlety’ under Gita, 2.17, where he contrasts the
atman-reality’s indestructibility by virtue of its unparalleled ‘subtlety’ as
a pervading force, with the body’s destructibility by virtue of its
grossness as the pervaded. Here it is implied that the azman is pervasive
not as a substance, but through its property of consciousness which is
all-encompassing.'®

A final observation. So far we have considered the atman as anu in its
empirical condition; can the individual azman be described as anu in any
of the senses identified in liberation (moksa), i.e. when freed from the
imposed connection with its body and the consequences thereof?
Though Ramanuja does not address this question explicitly, it would
appear that mutatis mutandis he would still be prepared to describe the
liberated drman as anu in that it would continue to be limited
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existentially and enjoy its ‘subtle’ nature; this description would apply
all the more if the freed atman elected, for its own satisfaction, to act
through or be embodied by a particular body (or bodies) constituted
from a sui-generis (non-prakrtic) substance (a possibility recognised by
Ramanuja, as we shall see later). In this event, the analogy with samsaric
embodiment as a basis for the use of anu becomes clear.

Thus we have seen that, for Ramanuja, to say that the individual
atman is anu implies that in the samsaric condition it is distinctively
related to a particular quantum (or to particular quanta) of prakrti. This
means, as we shall go on to see, that in its embodied state the individual
atman acts as a knower of empirical objects, as a moral agent, and as the
subject of pleasure and pain (for our purposes now, translations of jAatr,
kartr and bhoktr respectively). Before we take up each description in
turn, it will be useful to consider briefly the rival picture in terms of
which Ramanuja was keen to contrast his own position.

This picture represents the common ground between Advaitic and
Samkhya views of the self. Samkara, for instance, the father of Advaita,
maintained that the pratyagatman, or real, inner self — actually
identifiable with Brahman or the Absolute Self — is pure, relationless
consciousness, not susceptible of the distinctions of knowing subject and
knowing-act. To think that the real self or atman is the knowing ‘I’
extending in scope to the body, that it is in fact the I-centred focus of
worldly experience, is of the essence of the samsaric condition. This
indeed is a congenital illusion, the result of a reciprocal superimposition,
on the one hand of the real consciousness of the inner atman on the
(inherently insentient) prakrtic cognitive apparatus, which is reflected as
I-awareness, and on the other hand, of the individuality of material
embodiment on the non-individual, homogeneous consciousness that is
the inner atman. Samkara says,

The real atman, [actually] ever liberated and neither a kartr nor a
bhoktr in as much as it does not transmigrate, becomes a trans-
migrator [as it were] characerised as kartr, bhoktr, and so on, on
account of the superimposition [upon it] of attributive adjuncts such
as the discriminative faculty."'

Classical Samkhya too, for all its differences from classical Advaita,
described its, in the last resort, ineffable purusa or spiritual principle in
similar language: ‘In contrast to [prakrti] we can be sure that the purusais
a witness, aloof, indifferent [to worldly experience], an observer and a
non-kartr.”'* Again, speaking of the mutual superimposition mentioned
above:
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So, from the association of [purusa and prakrti], the non-conscious
subtle body [which acts as the substrate of empirical personality]
becomes conscious as it were, and the dispassionate [purusa] becomes
a kartr as it were, while in fact it is the gunas [the constituents of
prakrti] which are the kartr."

Thus in the Advaita—Samkhya stance the spiritual principle could not
properly or literally'* be described as experiencing in the world through
the body — if it did it could no longer be regarded as essentially
immutable and homogeneous.

This is where Ramanuja’s philosophically realist bias put him in
opposition. He made it a point to argue that the atman could be said
literally to act empirically under its three descriptions, i.e. to act really
contingently thus, if not essentially. Let us examine this position.

(1) First, it is the jivatman and not some pseudo-cogniser such as the
Advaitic—Samkhya non-conscious ego or ahamkara that really is the
knower in the empirical condition. We have seen in Chapter 3 how
Ramainuja was keen to establish that one’s everyday relational cons-
cious experience is the real thing and is not sublatable by some ‘higher’
non-individual awareness. But to say that the jivarman is a knower
(jAatr) of empirical objects is not to say that it is susceptible of essential
change. Like the Advaitins and Samkhyas, Ramanuja was averse to
saying that the individual arman is essentially mutable. To admit this
was to admit (all the orthodox Hindu schools objected to this) that the
atman is transient and destructible — the chief characteristics of samsara,
the realm of no permanent value. In contrast, the atman, the authentic
self, must be essentially changeless and enduring, so that it can fittingly
symbolise and ground man’s spiritual vision and goal amid the shifting
sands of samsaric experience. Thus Ramanuja argued that the
knowledge of empirical objects implies that the atman is only extrinsical-
ly subject to change: its intrinsic nature as a reflexive centre of (normally
relational) conscious experience remains undisturbed. Again the
analogy of the lamp and its light can helpfully be resorted to here.
Light initself is potentially infinitely expansive, capable of showing up
any object in its path. Light has two sorts of extrinsic limiters of form:
the quantity of fire-substance available for burning and the material
object light encounters as it radiates outwards. Thus the light of an oil
lamp is small and weak compared to that of a blazing fire, while each
object encountered ‘gives [visible] shape’ to the formless light rather as
variously shaped jars ‘give shape’ to the formless space they circums-
cribe. Consciousness too radiates from its centre the conscious atman,
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potentially unrestricted and capable of manifesting any object it
encounters. Granted that in its substrate, the individual arman, it is
inherently limited as finite, consciousness is empirically subject, in its
expression, to two sorts of extrinsic limiters: the essentially non-
conscious prakrtic component of the conscious individual (determining
in its particularities the sort of conscious experience possible, i.e. human
rather than brute, belonging to this individual rather than to that), and
the particular object encountered, translated into the ‘object of cons-
ciousness’ now rather than then: in other words, into the transient
cognitive act. In neither of these cases is the arman’s essence as the centre
of conscious experience affected. Thus, while in the empirical condition
it is the jivatman that is really the knower, it undergoes change as a
knower only extrinsically. It is with respect to the extrinsic limiters
mentioned above that Ramanuja comments, ‘Though knowledge is
unrestricted by itself, it is capable of contraction and expansion’'s;
contraction and expansion, that is, through its particular object and its
particular body-dependent mode of experiencing.

(2) We come now to the jiva as kartr (literally, ‘doer’, ‘producer’). A
convenient way to understand Ramanuja’s use of this term is to consider
different senses he gives to its correlate karman (literally, ‘action’,
‘work’), since a kartr is the agent of karman. For Ramanuja the standard
(precise) meaning of karman is ‘action which is of a meritorious or
unmeritorious nature’.'® In other words, karman in its standard sense is
action that is self-centred, conscious and free: as such it is action for
which one is morally responsible.

To say that such action is ‘self-centred’ means that it is not
‘enlightened’. For the Vedantins in general, ‘enlightened’ action is action
performed not out of self-gratification, engendering its ordained
samsaric fruit (phala) —indeed, enlightened action does not produce such
fruit - but from a motive of either pure duty or selfless love for God,
depending upon whether one’s point of view is non-theistic or theistic.
Self-centred action, on the other hand, is intended for the agent’s own
gratification and produces its due samsaric fruit. (‘Action’ — karman —
must be taken here to cover the refraining from particular deeds.) Now
we must distinguish between the ‘fruit’ (sensu stricto) of an action and
the ‘result’. The ‘fruit’ of an action is the pleasant or unpleasant samsaric
consequence of that action, revealed on authority (usually scriptural
authority). This consequence or fruit can well mature in a future
existence. Thus the scripture-revealed fruit of the agnihotra sacrifice (in
this instance we are talking of sacrificial action) is paradise (svarga).
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Now it is not open to human insight to discern the fruit (of the
performance or non-performance) of particular actions; no one can tell a
priori or with certitude based on human intuition alone that the fruit of
the agnihotra sacrifice is paradise, obtainable in a post-mortem exis-
tence. In other words, we must needs rely on scripture or scripture-
derived authority for veridical information about the connection
between an action and its fruit. Such fruit can be something ‘objective’
(for instance, a wife, progeny, wealth) or ‘subjective’, i.e. a particular
sort of experience for the performer of the action (in each case fruit is
pleasant or unpleasant). The ‘result’ of an action, on the other hand, is
what naturally follows its performance, either subjectively (for instance,
satisfaction on giving alms, remorse on inflicting cruelty) or objectively
(for example, a kingdom or wealth consequent upon victory in battle),
and as such open to discernment from everyday experience. Sometimes
the result (so distinguished) of an action is loosely called its fruit in the
texts; in any case, this is not an area dealt with clearly in Hindu ethics.
The traditions are diverse and confused on this point.!’

Action or karman in the standard sense, then, is self-centred in that it
is performed for the agent’s own gratification, engenderingin due course
its appropriate samsaric fruit. Such action is morally acceptable if it
conforms, nevertheless, to the dictates of the agent’s dharma, under-
stood here as the code of obligations and practice circumscribing the
agent’s caste and stage in life. Such action is morally unacceptable if it
goes against the performer’s dharma. Dharmic action is ‘meritorious’ or
not (it may be enlightened) depending on whether it is self-centred or
not, on whether it ‘merits’ (pleasant) samsaric fruit or not. Adharmic
action is always unmeritorious, earning for its agent unpleasant
samsaric fruit.

Because karman or ‘action’ in the standard sense implies a self-centred
mentality bound up with the necessary production of pleasant or
unpleasant fruit for its agent — that is, because this action perpetuates its
agent in the round of rebirth where it needs must experience its fruit — I
shall refer to such action as ‘samsara-immanent’ (‘SI’ for short) action or
karman. Enlightened action, on the other hand, as we have seen, has no
regard for and does not produce fruit. For Ramanuja it was not self-
centred but other-centred, i.e. performed from the motive of the pure
love for God. Such action eschews the samsaric mentality, does not build
up for its agent the prospect of future lives in samsara, but on the
contrary works towards the dissolution of the agent’s karma and its
salvation out of rebirth. Accordingly I shall call such action ‘samsara-
transcendent’ (‘ST for short) action or karman. ST action is exceedingly
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difficult to achieve (and gives rise to a valid though not standard sense of
karman), yet Ramanuja believes that it is possible, or at least increasing-
ly possible in the life of the devotee, with the help of the Lord.

Now, in so far as samsaric embodiment is not essential to the
individual arman’s nature — that is, in so far as the arman is required to be
reborn in different bodily conditions only to expend its accumulated
karma (i.e. the wages of self-centredness, realised in the experience of
pleasant or unpleasant fruit) — neither SI nor ST action in the samsaric
body is essential to the arman. Thus for Ramanuja, though the
empirically embodied atman is a real performer (kartr) of SI or ST
action, it is not part of its essential nature to be so. He writes,

[Knowledge’s] proper form, contracted [in the first place] by [past]
karma into the condition of the embodied self, exists [as further
determined] in accordance with the variety of individual karma. It is
conditioned once again by means of the senses [in everyday cognition].
And the feature of the rise and termination [of cognition] is a function
of this flow of knowledge by means of the senses. Now, being a kartr
has to do with the flow of knowledge, and this is not essential [to the
atman). In other words, the atman remains essentially unchanging in
that [being a kartr is an extrinsic change] brought about by karma.'®

We have said that samsara-immanent action, besides being self-
centred, is also conscious and free. Its being bound up with conscious-
ness comes out in the above quotation; further, it is necessary to be
conscious to be attentive to the fruit of one’s deeds. Yet it is also free.
Thisis why itis also moral in character. The opponent makes it a point to
insist that such action must imply the freedom to choose in the agent
when he observes in connection with the scriptural injunctions and
prohibitions governing ritual action, ‘only one capable of initiating or
desisting from action by his own decision can be commanded to act’."”
Réamanuja’s position seems to be faced with a problem here. On the one
hand, he must preserve the agent’s moral freedom to act (with respect to
both SI and ST action); on the other hand, he is keen to affirm that the
Lord is the agent’s ‘inner controller’ (antaryamin) as a function of his
universal causality. The Lord is the cause behind all instances of
causation in the world, free [moral] action notwithstanding.

Aninteresting answer to this dilemma is propounded. Ramanuja says,

The supreme Self has bestowed equitably on all conscious being all the
equipment required for performing or desisting from action: for
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example, the capacity for the power of thought, for the power of
willing, and so on. To bring this about he has become the support of
these beings, and, having entered within them, exercises control as the
consenter [to action], being established as their principal. The
individual, conditioned by these powers endowed by the supreme Self,
itself performs or desists from action. The supreme Self [merely]
witnesses the doing and remains impartial. Thus all is in order.?

In other words, it is the individual agent which acts freely, while the Lord
as the individual’s existential support (adhara) allows this action to be
realised, to take being. Elsewhere?! Ramanuja seeks to illuminate this
‘co-operation’ by an analogy.

When property is jointly and equally owned by two persons, the
decision of one to transfer the whole property to a third party has no
effect unless the other owner consents. Legally, this consent is a minimal
act in that it just makes the transference of property possible; the
consenter need not be regarded as initiating, determining or morally
approving of the act of transference inspired by the first party. Similarly,
says Ramanuja, when the finite agent performs a [moral] action, the
Lord as the agent’s inner entitative support consents to bring the action
into existence, but he neither determines nor necessarily morally
approves of it. The indwelling Lord has regard to the ‘act of will’
(prayatna udyoga) of the agent and consents to its realisation.?? This is a
minimal form of consent, an ‘ontological’ consent, if you wish. The
agent is morally responsible for the deed, not the Lord.

A little reflection will show, of course, that this is hardly a resolution
of our dilemma concerning the Lord’s universal causality and the
possibility of finite free action. For is the agent’s ‘act of will’ in the first
place dependent upon the consent of the Lord or not? If it is, how is the
agent really free to initiate action? If it is not, the Lord is not universal
cause. There is the added problem of the Lord’s ‘consenting’ to bring an
evil action of a finite agent into being: must he not be responsible for it in
some way? Yet Ramanuja is adamant that the Lord is in no way
responsible for finite agency, let alone for moral evil. For these reasons,
it seems to me, Ramanuja has sought to do no more than provide an
illuminating analogy, by way of partial explanation, for the ‘co-
operation’ between the Lord and the individual atman in the perfor-
mance of free action. In a later chapter, when discussing Ramanuja’s
theological method, we shall see why it was not to his purpose to attempt
to resolve logically the dilemma under consideration. For the time being
we leave this topic with the affirmation that Ramanuja, like so many
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theistic theologians of the East and West, was keen te maintain at the
same time the universal causality of his God and the moral autonomy of
the finite agent.

From the preceding discussion it should be clear that in performing SI
action the individual is conscious and free but self-centred in that such
action tends to produce (pleasant or unpleasant) samsaric fruit that
needs must be experienced in the future; we may say that SI action is
‘fruit-intended’. In performing ST action, on the other hand, the
individual is no less conscious and free but acts other-centredly without
any desire for worldly fruit. ST action is not fruit-intended and does not
produce (samsdric) fruit. In other words, it is the intention (samkalpa) of
a morally acceptable (i.e. dharmic) action that determines its SI or ST
nature. Outwardly a deed may look the same, yet in the one case, when
fruit-intended, it binds its performer to the samsaric condition; in the
other, when not fruit-intended, its agent is on the way to experiencing the
only ‘fruit’ that really matters — salvific bliss. Ramanuja says with
passionate clarity,

Behold this great difference: that, with respect to the same action, by
the difference of intention alone, there are some agents who,
partaking of even a little of its [worldly] fruit, become fallen in nature,
while there are others — these do not return [to samsara] — who share
only of that fruit which is the attainment of the supreme Person:
unlimited and pre-eminent bliss.?

Ramanuja’s was neither a legalistic nor a mechanistic ethic; like the
other Vedantic teachers he held that it was the nature and purity of the
intention that determined the moral worth of an action.

On occasion Ramanuja, taking his cue from scripture, predicates
kartr of the Lord himself, either in his transcendent or in his avataric
form. For example. Ramanuja sees BAUp, 1V.3.10 — “Then he produces
ponds, pools of lotuses and rivers. For it is he who is the maker [karta]’ -
as referring to the Lord as agent.?* Of course in such cases kartr/karman
is to be understood in the ST sense. Now and then Ramanuja fixes on
specialised senses of this correlated pair.?’

It will complete the discussion and further understanding if we finally
consider senses in which Ramanuja is prepared to accept that the
Jivatman can be said to be a ‘non-doer’ (akartr). It seems to me that
Réamanuja distinguishes two such senses. The first must be understood
in the context of a soul totally devoted to the Lord and performing
actions in his name alone. Thus in interpreting Krsna’s words to Arjuna
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in Gita, 2.47 (‘Action alone is your responsibility, never its fruits; let not
your motive be the fruit of action, nor your attachment to non-action’)
our theologian paraphrases,

Where scriptural action is concerned [Arjuna], whether [this is to be
performed] regularly, occasionally or as desired, and connected as it is
to some particular fruit, your responsibility, as one always motivated
by purity and yearning for liberation, must be for the action alone,
never for the fruit known to be connected to the action. Because
[action] with fruit [in view] binds [one to samsara] and [action] without
fruit [in view] performed as worship to Me is the reason for liberation,
have no motive either for [fruit-bearing] action or its fruit. You, as one
always motivated by purity and yearning for liberation, must regard
yourself as a non-doer with respect to action enjoined on you [by your
dharma).®

In other words, the devoted soul is being counselled to ‘cast all its actions
upon the Lord’. Such a soul, as a matter of fact, is still really the doer
(kartr) of its actions, but in so far as they are samsdra-transcendent,
performed solely as worship to the Lord and without any desire for the
fruit they would otherwise most certainly have produced, they may be
regarded as inspired by and under the total control of the Lord. In this
case the devotee has not surrendered one whit of his moral freedom, but
as one who has acquired a ‘holy will’ — we may borrow the Kantian
expression with perfect propriety here — spontaneously and in total
harmony with the wishes of the Lord, the devotee may cry in the spirit of
a Paul, ‘I act: now not I. The Lord acts in me.’ This is one sense in which
the jiva may regard itself as a ‘non-doer’.

There is another. This is the meaning required to make sense of such
texts as Gira, 3.27: ‘In all cases, actions are done by the gunas of prakrti:
the arman deluded by the ego thinks, “I am a doer.”’ Ramanuja
interprets this as follows: ‘The atman, deluded by the ego, thinks that it is
a doer of those actions performed in fact by prakrti’s gunas — sattva,
[rajas and tamas] — in accordance with their respective natures.’
Enlarging on this under v. 29 he says,

this is the position regarding the gunas’ being a doer: that this being-a-
doer does not belong to the arman’s proper form,; in fact, it arises
through connection with the gunas. In other words, that being-a-doer
is guna-produced is known by discriminating what happens from [the
atman’s] conjunction with and disjunction from [prakrti].”’
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That is, since embodied action is essentially a function of prakrti in its
gunas, the jiva can say that it is not (essentially) a doer (kartr).

(3) We may pass quickly over the jivatman as bhoktr, i.e. as experiencing
pleasure and pain, in Ramanuja’s thought. This is because he regards
kartr and bhoktr as coextensive. In other words, mutatis mutandis, the
standard senses given to kartr have parallels with respect to bhoktr.
Ramanuja observes,

Scriptural texts such as ‘Let him who desires paradise sacrifice’ and
‘He who yearns for liberation should worship Brahman’ connect
being a kartr with being a bhoktr, whether the fruit [in view] be
paradise or liberation. For a conscious being [i.e. the atman] cannot be
responsible for the agency of something non-conscious [i.e. prakrti].
... Hence the scriptures have point only if a conscious being
experiences [pleasure and pain] in virtue of its being a kartr itself’.?

Whether the deed in question be SI or ST in nature, only the doer himself
of the deed can experience its ‘fruit’ (sensu lato).

We may fittingly conclude this chapter with a discussion on a topic
much attended to in philosophical circles in the West, but rarely dealt
with by commentators in Hindu philosophy: personal identity. In
connection with Ramanuja’s philosophical theology this topic has not
yet received adequate treatment. Now the question of personal identity
in Ramanuja’s system does seem to present problems. This can be
appreciated by juxtaposing the two following statements. First:

The individual atman’s proper form, bereft of its various [non-
essential] differentiations in the form of particular prakrtic modifica-
tions as god, man and so on, has for its properties solely knowledge
and bliss. When [the individual arman’s] karma-produced differentia-
tions of being a god, and so on, are [eventually] done away with, this
much we can say: that the distinction of its proper form cannot be
expressed in words and is known to [the dtman] alone; that it has
knowledge for its proper form. We must say the same for all
[individual] atrmans.”

The second statement is quoted with approval by Ramanuja:

If the I-reality were not the atman, the atman could have no
inwardness; for inward reality is distinguished from outward reality
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by means of I-cognition. He who seeks liberation applies himself to
the scriptures with the thought, ‘May I reign (in the end), enjoying
eternal bliss, with all sorrows gone.” If he thought that liberation
consisted in the destruction of the I-realty, he would slink away at the
mere whiff of any talk about liberation.*

Clearly this is intended as a criticism of the Advaitic view of liberation,
but in the process it seems to affirm the continuance of personal identity
after death (assuming, as Ramanuja does, that it is the atman which is
the seat of personal identity). The first statement, however, suggests that
the proper forms of all atmans are identical qualitatively and distinct
only numerically. Can the two statements be reconciled in terms of
Ramanuja’s thought?

We can begin with a few clarifications. In the West there has been
much philosophical debate about the nature of the person or self, and on
occasion, ‘self ” and ‘person’ have been distinguished. For our purposes
however, it will do to treat the question of personal identity as coinciding
with that of self-identity. Further, let us accept the prevailing minimal
requirement for selfhood: that the self should be a centre of conscious
and volitional experience. In the light of our study so far we can say then
that for Ramanuja, who accepts the plurality of jivatmans, the jivatman
is a self or person in the minimal sense, and further, as noted above, that
it is the seat of one’s personal identity. Finally we note that we may seek
to determine, philosophically, two kinds of personal identity. The first
may be called first-person personal identity, for which sufficient
epistemological grounds or criteria are sought to determine one’s own
personal identity over a span of time, i.e. to answer the question, ‘On
what grounds can one say that the person one experiences oneself to be
at time ¢, is the very same person as the person one experiences oneself to
be at time ¢,?” The second may be called third-person personal identity,
for which sufficient epistemological grounds or criteria are sought to
determine the personal identity of another over a period of time, i.e. to
answer such questions as ‘On what grounds can I say that from ¢, to ¢,
this person is Devadatta not Yajfiadatta? Our inquiry will take into
account Ramanuja’s view on both kinds of personal identity (especially
the first).

Now the question of personal identity may be discussed with respect
to two conditions of the individual self: (1) in the embodied state, and (2)
in the disembodied state: specifically in the liberated state or moksa.

(1) At the outset, we recall from the last chapter that according to
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Riamanuja it is essential to the jiva to be a knower, and that it is essential
to knowerhood to be reflexively self-aware implicitly or explicitly in
every cognitive act. In other words, the jivarman as conscious is self-
luminous in the form of an ‘I’. Further, this [-awareness, even if not
attended to (in a transitive cognitive act), as a continuous experience is
intuitively and ineluctably known to its experiencer by means of the
same I. Such self-awareness as an experience is incommunicable. It
establishes the distinctive individual personal identity of every conscious
agent, and in its experiencing sets up an uncollapsable distinction
between its own ‘I’ and other I-awarenesses. This means that such I-
awareness cannot be sublated or dissolved by or in a form of ‘higher’
unitive consciousness as the Advaitins claim. Here we have the
epistemological basis, in its most general form, of Ramanuja’s position
on personal identity. Here too we have the basis for reconciling the two
statements quoted earlier. While the first, after affirming that all
jivatmans are identical in this, that their essential characteristic is
consciousness (and bliss), adverts to the incommunicability of each jiva’s
experience of personal identity as experience, the second goes on to
clarify this experience of personal identity as (self-reflexive) [-awareness
(hence the contrast between the conscious atman as ‘inward’ and
material being as ‘outward’), an experience which of its nature is self-
distinguishing for each jivatrman. But to say that the jiva is always aware
of itself as the same I is not to say that it is always aware of the same
determinations of this I, nor indeed that its I-consciousness cannot be a
composite consciousness. Let us examine these statements with respect
to the jiva in the embodied state.

We have seen that, according to Vedantic philosophical anth-
ropology, the human individual is a composite of spirit, i.e. the atman as
a centre of conscious experience, and matter, i.e. the prakrtic psycho-
physical complement. This intimate (but nevertheless distinguishable
and, in the final analysis, separable) union of spirit and matter gives rise,
certainly for Vedantins of Ramanuja’s way of thinking, to a composite I-
awareness. That is, this I-awareness is constituted of what we may call
‘basic self-identity’ and what may be termed ‘empirical self-identity’.
The jiva is aware of its basic self-identity maintains Ramanuja when it is
aware of itself formally as ‘I’, through different states of existence. This
formal I-awareness remains the same whether the jiva be embodied or
disembodied, whether it be embodied in this way or that. But Ramanuja
also held that in the samsaric embodied state the jiva’s I-awareness is
informed, shot through as it were, by determinations which are a
function of its particular psycho-physical complement; for instance,
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human rather than praeter-human (i.e. deva-) consciousness, awareness
of being male rather than female, excitable rather than placid, Brahmin
rather than VaiSya, fat rather than thin, and so on.3! These psycho-
physical features, stemming from the jiva’s prakrtic component, give rise
to the jiva’s ‘empirical self-identity’.

Now, in the samsaric condition the jiva is congenitally ignorant, in so
far as it is unenlightened, of the composite nature of this I-awareness,
and indeed that it is not part of the essential I to have the characteristics
of the present empirical I. In other words, though the jiva can say, ‘I am
really human, male, Brahmin, excitable, fat’, and so on, it cannot say
that it is essentially these things. For we have seen that it is not essential
to the jivarman to be embodied prakrtically, determined by the psycho-
physical characteristics this entails. Though the jiva’s empirical charac-
teristics ‘belong’ to the perduring basic I, are underlain by it, and indeed
are identified by it as belonging to this jiva over a period of time rather
than to that, they are but contingent to the basic 1. The contingency of
the psycho-physical determinations is all the more apparent in the
context of the Hindu belief in rebirth. Each of the physical embodiments
the jivatman undergoes in its samsaric journey engenders an empirical
identity-set ‘belonging’ to the same I for the duration of that
embodiment and ‘colouring’ the jiva’s I-awareness for the period.
Enlightenment consists, among other things, in discriminating the
hitherto undiscriminate composite I-awareness, in realising the distinc-
tion between one’s basic self-identity and one’s empirical identity in spite
of the fact, so long as embodiment persists, that the same I-focus
continues to be determined simultaneously by essential and contingent
empirical characteristics. Such enlightened awareness of oneself gives
rise to a non-egoistic ethic, i.e. an ethic that does not centre round,
reinforce and perpetuate one’s empirical self-identity.

In the light of all this, on what grounds can one say that the person one
experiences oneself to be at time ¢, is the very same person as the person
one experiences oneself to be at time 2, if ¢; and ¢, are within the same
embodiment? Ramanuja would answer, as we have seen in Chapter 3,
‘on the grounds of “recognition” of the same I perduring from ¢, to ¢, in
and through its empirical determinations (however variable these may
be)’. This ‘recognition’ is an intuitive, self-authenticating experience.
Though Ramanuja does not go into the question of the possibility of
‘false’ memory-experiences producing unauthentic I-recognition, he
would answer no doubt that ‘false’ memory-experiences affect the
recognition of one’s empirical self-identity and not of one’s basic self-
identity. As to the question of determining the personal identity of
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another, here one would have to decide upon agreed criteria for doing
this (for instance, trustworthy testimony of the person concerned and
other appropriate persons).

With respect to the grounds for determining first-person personal
identity when ¢, and ¢, do not qualify the jivarman in the same
embodiment, a peculiar problem arises in that the I-awareness at ¢, is
outside the purview of the jiva’s recognition-experience at #, as a result of
extrinsic limiting factors, such as the erasing of the memory-continuum
between ¢; and #, by the ‘trauma of death’. In this case, though in fact the
Jjiva's basic I-awareness at t;, coloured by and distinguishing as it does
the jiva’s set of empirical characteristics at ¢,, is identical with the jiva’s
basic I-awareness at f,, coloured by and distinguishing the set of
empirical characteristics at ¢,, the jiva is not aware of this sameness. At
this stage a question arises. Though the individual @rman undergoes
fresh embodiment at each rebirth, shedding in the process for all
practical purposes any memory of its previous empirical identity, is there
no sense in which, when liberation has been attained, the empirical
identity of each embodiment can be said to have made a lasting
impression on the self-awareness the soul carries into its final state? In
other words, when the liberated atrman attains salvific communion with
its Lord after its samsaric journey of many births, of many lives each
with its joys and sorrows, loves and hates, and complement of human
relationships, does it lose all connection with the memory of these as
completely as it does with the corruptible bodies that were their field of
experience? This is an important question, for its answer reflects
Ramainuja’s view on the importance of human living and its social
relationships. This leads us to a consideration of personal identity in
moksa.>?

(2) In this state the individual arman has achieved self-fulfilment. For
Ramanuja this means that the atman is no longer subject to extrinsic
limiting factors, that its individual consciousness by participating in the
all-knowingness of the Lord expands to its fullest extent, and that the
atman, in the company of the blessed, exists in loving and blissful
communion with the Focus of that company — the Lord himself. In other
words, in moksa, the arman carries over from the samsaric condition a
self-consciousness individuated by the same basic I-awareness of that
condition. Commenting on BAUp, 1.4.10 (‘Seeing this, the seer
Vamadeva realised, ‘7 was Manu and the Sun too’”’), Ramanuja makes
clear that moksa entails an individuating I-awareness for the liberated
atman: ‘“We know this from Vamadeva’s and others’ —all their ignorance
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having been purified in intuitive communion with Brahman’s very self —
experiencing their atmans as an “I”.’3 In other words, the liberated
atman continues as an identifiable person; its identity is not swallowed
up or submerged in some homogeneous and amorphous Consciousness
as Advaita claims.

But what is the content of this moksaic I-awareness? Is it a blank,
formal I-awareness, qualitatively identical but only numerically dif-
ferent for the liberated atmans, in each case continuous with the basic I-
awareness of the samsaric condition, but purged of every trace of the
empirical colouring of that condition? In moksa is the whole samsaric
experience ‘blacked out’? Ramanuja, as in other cases, has not gone into
this issue, but the evidence exists to formulate an answer on his behalf.

To begin with, in moksa the atman’s awareness is expanded not
contracted. The atman shares in the all-knowingness of the Lord. Surely
this means, if the atmanic I of samsara continues, duly enlightened, as
the atmanic I of moksa, that the liberated arman cannot be ignorant of
the experiences of which it was really (if only contingently) the subject
during its samsaric pilgrimage. Thus moksaic personal identity must
incorporate, in some way, the empirical identity-sets of the samsaric
condition. Since the liberated atman is wholly blissful, however, in
contrast to its unenlightened samsaric experience as sorrowful, this
incorporation takes place sub specie aeternitatis, as it were, by which all
that the arman has undergone and done in the past — the good and the
bad, the triumphs and the failures, the joys and the woes —are summated
and transmuted in a final healing vision of fulfilment, where, to quote
the Christian mystic Julian of Norwich ‘All shall be well and all shall be
well, and all manner of thing shall be well’. Thus, for Ramanuja, one’s
samsaric journey is not to be explained away as the experience of some
pseudo-self engaging in a mundane transaction that never really was, as
in Advaita; rather, it is reflected in an enlarged and enriched moksaic
identity which gives to it a lasting worth.

This concludes our treatment of the nature of the individual self, in the
samsdric and liberated states. We must now embark, in the next chapter,
on a study of Ramanuja’s view of the supreme being, Brahman, for we
have seen that for Ramanuja the knowledge of Brahman'’s nature no less
than the knowledge of the nature of the self is a prerequisite for
salvation.



5 Brahman

Ramanuja’s use of svaripa (literally, ‘proper form’) in describing
Brahman’s nature is not fixed. Sometimes he seems to use this word ina
strict sense, sometimes in a broad sense.! From a logical point of view
this flexibility may be lamented, but theologically it accords well with
Raminuja’s characteristic of making Brahman the focus of different
perspectives. We have seem earlier that on occasion Ramanuja theolog-
ises ‘from above’ — that is, by focusing on Brahman’s comprehensive-
ness; here the Brahman-reality is made to comprehend the whole of
being so that justice may be done to the immanentist religious (and
scriptural) insight that Brahman is the source, ground and terminus of
all reality (in a perspective where the notion of creation ‘out of nothing’
seemed unintelligible). On occasion, however, Ramanuja theologises
‘from below’ — from the viewpoint of finite being —to preserve the Lord’s
purity and transcendence and to account for our experience of both
imperfection and (relative) moral and existential autonomy in the world.
The concept of Brahman’s svaripa then, i.e. of that form proper to
Brahman qua Brahman, must remain flexible enough to be susceptible to
these shifts of perspective. Nevertheless, as I have noted above, we can
detect a strict use of svaripa for Brahman in Ramanuja’s thought, at
least in the sense of Brahman’s quiddity or essential nature, i.e. Brahman
per se or in himself, in his innermost core. For the present let us concern
ourselves with Brahman’s svaripa in this sense; later we shall consider
the broader senses.

In Chapter 2 we examined Ramanuja’s understanding of what he
acknowledged to be a definition of Brahman, i.e. a description of
Brahman’s proper form (sensu stricto). The definition, contained in
TaiUp, 11.1.1, is that Brahman is ‘reality, knowledge, infinite’. We shall
not repeat the exegesis except to point out that elsewhere? Ramanuja
expands these definitional characteristics so that there seem to be five in
all: reality (satya), knowledge (jfiana), bliss (ananda), purity (amalatva)
and infinitude (anantatva). By this the adequacy of the Taittiriya
definition is not substantially impaired in that both ‘bliss’ and ‘purity’

80
J.J. Lipner, The Face Of Truth
© Julius J. Lipner 1986



Brahman 81

may be seen as drawing out and clarifying the original content of the
definition. We have seen that Rimanuja maintains® that, while ‘bliss’ is
not synonymous with ‘knowledge’, it is coterminous with it such that
bliss is the agreeable aspect of knowledge. ‘Purity’ amplifies ‘infinitude’.
If ‘infinitude’ means ‘the absence of limitation due to place, time and
being’, ‘purity’ denotes the quality and intensity of Brahman’s perfec-
tions and their freedom from taint or blemish of any kind (i.e. from any
sort of limitation such as necessary contact with materiality, the power
of karma, and so on). Coupled with that of ‘infinitude’, the concept of
‘purity’ emphasises the uncompromising transcendence of Brahman’s
svardpa over finite being,

It is worth pointing out here that our earlier observation* about the
sui-generis relation between the jivatman’s svariipa and its definitional
qualities applies, mutatis mutandis, to the relation between Brahman’s
svaripa (sensu stricto) and its essential qualities. Also, as for the
Jjivatman, for Brahman or the supreme Self (paramatman) too,
knowledge (in its infinity and absolute purity) may be said to be the
defining characteristic, in so far as it affirms the supreme Person that
Brahman essentially is. In Ramanuja’s theology the personhood at the
core of Brahman’s being stands in marked contrast to the ‘impersonal’
or hyper-personal nature of the Advaitic Absolute.

But to say that the supreme being has certain defining qualities or
characteristics is not to say that Ramanuja denied other qualities of it.
On the contrary, it is typical of Ramanuja’s divine descriptions to
attribute to Brahman a host of supereminent perfections. Qur
theologian makes it a point to say that Brahman is characterised by a
twofold aspect: a positive and a negative. The positive describes what
Brahman is by attributing to him all sorts of perfections; the negative
says what Brahman is not by removing from him all imperfections.

Everywhere, in sruti and in smrti, the highest Brahman is referred to as
having a twofold characteristic. That is [at one and the same time] he is
possessed of the marks of being free from every defect and of being a
mine of illustrious qualities. For example [in ChandUp, ViIL.1.5, we
have]: ‘He is free from evil, old age, death, sorrow, hunger, thirst, with
wishes come true and intentions realised’; and [in Visnu Purana,
VI.5.84—5, we have] ‘He consists of all illustrious qualities, supporting
the emission of being with but a trace of his power; he is no other than
amass of qualities such as lustre, strength, sovereignty, great wisdom,
valour and power. Higher than all else is he, in whom, Lord of high
and low, there is no blemish’.’
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The point of Brahman’s having the ubhayalinga, i.e. the twofold
(positive and negative) mark is to emphasise (not only against non-
dualist views of the Absolute but as the focus of true theistic devotion)
Brahman’s variegated perfection and its transcendent purity.

If the defining qualities indicate what Brahman is in himself (i.e.
necessarily, in respect of ‘proper form’ in the strict sense), the host of
non-defining qualities affirms his variegated perfection and superiority
in contrast to finite being. We shall not here go into the question of
describing and analysing the non-defining qualities. With an important
exception that we shall take up in due course, these qualities make up the
usual catalogue which theists ascribe to their God; besides, others have
considered this matter.® Instead, after stressing that it is central to
Ramanuja’s theology to affirm the relatedness of his God to finite being,
let us examine a crucial aspect of this relatedness: the Lord’s originative
causality. It is my contention that this is one of the distinctive areas of
Ramanuja’s theology, a feature of his unique theological method (which
we shall consider in detail in Chapter 7). In analysing the Lord’s
originative causality — an analysis which typically has frequent recourse
to scripture and claims to interpret it — Ramanuja the theist seeks to
preserve the delicate balance between the counterweights of divine
transcendence and immanence.

In his writings Samkara refers to Upanisadic mahavakyas or ‘great
utterances’, and it has been claimed that it is on the basis of his
interpretation of (selected) mahavakyas as pivots of Upanisadic mean-
ing that he has constructed his system.” I think there can be no doubt
that, for all practical purposes, Ramanuja too has his hermeneutic
mahavakyas. One such is the utterance ‘Being only, my dear, was this in
the beginning, one only without a second. It thought, ‘“May I be many,
may I bring forth”.”® The implications of this statement reverberate
throughout Ramanuja’s theology and reflect the different uses to which
he puts the text.” One such is as the basis for arriving at an understanding
of Brahman’s originative causality. ‘By the statement, ‘“Being only, my
dear, was this in the beginning, one only’’’, he says ‘is proclaimed that
Brahman, in so far as he wishes to create, is the substantial cause [of the
world). It occurs to one that there must naturally be another cause to
produce the effect [as in worldly experience]. The expression “without a
second” rejects this [notion].”'° So Brahman is at the same time the
‘substantial cause’ (upadana-karana) and the ‘efficient cause’ (nimitta-
karana) of the world. Let us examine what Ramanuja means by this.

The Upanisads and other Hindu scriptures contain many statements
which by implication ill accord with the traditional Christian picture of
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creation as the production of being, by God’s power, out of nothingness.
In Vedanta specifically, such a picture of originative causality made little
or no sense. Ramanuja in particular took seriously the many scriptural
images and utterances which seemed naturally to imply that finite being
emerges from or issues out of Brahman, its permanent ground or
substratum and the fund into which it is reabsorbed in a dissolution.
Philosophically—theologically this meant that the ‘creational gap’, i.e.
the ontological chasm between infinite and finite being, represented by
the ex nihilo of the creatio doctrine was eschewed, and that instead an
existential ‘umbilical cord’, i.e. a continuous existential relation between
the originative cause ( Brahman) and the finite order was posited. The
concept of the substantial cause served this requirement. The substantial
cause (upadana-karana)'' is that out of which the effect is produced such
that the latter derives its being from the former. This can be understood
relatively, in which case the specific nature of the relative substantial
cause enters into consideration — for example, the (material) clay is the
relative substantial cause of the (material) clay pot, its effect, keeping the
latter in existence by being what it is— or it can be understood absolutely,
in which case Brahman is known to be the ultimate originative source,
the mainstay and the terminus of finite being qua being. Ramanuja and
the other Vedantins were quick to argue that we cannot deduce, by a
process of strict reasoning, that Brahman is the ultimate reality out of
which the world is produced.’? On the contrary, we can derive this
information from scripture alone, from such key passages as ChandUp,
VL.1.1f.

The concept of substantial cause presupposed what was known as
satkdryavada, the doctrine that the effect (karya) pre-exists (sat) in the
cause. Substantial causation, then, is the effect’s being educed and being
existentially conserved out of the effect’s underlying cause. It is
important to note, however, that substantial causation is not simply the
being made manifest of what was hidden — the arising or being
uncovered, as it were, of a ready-made effect. To use (Christian)
Scholastic terminology, quite appropriately here, I think, substantial
causation was regarded both in the Simkhya tradition (which seems to
be the original home of the satkarya theory) and in Vedanta (which took
over the notion and ‘theologised’ it for its own purposes) as the
actualisation of the effect existing in ‘proximate potency’ in the cause.

The substantial cause could or could not undergo what was regarded
as essential change in the exercise of its causality. In the example
clay—pot, the substantial cause (the clay) undergoes only accidental
change in the production of the effect (the pot). But in the examples
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milk—curds and seed—tree (both well-known examples in Simkhya and
Vedantic theory) the substantial cause (milk, seed) undergoes what may
well be regarded as an essential change in the production of the effect
(curds, tree). In any case, the main point of substantial causation is this:
at each stage, between cause and effect an entitative continuum is
regarded as existing such that there is a continuous flow of being, as it
were, in one direction only — from the substantial cause to its effect.
Whether the substantial cause undergoes what is thought to be an
essential or an accidental change, the effect is in some sense both
identical to and different from the cause. It is identical in that it derives
from the being of the cause; it is not something absolutely other. It is
different (even in the case of the substantial cause’s accidental change) in
that it is not the cause; it has a form that is either accidentally or
essentially different from that of the cause. In other words, the satkarya
theory and its attendant notion of substantial causation pays philoso-
phical tribute to the belief, so characteristic of Samkhya thought and of
much of Vedantic theology, in identity-in-difference between the
originative cause and its effect(s).

We have seen that it is characteristic of Ramanuja’s theology to
subject the Brahman-reality to different points of view. One such
perspective takes account of Brahman as substantial cause. From
‘above’, from the viewpoint of Brahman that is, Brahman as substantial
cause is regarded as the existential source and substrate of the world. In
this way of speaking, which partakes of what we may call in general the
‘inherence’ mode of discourse!> — so as to preserve the ontological
continuum between Brahman as (substantial) cause and the world as his
effect, Ramanuja speaks of Brahman in his ‘causal condition’ and in his
‘effected condition’ respectively.'* The rationale for this way of speaking
is given in the following statement: ‘The effect is not a substance
different [from its cause], but the cause itself passed into a different
condition.”’® In the process the identity aspect of the identity-in-
difference relation is stressed (and we have examined the use to which
Riamanuja puts this feature of his theology in the ‘That you are’
exegesis).

The theological gains of the inherence mode of discourse in respect of
the stress laid on the identity aspect between the substantial cause and its
effect(s) are, as we have indicated before, the apparent conformity with
the appropriate scriptural texts and the articulation of that almost
universal theistic experience that it is God in whom we live and move and
have our being. Generally, in Vedanta, we come entitatively from
Brahman and to him we must return. This immanentist insight is
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distinctively Vedantic, and Ramanuja articulates it by what we may call
his ‘participative’ theology within the inherence mode of discourse.'¢
But we know that now a problem arises. It is all very well to be so
convinced of the immanence of Brahman, of the existential continuity
between him and the world, that we are prepared to speak of finite being
itself as ‘Brahman qua effect’. But finite being is limited being and
limited being is imperfect being. Does not participative theology imply
that the supreme being, Brahman, shares in the limitations and
imperfections of finite being, perhaps by being part perfect and part
imperfect? Ramanuja himself mocks this picture of Brahman; it is, he
says, like picturing Devadatta with one hand adorned with sandal-paste,
rings and bracelets and the other beaten with a hammer and thrust into
the fire of doomsday!!” If participative theology were all that was on
offer it could well end up as the view Ramanuja mocks. But to
counteract the objection it raises he supplies correctives. One lies within
the inherence mode of discourse. We shall now consider it.

This corrective is what we may call Ramanuja’s ‘partitive’ theology,
which is expressed in terms of a ‘part—part-possessor’ polarity. It helps
Ramanuja preserve Brahman’s transcendent perfection over against
finite, limited being, still within the inherence mode of discourse.
Consider the following extract, which has a number of already familiar
ideas:

Brahman always has conscious and non-conscious being as his modes
[prakara]'® in that such being is his body. Sometimes his body consists
of conscious and non-conscious being in an extremely subtle state in-
capable of being designated as separate from him. Brahman is then in
the causal condition. But sometimes his body consists of gross
conscious and non-conscious being separated out into name and
form. Then he is in the effected condition. Now, where the passage
into the effected condition is concerned, the non-conscious part,
bereft in the causal condition of word [designation], undergoes change
of an essential kind in so far as words now attach to it in that it
becomes the objects of experience [bhogya). The conscious part, so
that it may become the [embodied] experiencers [bhoktr] of particular
karmic fruits, undergoes a change in the form of expansion of
knowledge in accordance with [the individual requirements of] the
experiencing-condition. Finally, with respect to that part which is
[Brahman] the Controller, qualified by both [kinds of] mode [i.e. the
non-conscious and the conscious), a change also occurs in the form of
[Brahman’s] being doubly qualified by the aforementioned condi-
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tions. Thus a like change takes place in the two modes as well as in the
mode-possessor inasmuch as there is a passing into another condition
from the [original] causal one."

Here Ramanuja speaks of a tripartite Brahman (clearly within the
inherence mode of discourse): there is the part of (potentially and
actually) non-conscious being (acidamsa), the part of (potentially and
actually) conscious being (cidamsa), and the part of Brahman as
Controller of the other two, which represents a change, even from this
point of view, in a minimal, accidental sense. In fact, under the aspect of
this third part, which is a ‘part’ only in a formal sense (with respect to the
whole Brahman-reality), Brahman is really the part-possessor (amsin) in
relation to the other two parts in that he is their Controller (hence in the
text Ramanuja semantically balances the modal parts — which he
identifies with the body,, of Brahman — against the mode-possessor or
prakarin). In other words, we have here, in terms of ‘partitive’ theology,
a part—part-possessor (amsa—amsin) polarity. Let us see what Raman-
uja makes of this.

In the Commentary, under BrSi, 11.3.45, he observes that the
relationship between part and part-possessor is of a piece with the
relationship between qualifier (visesana) and subject qualified (visesya).
And he exemplifies the latter relationship as that which obtains between
radiance and the sun, generic characteristics and their subject, the body
and the embodied self. In other words, there are two features to this
relationship especially relevant for our purposes: (1) that the part cannot
exist as the sort of thing it is independently of the part-possessor, because
it may be regarded as an aspect of the latter, inhering in it; and (2) that,
notwithstanding this existential dependence, the nature of the part is
different from that of the part-possessor. As to (1), when speaking of the
‘part’ it is clear that Ramanuja is not talking of quantitative parts (i.e.
khanda as opposed to amsa). Not only do the above examples testify to
this, but so does his definition of amsa: ‘Being a part [amsa, of
something] is being one aspect of that thing.””® For instance, one’s
particular body cannot exist independently of the arman, for it may be
regarded as a feature of, if not an expression of, the atman. At death, in
the absence of the atman, the body is no longer a body in the proper
sense; for a time it retains the shape and outward appearance of a true
body, but in reality it is simply an aggregate of different substances no
longer organically united for a common, higher end, and hence in the
process of dissolution. A quantitative part, on the other hand (for
example, a piece of cake) cannot exist as the sort of thing it is
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independently of the part-possessor (the whole cake) only in a formal
sense (since it is a part of the whole); but as a part it can exist by itself,
retaining its original nature (as cake). Note that Ramanuja’s definition
of amsa, by implying the language of existential inherence, indicates that
we are still in the inherence mode of discourse.

But (2) adverts to the aspect of difference (rather than of identity)
within this mode of discourse. This is the point of making the part—part-
possessor relationship of a piece with the qualifier—subject-qualified
relationship. The qualifier, says Ramanuja, cannot fulfil its function
unless it has a nature different from that of the subject qualified. Thus, in
the examples cited earlier, the sun is substantival, the radiance
qualitative; the embodied self is spiritual, the body itself material; the
subject qualified by the generic characteristic is particular, while the
generic characteristic is universal. Similarly, the part (amsa) as qualifier
of the amsin or part-possessor (the subject qualified), though continuing
to derive its being from the amsin and to be regarded as a qualifying
feature of it, has a nature different from it. In making this point, in
talking of the part as qualifying the part-possessor, Ramanuja is saying
that the part—part-possessor relationship (as described by him) brings
out the difference-in-identity of the relation’s terms.

When the amsa—amsin relationship is applied to Brahman the
Controller as part-possessor and to finite being as his part(s), this
differentiating function allows Ramanuja, by pointing to the difference
of nature between the part(s) and part-possessor, to affirm Brahman’s
transcendent perfection over against the limitations of finite being — still
within the inherence mode of discourse (in that the amsa inheres in the
ams$in). In our last long quotation he helps this contrast along by
referring to the conscious and non-conscious parts as Brahman’s body,,
and to the mode-possessor (or subject qualified, i.e. the part-possessor)
aspect as the Controller of the other two. The contrast is made clearer in
the Summary, where he uses SveUp, 1.12 (‘Having known the experien-
cer, the object of experience and the Mover — all this which has been
declared is the threefold Brahman’) as the occasion for his ‘partitive’
description of Brahman. Though he does not use partitive language
explicitly, the tripartite division described here corresponds exactly to
that of the earlier passage, with this difference: that the natural
distinctions between the three aspects are more clearly demarcated. The
first division stands for the order of object of experience (bhogya), in
nature non-conscious and the abode of change; the second for the order
of individual atman as experiencer (bhoktr), essentially knowledge and
bliss but subject to samaric embodiment and capable of attaining
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salvation; while the third division corresponds to Brahman as inner
Controller or Mover (preritr) of the other two and the abode, essentially,
of a ‘flood’ of unmeasured (noble) qualities.?! Thus, in the Essence of the
Vedanta, Ramanuja can say, emphasising the distinction between the
(order of) jivatman as amsa and Brahman as amsin (a natural distinction
all the sharper between the order of non-conscious being as amsa and
Brahman as amsin), “‘When the jiva is viewed as a part [amS$a], its nature
as a part is not the same as that of the supreme Self, the part-possessor
[amsin]; for in all cases there is a distinction between the qualifier and the
subject qualified as to the natural capacity of [their respective] proper
forms.”” Thus within the inherence mode of (theological) discourse,
notwithstanding its overall emphasis on the identity aspect between
Brahman and the world, Ramanuja seeks to balance to some extent
‘participative’ language by ‘partitive’ language. Divine transcendence is
not submerged by divine immanence (in the broad sense of Brahman
being ‘one’ with the world through a sharing of being in which the world
participates).

Though partitive theology helps, the central and crucial® corrective to
the theological dangers inherent in participative language is Ramanuja’s
analysis of the Lord as efficient cause of the world. The efficient cause
(nimitta-karana) is that cause by which the production of the effect is
actuated. For example, in mundane experience, the potter is the efficient
cause of the pot he is making. Further, in mundane experience the
substantial cause and the efficient cause (as ‘internal’ and ‘external’
causes respectively of the effect) are not the same thing (hence
Ramanuja’s previously quoted observation that ‘It occurs to one that
there must naturally be another cause to produce the effect’). However,
in the case of the production of the world, Ramanuja identifies Brahman
as simultaneously the substantial and the efficient cause: this establishes
the uniqueness and absoluteness of Brahman’s creative* act. We shall
see now that by characterising Brahman’s efficient causality as presup-
posing thought and as totally unnecessitated, Ramanuja affirms the
unimpaired sovereignty and transcendence of Brahman.

As to the conscious nature of the producing of the world, the relevant
scriptural texts, Ramanuja observes, refer to this creative act as
connected with thought (by the use of the root iks — ‘to think, reflect’).
Forexample, ChandUp, V1.2.3, says, ‘It thought, “May I be many, may I
bring forth” ”. The Samkhya opponent argues that such texts in fact refer
to the non-conscious prakrti or pradhana® as originative agent, the word
‘thought’ being used only metaphorically. Not so, answers Ramanuja.
We must follow the exegetical ruling to seek to interpret scripture
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literally and scripture tends to connect ‘thought’ in these creational texts
to ‘being’ (saf) understood as the universal, underlying existential cause
of everything. Such a being cannot be the non-conscious prakrti but only
the ‘all-knowing, all-powerful, supreme Person’. Creation (srsti),
therefore, is thought-dependent.? We may add here another considera-
tion which presupposes that Brahman’s creation of the world, for
Ramanuja, has a cognitive component. This is the belief that Brahman
produces the world — following a dissolution — after considering the
particular sort of world it is to be on the basis of its future inhabitants’
pending karma.”” (In this connection the Lord’s ‘remembering’ of the
Vedas to be promulgated? is part of the ‘plan of creation’.) No one but
Brahman has the requisite knowledge and power in this regard.

The second characteristic of Brahman’s originative efficient causality
for Ramanuja is its unnecessitatedness. Now unnecessitatedness can be
intrinsic or extrinsic. To begin with, Ramanuja maintains that the
Lord’s creative action is intrinsically unnecessitated. In other words, the
production of the world depends on the will (samkalpa) of the Lord,
which is physically free to create or not. This is an important
consideration, for the notion of divine substantial causality might imply
that Brahman is by nature constrained to be the substrate of the world
(just as the seed is by nature constrained to be the substrate of the shoot).
For Ramanuja nothing could be further from the truth. Let us see how
this is so.

We can begin with an observation which Ramanuja does not explicitly
make but which no doubt was implicit in his perception of the matter.
The creational utterances ascribed to Brahman in scripture are in the so-
called optative or potential mood: for instance, ‘May I be many, may I
bring forth’ (or, ‘Let Me be many, let Me bring forth’).? We have seen in
Chapter 1 that for the exegetes of the Earlier and Later (i.e. Vedantic)
School of Interpretation this is the mood par excellence of the sacred
injunction which Ramanuja (in an earlier discussion®®) has agreed
presupposes physical freedom in the finite agent to comply or disobey.
He would no doubt argue that by parity of reasoning the use of the
optative for the creational utterances in scripture imply in the supreme
being the physical freedom to produce the world or not.

This physical freedom is in no way intrinsically subject to some such
power as karma. Now, karma may be regarded as a freedom-constrain-
ing force, both intrinsically and extrinsically. In the case of the embodied
self, for instance, the jiva’s karma from birth to birth determines the
composite of which the jiva is a part, intrinsically, by determining that
composite’s body, dispositions and other empirical capacities. Thus, the
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Jjiva’s freedom to be and to act is, in and through the composite,
intrinsically severely limited. Karma may be regarded as extrinsically
freedom-constraining in so far as any atmanic composite is limited in its
options for acting and living by the karma of the collective which
determines the sort of world the composite is to inhabit. Now, neither
the Lord’s creative action in particular nor his nature in general is
subject to karma, intrinsically or extrinsically, in any of the ways
described above. However, the Lord may be said, in Ramanuja’s
reckoning, to be extrinsically constrained by karma in so far as he
chooses freely to create each new world after first having considered the
unmatured karma of the previous worlds. This is a self-imposed, moral
restraint — as such enabling karma in our world to be regarded as an
aspect of the Lord’s justice in his dealings with us — and does not affect in
any way the point of the total divine natural transcendence over karma’s
sway.

It is this total natural transcendence over karma of the Lord — a
transcendence which makes it possible for the Lord to use karma
creationally and creatively at the threshold of each world-production -
that Ramanjua refers to, among other things, in the following extract:

[In ChandUp, viil.1.5] ‘free from evil’ means ‘free from karma’; that is,
‘bereft of any trace of subjection to karma’. Now only the jivas are
subject to karma in virtue of being the experiencers of pleasure and
pain consequent on their karma. Whence being ‘free from evil’ [or
karmal is a characteristic of the supreme Self, as distinct from the jiva.
And from this follow other characteristics peculiar to the supreme Self
and contingent upon his proper form: (a) being Lord of the world and
of his wishes and (b) being the inner self of all [finite] being, which
arises from his having a will for the real.’!

It is in explaining the ‘having a will for the real’ (satyasamkalpa) and its
counterpart, ‘having a desire for the real’ (satyakama) (cf. ChandUp,
VIIL.1.5), which are predicated of the Lord, that Ramanuja is able to
emphasise the utter sovereignty of the Lord’s originative efficient
causality. This is done in the Summary (para. 132).

The ‘real’ (satya) of the expression ‘having a desire for the real’
(satyakama), says Ramanuja, refers to the ‘true reality’ (satyata) — that
is, to the essential and eternal immutability — of that category of finite
being called the nityas or siris. These, which correspond to the genus of
angelic being of traditional Christian (especially Scholastic) philoso-
phical theology, are heavenly spirits who from all eternity have enjoyed
the divine presence and have never been subject to the thrall of samsara.
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Nevertheless, as finite beings, they depend existentially on the Lord,
their sole delight being subservience to him.*> And as such Ramanuja
describes them as ‘the means for the experience of [the Lords’s] personal
enjoyment’ (svabhogyabhogopakarana). But the satya of satyakama is
also said to refer to the existential ‘durability’ (i.e. sthiratva) of all
material entities and composites of spirit and matter, which in virtue of
their materiality are the seat of essential change. Such beings Ramanuja
calls ‘the means of [the Lord’s] “play’”’ (lilopakarana). Both categories of
being (the heavenly saris and the manifest beings of this world) are
dependent on the Lord’s will (samkalpa) for their existence.

This becomes clear from Ramanuja’s exegesis of ‘having a will for the
real’ (satyasamkalpa). This expression signifies that manifest beings in
countless numbers come anew into existence at each world-production
by the mere will (samkalpamatrena) of the Lord. Ramanuja then gives a
more comprehensive exegesis of the expression. He says that satyasamk-
alpa signifies that the proper forms, the continuance, the activities and
the distinctions of conscious and non-conscious beings, of permanent
and transient entities, all depend on the will (samkalpa) of the Lord.
Elsewhere Ramanuja says that scriptural creation texts declare that
Brahman, by reason of the causal agency of his will (svasamkalpad), is
conditioned by various modes which essentially are the different
mutable and immutable entities.> Thus Ramanuja shows that the
creative act does not presuppose thought only, but implies also the
sovereignty of the divine will.3* Further, the creative act has two
‘moments’, as it were: an originative one, in which being is bestowed,
and a conservational one, in which bestowed being is given continuance
(sthiti; cf. the comprehensive sense of satyasamkalpa).

There is another feature of Brahman’s originative causality in
Ramanuja’s thought which we may take up now. This concerns the
immediacy of the divine agency. In Chapter 1 we came across evidence
that Ramanuja seemed to accept the traditional mythological accounts
of creation which intimate that after the supreme being gives the impetus
to create, so to speak, by producing Brahma (the demiurge) and other
primevals, he then sits back and lets Brahma and company get on with
the job though he remains as the substantial cause of the produced world
in toto. Theologically speaking (whatever may be said of its mythic
value) this account imperils the universality and absoluteness of the
divine creative act, and from the theological point of view Ramanuja
rejects this account. God’s creative act is universal and immediate.
Earlier we saw that in interpreting satyasamkalpa Ramanuja maintained
the immediacy and universality of the Lord’s creative efficient causality.
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We shall now adduce a reference or two to show that these characteris-
tics are intended to apply to Brahman’s originative causal agency in
general and to his substantial causality in particular. In the Commen-
tary, under 11.3.10, the question is explicitly asked whether remote effects
have their origination from the causal agent immediately preceding each
of them, or whether in fact they arise from Brahman qua conditioned as
their antecedent causes. The answer is given subsequently in more than
one statement: for instance, ‘It is the supreme Person himself, as
embodied by the antecedent [causal] entities, who is the cause of all
effects . . ;3% and ‘Brahman is the immediate originative support of
everything,’

It will be opportune to consider here Ramanuja’s position on one of
the most maligned doctrines of Vedantic theology in the Western
understanding: the doctrine that God creates the world for his ‘sport’ or
‘play’ (to translate the Sanskrit /i/@). This has given rise to the Western
(in point of fact Christian) objection that God has been irresponsible
and uncaring in creating the world, that the world and especially its
personal inhabitants have no intrinsic purpose to their existence. In fact
Ramanuja explicitly considers the question of the divine motive for the
production of the world; in explaining his view we shall be able to clarify
his understanding of lila.

The matter is taken up in the Commentary under 11.1.32-3. The
opponent argues that, though it is in the Lord’s power to produce the
world, the Lord cannot be the creator of the world. His argument is as
follows. All thought-dependent activity, such as creation, is invested
with a motive (prayojana). This motive may be of two kinds: one’s own
benefit or that of another. Now the Lord, being totally self-fulfulled,
does not create for his own benefit. To consider the second alternative:
creating for the benefit of others. One, such as God, who has every wish
realised acts for the sake of another only out of benevolence. And an all-
powerful benevolent being, i.e. ‘one possessed of compassionate love
[karuna) does not emit a world such as this, replete with endless misery of
various kinds, such as birth, old age, death and hell. On the contrary, he
who creates out of compassionate love would create a world solely unto
happiness. Brahman therefore, since he lacks any motive, cannot be the
world’s cause.”’

Ramanuja answers, perhaps surprisingly, with an illustration. Brah-
man, who is perfect, totally fulfilled, creates from the motive of sport
(/la) in the manner of some unrivalled world-emperor, who, wanting for
nothing, plays a ball-game purely for sport. But this illustration is
revealing. In effect Radmanuja is saying that thought-dependent activity



Brahman 93

need not be performed for the purpose of gain. The opponent on the
contrary implies that thoughtful action, from the viewpoint of its agent,
is always gainful. By adducing the illustration of the world-emperor with
nothing to gain engaging in a game of balls for pure ‘sport’, Rimanuja is
in fact distinguishing between two kinds of sport: ‘competitive’ and
‘non-competitive’. ‘Competitive’ sport is sport not in the sense intended
by Ramanuja in the illustration. Such sport, by its non-spontaneous and
calculating nature, through its inherent motive to worst others, is self-
centred and grasping. To resort to a moral distinction drawn earlier, it is
squarely samsdara-immanent activity. In the Hindu context, ‘com-
petitive’ sport is of the stuff of tournaments, tests of skill, indices of fate
(cf., for instance, the dicing-game in the second book, the Book of the
Assembly Hall, of the Mahabharata), and so on. ‘Non-competitive’
sport, on the other hand, ‘sport’ in the intended sense, is of itself not
consciously gainful or self-interested. It is essentially spontaneous, an
expression of joie de vivre, a brief invigorating release from the normal
wheeling and dealing of everyday life. As such, in itself, it tends to fall
outside the purview of SI action. When ‘sport’ (/i/a) in this sense is
applied to Brahman’s creative activity it signifies that this activity is
unselfish, non-delusory, i.e. enlightened, and totally ‘spontaneous’, i.e.
unnecessitated in any sense that implies imperfection in its agent. There
is a further connotation to /ila in the intended sense: that such activity is
unfrustrated and unfrustrating. This meaning has its English counter-
part in such expressions as ‘It was child’s play’ used to describe some
deed performed without difficulty. Brahman’s creative action is also
‘child’s play’ (/ila) for him: a totally unimpeded production and
conservation of being.

With respect to the world’s production so far as others (i.e. the world’s
personal inhabitants especially) are concerned, the objection is made
that the creator of a sorrow-laden world such as ours cannot be a
benevolent being, and, therefore, is not the Lord. Ramanuja meets this
objection on the grounds that it is under the (self-imposed) regulative
influence of primal world-karma ripening into the sort of world we live
in, that the Lord creates. Such karma is the product of the world’s
conscious beings themselves, not of the Lord. Such being then, directly
and collectively, and not Brahman, is responsible for the nature of our
sorrow-laden world. Of course, this answer does not go far enough. For
it may be asked why the Lord willed the creative (cyclic) process in the
first place (even though, in Hindu belief, there is no beginning to it). This
is a question Ramanuja, and every other Vedantic theologian for that
matter, never asks. For the Vedantin, the cyclic, beginningless produc-
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tion of the world is an unquestioned datum for life and thought. But
Ramanuja would answer the charge against the benevolence of his
creator God not only by reference to primal karma, but also by pointing
to the Lord’s avatdras into this world for the protection of the righteous
and the confounding of evil-doers, and by stressing that the Lord
indwells this world and each person individually as Controller and
Guide (antaryamin) unto fulfilment. In other words, the grace of the
Lord is active in this world in different ways, notwithstanding the
ultimate mystery of the divine originative causality. Later we shall take
up this matter again in another context.

We can bring this chapter to a close by discussing a distinctive feature
of Ramanuja’s theology in respect of Brahman. This feature may, at first
sight, appear unattractive to Christians, but it will repay further
scrutiny. This concerns Ramanuja’s affirmation that the Lord possesses
a ‘supernal form’ (divya ripa), unique to him, anthropomorphic and
male in appearance (having physical properties), yet constituted of a
special substance which is neither prakrtic nor the result of karma’, and
the focus of the heavenly abode. The locus classicus for the description of
the supernal form is paragraph 134 of the Summary.*® Before we go on
to other considerations, the first question we must ask is why Ramanuja
accepts the existence of such a celestial form in the first place. Among the
various reasons which come to mind, the first is scriptural.

Both sruti and smrti appear to speak of a supernal divine form.
ChandUp, 1.6.6—1 says, ‘Now this golden person who is seen within the
sun. . . and has eyes like a lotus, has risen above all evil’; SveUp, 111.8,
speaks of ‘the great person of the colour of the sun, beyond the
darkness’. Again, smrti texts too refer to such a form (cf. for example,
ViPu, v1.7.79f.). If these texts are to be taken seriously and, if possible at
face value, as Ramanuja would recommend, it is not unreasonable to
conclude that Brahman, the supreme Person, has a celestial (anth-
ropomorphic) form.

Secondly, the acceptance of the supernal form would make intelligible
and reconcile apparently conflicting scriptural texts, in the literalist way
desired. Take ChandUp, 111.14.2: ‘He who is the Self of space . . . to
whom belong all smells, all tastes.” Take again KathUp, 1.3.15: ‘without
taste. . . without smell’. According to Ramanuja both these srutis refer
to the Lord; yet they seem to contradict each other, the former
predicating taste and smell of the Lord, the latter denying such
experience of him. The contradiction can be removed, he would aver,
with the exegetical advantage of understanding both texts at face-value
(mukhyataya), if the first were taken to refer to the Lord experiencing in
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his supernal form, and the second were understood to deny all prakrtic
smells and tastes of him. The Chandogya text can be taken to refer
literally to ‘all sorts of non-prakrtic, exclusive, flawless, unexcelled,
illustrious smells and tastes which are objects of [the Lord’s] en-
joyment’.** Only the non-prakrtic divine form could have the correspon-
ding sense-organs capable of experiencing such supernal pleasures! We
shall make some general theological observations about the celestial
form later, yet here we may say that the idea of a divine experiencingin a
heavenly (or ‘spiritual’) body is not as far-fetched as might first appear.
After all, does not a high Christology require such experiencing of the
risen Lord in his resurrected body (not to mention the dead when raised
on the last day) ? Certainly some New Testament texts (for example, the
resurrection narratives) have been understood as lending support to this
idea.

Thirdly, Ramanuja accepts the supernal form because, he contends,
such notable authorities as Badarayana, Tanka and Dramida accept its
existence. Surely they have read scripture aright! Finally, the fourth and
by no means the least reason is that the supernal form, as an object of
meditation, plays a central role in the development of the aspirant’s
salvific devotional relationship with the Lord in this life, and is the focus
of bliss in the next. As we shall see more fully in the next chapter,
Ramanuja maintains that it is, at the very least, greatly conducive to
advanced spiritual progress for one to fasten with the mind’s eye on the
Lord’s celestial form as the subhasraya (i.e. the secure and appropriate
resting-place) of devout meditation.

In accepting the supernal form Ramanuja implies that more than one
careful distinction obtains between it and other aspects of the divine
reality. We may consider these distinctions briefly; in the process we
shall gain an idea of what he means by Brahman’s proper form (svaripa)
in the broad sense.

In the first place, the supernal form must not be confused with
Brahman’s proper form understood in the strict sense. Rimanuja speaks
of the former as a body of some sort, owning a physical disposition of
parts, localisable and localised (i.e. in the heavenly abode), and
composed of a non-prakrtic substance about whose specific nature he
wisely says nothing.*! We have seen that Brahman’s quiddity, however
(i.e. his proper form sensu stricto), is essentially spiritual, defined by the
five characteristics mentioned earlier and in the way described earlier,
and is not localisable in the manner of the supernal form. However,
Ramanuja does give the impression that the supernal form is a necessary
if personal expression of the Lord. To this end he refers, on occasion, to
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the supernal form as an aspect of Brahman’s proper form, but here
‘proper form’ must be undestood in the broad sense, in the sense of a
‘form’ or expression of being uniquely related to Brahman (Brahman
being the dominant term of the relationship) and peculiar to him.*

Then again, the supernal form, although closely related to the Lord’s
avataric forms (as we shall now see), is logically closer to the divine
quidditative centre than the latter. It is Rdmanuja’s view that a divine
avataric form is a particular manifestation or expression of the supernal
form itself, both being non-prakrtic in nature (i.e. in effect non-
dependent on personal karma). Ramanuja says, ‘The most compassion-
ate Blessed One [bhagavan), by his own desire and out of love for the
devotee, makes this innate [supernal] form take on godly, human and
other configurations, in accordance with the devotee’s understanding.’®
Thus, though an avataric form ‘is fashioned from’ the supernal form
(without yet ‘exhausting’ it), it is contingent, while the supernal form is
innate. The avataric form is contingent upon the production of the
world, upon the will of the Lord to manifest, upon the age or period
(yuga) of the world’s development, and upon the understanding of the
devotee(s), among other things. The supernal form is contingent in none
of these ways.

Finally, we may make some general observations on the concept of the
supernal form in Ramanuja’s theology. It will be convenient to start with
a quotation from that learned and pioneering work by Fr P. Johanns sJ,
To Christ through the Vedanta. After describing the characteristics of the
supernal form he writes,

We shall not insist on this conception. Although it does not seem to
contradict it, the existence of this body [i.e. the supernal form] is not
required by the System. It is only introduced to adapt the conception
of God to traditional mythological aberrations. The ‘God’ to whom
this body belongs is not the God whom all nations adore, but the
popular Vishnu, a creation of anthropomorphism. Its mention in the
Bhasya only implies that Ramanuja, unlike most non-Christian
Philosophers, has not consented to divorce his philosophy from his
religion.*

There are a number of points here worthy of consideration; we can take
up only a few. When Johanns lays stress on Ramanuja’s system as a
philosophy, in respect of the supernal form, he is misguided. Raman-
uja’s work is primarily a theology; no doubt in many respects, as we have
seen, it is philosophical too, but its overall thrust and purpose is
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theological.** In a theological system such as Rimanuja’s the conception
of the supernal form fits in well. We have reviewed the particular reasons
for his acceptance of this entity, but in general it may be said that
theologically the notion of the supernal form emphasises the acces-
sibility of the Lord to the human seeker. This feature of divine
accessibility is central to Ramanuja’s system, which is theological in the
strongest sense of this term. And a crucial aspect of the Lord’s
accessibility is his supernal form. It bestows a lasting intrinsic value to
the human form. In an ultimate sense it represents the ‘human face’ of
God. It is the object and support of devout meditation in this world and
the focus of everlasting bliss in the next. These ideas touch upon the
charge Johanns makes of the supernal form’s ‘anthropomorphism’, a
charge a Christian at any rate needs to make with caution.

Johanns the phenomenologist if not Johanns the theologian would no
doubt appreciate that from Ramanuja’s point of view the supernal form
is not ‘anthropomorphist’ if by this term is meant ‘pertaining to a human
paradigm in some way’. That is, so far as Ramanuja is concerned, he
does not theologise on the supernal form, or conceive of it, starting from
the human model; on the contrary, his starting-point is the revelation of
scripture which logically precedes human paradigms and experience.
For Ramanuja scripture (not human speculation) gives evidence of the
supernal form, and if this form is anthropomorphic this is a theological
datum which we must accept; it does not make the supernal form
‘anthropomorphist’. To adjudge this form ‘anthropomorphist’ as
Johanns implies (‘It is only introduced to adapt the conception of God to
traditional mythological aberrations’) is to evaluate theologically. It is
not to make a phenomenological statement: in this instance, to show
whether the supernal form is appropriate or valid from within the
framework of Ramanuja’s theology itself.

One last consideration. Does not the charge stick at least in this that
by reason of its particularity the supernal form lacks universal appeal, or
at any rate, is not such appeal thereby significantly impaired? Is not the
supernal form’s theological appeal weakened not only for non-Hindus,
but also for non-Vaisnavaites, not least for women, since the heavenly
form is described as male! Apart from the general observations made
earlier in respect of the Lord’s accessibility to man through the supernal
form, we may well have to agree that Ramanuja’s description of this
manifestation does lessen its universal appeal. But there is a mitigating
consideration where this form’s apparent maleness is concerned, a
consideration which in the first instance devolves round the distinction
between ‘maleness’ and ‘masculinity’. If we subject Ramanuja’s descrip-
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tion to scrutiny we shall see that the supernal form, in being deliberately
and sensitively made to conform to the Hindu aesthetic ideal of man,
tends towards androgyny. In other words it tends to harmonise male and
female characteristics. On the one hand, it is described as ‘having
muscular, rounded and long arms’ and as being ‘broad-chested’; on the
other, it is said to have ‘large eyes, spotless as the petals of a lotus’, to be
‘lovely browed’ ‘with cheeks radiant and tender’ and ‘delicate as the
smile of a flower’. Again, though armed with conch, disc, club and
sword, the celestial form is also adorned with ornaments which include
earrings, necklace(s), bracelet(s) and anklet(s). In more egalitarian vein
it has the qualities of ‘radiance, beauty, charm and youth’.* Thus,
through its androgynous character, the supernal form becomes a
transparent symbol of the imago dei that the man is, rather than a tribute
to male chauvinism.

This concludes our treatment of the nature of the supreme being in
Riamanuja’s theology. In the course of this chapter we have studied
Riamanuja’s God under different aspects: in his proper form strictly and
broadly considered, as creator and sustainer of finite being, in his
participative and partitive relationships, in his transcendence and in his
immanence — in short, in his distinctive relationship of identity-in-
difference with the world. In the process we have gained some
appreciation of what Ramanuja means when he insists that without a
personal understanding of Brahman’s ‘proper form’ we cannot achieve
salvation.

In the next chapter we shall treat of the way to and the goal of
salvation in Ramanuja’s thought. In the final chapter we shall seek to
draw together the strands of all that has gone before, by a consideration
of Ramanuja’s theological method.



6 The Way and Journey’s
End

In this chapter we shall be concerned with Ramanuja’s understanding of
the way to liberation and of the nature of this final state. In respect of the
liberating relationship between the human individual and the Lord there
seem to be two movements to Ramanuja’s thought: one is ‘from above’,
from the Lord’s side; this concerns the divine initiative in the salvific
process, which initiative may be referred to as ‘election’. The other is
‘from below’, from the point of view of the individual’s response to the
divine initiative. We may call this response yoga. Let us consider each
activity in turn.

ELECTION

In connection with this idea an important text for Ramanuja is KathUp
1.2.23: “This Self is not to be obtained by discussion, nor by the intellect
nor by much scriptural instruction; him whom this [Self] chooses, by him
is it to be obtained, and to him this Self reveals its form.” Commenting on
this text early in his exposition of BrSi#, 1.1.1, Ramanuja writes,

Having first said that there is no way to attain the Self only by the
hearing of scripture, reflecting and meditating upon it, the text goes on
to say that ‘him whom this Self chooses, by him is it to be obtained’.
Now only a beloved becomes ‘chosen’ — to be one’s ‘beloved’ is to be
exceedingly dear to that one. The Lord himself has said [cf. Gita, 10.10
and 7.17] that he strives to bring it about that his beloved attains the
Self. . . . In other words, only one who experiences a direct calling-to-
mind! [of the Lord] — an experience itself excessively dear to the
experiencer on account of the excessive dearness of the object called to
mind — becomes the highest Self ’s chosen one. Further, we can go on
to say that the highest Self is obtained by such a one. This kind of
steady keeping-in-mind [of the Lord] is designated by the word
‘devotion’ [bhakti).2
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About bhakti so-called, which we shall go on to examine in due course,
Ramanuja says again, ‘it arises, through the grace of the supreme
Person, with the unfailing performance of one’s regular, occasional and
optional religious works done as worship to the supreme Person’.}

Now, other considerations apart, both these quotations seem to make
the point that it is only someone who has reached a certain stage of the
spiritual life — the devotionally and theologically informed stage of the
‘beloved’ in point of fact — who becomes the recipient of divine salvific
grace. No doubt, in Ramanuja’s theology this is true so far as it goes. In
other words, once the devotee has become the beloved, enjoys more or
less continuous imageful contemplative (but not inactive) union with the
Lord and offers up all his actions as expressions of divine worship, his
spiritual ascent becomes ever more sure, unitive and grace-laden. But,
we may ask, what about the aspirant whose intention is right but whose
steps falter or who is at the beginning of the spiritual life; or, for that
matter, what about those who are ordinary if spiritually inept and
uninformed folk of the world? Would Ramanuja in no way speak of
such as recipients of the divine salvificinitiative? We can answer, ‘Yes, he
would.’ If the beloved can be said to be ‘elected’ by the Lord in the strong
sense of this term, there is a weak sense in which we may call all mankind
‘elected’ or at least the object of the Lord’s saving outreach. Let us dwell
on this topic for a while.

Our first consideration must be the setting in which the human
individual is placed, i.e. this samsaric world.* We recall that this world is
fashioned consequent upon the Lord’s consideration of the previous
worlds’ inhabitants’ pending karma, and that each individual’s situation
and position in this world is a result of that individual’s particular
karma. Nevertheless we have seen that Ramanuja is keen to maintain
that within the bounds of karma so described, each individual is
equipped by the Lord to lead a righteous life and is morally free to do so.
The appropriate righteous life either in this birth or in a subsequent one -
for in this context the doctrine of rebirth must be kept in mind -
culminates in liberation (moksa) or salvation, the final state of never-
ending blissful communion with the Lord. As salvific aids the Lord
bestows upon man, among other things, the life-giving message of the
scriptures containing directions for discerning meritorious and un-
meritorious actions and for performing salvific ones. The Lord himself
indwells man as his inner controller and support, desirous of guiding
him to his true and final end. In other words, in so far as our world
contains the real possibility for —indeed, may even be said to be geared
towards — our eventual liberation, as its inhabitants we may be regarded
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as the recipients of a general divine salvific initiative. This we can discern
from the following extract:

Now it is [scripture] which declares what is meritorious and un-
meritorious action, of the form either of worship to the Lord or the
contrary, i.e. action which is either pleasing or displeasing to the
supreme Person and which produces its fruit of pleasure or of pain.
. . . And the Blessed One, the supreme Person, . . . having laid down
the two kinds of action [in scripture], the righteous and the unright-
eous, bestows upon all embodied selves, equitably, the requisite
sensuous embodiment to perform such works and the power to
control their bodies; then, providing the scriptures, which make
known his commands, he enters these [selves] as their ensouling Self to
accomplish [scripture’s] end, and as the One who permits [all actions]
he remains as the Controller. The embodied selves, for their part,
endowed with their powers by the Lord, possessed of bodies and
senses bestowed by him, and with him as their support, themselves, in
accordance with their own wishes, engage in meritorious and
unmeritorious actions. Thence [the Lord], regarding the performer of
meritorious actions as one who conforms with his commands, blesses
with virtue, wealth, desired objects or liberation. But to the transgres-
sor of his commands he ordains the contrary. Thus the objection of
the de{ect of arbitrariness [in the Lord’s dealings with us] finds no
scope.

In other words, karma, both general and particular, may be regarded
as the expression of the Lord’s justice; it is the stabilising parameter
within which human freedom, the justifying or condemning role of the
scriptures and the guiding action of the Lord may be exercised. As such it
makes possible the divine general salvific outreach to all mankind.

But an objection presents itself. Is not Ramanuja confining his
comments in this regard to Hindus, specifically to the members of his
own sect, the Sr1 Vaisnavas? How else are we to understand his
references to the teaching-function of the (Hindu) scriptures and
(presumably) to their correct interpretation? In this context we cannot
speak then of God’s salvific will for a// mankind. Now I do not think that
Ramanuja would tolerate this objection. No doubt he accords pride of
place, in the economy of salvation, to the Sri Vaisnavas. This is only to
be expected in the atmosphere of cultural and sectarian chauvinism of
his age (and no less a feature of our own religious times, for that matter).
But there is more than enough evidence to show that his theological
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vision was universal in aspect. He speaks time and again of the Lord as
the inner controller of all embodied selves and of the whole world as the
Lord’s body,,. There are recorded episodes in his life in which he showed
a burning concern for the salvation of people outside the SrT Vaisnava
pale.’ Again, the notion of general karma as regulative, in the divine
mind, for the production of a new world needs must take account of the
moral actions of all unliberated selves. All human individuals, therefore,
according to their particular circumstances, must enter the purview of
the Lord’s general saving-concern: all human individuals must be, in the
long run, candidates for salvation. We say ‘in the long run’ because it
was open to Ramanuja to argue, granted his acceptance of the doctrine
of rebirth, that the righteous Hindu or non-Hindu unbeliever could
receive in this life enough saving grace to be born in the next as a Sri
Vaisnava eligible for salvation. We shall see in the next section that,
within the constrictions of his time and place, Ramanuja may well have
subscribed to this view. However, I believe that if Ramanuja were to
have theologised today, in an age when theologians are becoming open
to genuine inter-religious dialogue, the breadth and grandeur of his
vision would have prompted him to accommodate all human beings in
the divine plan of salvation in the present life without outsiders having to
take the circuitous route of being born as Sri Vaisnavas eligible for
salvation in their next birth. A

Now, though it will not be to our purpose to discuss Ramanuja’s
theology of the divine avatara (i.e. ‘descent’) at length, here let us
consider his view about the Lord’s descent into human affairs as an
expression of the Lord’s overall concern for the welfare and salvation of
man. In general Ramanuja seems to acknowledge three reasons for the
divine avatara into samsara: (1) to restore religious law and order and to
confound their opponents (cf. Gita, 4. 7-8, and Ramanuja’s commen-
tary on these verses); (2) to act as an appropriate refuge and mainstay for
his devotees; and (3) to complete and sum up, as the exemplar and type, a
particular lineage or order of being.” It is important to point out that the
avatara is a free action of the deity.® Further, it is an essential part of the
teaching that there has not been only one divine descent but that many,
repeated descents are the order of the day. This is brought out in the
following quotation, in which also the second reason for the avatara,
mentioned above, is given prominence: ‘“The highest Person, without
abandoning his own [divine] nature, and by his own desire, is generated
in many ways, taking on characteristics, qualities, configurations and
natures similar to those of the gods, [men] and so on, so as to be an
appropriate refuge.”” By ‘in many ways’ Ramanuja is presumably
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referring to the animal no less than to the anthropomorphic avataras,
but the point being made is that all the avataras, not excluding the
animal, are for the benefit of unliberated rational creatures among
which human beings occupy a central place. Again to quote Ramanuja:

The highest Brahman, the supreme Person, Narayana . . . without
abandoning his own essence, has descended repeatedly in the various
worlds and has been worshipped by them, bestowing the fruit desired
therein!® —virtue, wealth, desired objects and liberation. On the
pretext of removing the burden [of evil] from our world, he has
descended as a fitting refuge even for such as ourselves [in order to
alleviate the sufferings of samsdra) . . . "

No doubt Ramanuja believed that the chief beneficiaries of the Lord’s
avataric intervention in this world were virtuous Sri Vaisnavas'2, but he
did not confine the avatara’s saving presence to these. In so far as the
Lord comes to restore the religion of the Vedas'® he has a much wider
concern, and in so far as he is open to all persons of good will' he evinces
a universal outreach. In the next section we shall take up a point we can
but note here: that the divine avatara is made not only to help man
towards some ‘other-worldly’ salvation but also to take account of
legitimate, if lesser, worldly, desires, such as ‘wealth’ and ‘desired
objects’. Thus the divine avatarais a tribute to the Lord’s compassionate
accessibility.

But this accessibility is seemingly imperilled from another point of
view. It is true that the anthropomorphic avataras for example,
especially the Krsnavatiara, which by common consent is the most
salvific for man and theologically the most profound, are neither tricks
nor illusions for Ramanuja.'> They are real; but, we may ask, are they
‘the real thing’? Compared to the Incarnation in traditional Christian
teaching, according to which the Son took real flesh in the humanity of
Jesus, the answer is ‘No’. The avataric bodies, as phenomenalisations of
the supernal form, are non-prakrtic in nature. Put another way, this
means that, unlike the bodies of human beings in samsara, divine
avataric bodies are not the unavoidable karmic result of egocentric
action. They may look and behave and feel like samsaric bodies but they
are not real enfleshments in the manner of such bodies. From the
Christian point of view, at least, such a view may well be thought to
distance the avatara from man, theologically and perhaps devotionally.
In other words, so far as his human form was concerned, Krsna was not
a man like us in all things save sin, considerations about the type of life
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he lived and his death apart. So far as Ramanuja was concerned,
however, by distancing the avatara from the human predicament in the
manner described, he felt freer theologically to make the out-of-the way
avatara nature a transparent disguise for the transcendent Reality
within, and as such, to his mind, the fitting focus of devotion. As if to
accentuate these observations on the apartness (and its import) of the
divine avatara, Ramanuja thinks it quite normal to make Arjuna
implore Krsna, after the latter’s stupendous theophany in the eleventh
chapter of the Gita, to resume his four-armed form, complete with
crown, mace and discus.'® In Ramanuja’s thought the divine avatara (in
contrast to the Incarnation) does not merge into the shadow of finite
being, for all that it is a potent means of the Lord’s loving and saving
outreach to man in his ‘fallen’ (i.e. samsaric) condition.!”

YOGA

In this section we shall inquire into the qualifications and response
required on the part of the devotee, according to Ramanuja, to achieve
salvation. Thus, though Ramanuja uses the word yoga in a variety of
senses, as we shall see, we are using the term, as the heading of this
section, in the broad sense of (the aspirant’s) ‘fitness’ for liberation. We
can begin with some general considerations, broached earlier, in
connection with the requisite qualifications for moksa. Clearly, at the
very least Ramanuja implies that the one ideally qualified (i.e. the
adhikarin) for embarking on the path to salvation in the present life is a
pious Sri Vaisnava male, belonging to one of the twice-born castes, and
duly initiated by the proper teacher into reflection upon the Vedas and
into the performance of the ordained sacrifices. All this is implied in the
following statement:

We know that sacred study, which is repeating what the teacher
recites, and has for its fruit the comprehension of that immortal
collection [the Vedas], belongs to him who is capable of the [ordained]
particular vows and duties and who has been duly initiated [into caste
life] by a teacher sprung from a good family, established in sound
conduct, possessed of the [requisite] qualities of the self and knowled-
geable in the Vedas.!'

In other words, those apparently excluded from the salvific experience
in their present lives are women (St Vaisnava or otherwise), Sudras
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(those belonging to the fourth and lowest stratum of the caste-system
and not to be numbered among the twice-born) and outcastes (whether
Hindu or not). Now there seems to be no doubt at all that Ramanuja
thought it quite possible that individuals from among the excluded
categories mentioned above could live virtuous lives. For example, while
arguing under BrSi, 1.3.33f." for the ineligibility of Sudras to attain
liberation qua Sudras, on the grounds of the Sudras’ exclusion from
studying and meditating upon the Vedas, performing the attendant
sacrifices and so on (an argument which clearly extends to the other two
categories?), Ramanuja explicitly allows for piety and spiritual wisdom
in a Sudra. It is significant, however, that this piety and wisdom are
explained in terms of righteous actions in previous lives. But it is this
very explanation which implies that members of the excluded categories,
by the means of a virtuous life, may so qualify themselves by birth in the
next or a future life as to be directly eligible for embarking on the path to
salvation.

To a Christian this idea of categories of people a priori excluded from
salvation in their present life may appear abhorrent. I do not wish to
express sympathy for the Hindu view, but the Christian would do well to
note the frame of reference for the Hindu’s (in our case, the Vedantin’s)
understanding of the economy of salvation. This is a frame of reference
to which an unquestioned belief in the doctrine of rebirth is integral. An
individual’s present existence is not necessarily decisive (as it is in
traditional Christian teaching) for determining that individual’s
ultimate state; on the contrary, one’s present life, if liberation is not
attained in it, is a phase in a potential process of ‘soul-making’ which
comprehends the physical rebirth (or rebirths) to come. In other words,
for the Hindu one’s salvific options are open beyond this life. In terms of
time and space the Hindu is used to a much wider perspective for
understanding personal growth and its fulfilment, in and through the
doctrine of rebirth, than the traditional-minded Christian. I do not claim
that the Hindu view in this respect is either logically or theologically
problem-free or that it is superior to the Christian view, but I do
maintain that, understood in perspective, it does not so obviously face
the charge of ‘salvational exclusivism’ raised earlier. Further, I venture
to repeat the point that, had Ramanuja theologised today, all the
indications are that he would have reinterpreted his doctrine of rebirth
so as to eliminate or minimise the theological implications of its sexism
and cultural chauvinism, possibly with a view to fostering dialogue with
a Christian reinterpretation of the classical doctrine of purgatory.?!

Having looked into the matter of the general qualifications requisite
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for salvation in Ramanuja’s thought, we may inquire now into the
question of the response, on the part of the devotee, to the Lord’s saving-
action. Is any disciplined response required at all? — we may ask in the
first place? Is not the Lord’s election in a response of faith enough to
save? In fact a debate on this very issue broke out in the St Vaisnava sect
two to three centuries after Ramanuja’s death, and played an important
role in splitting his followers doctrinally into two camps. It was claimed
by one group (the Northern or Vadagalai School), on the authority of
Ramanuja of course, that there was but one way to salvation and that
this consisted in a relationship of loving co-operation between God and
the soul, the one bestowing elective and efficacious salvific grace, the
other responding with a life of single-minded and disciplined devotion.
The image for this relationship was the co-operation between mother
and baby monkey where the latter’s safety was concerned, the one
actively transporting out of harm’s way, the other actively clinging on
for dear life. The Southern or Tengalai School, on the other hand, while
not repudiating the ‘way of co-operation’ described above, taught, no
less on Ramanuja’s authority, an alternative route to salvation. The
regulative image here was that of a new-born kitten, carried without
effort on its part to safety in the mouth of its mother. In the same way the
devotee, by pleading inability to practise the disciplined way of active co-
operation with the Lord, had but to yield passively to the divine saving-
action to be transported out of the samsaric condition. What had
Ramanuja himself to say about this alternative route of self-surrender
(prapatti in the specialised sense)? Indeed, can his position be decided
clearly enough to lay the debate to rest? After we have dealt with the
uncontested ‘co-operative’ path to salvation, mainly now from the side
of the devotee, we shall return to the question of Ramanuja’s position on
the putative alternative way.

It is usually said that Ramanuja sought to harmonise the spiritual
disciplines of action, knowledge and devotion (i.e. karma-, jiana- and
bhakti-yoga respectively) in his understanding of this ‘yogic’ path to
liberation. This may well turn out to be a rather simplistic statement in
the light of our analysis of what is meant by yoga here. It will be useful to
start by adverting to a distinction Ramanuja makes concerning three
kinds of votaries of the Lord. In point of fact this distinction appears
originally in Ramanuja’s dcarya predecessor Yamuna’s Summary of the
Meaning of the Gita (Gitarthasamgraha). In this work, brief but seminal
for Ramanuja’s own interpretation of the Gita, Yamuna says with
reference to the aim of Chapter 8 of the Gita, ‘In the eighth chapter is
stated the division of those seeking [the Lord], [1] for the sake of power,
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[2] for the true nature of the imperishable [state], and [3] for refuge in the
Blessed [Lord himself]; also, what they should know and have recourse
to [in order to achieve these ends]”.?> Ramanuja accepts this division and
refers to it in his commentary on Gita, 7.28. Those who worship the Lord
in order to be granted ‘great power’ in this and in post-mortem worlds,
he calls the ‘power-seekers’ (aisvaryarthins); those votaries who seek
‘liberation from old age and death in order to contemplate the proper
form of the self disjoined from prakrti’ he calls the ‘cravers for liberation’
(mumuksus) or ‘solipsists’ (kaivalyarthins); and those who desire nothing
more than ‘attaining the Lord’ in love and communion he calls the
‘knowers’ (jfianins), the truly wise in matters of ultimate good.” Let us
comment on the goal and the way, of each type of devotee.

(1) The first group, the power-seekers, are not condemned out of hand.
They are a type of all those who worship the Lord for gainful ends, for
success in any field of worldly activity. The Lord does not reject such
people; he is accessible to them in so far as they call upon him and seek to
follow his dictates, and he will answer their prayers in the way he sees fit.
The power-seekers who are votaries of the Lord are not to be grouped
with those wanton men and women who, throwing all religious
restraints and ideals to the winds, worship only themselves in their lust
for power. Such people will sooner or later feel the wrath of the Lord
through the fruition of their bad karma. On the contrary, most of us,

Ramanuja no doubt would say, Sri Vaisnava or non-Sri Vaisnava, who
seek to know and follow the Lord, with an eye to self-serving goals (for
instance, worldly success, protection from various kinds of danger and
harm, even a pleasant after-life) would at some time or other, if not for
most of our lives, fall into the camp of the power-seekers in the
acceptable sense. Such power-seekers build up meritorious samsara-
immanent karma for themselves and remain in the unliberated state after
death. Nevertheless the Lord does not abandon them; the prospect of
liberation is always open in so far as they co-operate with the Lord,
ideally in the ordained Vedic manner, to root out egoism from their lives.

(2) The second group, the so-called solipsists or cravers for liberation,
are more difficult to come to terms with in Ramanuja’s thought. He is
ambivalent in his treatment of them. To begin with, he seems to think
their goal, a permanent samsara-transcendent state in which the
liberated arman reposes solipsistically in its intrinsic consciousness and
bliss (hence kaivalyarthin, literally ‘seeker after “aloneness’, after the
ideal of liberation of the Samkhya—Y oga tradition), a permissible one to
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strive for. It seems that the members of this group acknowledge the Lord
(and his dictates) rather in the manner of the followers of the classical
Yoga school, i.e. as a prime focus of meditation, as an exemplary yogin,
and possibly as a helper along the arduous path of ego-renouncing
mental and physical discipline they have chosen —no more. For them the
Lord is not the supreme and beloved personal goal and fulfilment of
their being in this and the post-worldly existence, as he is in the theistic
context which justified Ramanuja’s own activity as a thinker.

As mentioned before, then, Ramanuja seems to think the solipsist’s
goal of atrma-vision (atmavalokana) a permissible one (from its seeker’s
point of view). He even refers to it as a ‘liberation’ (moksa). No doubt it
can be regarded as a liberation in that it implies a detachment from an
egoistic immersion in materiality (prakrti). In any case Ramanuja refers
to the solipsist’s or mumuksu’s goal as a liberation, under prompting
from the Gita. Under Gita, 5.28, for instance (which refers to the
disciplined sage intent on ‘liberation’, moksa, with desire, fear and anger
removed, as indeed liberated), he comments, ‘the sage who, desire, fear
and anger gone . . . has liberation for his sole aim, ever practising atmda-
vision, is liberated indeed; that is, he is liberated on the way as if he had
reached his goal’.?* But this statement is significant in that it does not
actually ratify the goal as intended. In other words, though Ramanuja
seems to concede that the solipsist’s goal is permissible, he is not clear
here and elsewhere if it is attainable as desired by its aspirant — that is, as
a permanent solipsistic state. Clearly, from the theological point of view
— the point of view in which Ramanuja is in his element — the solipsist’s
goal is woefully lacking. No doubt Ramanuja requires an intuitive arma-
vision even of the model votary of the Lord, the jiianin or knower.
We recall that he says often enough that an essential prerequisite of
ultimate communion with the Lord is self-knowledge. We shall see that
in its final stages this self-knowledge implies an intuitive realisation of
the nature of the atman. But to all appearances the atma-vision desired
by the jAanin is quite different from the atma-vision desired by the
solipsist. The arma-vision desired by the jfianin is one which penetrates to
the rootedness of the finite atman in its ultimate source and goal, the
Lord himself. This is an important part of what is meant by referring to
the model votary as a ‘knower’, and constitutes the highest realisation
advocated by the Bhagavadgita. The atma-vision desired by the solipsist
seems to be of a different order. There is no talk of intuiting the atman as
rooted in the Lord and as finding its fulfilment in divine communion.

Now it is not entirely clear if Rdmanuja is prepared doctrinally to
allow the solipsist, if he achieves his end, i.e. the limited liberation of
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what we may call ‘first-level’ atma-vision, to remain permanently in this
self-enclosed, non-theistic, natural state of samsara-transcendent cons-
ciousness and bliss, or if he requires first-level atma-vision, by the
transforming impetus of the Lord’s grace, to culminate (perhaps after
death) in the jfianin’s ‘second-level’ atma-vision. Here the datman’s
essentially God-rooted nature is intuited. In the latter event it would
seem to follow that like the jAianin the kaivalyarthin too would eventually
enjoy lasting communion with the Lord. The indications are that
Ramanuja espouses the second alternative, especially in view of his tenet
that the finite arman is ensouled by the Lord, the supreme Self. It is hard
to see how any ‘liberating’ (and hence veridical) intuition of the atman
(including the atma-vision of the ‘solipsist’ when attained) can fail to
comprise, sooner or later, the awareness that, as ensouling Self of the
finite atman, the Lord is the latter’s ultimate source and goal. And this
awareness would seem to demand fruition, on Ramanuja’s terms, in
divine communion. In his $ri Bhasya commentary on 1v.3.14, Raman-
uja makes a somewhat cryptic statement about what happens to
enlightened souls immediately after death: ‘[The psycho-
pomp] leads [on to Brahman] both those who meditate on the highest
Brahman [as a means to liberation] and those who meditate on the self
[atman], which disjoined from prakrti is of the Brahman nature’.?® In
other words, two kinds of enlightened souls are led on to Brahman, those
whose direct means to liberation is meditation on Brahman himself and
those who (finally) attain salvation through contemplation of the atman-
nature (which participates in Brahman). The question is, are the first
group the jianins and the second group the kaivalyarthins or ‘solipsists’?
Probably.

There are (again indirect) comments in the Gitabhasya which lead one
to suppose that the successful kaivalyarthin after death does not remain
in a theological limbo. Under Gita, 8.23, Ramanuja refers to a part of
ChandUp, 1v.15.5: ‘He [a psychopomp] leads them [souls] to Brahman,;
this is the path of the gods, the brahma-path’. (In fact, it would appear
that Ramanuja had this text in mind in his comments in the $ri Bhasya
under 1v.3.14, referred to above.) Now Gita, 8.24, bears a marked
similarity to this text in that it also speaks of the knowers of brahman
(brahma-vid) upon death going to brahman. No doubt this is why
Ramanuja refers to the Chandogya text under 8.24 when he says,

From the [Chandogya text’s] reference to the attainment of brahman
both the knower of the true nature of the self [the kaivalyarthin] and
the devotee of the supreme Person [the jfignin] are to know that their
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self-stuff, disjoined from non-conscious [prakrti], is essentially acces-
sory to Brahman by virtue of being ensouled by him [or: by virtue of
being of the Brahman-nature]’.?® Is it not legitimate to assume, then,
that, since both types of votary are to end up with the same realisation,
they must also (eventually) experience the same goal: communion
with the Lord? For his part, Ramanuja, perhaps surprisingly, is not
forthcoming on this point, and we can do no more than attempt to
extrapolate a view — as we have done above — from opaque references
he provides. It seems in fact that Ramanuja implies that the atma-
vision of the kaivalyarthin — when attained — merges, after death, into
the atma-vision of the jAanin.

If our assumption is correct — that is, if both the kaivalyarthin and
the jiianin end up in the same state — it seems that Ramanuja permits
two separate paths to salvation, one ‘by default’, as it were, and one by
recommendation. The path ‘by default’ is the path of the kaivalyarthin
or so-called solipsist, who is a solipsist only by misguided intention,
and who will eventually be rewarded for his ego-renouncing pains by
the Lord with divine communion in the liberated state. The path by
recommendation is the path embarked upon straightaway, with fuller
understanding, by the aspirant who will become a jfignin or ‘knower’.
A path which is in effect the path of informed devotion. It is a case,
where Ramanuja’s view of the salvific way is concerned, of all roads
leading, if not to Rome, then to Vaikuntha — the Lord’s abode.

Again, with respect to the kaivalyarthin’s path itself, Ramanuja
seems to have countenanced two different ‘lanes’: the lane of the
discipline of knowledge (jfiana-yoga) and the lane of the discipline of
works (karma-yoga). According to the first the yogin strives for his
version of arma-vision by hearing and reflecting upon scriptural
teaching and then by contemplatively internalising this teaching by,
so far as this is possible, a life of total withdrawal from all action
relating to caste and stage of life and to daily needs.?” Under influence
of the Gita, Ramanuja is quick to point out that it is much harder to
make headway along this lane than it is by the way of works, and that
the risk of failure is great. Even for the contemplative-minded
kaivalyarthin the way of works is to be recommended, and for a
number of reasons. First, human nature is more disposed to act than
to abstain from action (though, in this event, action is to be
undertaken without selfish desire for the samsaric fruits of such
action). Secondly, one’s debt to society (a statutory obligation
imposed on all twice-born males, according to the traditional Hindu
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dharmic code®) is the more readily paid by the example of a life of
disinterested action than by one of the renunciation of action. Those
disinclined in the first place to follow any discipline to root out egoism
would be more likely to be attracted to such a discipline by the first
kind of life than by the second kind. Finally, the way of selfless action
is the way of the Lord himself, who works ceaselessly, with no thought
of personal gain, for the moral and social stability and order of the
world.?

Since we have spoken above of yoga and of ‘atma-vision’, it may not
be going too far afield to clear up here a doubt relating to yoga as
atma-vision. Two Ramanuja scholars, J. A. B. van Buitenenand R. C.
Lester, express puzzlement (which they acknowledge derives from an
observation by S. N. Dasgupta®®) that in his commentary on Gita,
15.15, Ramanuja lumps yoga with what he regards as pramanas or
original and authoritative sources of knowledge, i.e. sense perception,
inference and testimony. Van Buitenen observes, ‘yoga- in the sense of
“intuitive presentation” is not a separate pramana . . . but, being
memory (smrti-), is implied by perception; that here yoga- is included
among the pramanas is certainly, as Dasgupta points out, an
anomaly’.>! The charge isill founded and rests on a misunderstanding,
it seems to me, regarding (a) what Ramanuja means by yoga here, and
(b) his use of the term ‘pramana’ in this context.

(a) Now, by yoga in the passage under consideration Ramanuja
means ‘@tma-vision’, a sense by no means uncommon in his Gitab-
hasya. Thus under 6.1 Ramanuja says, ‘Here the rules will be declared
for the practice of yoga as atma-vision which is the goal of jfiana- and
karma-yoga’ ¥ Under 6.3 we have, ‘karma-yogais said to be the cause,
for one desiring liberation, of attaining yoga, i.e. atma-vision’, and
so on. In other words, yoga here is being used to refer to an intuitive
experience, an unmediated knowledge (paroksajiiana) of the atman. It
is surprising that it has been taken, by both van Buitenen and Lester,
to refer to a species of memory knowledge (smrti). On the contrary,
taking his cue from the Gita, under 15.15 Ramanuja is set on
distinguishing yoga, together with sense perception, inference and
testimony, from memory knowledge. Krsna, in 15.15, says, ‘I am fixed
in the heart of all. From Me come memory, knowledge and the
removal [of qualms]. It is I who am to be known by all the Vedas; I,
who know the Vedas and consummate them’. Commenting on the
second sentence Ramanuja says, ‘[Here] “memory” [smrti] is
knowledge arising solely from an impression [produced] by [previous]
direct experience, and having for its content something [directly]
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experienced previously. “Knowledge” [jigna) is certitude about
things arising from the senses, inference, testimony and yoga . . . .
Since Ramanuja is here placing yoga in a category of knowledge
which he distinguishes from memory, he cannot be using yoga to refer
to a species of memory knowledge. Here yoga means ‘atma-vision’, an
intuitive knowledge of the self not based on an impression (samskara)
arising from some previous knowledge.**

(b) As such, why is yoga mentioned with the three pramanas? Not
because yoga itself is reckoned to be a pramana in the ordinary technical
sense of this term but because Ramanuja wishes to include a form of self-
certifying, non-representative cognition (of much significance for the
Gita) with other forms of such cognition (i.e. sense perception, inference,
testimony).

(3) Finally we come to the third kind of votary, the jianin or ‘true’
knower. For Ramanuja the jrianin is the model devotee, for he seeks the
Lord for himself on the basis of a single-minded commitment growing
continuously in knowledge and love. The way of the jfanin and the
interplay between karma-, jfiana- and bhakti-yoga in his life is well
expressed in the following rather lengthy extract from Ramanuja’s
interpretation of Angiras’s teaching to Saunaka given in the Mundaka
Upanisad:

Two knowledges, a direct and an indirect one, both having Brahman
for their object, must be resorted to by one desirous of attaining
Brahman. The indirect knowledge is that based on the scriptures. The
direct knowledge is that based on yoga. Of the two, the [direct] means
for attaining Brahman is the direct knowledge, and this takes on the
nature of bhakti. We have this specified in [the MundUp text] ‘him
whom this [Self] chooses, by him is it to be obtained’. Now the means
for [attaining] this knowledge is the knowledge based on the scriptures
and possessed of the sevenfold discipline of [ritual] purity, [detach-
ment from desire, the practice of contemplating Brahman, perfor-
mance of sacrifices, virtue, resolute cheerfulness in adversity, and
calmness]. This we know from the sruti [i.e. BAUp, 1v.4.22]: ‘This the
Brahmins seek to know by recitation of the Vedas, sacrifice, gifts,
- austerity and fasting.” . . . When the text starts off with ‘The lower
[knowledge] being the Rg Veda, the Yajur Veda and so on’ — the law-
books being implied at the end — the indirect knowledge, which is
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based on the scriptures and which is the cause [of the origination] of
the presentational experience of Brahman [i.e. the direct knowledge] is
meant. This is because the Vedas, together with the six auxiliaries, the
epics, the puranas, the law-books and the systematic inquiry into
these, are the cause of the origination of the knowledge of Brahman.
But by ‘Now the higher [knowledge] is that by which that Imperisha-
ble is known’ the knowledge which takes on the nature of bhakti, also
called ‘meditation’ (updsana), and characterised by presentational
experience of Brahman, is meant.*

This extract describes the means the eligible (ideally, the Sri Vaisnavite)
model devotee must take on the path to salvation. It is important to note
that according to Ramanuja this path can be embarked upon in the
householder’s stage of life.>” One does not have to become a samnyasin,
i.e. a renouncer of the world and its human relationships, to be eligible
for the supreme experience (as Samkara maintained). We are told that
the devotee must acquire two knowledges, the ‘indirect’ and the ‘direct’
(which correspond to the sruti’s ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ wisdoms). The
indirect knowledge (which brings about the origination of the direct
knowledge, about which more presently) is based on a systematic
inquiry into the sacred texts, both sruti and smrti. It comprises imbibing
the right understanding of the scriptures at the feet of a guru, and a series
of meditations on Brahman. As such it may be regarded as a discipline of
knowledge (a jfiana-yoga). But Ramanuja is quite clear that hand-in-
hand with this intellectual and contemplative understanding must go a
discipline of works (a karma-yoga). The works here consist in the
performance of the ordained and permissible rituals and sacrifices, and
the acquisition of virtue. In other words, the aspirant’s progress is
characterised by the combination of (the disciplines of) knowledge and
works (jiana-karmasamuccaya). But the intention informing this path is
quite different from that of the power-seeker or the so-called solipsist. In
the case of the jfianin the intention is to do everything for the love of the
Lord. This makes the combination of knowledge and works, even from
the preliminary stages, where much may yet remain to be done to wean
the self from its attachment to worldly affairs and desires, a discipline of
love (bhakti-yoga). Ramanuja implies that, compared to the love of the
next stage, of that informing the direct knowledge, this is a ‘lower’
bhakti: there is still much ego in evidence in one’s love for the Lord.
Nevertheless, the aspirant has embarked on a way of life which
through its complementarity of knowledge and action continually
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deepens his understanding of his own and of Brahman’s nature as well as
of the relationship between Brahman and the world, on the one hand,
and purifies the single-minded love he has for the Lord, on the other. In
the process, the devotee becomes a totally integrated soul — perfectly in
tune with himself and with his God. His accumulated karma is
progressively annulled, no fresh deposit being acquired, and he reaches
the state Ramanuja calls yoga proper. This is a state of intuitive
realisation of the atman (atmavalokana) in its rootedness in the Lord —its
source and final goal. It goes far deeper than the kaivalyarthin’s goal,
which we have called first-level arma-vision: a solipsistic experience of
the atman’s intrinsic consciousness and bliss. By contrast, in experienc-
ing his atma-vision, the jfianin takes ‘sole delight in being entirely the
Lord’s accessory’.3® At this stage what may be regarded as the higher
bhakti of the soul — total and selfless devotion to the Lord — takes over. In
his turn, in an ever-deepening relationship of intimacy, the Lord is
attracted to shower abundant graces on his chosen one. The sign of this
election is a more or less uninterrupted mental representation, in the
devotee, of the divine supernal form. This representation seems to be a
fusion of, on the one hand, a ‘revelation’ of sorts through the Lord’s
grace, and, on the other, the product of the devotee’s imageful
contemplation of the scriptural descriptions of the divine supernal form.

We can now say a little more about this ‘higher’ knowledge or direct
representational experience of the Lord. As noted before, it is based on
and informed by second-level arma-vision, in which not only the atman’s
true nature as dissociated from prakrti, but also the atman’s true
existential relationship with the Lord, is intuited. By this stage the
devotee, relieved of the heavy psychological and moral burden of past
karma and innocent of the accumulation of fresh samsara-immanent
karma, performs all actions from single-minded love for the Lord. The
concomitant representational experience he enjoys of the Lord is itself,
as Ramanuja is wont to say, delightful on account of the object
represented,* and continues to strengthen the union between the Lord
and his votary. Of this experience Ramanuja observes,

We know that the knowledge intended to be enjoined as the [direct]
means to release is a [worshipful] contemplation [updsana] because
there are [scriptural] initial and concluding statements which do not
differentiate between ‘knowing’ and ‘[worshipfully] contemplating’.
For example, [in ChandUp, 111.18.1] we have ‘Let him [worshipfully]
contemplate [updsita] the mind as Brahman’; and [in ChandUp,
111.18.3] ‘He who knows [veda] thus, shines and glows with glory, fame,
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and the radiance of Brahman.’. . . Now this meditation [dhyana] is of
the form of a stream of unbroken calling-to-mind [= smrti], like the
flow of oil; that is, it is a steady calling-to-mind. . . . This calling-to-
mind is tantamount to seeing. . . . it is like seeing because of the
predominance of imaging [bhdvand] in it. . . . This kind of steady
keeping-in-mind [anusmrti] is designated by the word bhakti.*°

Thus bhakti so-called — the ‘higher’ bhakti or bhakti par excellence — is,
epistemically, a steady imaging of the divine (supernal) form, so clear
and vivid as to be presentational in character. For all this, it is not a
direct vision of the Lord;* this is reserved, on a limited scale, for such
special occasions in this life as the theophany described in chapter 11 of
the Gita, for which Arjuna was given a ‘divine’ eye, and, in its fullness,
for the state of eternal communion with the Lord in liberation.
Nevertheless, the representational experience of which we speak is to be
prized most highly: it is the mark of a chosen soul in the way and for the
reasons described earlier, and the token of the devotee’s nearness to final
salvation. As such this experience directly eases into the presentational
experience of moksa upon the death of a body for which all maturing
karma has been expended. It is worth noting here that the higher bhakti,
the direct means to salvation, is described in terms of various con-
stitutive knowledges, notwithstanding the ineffable delight involved (in
this respect the designation of the Lord’s model votary as a ‘knower’,
JjAdnin, is significant). In thus describing the path to liberation in terms of
ignorance giving way to knowledge, in preference to any other choice of
terms, Ramanuja shows himself to be distinctively Hindu.

It may not be out of place here to take up one or two matters relating
to the question of the means of salvation. Thus, we have said little or
nothing about the role of Sri, the divine consort, in Rimanuja’s
theology. This is because there is little or nothing to say. No doubt it is
significant that Ramanuja’s sect was called the Sri-Vaisnavas (to
distinguish his followers from other kinds of Vaisnavas?), and no doubt
Sri merits an important mention in both contested and uncontested
works of Ramanuja, but there is precious little theologising about her.
Perhaps the most powerful tribute to 17 occurs in the best-known hymn
attributed to our theologian, the Saranagatigadya (its authorship of late
being the subject of dispute), but even here there is no doctrinal
treatment of Sri. It seems Ramanuja was reluctant to take up an issue
which because of its sectarian character would gravely undermine both
the universality of his theological appeal and the seriousness of his claim
that his theology was validated by commonly accepted scriptural
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authority. This does not mean, of course, that Sri played a small part
either in his own and in his sect’s theological outlook or in Sri-Vaisnavite
personal devotion.*?

Then there is the question of whether Ramanuja advocated prapatti,
understood in its later sense of total surrender to the Lord, as a separate
path to salvation independent of the discipline of knowledge-cum-works
described above. Some of Ramanuja’s followers and some modern
interpreters claim that he did. For my part, I can find no solid evidence
for it. Indeed, I do not think there can be the slightest doubt that for
Ramanuja the only path to salvation was a God-centred integration of
knowledge and works in the life of the devotee — there was no alternative
to that. No doubt the term pra-pad (from which prapattiis derived) finds
expression in various linguistic forms in the contested and uncontested
writings. Thus, much is made of this usage in the celebrated commentary
under Gita, 18.66, and in the hymns. But in every instance, I submit, the
usage cannot be shown to have the technical implications of the later
doctrine, nor can we seriously countenance the view that Ramanuja
taught one thing in the theoretical works, and recommended an
alternative, with much ambiguity and without doctrinal elaboration, in
the devotional hymns.

At this point it may be as well to comment on the authenticity of the
authorship of the Gadyatraya, the three devotional prose hymns
traditionally attributed to Ramanuja. We noted in Chapter 1 that the
two main schools into which the Sri Vaisnava sect divided some time
after Ramanuja’s death both accept Ramanuja’s authorship of the
hymns. But of late this authorship has been challenged, some maintain-
ing that none of the hymns can be attributed to Ramanuja, others
arguing that one or other of the hymns is not by him.** It seems to me
that in this matter of determining authorship the hymns must be
regarded collectively, for they have in common not only a particular
style and tone, but also a number of distinctive expressions. Further, Ido
not think that the case can be resolved with certainty one way or the
other: to begin with, too much of the underlying theology of the hymns
remains unsaid. But, in so far as one can back a hunch on the basis of a
study of the style and content of the hymns in the perspective of
Ramanuja’s unchallenged works, I veer towards those who doubt rather
than those who accept the traditional view of authorship. Without going
too much into detail and without repeating points already made, I offer
the following observations which seem to me important for any
resolution of the debate.

For one, for hymns meant to be primarily devotional in nature, one
may question, at the very least, their Sanskritic expression, in view of the
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fact that the Sri Vaisnava sect itself was Tamil-based and oriented, and
that the average devotee would have been more at home praying in the
vernacular. Further, surely this was Ramanuja’s chance, as acarya of his
sect, to contribute towards and to continue the rich tradition of
devotional Tamil literature in the sect’s possession. To all this it could be
answered that there may well have been non-Tamil followers in the sect
(Ramanuja is recorded to have travelled about in India, to as far north as
Kashmir), and in deference to them, and to foster the solidarity of the
worshipping community, Ramanuja composed hymns in the religious
lingua franca of the day (the situation being analogous, rather, to the use
of Latin in the Roman Catholic Church till recently). This may well have
been the situation — but one cannot be sure.

Furthermore, even the hint in the hymns (especially in the Saran-
agatigadya and in the Srirangagadya) that there might be an alternative
route to salvation centring round the devoted utterance of the ‘sacred
mantra’ (whether in terms of the doctrine of prapatti or not) is
thoroughly at variance with Ramanuja’s analysis of the salvific
discipline in his theoretical works, as noted earlier. True, the fervour of
an expressed devotion tends to cut intellectual corners, but it is quite
another thing to embark upon what may well be a change of direction. In
reply it could be said that in the theoretical works, written for public
dissemination, Ramanuja expounds the ‘ordinary’ way to salvation, in
accordance with commonly accepted, orthodox scriptural sources and
norms of behaviour, while in the hymns, the exclusive property of the
sect, an alternative, ‘extraordinary’ way to salvation is given — a (surer?)
‘short-cut’ for the members of the sect alone. This sounds too much like
theological special pleading to me, and I remain unconvinced.

Then again, I find it strange, to say the least, that Ramanuja should
have peppered his hymns with new terminology and new emphases only
to leave us in the dark as to their true significance (even the two main
schools of his sect dispute their meaning). For example, the suggestive
compound parabhakti-parajfiiana-paramabhakti crops up often in the
Saranagatigadya (and does not appear in the theoretical works), but is
left unexplained. (Is it to be translated, ‘the higher devotion — the higher
knowledge — the highest devotion’, or indeed, ‘devotion to the higher one
[i.e. the arman] — knowledge of the higher one — devotion to the highest
[Self]’, or what; and then what does it mean?) And rather more seems to
be packed into the use of the term kaimkarya (‘servitude’) throughout
the hymns, to describe the soul’s longed-for relationship with its Lord,
than Ramanuja’s developed thought might warrant. One could express
more doubts in connection with this whole matter, but, like the ones
already expressed, they would be in the end no more than doubts; I could
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not settle the debate in my mind on their basis. And perhaps there we
should leave it, with the final observation that in expression the hymns
are beautiful, and are worthy of Ramanuja.

We can conclude this chapter with a brief comment on the post-mortem
state of salvation, bearing in mind that something on this state has been
said towards the end of Chapter 4. There it was argued that for
Ramanuja communion of the liberated soul with Brahman involves not
only seeing and knowing Brahman as he really is but also an expanded
awareness of personal identity, comprising and summing up the multiple
identities experienced by the soul along its samsaric pilgrimage. In
salvation the Face of Truth is finally unveiled, and the liberated atman
comes into its own, experiencing the Lord in its centre and its centre in
the Lord. Now, communion liberation may be, but is it communal, one
may ask? That is, is it an essential feature of moksaic bliss to enjoy the
fellowship of the saved? Certainly Ramanuja implies that it is, by his
frequent allusions to the company (parikara, parijana) of the blessed,
which the soul looks forward to joining to sing the praises of the Lord in
liberation. Further, concern for the community at large and partaking of
the fellowship of the worshipping community are both essential aspects
of the discipline of the spiritual path, being included in the various
virtues and duties to be cultivated. But I think it true to say that a
theology of the community is not developed either in Ramanuja’s
soteriology or in his discussions of the last things. Such a theology is
implied and needs to be drawn out and even extrapolated, as we have
attempted to do on occasion. And salvation, for all its communal
features (and there is no doubt that Ramanuja would have found it
abhorrent to contemplate the salvific process as some ‘flight of the alone
to the alone’) is still stressed as an individual, personal thing.

In moksa, by acknowledging its rightful place as an accessory (sesa) of
the Lord, its Principal (Sesin) — we shall have more to say about these
concepts in the final chapter — the arman paradoxically participates in
the Lord’s sovereignty (svatantrata)™, knowledge and bliss. The idea of
divine participation (sadharmya) is typically Vedantic, and we have seen
what Ramanuja makes of it through his theology of identity-in-
difference. He can say that in moksa the soul bathes in the originative,
life-giving refulgence of Brahman: Brahman is that ‘singular light which
obscures all [other] shinings and which is the cause and support of all
[other] shinings’.*> Well may he quote the profound statement of the
Upanisads: ‘There the sun shines not, nor the moon and stars; nor do
these lightnings shine, not to speak of fire. But when He shines
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everything shines after him; in His refulgence all this shines’.*

The last chapter especially will bring out how positive a view
Ramanuja takes of the concept of matter in general, even though at
times he is ambivalent on matter’s prakrtic (as opposed to non-prakrtic)
expression. It is worth pointing out here, however, that Ramanuja
allows for the liberated atman to assume at will, in furtherance of its
power and enjoyment, non-prakrtic, apparently anthropomorphic,
bodies. Ramanuja thus pays significant tribute to the human form and
its modus operandi.*’ Further, there is a remarkable statement in the
Commentary, certainly not out of step with his theology, and applicable
primarily to the liberated soul, in which Ramanuja affirms that the very
world which is a source of so much sorrow to a karma-ridden individual
becomes a source of unalloyed delight to the morally and cognitively
purified soul.

For embodied selves under the sway of karma, the world in its entirety
in so far as it is experienced as [completely] different from Brahman
becomes sorrowful or pleasurable-within-limits, in accordance with
the selves’ individual karma. Now it is experiencing the world as
[completely] different from Brahman that renders experience in the
world sorrowful or pleasurable-within-limits. It is the experiencing of
the [false] difference that brings this about, and karma is the cause of
this experience. Thus when one is freed from karma in its form of
ignorance, this same world, through its being [rightly] experienced as a
manifestation and attribute of Brahman qua qualified, becomes
nothing but pleasurable.*

Ramanuja is not saying that the liberated soul ceases to perceive the evil
and suffering of the world, which indeed continue; on the contrary, he is
saying not only that the liberated soul continues to keep in touch with
the world,* but also that, experiencing the world for what it is essentially
— an expression of Brahman in the relation of identity-in-difference
Ramanuja has sought to articulate — the liberated soul has overcome the
world; it is no longer under the world’s karmic sway. The world can no
longer become the arena to embroil it in a web of egoistic and misguided
relationships. Instead the liberated soul experiences the world in its
divine rootedness and as the means for the expression, through the
outworkings of the karmic law, the avatara and so on, of the Lord’s
justice and mercy. This realisation becomes the source of unalloyed
pleasure. Paradoxically, what was before but the instrument of samsara
has now become a part of the experience of liberation; samsara has
become moksa, for Brahman is in all and all is in Brahman. In moksa the
soul has come home.



7 The One and the Many:
Observations on
Ramanuja’s Theological
Method

In this, the last chapter of the book, we shall be concerned primarily with
drawing the strands together, so far as this is possible, of Ramanuja’s
multi-faceted theology. To do this we shall have to consider, in some
detail, Ramanuja’s theological method. We have seen that it is
characteristic of Raminuja’s theology to be concerned with the
relationship between Braham and the world/individual and that he
expresses this relationship as a distinctive identity-in-difference (visi-
stadvaita). Further, as the book progressed we noted, on various
occasions, that it is characteristic of Ramanuja’s mode of theologising to
view Brahman’s relationship with the world/individual simultaneously
from more than one standpoint. Now, we may ask, is there a central
theme or model in terms of which Ramanuja understands this pivotal
theological relationship in his characteristic multi-perspectival way?
Earlier it was intimated that there is such a theme: the ensouler—body
(Sarira- saririn) or self—body (arma— sarira) model. In this chapter it will
be our main task to examine how the ensouler—body model can be seen
to function, methodologically, to draw together the various strands of
Ramanuja’s thought. It should be noted at the outset that here we are
concerned to examine Ramanuja’s theological method, i.e. the ensouler
—body model in its body-of-God application.? Above all, Rimanuja
was a theologian (no doubt in different ways, the philosophical
included) and the model in question was intended to have primarily a
theological application. Thus, as we shall see, the more purely philoso-
phical aspects of Ramanuja’s thought — such as his position on the self as
conscious and as embodied, discussed earlier to give sense and depth to
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his ‘theology’ of the self—enter into the model’s theological comprehen-
sion only indirectly. Further, I must point out that neither in Raman-
uja’s own writings, at least explicitly, nor anywhere else have I come
upon such a treatment of Ramanuja’s theological method as is proposed
here.? Thus it may be said that my treatment in this respect is innovative.
But I submit that it is only by articulating (and extrapolating where
necessary) the ensouler—body model that Ramanuja’s many sided and
complex theology can be properly rendered coherent and intelligible, so
as to be seen in its best light as a system proper. And there can be no
doubt that Ramanuja intended his theology to be systematic. In other
words, we can say that the aim is to make explicit what is only implicit in
Ramanuja’s way of theologising.

It is as well here to take note of the sources influencing Ramanuja to
speak of the world/individual as Brahman’s ‘body’. Though Ramanuja
was an original thinker, he did not pluck this idea out of thin air; besides,
in keeping with the theological expectations of the time, as we have seen,
he had to show that it was rooted in scripture. Thus Ramanuja’s main
source for the body-of-God theme was scripture, especially given the
frquency with which he quotes from it, the seventh section of the third
chapter of the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad. There it is said, for example,
‘He who dwells in all beings, who is within all beings, whom all beings do
not know, of whom all beings are the body [$arira], who controls all
beings from within, he is your Self, the inner Controller, the immortal
One. . .’.* There are many other such statements. But Ramanuja seems
also to have had a theoretical and sectarian source, to which he never
explicitly refers, possibly because of its sectarian and only germinal
character. Though we cannot go into this matter here, it seems likely that
Ramanuja’s acarya predecessor Yamuna entertained the idea, without
developing it at all, that finite being(s) and Brahman were related as
‘body’ to self.’ In any case, to Ramanuja belongs the credit for making
much of the body-of-God theme, and we shall see how it can be worked
out, in terms of his own premises, to embrace all the significant aspects
of his theology. Now, in order to understand the ensouler—body
relationship and its function in Ramanuja’s theology, we shall first have
to examine what he meant by ‘body’ in this context. To this we now turn.

It is especially in the Commentary (mainly under 11.1.8-9) that
Ramanuja is at pains to clarify the relevant senses of ‘body’ (Sarira). The
discussion is conducted in the traditional way, through the cut and
thrust of a debate between adversaries (with one of whom the author is
in sympathy) till the author’s own view is finally established (the
siddhanta). Now, surely, argues the opponent, we cannot speak of any
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worldly object as Brahman’s body, for is not a body ‘the locus of the
senses which are the means for experiencing the pleasure and pain that
are the fruit of [one’s] karma, [a locus] which supports and yet depends
upon the five modifications of breath and which is a special aggregate of
the elements earth and so on’?® Surely Brahman, transcending karma
and the exigencies of prakrtic materiality as he does, cannot be supposed
to have such a body! Ramanuja answers by rejecting the opponent’s
definition of ‘body’ as too narrow. We must make use of a sense of
‘body’, he says, which takes into account all the literal uses of the term.
Thus the opponent’s definition covers only that kind of body which is
the result of karma. It does not apply to the avataric bodies of the Lord
and to the bodies the released selves assume at will, neither kind of which
is prakrtic in nature or the result of personal karma. If we understand the
reference to ‘body’ in the quotation from the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad
literally (as we are expected to do in the first instance) the opponent’s
definition of ‘body’ comes amiss for obvious reasons, as well. Again,
continues Ramanuja, drawing upon accepted understandings of plant
life and the workings of the karmic law, that definition does not extend
to the bodies of such immovables as plants, which though possessed of
breath do not have breath in the five modifications of the vital air (as the
definition demands), nor does it extend to the bodies of folkloric figures
such as Ahalya, whose bodies being of wood and stone were the result of
karma no doubt but were hardly the abode of sense-organs. ‘Thus’, says
Ramanuja, concluding with his own definition of ‘body’, ‘any substance
of a conscious being which can be entirely controlled and supported by
that being for the latter’s own purposes, and whose proper form is solely
to be the accessory of that being, is the “body” of that being’.’

The following points are worth noting. In the definition Ramanuja
claims to have exposed the basic /iteral sense of ‘body’, one shorn of any
accidental surplus of meaning and hence covering all the referents
mentioned above. In this he thinks he has scored over the opponent,
whose definition is tied to only one sort of referent. More important, by
his definition Ramanuja has cleared the way, as we shall see, for
interpreting the Brhadaranyaka quotation (and others like it) literally,
with all the exegetical advantages this implies. It is worth pointing out
here that nowhere does Ramanuja say that the world or any of its
substantival components is /ike (Sanskrit, -vat or iva) Brahman’s body.
He affirms on the basis of a literal understanding of scripture that they
are s0, though not in any obvious literal sense. Another consideration is
that ‘body’ in the sense isolated is to be predicated only of a substance
related in the appropriate manner only to a conscious entity, to the
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atman in fact. This is why the model in question can be described as an
‘ensouler—body’ model or a ‘self-body’ model, ‘ensouler’ having the
same purport as ‘self’ here. Finally, the definition of ‘body’ prescinds
from whether its referent is spiritual or material; any substance, spiritual
or material, related to a self in the required way can be said to be, for
Ramanuja, the ‘body’ of that self. This makes it possible for him to
affirm that not only material substances but also spiritual substances,
i.e. finite atmans, are the ‘body’ of the infinite, supreme Self or Atman.

We may inquire now into the meaning of ‘world’ (jagat; cf., for
instance, ShBh, 11.1.9) in the expression ‘the world is Brahman’s body,,’
(where, as distinguished before®, body,, is body in its specialised sense).
Ramanuja has not addressed this question explicitly, but the meaning he
gives to ‘world’ here is clear enough. To begin with, ‘world’ must not be
understood in the sense of a system of some sort, whether open or closed.
In general, whereas ‘system’ connotes ‘an organised inter-relation of
discrete parts’, for Ramanuja ‘world’ means simply ‘the aggregate of
finite conscious and non-conscious beings’ (cidacidvastujata), especially
in their empirically manifest (prapafica) form. In other words, ‘world’
here becomes no more than a collective term, a convenient shorthand for
all finite individual substantival (conscious and non-conscious) entities
and aggregates of such entities, and we note that Rimanuja is as prone
to refer separately to such individuals/aggregates as Brahman’s body,, as
he is to the ‘world’. This understanding of ‘world’ renders Ramanuja’s
body-of-God view immune from the sort of objections levelled by
A. Farrer, for example, against the anima-mundi doctrine of the ancient
Western world, a doctrine Farrer assumes is based on regarding the
world as some kind of system, open or closed, and the relationship
between the ensouling Spirit and the world as an organic one.’ There is
nothing ‘organic’ in the usual sense about the relationship Ramanuja
perceives between Brahman and the world as his body,, and it is quite
misleading, to say the least, when modern commentators describe this
relationship thus. !

So far we have approached Ramanuja’s self—body model with a view
to clarifying its terms. It will now be helpful to give an explicit statement
describing the self—body model in terms of the relations it comprises.
Ramanuja says,

This relationship between atman [self] and body [comprises] the
relation between support and thing supported such that the latter is
incapable of being realised apart from the former, the relation
between controller and thing controlled, and the relation between
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principal and accessory. The arman— from apnoti[‘it obtains’] —is that
which in every respect is the support, controller and principal of that
which is the thing supported/controlled and the accessory, i.e. the
‘body’ or form which exists as a mode [of the mode-possessor, the
arman], incapable of being realised apart [from the latter]. Now this is
the relation between the [finite] individual atman and its own
[material] body. And, because the supreme Self is also ‘embodied’ [in
the special sense] by everything, it is expressed by every [type-naming]
word.!!

Note that here Ramanuja implies that the self—body model is instan-
tiated on two levels, so to speak: the microcosmic, between the finite
atman and its material body'?; and the macrocosmic, between Brahman
and the world/its individual substantival entities. Though our interest
lies chiefly in the second, i.e. the theological, level, we shall see that the
first-level instantiation of the model has an important part to play in our
appreciation of Ramanuja’s theological method. We can now go on to
examine the three component relationships of the self—body model as
described by Ramanuja above, in terms of which, microcosmically and
macrocosmically applied, he understands the interplay between the One
and the many. Let us consider each relationship in turn.

(1) The support — thing-supported (adhara—adheya) relationship. The
above passage informs us that the operative expression describing this
relationship is ‘incapable of being realised apart from’ (prthak-siddhy-
anarha in the Sanskrit, or PSA for short). That is, in the context of the
self-body model, the thing supported is related to'its support in such a
way that the former is ‘incapable of being realised apart from’ the latter.
Now, Ramanuja does not explain the PSA expression explicitly with
reference to the support—thing-supported relationship. But, as the
passage under consideration shows us, he uses the PSA expression again
to describe the sort of relationship obtaining between the mode-
possessor (prakarin) and its mode (prakara), saying that the body,, is the
mode (of its mode-possessor, the atrman). And, as we shall see presently,
he does indicate what he means by the PSA relationship between mode
and mode-possessor. Thus we can get a good idea of what is meant by
the PSA relation between support and thing supported by considering
what is meant by it in the mode—mode-possessor context. In this context
there seem to be two aspects to Ramanuja’s understanding of the PSA
expression: (a) ontological; (b) epistemological.
(a) We can start with the following statement in the Summary:
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In the case of things such as generic characteristics, because they are
the mode of an entity in that they express the generic configuration [of
that entity] — here the mode [i.e. the generic characteristic] and the
mode-possessor [i.e. the individual entity] are different kinds of being
— the mode is incapable of being realised apart from [the mode-
possessor] agld indeed of being rendered intelligible apart from [the
latter]. . . .

Ramanuja is here considering the ontological dependence of such things
as generic or class characteristics (which he calls the modes of the
individual entities instantiating them) on the latter entities. For him a
class-characteristic (or jati, such as ‘cowness’), like the Cheshire cat’s
grin, cannot exist in abstracto, as it were; it is realised in and through the
individual (cows). Mutatis mutandis, the same observation applies for
properties (or gunas) such as ‘white’, ‘brown’ and so on. Modes such as
properties and class-characteristics, which for Ramanuja have a tenuous
reality-status, essentially have a borrowed being: they exist as the things
they are by inhering in their ontological supports. In other words, from
the point of view of their being they ‘are incapable of being realised apart
from’ their ontological supports. Thus, the first sense given to the PSA
expression by Ramanuja points to this kind of ontological dependence, a
dependence which Ramanuja implies obtains between the support and
the thing supported in the context of the self—body model.

Where the support is the finite grman and the thing supported its
material body, the ontological (modal) dependence of latter on former is
not absolute. It is true, of course, as Rdmanuja points out, that the body
cannot subsist as an organic entity independently of the existential
support of its arman; that at death, i.e. at the separation of body and
atman, the body ceases to be a body in the proper sense and
disintegrates.'* Nevertheless, the finite atman is not the bestower of
being to its body in the absolute sense: it has no intrinsic power to
originate its prakrtic body (which is thrust upon it by the outworking of
karma) or to stave off biological death permanently. However, in the
case of Brahman as ontological support and the world/its individual
substantival entities as thing supported, Brahman is, absolutely speak-
ing, the bestower and mainstay of being. Finite being totally depends on
Brahman’s existential support. Does not our understanding of this
dependence, we may ask, if carried to its logical conclusion, prevent us
from affirming the substantival reality of the world (or of its individual
components)? Now we know that, in contrast to the Advaitins,
Ramanuja is keen to affirm the substantival reality of the world. Later
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we shall see, when dealing specifically with his theological method, how
Riamanuja seeks to reconcile talk about the total derivativeness of the
world’s being from Brahman with talk about the world’s substantival
reality.

(b) The passage considered under (a), besides making an ontological
point, makes an epistemological one as well. This it does in its last
phrase, where it is said that the mode depends on the mode-possessor for
itsintelligibility. In other words, the mode-possessor provides its mode’s
raison d'étre. This seems clear enough if we inspect the sort of
relationship which exists between a class-characteristic as such, say, and
its instantiating individual, but it also explains the otherwise puzzling
fact of Ramanuja’s willingness to refer to some substantival entities as
modes. Ramanuja maintains that such substances as earrings and staffs
are to be reckoned as modes even though, unlike class-characteristics
and properties, they are capable of existing apart from their mode-
possessor (i.e. the earring-wearer and staff-bearer). If the PSA expres-
sion had no more than the existential import analysed above we could
not explain the modal nature of substantival things such as staffs and
earrings. (This is why the last phrase of the above passage is an
explanatory extension of the preceding phrase, i.e. the PSA expression.)
In fact, in the case of the relationship between the staff and its bearer, for
instance, Ramanuja is adverting mainly to the epistemological nuance of
the PSA expression when he says that this relationship is modal. In other
words, though qua substance (for example, wood) the staff has an
existence independent of the staff-bearer, qua staff it has no reason for
existing, no intelligibility, apart from the staff-bearer. Such things as
staffs and earrings are to be understood for what they are only in relation
to staff-bearer and earring-wearer respectively. They exist for the sake of
these latter and as such are their modes. The movement to grasp their
raison d’étre flows in one direction only.

In general, it does not really matter whether the mode is a substance or
not. For something to be a mode, in Ramanuja’s understanding, it must
either be incapable of existing as the thing it is apart from the mode-
possessor or be essentially unintelligible for what it is apart from the
mode-possessor, or both. The mode, then, in a fundamental sense is a
‘hanger-on’ of the mode-possessor.

There is a further epistemological nuance to this relationship. It came
to the fore in our rendering of Ramanuja’s exegesis of the ‘That you are’
declaration (see Ch. 2). There it was pointed out that the mode qualifies
the mode-possessor by evidencing its distinctive dependence on the
latter, and that this qualifying relationship adverts to the underlying
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existential difference between the two. If the two supportive characteris-
tics identified above emphasise a convergence between mode and mode-
possessor (in so far as the former cannot be realised apart from the
latter), the qualifying feature brings out their divergence.

Now, for Ramanuja both the ontological and the epistemological
senses of the PSA expression in the context of the mode—mode-
possessor relation obtain in the case of the PSA relation between support
and thing supported (of the self—body model). In other words, he is
saying that the thing supported, as the modal body,, of its support,
cannot exist as the thing it is apart from the support (its self,,) nor be
understood for what it is apart from the latter; further, that, in view of
the nature of the overall support, the body,, qualifies the self,, only
contingently and not essentially. Thus, where support is concerned, the
self,, ‘supports’ its body,, (relatively or absolutely) both existentially and
intelligibly. It is to bring this out that we have translated prthak-siddhy-
anarha (PSA) by ‘incapable of being realised apart from’, where
‘realised’ is intended to bear both the ontological (‘realised’) and the
(supportive) epistemological (‘realised’) senses isolated above.

Where the microcosmic application of the model is concerned in its
epistemological aspect, the finite material body is unintelligible as such
apart from the atrman. In other words, Ramanuja’s point is that the body
has no raison d’ére qua body independently of its atman, but exists to
serve the atman’s ends: first, the outworking of its karma; finally, its
liberation. And the body, in its human, bovine, piscine or other form,
qualifies the atman as its mode by manifesting the kind of dependence it
has overall on the atman. Now the atman does not bestow its material
body’s raison d’étre in any absolute sense. This is because the jivatman, as
a finite entity, is not its own ultimate raison d’étre. The intelligibility of
the jivatman’s being finds its ultimate source and terminus in Brahman
alone, who is his own and everything else’s final raison d’étre. In this way
the macrocosmic application of the self—body model can complete our
understanding of the microcosmic instantiation. Brahman’s, as epis-
temological support of the word, his body,,, is its ultimate principle of
intelligibility. The world (or, considered separately, its individual
substantival components) exists in the last resort to serve Brahman’s
purposes (purposes which we have shown are neither intrinsically nor
extrinsically necessary to Brahman). The world, for its part, qualifies
Brahman - that is, marks him out and reveals him to us —in and through
its utter dependence on him as his mode. This we perceive with the eyes
of a faith opened by understanding scripture aright.

But does not such talk of Brahman’s being the finite atman’s ultimate
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raison d’étre create a problem? For are we not precluded from saying
what in fact we want to say — that in a real sense the jivatman provides its
own raison d’étre, that it is an end-in-itself? And that in virtue of this we
can legitimately talk of the material world deriving intelligibility for usin
terms of the jiva’s own ends? We shall see in due course that Ramanuja
would want to answer both questions in the affirmative. How he
attempts to reconcile the finite atman’s being a ‘stopping-place’ for its
own intelligibility (with its consequences for our understanding of the
material world) with Brahman’s being the ultimate raison d’étre of the
whole finite order we shall also take up when dealing with his theological
method.

Thus in the context of Ramanuja’s self—body model the dependence
of the thing supported on its support in terms of the PSA relation is a far-
reaching one. It is a dependence in which both the ontological and the
epistemological aspects are inextricably combined. The dual nature of
this dependence can be understood more clearly, I hope, by contrasting
it with the kind of dependence the ‘thing supported’ has on its ‘support’
in the following illustration. In a normal pregnancy, a very young
embryo cannot survive independently of its mother’s existential support.
If separated from its mother’s being it dies. As such, apart from its
mother the embryo is incapable of realisation as the entity it is intended
to be. But having a raison d’étre of its own, in due course the embryo
becomes viable in its own right, capable of individual existence in terms
of its own human ends. It then no longer needs its mother’s existential
support and is capable of realisation as an individual existing by itself.
However, in the context of his self—body model, Ramanuja does not
envisage the PSA relationship between thing supported and its support
to be similar to the relationship between the embryo and its mother. The
thing supported, unlike the embryo, is not some sort of intrinsically
viable and separable addition to its support, but exists as the thing it is
and is intelligible for what it is only in terms of its support. Where the
finite atman is the support and its material body the thing supported,
Ramanuja describes this intimate heterogeneous relationship thus:

That the atman is the [body’s] sole substrate is known from the body’s
dissolution upon separation from the atrman; that the atman is the
[body’s] sole goal is known from the [body’s] existing for the purpose
of the [arman’s] experience of the fruits of its particular karma; and
that [the body] is the atman’s mode is known from our apprehending
[the body] as the qualifier of the @tman, which appears either as a god,
or as a man, and so on.'
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In the model’s macrocosmic application in this context, the asym-
metrical relation between God as support and the world as thing
supported is shown in the following paraphrases by Ramanuja of Krsna,
the divine avatara’s, words in the Gita: ‘all beings are established on Me,
their inner Controller . . . but I have no dependence on them, and by
their dependence on Me there is nothing that I gain’. Again: ‘T am the
support of all beings, and there is nothing that I gain by them.’'s

Indeed, maintains Ramanuja, it is the peculiar nature of the PSA
dependence between the support and the thing-supported as between
substances in the framework of the model, that explains linguistically (in
the Sanskrit) the difference between the way we talk about the
relationship between modes such as staffs and earrings and their mode-
possessors (the staff-bearer and the earring-wearer) and the way we talk
about the relationship between body, modes (microcosmically, the
material body for instance; macrocosmically, finite substantival entities
or their aggregates) and their self,, mode-possessors (the finite arman
and the supreme Atman respectively). In the first case, because only the
epistemological nuance of the PSA expression applies, substances such
as staffs and earrings being able to subsist independently of their mode-
possessors, the relation between mode and mode-possessor is indicated
in Sanskrit by substituting the suffix -in for the ending of the mode-term.
For example, danda (‘staff’) becomes dandin (‘staff-bearer’). In the
second case, because both the epistemological and the ontological
nuances of the PSA expression conjointly apply, the relation between
(substantival) mode and mode-possessor is indicated in Sanskrit by way
of correlative predication (CP), which we have seen Ramanuja regards
as affirming the distinctive relation of identity-in-difference he is
concerned to maintain between the referent of a correlatively predicated
statement and its (substance) qualifier term(s). Hence we say, ‘I am a
man’, ‘Devadatta, owing to bad karma, is an ox (in this life)’, and so on,
or ‘Among lights, I (Krsna, the Lord) am the radiant sun’ (Gita, 10.21),
and indeed, ‘That [i.e. the supreme Self] you are.” We have here the inner
rationale for Ramanuja’s theory of the extended denotation of words:
that all (naming) terms'” predicated of (finite) substantival entities
ultimately terminate in Brahman in their primary sense, for such entities
are the supported modal bodies,, of Brahman their supporting ensouler,,
(or self,,)."® We can now go on to consider the self-body mode’s second
component relationship.

(2) The controller—thing-controlled (niyantr—niyamya'®) relationship.
Carman observes, ‘the word adhara, like the English translations
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support or ground, is fundamentally impersonal. It may be, therefore,
that Ramanuja prefers to link this impersonal term with the two other
terms used in the definition of the embodied self, niyanta [i.e. controller]
and Sesi [i.e. principal], both of which have a much more personal
connotation for him.’® This is quite possible, but there is much more to
this relationship than the stress on its personal aspect, of course. What
sort of control is being spoken of here? It seems that Ramanuja has in
mind two kinds of control, each of which has a microcosmic and a
macrocosmic application. In keeping with our earlier observation, it is
the person that acts as the paradigm for the controller in every case.

(a) Control over non-personal entities. The model here, drawn from
everyday experience, is the individual person’s control over his volun-
tary actions in respect of his healthy (prakrtic) body. Experientially, this
control is immediate; further, it is potentially beneficial both to the body
— the controlled — in that through ‘obedience’ to this control the body’s
health and longevity are likely to be preserved, and to the atman, the
controller, for whom the prospect of liberation is enhanced through the
dharmic control of its body. This kind of unimpeded, ambivalent
control is exercised by the (finite) self},,.

An illuminating illustration of the many-sidedness of this control and
of its potential for good (and ill) — an illustration which must have
weighed in Rimanuja’s mind — arises from the consideration that niyantr
(which we have translated by ‘controller’) can also mean ‘charioteer’ (cf.,
for instance, Maitri Upanisad, 11.6). The charioteer can either keep his
horses ‘under control’ by guiding and restraining them along the
recommended path, or he can come to grief by allowing his horses to
have their own way. Similarly, in the microcosmic application of the
model, the finite atman, the controller, can either keep its bodily chariot
(the thing-controlled) on course by guiding and restraining its potential-
ly wayward senses and other prakrtic faculties along the dharmic path,
or it can ‘give rein’ to these faculties and lose the way to salvation.?! The
ideal, of course, is a fully integrated control between self and body in the
latter’s different functions and aspects, the sort of control the Gita’s
varied use of the term yam (and its derivatives) — from which niyam and
then niyantr are derived — is intended to explore (a use which no doubt
influenced Ramanuja heavily). In the macrocosmic application of the
self-body model under this heading, Brahman is the omnipotent,
omniscient and all-providing controller of the non-conscious world, the
thing controlled. He exercises this control freely through the regulative
force of the universal law of karma, which only he can master. And, as
we have seen in an earlier chapter, it is essential to Brahman’s control of
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the non-conscious world that the production, disposition, conservation
and cessation of every inanimate object fall, absolutely speaking,
directly under the command of his effective will (samkalpa). Well may
Ramanuja quote Manu, 12.122, that Brahman is ‘the Ordainer of all
things’ (sarvesam prasasitaram).”> However, though for Ramanuja all
things are under Brahman’s provident sway, because Vedanta lacks the
concept of an eschaton in which the whole of the created order finds its
historical consummation he cannot say in the spirit of a Paul that ‘the
creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God’
and that under Brahman’s guidance ‘the creation itself will be set free
from its bondage to decay, and obtain the glorious liberty of the children
of God’ (Romans 8:18f.).

(b) Control over personal entities. Here, both in the microcosmic and
macrocosmic applications of the relationship we are considering, the
controller must not violate the moral autonomy of the personal entity or
entities controlled. The model is a community of free agents among
whom one rules by consent of the ruled and is responsible to the latter in
so ruling. Where the Lord is the controller in this relationship, he
exercises control through the application of the karmic law to the
situation and circumstances of the controlled. The controlled in
response must strive to develop that ‘holy will’ of which we spoke earlier
by which controller and controlled work freely in perfect harmony, at
the same time furthering the ends of the former and the salvation of the
latter. It is with these various nuances of control in mind that Ramanuja
frequently refers to the Lord as the ‘inner Controller’ (antaryamin) of the
world as a whole and of individual beings separately. Here a problem
arises. On the one hand, as a good theist, Ramanuja is sensible of the
need to refer to Brahman as the universal and absolute Controller, upon
whose effective will depends the realisation of every action and event in
the finite order, regardless of whether these events and actions belong to
conscious or non-conscious beings.”> On the other hand, Rimanuja is
keen to acknowledge, as we have seen, a core of inviolable moral
autonomy for the individual self in terms of which the self can be referred
to as the ‘controller’ or determiner of its own destiny in the proper sense.
Ramanuja’s response to this tension we shall be considering shortly.

(3) The principal—accessory (Sesin—S$esa) relationship. Rimanuja says,
“This is, in all cases, the relation between principal and accessory: the
accessory is that whose nature [svaripd] it is to be given over to the
tendency to render due glory to another; that other is the principal.’*
Once more the stress is on the personal nature of the principal in the
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context of the self-body model. And, again, the accessory may be
personal or non-personal. If under the first heading the self,, gives
epistemological and ontological support to its body,,, providing the
latter’s raison d’étre, and under the second heading it directs and
restrains its body,,, here the self,,, by being what it is, gives point to or
completes the existence of its body,,. In other words, in this relationship
of principal and accessory, the body,, by acting out its ‘natural’
function, voluntarily or involuntarily, i.e. by being what it is, ‘glorifies’
or expresses in some way the due superiority of its self,,. Once more,
under this relationship, there is a microcosmic and a macrocosmic
application.

For Ramanuja, an important example of the principal —accessory
relationship between finite personal agents was the relationship between
master and ‘born servant’. Today the concept of ‘natural’ or ‘congenital’
servitude, i.e. of a person being born to serve another human being, is
almost universally found to be morally repugnant, and rightly so. In
Ramanuja’s time it seems that the reverse was the case (and not only in
India, of course). In any case, the born servant, by compliantly accepting
his natural serving-function, and by acting accordingly, exalts his master
for what he is — the master — by functioning as what e is, the servant.
Whether we approve of natural servitude or not, the example brings out
what Ramanuja understood by the principal —accessory relationship:
that by duly expressing its nature the accessory glorifies its principal — it
throws the spotlight, as it were, on its principal, not on itself. We are
now, it seems to me, in the realm of value-discourse: one appreciates the
value (as opposed to the intelligibility or the existence) of the accessory,
from one or other point of view, only in terms of the principal. In the
example above, we estimate the worth, i.e. the dignity and status, of the
servant in accordance with the master’s. There are further considera-
tions here. Belief in natural servitude is quite compatible with belief in
the moral autonomy of the born servant, who can wish freely to carry
out the function for which he was born. Certainly Ramanuja would have
held these two beliefs together. The point is that for Ramanuja the
master—servant relationship could be (and ideally was) a loving
relationship on the basis of its freedom. (Hinduism traditionally
recognised a mutually benign master/mistress—servant relationship as
one kind of genuine loving (bhakti) relationship.) Thus, the principal—-
accessory relationship between persons is, ideally, as the master—
servant example shows us, a loving relationship.

Réamanuja applies the master—servant example, mutatis mutandis, to
the principal—accessory relationship in its theological context. Brahman
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is the master, the principal, while finite persons (especially human
persons) are his servants, his accessories. R&manuja adduces in support
of this view such scriptural statements as BAUp, 1V.4.22: [The supreme
Self] is the patron of all, the master of all.” The point of our existence is to
magnify Brahman by acknowledging what we are, by recognising our
lowly place relative to him, through a life of devoted service (kaimk-
arya).” In fact, says Ramanuja often enough, it is the very savour of our
existence to be the Lord’s accessories.?® Ultimately, we derive our value
and dignity as persons in our capacity as servants, as accessories, of
Brahman the supreme Value. And we realise our value through devoted
service, which may none the less be a genuine friendship.

Where non-personal accessories are concerned, the paradigm for the
principal—accessory relationship in its finite instantiation is the relation
between the jivatman and its material body in the human composite. It is
such a body that is best suited to glorify, to ‘set off’, the jewel that is its
inner spirit. This the body does when its multifarious deeds and
capacities are allowed to be transparent to the cultivated spiritual beauty
of the soul within. And, as the most appropriate empirical vehicle and
instrument of the atman, the human body shares in the worth of the
human individual, which in and through its afrman becomes an end-in-
itself, i.e. an intrinsic seat of value. Further, in so far as the whole
inanimate world may be regarded as an ‘extension’ of the human being
which grows and develops as the being it is by living in, manipulating
and assimilating the world, the human person becomes the summit of
visible creation. This means that the ‘human’ atman, as an end-in-itself,
becomes the material world’s value-giver in some real sense, i.e. the
world is given a value in different respects in so far as it furthers the
growth and ends of the human person.

But does this not generate a tension so far as the understanding that it
is Brahman who is the supreme Principal of the world (human persons
included), the world’s final value-giver, is concerned? Brahman alone is
that end in terms of which all other ends derive their worth. How then
can we say that the jivatman is an end-in-itself and that it is an intrinsic
value-bestower to the world? As in the case of similar questions raised
under the previous two headings, we shall take this matter up when
dealing with the implications of Ramanuja’s theological method.

In fact, we can now go on to examine how the self—body model (in its
body-of-God and body-of-the-jiva sub-models), under the three con-
stituent relationships considered, can be seen to integrate the various
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aspects of Ramanuja’s theology. The model does this by a process of
identifying and then holding together a ‘system of polarities’. It is
through the interplay and interrelationships of the various polarities of
the two-tiered self—body model that the range and depth of Ramanuja’s
‘identity-in-difference’ theology are expressed.

By ‘polarity’ here I mean a more or less stable tension between two
(possibly more) poles such that this tension is resolvable into two
mutually opposing but synchronous tendencies. One tendency is
‘centripetal’, whereby the poles are attracted to each other; the other is
‘centrifugal’, keeping the poles apart. Each tendency by itself is
destructive of the polarity as a whole, but as simultaneously corrective of
each other the tendencies work towards preserving the dynamic
equilibrium of the system. The centripetal and centrifugal tendencies
comprising a polarity can each be articulated in terms of a distinctive but
mutually complementary mode of discourse. Each polarity itself is
translatable into its own appropriate and more or less self-contained
pattern of speech which ultimately, through a set of ‘universalising
factors’, must be integrated into the universe of discourse of the polarity-
system as a whole. All this is not as complicated as it sounds, and we can
explain what we mean by Ramanuja’s ‘polarity theology’ by illustrating
how it works in the context of each of the component relationships of the
self—body model.

(1) The support—thing-supported relationship. Under this heading,
theologically applied in its ontological aspect, Ramanuja’s understand-
ing of Brahman’s originative causality in respect of finite being finds its
place. We distinguished in an earlier chapter?’ two facets to the divine
originative causality: Brahman as finite being’s ‘substantial cause’
(upadana karana) and Brahman as finite being’s ‘efficient cause’ (nimitta
karana). To appreciate how Ramanuja’s polarity-method works under
this heading we must recall one or two features of these types of
causality. To start which, substantial causality: this generates the
‘inherence’ mode of discourse to do justice to the scriptural (and
experiential) insight that it is in Brahman that we live and move and have
our being, that apart from Brahman we have no realisation as being.
Brahman thus existentially supports the world (the thing supported) as
its substantial cause. As part of his method, Ramanuja gives his
understanding of Brahman’s substantial causality a distinctive termin-
ology. In so far as this causality may be looked at from Brahman’s point
of view, as it were, to preserve the ontological intimacy between cause
and effect, Ramanuja, as we have seen, is prepared to talk of Brahman in
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his creative aspect as ‘the causal Brahman’ and of the produced world as
‘the effected Brahman’. This accentuates the identity between infinite
and finite being in Ramanuja’s theology of ‘identity-in-difference’.
Now, this way of talking can be said to be ‘centripetal’ in that it tends to
collapse the Brahman-pole and the world-pole into each other by its
‘kenotic’ emphasis; it empties out, in a manner of speaking, Brahman’s
reality into the world, identifying the reality of the cause too closely with
that of the effect. By seeking to do justice to the utter derivativeness of
the world’s being, it threatens the transcendence of that being’s
originative cause. A serious consequence may well be the supreme
being’s pantheistic involvement with the world’s natural limitations and
imperfections.

To counteract this, Ramanuja provided correctives with a ‘cen-
trifugal’ tendency. The main corrective in this respect was speaking of
Brahman, still from a perspective of ‘above’, as the efficient cause of the
world. Now, you will recall that it is a feature of the concept of efficient
cause to accentuate the difference in nature between the efficient cause
and the effect. Thus Brahman as the world’s efficient cause, i.e. as
initiating and sustaining the action which brings the world into being,
supports the world in the sense that the world cannot be realised as
existent apart from him, but at the same time is seen to transcend the
world through his sovereign (i.e. unnecessitated) causal action. Such talk
is ‘centrifugal’ since the Brahman-pole and the world-pole are sought to
be kept apart. And the stress here is on the difference between infinite
and finite being in their ‘identity-in-difference’ relationship. The way is
open for that distinctive theological talk which is mindful of the Lord’s
essential transcendence, perfection and ontological sovereignty in
relation to the world’s.

Now, the point is that, within one and the same context of divine
originative causality, a polarity is expressed in terms of two modes of
discourse: a ‘centripetal’ one and a ‘centrifugal’ one. The centripetal
mode of discourse emphasises Brahman’s identity with the world, the
centrifugal way of speaking his difference from the world. Rimanuja
saw no ultimate need to dispénse with either mode of discourse within
the polarity. This is where he differed from Samkara, for instance.
Samkara also accepted that Brahman was both the substantial and the
efficient cause of the world — but only in respect of the conditioned (i.e.
the saguna) Brahman: Brahman viewed through the illusory spectacles
of duality. From the final standpoint there is no ground for polarity-
discourse, since there is but one reality (the nirguna Brahman) — non-
dual, relationless and ineffable. Ramanuja, by contrast, affirmed the
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permanent value of polarity-discourse in theology, and developed it
methodologically. In fact, it is distinctive of his theological method to
identify and to develop, on the basis of an equal hermeneutic status given
to the different kinds of scriptural text (dualist, non-dualist, and so
forth) and the religious experience grounded on these, a range of
polarities, and to use their mutually counterbalancing modes of
discourse, within the general framework of the self—body model, to
articulate and ‘comprehend’ the unique sort of identity-in-difference he
sought to preserve between his God and the world. Thus, though
describing Brahman simultaneously as the world’s substantial and
efficient causes is not distinctive of Ramanuja’s system (Samkara also
calls Brahman the substantial and the efficient cause of the world,
though he says this only of the saguna Brahman), identifying Brahman’s
originative causality in terms of a polarity is distinctive.

We can appreciate this by considering other polarities that find their
home in this schema. Though speaking of Brahman as the world’s
efficient cause is the main corrective, in Ramanuja’s system, to talk of
Brahman as the substantial cause, there is another polarity Ramanuja
uses (within the inherence mode of discourse) which contributes mainly
centrifugally to offsetting the centripetal tendency of his understanding
of divine substantial causality. This is the part—part-possessor
(amsa—amsin) polarity,?® implying a “partitive’ theological emphasis in
contrast to the ‘participative’ emphasis of the concept of substantial
causality. Though one side of the part—part-possessor polarity does
assert the identity between Brahman and the world, its main thrust is to
differentiate these two poles.

Another polarity we can consider here — this time, in contrast to the
part—part-possessor polarity, with an ontologically identifying rather
than a differentiating emphasis — is the mode—mode-possessor (prak-
ara-prakarin) polarity.”? The mode, we recall, is fundamentally a
‘hanger-on’ (epistemologically and/or ontologically) of the mode-
possessor; this makes the corresponding polarity predominantly an
identifying one in the context of the self —body model, where Brahman is
regarded as the mode-possessor and the world/the substantival in-
dividual his mode. It is important to note that both the part—part-
possessor and mode—mode-possessor polarities have to do with
Ramanuja’s identity-in-difference relation between Brahman and the
world ‘from below’. There is a further consideration here. In the context
of the self—body model - the world/the substantival individual as modal
body,, of the self,, — Brahman, the mode-possessor, is simultaneously
both ontologically and epistemologically the thing supported. The point
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is that in its theological application the mode—mode-possessor polarity
has, besides the ontological connotations considered above, epis-
temological implications as well. Here Brahman becomes the epis-
temological support, the ground of intelligibility, of the world. The
world cannot be realised (i.e. understood) for what it is apart from
Brahman. Ramanuja’s theory of the extended denotation of (substance)
words fits under this heading of the self-body model. Though the
tendency coming to the fore here may well be the centripetal one —i.e. in
terms of intelligibility the world-pole tends to be swallowed up by the
Brahman-pole, the source and terminus of all meaning — there is a
counteracting (centrifugal) side to this polarity, as we have seen. Here
Brahman as qualificate (visesya) becomes the referent of all substance
qualifier terms (visesanas). We have noticed that the result of this is to
accentuate the difference between Brahman and the world: Brahman, in
so far as he is the self,, of the world his body,,, is the ultimate subject
qualified (visesya) by all qualifier terms referring to substantival,
therefore distinguishable, entities.>

But what of our problem raised earlier, i.e. that talk of Brahman as the
finite self’s absolute source of being and meaning threatens the self’s
substantival reality and intrinsic intelligibility? This is where Raman-
uja’s distinctive technique of ‘perspectival shift’ again comes into effect.
From the point of view of the self—body model’s second tier, i.e.
specifically from the viewpoint of the jivatman as ensouling,, support of
its body,, (the material body which is the thing supported), we experience
ineluctably our substantival reality in terms of our non-sublatable
personal identity. This is where Ramanuja’s analysis of self-conscious-
ness, examined in Chapter 3 in particular, becomes relevant. And it is a
consequence of enduring personhood to be, in a real sense, a bestower of
meaning and purpose to the materiality in association with which
personhood develops and grows. In this way the microcosmic tier of the
self-body model counterbalances the macrocosmic, resulting in the
dynamic equilibrium of the whole. We can say much more under this
heading, but enough has been done in this context, I think, to illustrate
how Ramanuja’s polarity method works.

(2) The controller—thing-controlled relationship. In its theological
application, on one side this relation has as its dominant idea the Lord’s
absolute sovereignty (svatantrata) over the world. Only the Lord can
control the world and guide it; this he does by his unique mastery over
primal, universal karma, as we have seen, and by his indwelling all
conscious agents as their inner Controller (antaryamin). This insight
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engenders a mode of discourse fully alerted to the sovereign, morally
perfect and unthwartable will of the Lord. As a result, the world is in
danger of being regarded as a series of predetermined events, and human
persons — the true representatives of this world — run the risk of being
evacuated of any moral autonomy in the context of a deterministic
Calvinist-type ethic. The thrust of things here is centripetal, with little or
no room left for genuine chance, contingency and moral freedom in the
world: the world has no real ‘character’ of its own in the face of the
Lord’s overwhelming sovereignty.

But the controller—thing-controlled relation harbours a genuine
polarity in that there is another side to it, a centrifugal side. Here the
Lord’s control over the world takes into account the vagaries of chance
and human freedom. The Lord’s elective dealings with man in the
context of which divine grace and divine avataras come into play, are
based on the freedom of the individual to respond in love (bhakti). Such
a relationship works only if its personal poles retain their separate,
autonomous self-control. If ‘centrifugal’ distinctions under the support
—thing-supported heading allow for Brahman’s natural perfection in
contrast to the natural limitations of man, ‘centrifugal’ distinctions
under this heading point to Brahman’s moral perfection in contrast to
man’s liability to moral evil. Thus the centripetal and centrifugal sides of
the controller—thing-controlled relation set up a polar equilibrium
between the Lord and man (and the world), with all the language,
behaviour and imagery that this implies. Both sides are to be held
together in the life and experience of the devotee, each valid in its own
right. And yet another facet of Ramanuja’s identity-in-difference
relation between God and the world is exposed to view.

The controller—thing-controlled relation in its microcosmic applica-
tion reinforces the corrective to the centripetal tendency described
above. Here the individual self experiences its genuine moral and
physical freedom in its control over its material body, its body,,, albeit
within the constraints of its karmic heritage. We have seen that
Ramanuja argues for or testifies to the finite self ’s freedom in more than
one context. In other words, he is keen to maintain that the autonomy of
the human selfis not swamped by God’s absolute, universal sovereignty.

(3) The principal—accessory relationship. Ramanuja understands this
relation too in terms of the polarity method. In the relation’s theological
application, the centripetal thrust is provided by the insight (and the
theological grammar attendant on it) that the Lord (the principal) is the
supreme End, Focus and Value of creation, while the world (the
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accessory), personal beings included, exists solely to glorify him.*' Often
enough, especially in his commentary on the Bhagavadgita, Ramanuja
expresses sentiments in accord with the experience and language of
monotheists throughout the world — that God is everything and we are
nothing; that he must become greater and greater in all things, while we
become less and less. The problem here is that, if such talk is taken to its
logical extreme, finite persons cease to have any intrinsic value and
become mere means, not only in their relationships with God but in their
dealings with each other as well. Ramanuja rejects this extreme. He
provides a corrective to the centripetal tendency above by being
attentive at the same time to centrifugal insights. In the principal-acces-
sory relation’s finite application, the individual arman is assured that it is
an end-in-itself, a value-bestower in its own right, through its relation-
ship with its material bodys, i.e. its body,,. This assurance comes not only
from scripture but from personal experience in the human individual’s
dealings with God and with other persons. Ramanuja’s analysis of self-
consciousness, complemented by his reading of scripture, is adduced to
show that by having a (conscious and blissful) nature essentially similar
to Brahman’s (cf. Chs. 3 and 5), we reflect in our own right as persons the
intrinsic value that characterises Brahman as an end-in-himself. Not
even Brahman, as a respecter of his own nature, can violate the essential
personhood of our beings. As we have seen already, Ramanuja’s
polarity theology demands that both centripetal and centrifugal ex-
periences as distinguished above must be done justice to, held together,
in our religious lives: namely, the experience that God is the only final
End and Summit of creation, the absolute Value in terms of which we
derive our own worth as persons; and the experience that, all things
considered, as persons we are inviolable ends-in-ourselves and best-
owers of value in our own right to the material world.

We can conclude this chapter with some general remarks on Ramanuja’s
polarity method and its implications for theology. First, we have seen
that the polarity method as a theological tool is deployed by Ramanuja
in the context of the self—body (ensouler—body) model with its three
constitutive relationships. Now, the self—body model functions on two
levels, the macrocosmic or theological, and the microcosmic or finite,
and though our attention may well be focused on the model in its
macrocosmic application we need to take account no less of the model’s
microcosmic instantiation, for the two levels ‘lock into’ and complement
each other to preserve the equilibrium of the self-body system of
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polarities as a whole in a theological context. The point of the polarity
method is to give due weight to what may at first sight appear conflicting
insights (and language) in respect of the polar tension of a relationship.
This polar tension, which we have described in the language of
‘centripetal’ and ‘centrifugal’ tendencies, is based on authority and/or
experience. In the theological context we are considering, it is based on
scriptural authority, as well as on religious and this-worldly experience.
For example, Samkara and Raminuja had to come to terms with
scriptural authority which referred to Brahman as the world’s substan-
tial and efficient cause with the conflicting tensions of language and
experience these concepts implied in the Vedantic tradition. Samkara
resolved the tension by ultimately doing away with it in the context of his
unconditioned or nirguna Brahman.*? Ramanuja took a radically
different approach. Committed as he was to genuine theism, with its
complexities of language and experience, he sought to preserve the
tension on the grounds that this did justice both to the declarations of
scripture and to the believer’s religious experience. He did not seek to
collapse, as a final solution, one pole of the tension into the other to
come up with either an absolute transcendentalism (as Samkara did,
stifling the theistic consciousness in the process) or a gross pantheism (as
the Bhedabhedavadins criticised by Ramanuja seemed to have done,
unwittingly making of their supreme being an object of ridicule).

On the other hand, Ramanuja did not glory in paradox, theological or
otherwise, for its own sake; his method holds out no invitation to wallow
in ‘soft thinking’, to indulge in a logic of irrationality or contradiction.
There is nothing of the Credo quia absurdum in Ramanuja the
theologian. Even a cursory reading of the Summary or of the Commen-
tary (and, I hope, a reading of this book) will show beyond doubt the
respect Ramanuja had for reason and logic and the vigour with which he
pursued logical argument. But a ‘seamless logic’, if you will, did apply
within the confines of a particular mode of discourse in a polarity, not
necessarily across the polarity-tension or between the various polarities.
And, again, the same strict rules of logic applied within the polarity-
system but not the same premisses. Ramanuja’s credit lies in seriously
and humbly recognising the place of paradox in our necessarily limited
human experience and understanding of the meaning of life and human
fulfilment in the light of the Transcendent, and in then developing a
comprehensive method to articulate this paradoxical grasp of mystery.
We have seen that his method is the ‘polarity method’, and the polarity
method is likely to work best precisely where human experience comes
up ineluctably against paradox: in the face of mystery. And the
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mysterium tremendum et fascinans (and, we may add, necessarium) par
excellence is the supreme being or God. This is why Ramanuja’s polarity
method is ideally a theological method.

Because Ramanuja’s polarity theology acknowledges as unavoidable
the age-old tensions between authority and faith and between the
experience and reason of the mature believer, and seeks to ‘comprehend’
and reconcile them within the framework of a dynamic equilibrium, it is
both creative and fertile. This framework is, of course, the self—body
model as described. The theology it expresses is creative because it first
recognises and then reconciles in an original way the various tensions
mentioned. It is fertile in so far as it is open-ended and yet structures
reason and experience in their theological articulation. The two most
overarching structural factors are the concepts of ‘self’ (or ‘ensouler’)
and ‘body’, in the specialised yet allegedly literal senses Ramanuja gave
to them. (The specialised literal bias to my mind betokens a healthy
evaluation of the relation between the literal and the metaphorical use of
words in theology.) The two concepts of ‘self’ and ‘body’ are made to
inform a universal mode of theological discourse in terms of which the
three constitutive relationships of the model with their more particular
modes of discourse function polarity-wise as a system. A further feature
binding the whole together is the setting-up of ‘resonances’ among the
polarities. For example, the ‘resonance’ between the ontological and the
epistemological nuances of the supportive mode—mode-possessor
polarity helps one appreciate better the unitive function exercised by the
dominant ‘support’ and ‘thing-supported’ ideas of the first constituent
relationship of the self—body model. Again, all three of the model’s
constitutent relationships have distinctive emphases which ‘resonate’
together to form a perception of the human person as an inviolable end-
in-itself, and so on. This idea of ‘resonance’ awaits further analysis.

What, we may now ask very briefly, is Ramanuja’s main contribution
to the theological enterprise (not excluding especially the dialogue
between Hinduism and Christianity*®)? Historically, in the Mimamsaka
or exegetical tradition it offered the first serious, orthodox scripture-
based theistic challenge to the onslaughts of Samkarite non-dualism on
the one hand, and of Piirvamimamsaka on the other. In time,
Ramanuja’s theology restored respectability to devotional theism and
encouraged other innovative thinkers to follow suit. In general, as I hope
this book has shown, Ramanuja has made an original contribution to
theology in respect of both content and method. As to content, there are
a number of new and stimulating ideas as well as a fertile development of
earlier (sometimes germinal) views: for example, his theory of the
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denotation of naming-words extending to Brahman, the conception of
the divine supernal form, and indeed the substance of the self—body
model itself, comprising as it does the dominant ideas of the three
constituent relationships. But Ramanuja’s outstanding original con-
tribution to theology is, as indicated, his implicit proposal of the polarity
method, which we have spelt out and analysed. Surely here Ramanuja is
offering theologians the world over something which, because of the
unique nature of theology’s proper object, they could ponder with much
profit.

One final point. Is there a suitable label we can use to describe
Riamanuja’s theology? In the Sanskrit, though Ramanuja himself does
not use it, the expression most often used later by his followers and
critics to refer to his system is viSistadvaita (i.c. the non-duality of
qualified or differentiated beings).* This seems an apt-enough descrip-
tion for Ramanuja’s distinctive thinking on the relation of identity-in-
difference between Brahman and finite being — especially in view of his
repeated and characteristic use of the participle viSista (‘qualified’) in
this context. But is there a suitable English equivalent? The favoured
contender seems to be ‘panentheism’ (the being all-in-(one)God).>* But
this will hardly do. For one, while ‘panentheism’ seems to approximate
satisfactorily to Ramanuja’s central teaching that the deity compre-
hends all of reality within itself, it quite fails to adequate to another
equally central concern of Ramanuja’s: that the deity indwells all of
reality, controlling and fulfilling it as its inner Self. But my main
objection against the ‘panentheism’ description is that apparently its aim
is to describe Ramanuja’s theology in respect of content rather than
method. And the whole thrust of the discussion in the latter half of this
chapter makes it evident, in the light of the pivotal role of Ramanuja’s
method in his theology, that this is inappropriate. This is why I have
sought to describe Rimanuja’s theology in terms of his method, i.e. as a
‘polarity theology’. But in the end, of course, it is unwise in such matters
to lay too much store by labels: one finds that for creative minds they are
apt to come unstuck.



Glossary

dacarya
Advaita

Agama
akrti

Alvar
amsa
amsin
ananda
anu
apauruseya
atman

avatdara

bhasya
Bhedabheda

bhoktr(-ta)
dharma

Learned teacher, master scholar.

Non-duality; the philosophical-theological system of
non-dualism in which ultimately there is but one
reality, Brahman— Atman, homogeneous, relationless
and ineffable. From this viewpoint the pluralistic
world is sublated away into the non-dualism of the
Ultimate. The greatest acarya of Advaita is Samkara
(c. eighth century CE).

Sacred (especially sectarian) teachings or writings.
Independently real ‘concrete universal’, the formal
object of ‘naming’ words (see Ch. 1).

One of a select group of innovative Tamil bhakti saints
of the Vaisnavas (c. sixth—ninth centuries CE).

Part or aspect.

Part-possessor.

Bliss, the affective side of consciousness, and usually
contrasted with sukha: (worldly) pleasure.

Literally, atom or minute particle, but also connotes
spatio-temporal limitation in general (see Ch. 4).
Non-personal.

The spiritual centre of an individual.

Literally, descent (i.e. the descent of the deity or a
liberated soul into samsara).

Written commentary.

Literally, difference/non-difference; philosophical—
theological position maintaining some relation of
identity-in-difference between the supreme being and
finite reality.

Experiencer (empirically).

Code of right conduct socially and religiously; law,
virtue. '
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guna
guru

jiva
Jha(-atr,-ata)
Jjana

karma

karman
kartr(-ta)
mahavakya
moksa
phala
pradhana
prakara
prakarin
prakrti

pramana
prasthanatraya
purana

purusa

Pirvamimamsa

purvapaksa
Samkhya

sampradaya
samsara

Glossary

Constituent strand of prakrti; quality, property.
Spiritual preceptor.

Individual finite self (or arman).

Knower.

Knowledge.

Meta-empirical, personal deposit of (morally)
meritorious and unmeritorious unenlightened action,
to be expended in samsara.

Action, deed.

Doer, performer of karman.

‘Great’ (i.e. weighty) utterance.

Liberation, salvation.

‘Fruit’, i.e. the (usually scripturally prescribed)
consequence of karman.

The primal material cause, in Samkhya a synonym for
prakrti.

Mode, determiner.

Mode-possessor.

In Samkhya, the primordial, insentient principle of
material, changeable being, comprising the three
gunas of sattva, rajas and tamas — the counterpart of
purusa; in Vedanta, mutatis mutandis, in essence the
same (cf. Ch. 2, n. 28).

Epistemologically, a distinctive source of knowledge.
‘The three foundations’ of Vedantic theory: the
classical Upanisads, the Bhagavadgita and the Brahma
Sttras.

A smrti text of religious stories and miscellaneous
information.

Person. In Samkhya one of an indefinite number of
homogeneous, conscious centres — in essence the
spiritual counterpart of prakrti; in Vedanta, usually
synonymous with arman.

The Earlier or Prior School of Exegesis, concentrating
on those areas of scripture concerned with the sacred
ritual.

The position of the opponent in a debate; (-sin) the
opponent. ‘
An orthodox dualist school of thought, in which
purusa and prakrti are the first principles.
Teaching-tradition.

The round of rebirth.



samskara
Sarira
saririn
sastra
smrti

Sruti
susupti
sttra
svariapa

tejas
Veda(s)
viSesana
visesya
yoga
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(Usually mental) impression or trace.

Body.

Ensouling self.

(Often religious) authoritative text.

Sacred text, authoritative in so far as it supports or
illuminates $ruti.

Canonical scripture (i.e. the Vedas).

Dreamless sleep.

Aphorism.

Proper form: form belonging to some entity qua that
entity.

Fire, lustre.

Canonical scripture (see Sruti).

Qualifier.

Qualificate.

Union, bonding, discipline; (Yoga) an orthodox
dualist school of thought like Samkhya, emphasising
meditative techniques and postures.



Abbreviations

AitAr
BAUp
BG11

BRG

BrSii
BSBh

ChandUp
Gita
KathUp
KauUp
MundUp
ShBh

SveUp
TaiUp
Th

VedDip
VedS

VedSar

ViPu

Aitareya Aranyaka.

Brhadaranyaka Upanisad.

The Bhagavad-Gita with Eleven Commentaries, 3 vols, ed.
Shastri G. S. Sadhale.

Sri Bhagavad-Ramanuja-Granthamala, ed. Sri Kanchi P. B.
Annangaracharya Swamy.

Brahma Siitra.

Samkara’s Brahmasitrabhasya, rev. Wasudev Laxman
Shastri Pansikar, 2nd edn.

Chandogya Upanisad.

Bhagavadgita.

Katha Upanisad.

Kausitakt Upanisad.

Mundaka Upanisad.

Sri-Bhashya by Ramanujacharya, ed. Vasudev Shastri
Abhyankar. [The Commentary.]

Svetasvatara Upanisad.

Taittiriya Upanisad.

G. Thibaut, The Vedanta-Sitras with the Commentary by
Ramanuja.

Ramanuja’s Vedantadipa (text taken from the BRG).
Ramanuja’s Vedarthasamgraha, ed. J. A. B. van Buitenen
[The Summary.]

Ramanuja’s Vedantasara (text taken from the BRG). [The
Essence of the Vedanta.]

Visnu Purana.
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Notes

CHAPTER ONE: LANGUAGE AND MEANING

1. In his The Theology of Ramanuja, p.27, J. B. Carman proposes a
modification of these dates.

2. ‘God’ is being used not as a proper name but as a descriptive term for the
supreme being.

3. In some circles, not least among modern Hindu thinkers, ‘theology’ has
acquired a pejorative sense, and implies dogmatism. This is unfortunate and
unwarranted and some recent works have done much to rehabilitate the term in
its Hindu context. See, for instance, R. V. De Smet’s The Theological Method of
Samkara, esp. ch. 1, and Carman’s The Theology of Ramanuja; also G. Gispert-
Sauch’s fine article ‘Shankaracarya and our Theological Task’, Vidyajyoti, Sep.
1978, pp.348-55. It is hoped that this book too will contribute towards
establishing that at least in Ramanuja’s case theology was a serious and
systematic inquiry into matters of enduring truth and value for man in the light
of the transcendent.

4. For information about Ramanuja’s life, cf.for example A. Govinda-
charya, The Life of Ramanujacharya; C. R. Srinivasa Aiyengar, The Life and
Teachings of Sri Ramanujacharya. For briefer versions, see Carman, The
Theology of Ramanuja, ch.2; and K. D. Bharadwaj, The Philosophy of
Ramanuja, ch. 1.

5. The Sanskrit text followed in this book is from Ramanuja’s Vedarthasa-
mgraha, ed. J. A. B. van Buitenen (Veds).

6. Sanskirt text taken from Sri-Bhashya by Ramanujacharya, ed. Vasudev
Shastri Abhyankar (ShBh). Though, as noted already, all translations from the
Sanskrit in this book are my own, I give page references to G. Thibaut’s English
translation, The Vedanta-Siitras with the Commentary by Ramanuja (Th), for
those who wish to consult an English translation in wider context.

7. All quotations from Sanskrit commentaries on the Gita are taken from The
Bhagavad-Gita with Eleven Commentaries, 3 vols, ed. Shastri G. S. Sadhale
(BG11).

8. References to the Vedantasara (VedSar) and Vedantadipa (VedDip) are
taken from the Sanskrit text in Sri Bhagavad-Ramanuja-Granthamala, ed. Sri
Kanchi P. B. Annangaracharya Swamy (BRG). (This volume contains the
Sanskrit text of the nine works traditionally ascribed to Ramanuja.) The VedSar
and VedDip are shorter commentaries on the Brahma Siitras than the Sri Bhasya
and rarely have a neater turn of phrase or original material.
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9. The Sanskrit text of these last four works is in the BRG. They await good
English translations.

10. There is useful material in this book on the development of Sri Vaisnava
thought after Ramanuja.

11. Carman, The Theology of Ramanuja, p.49.

12. For more on this see ibid., ch. 3, pp. 57-60, and ch. 17, esp. n. 1.

13. Why did Ramanuja write these two — compared to the fri Bhasya much
shorter, unoriginal — commentaries on the Brahma Sitras? Conversely, why did
he not write individual commentaries on the classical Upanisads as Samkara and
Madhva did, for instance? To consider the second question first: it was central to
Ramanuja’s exegetical approach to treat the classical Upanisads as a single body
of revealed truth and to show the overall coherence of their teaching by a proper
application of the rules of exegesis. In this light the traditional demarcation of
the Upanisads under different names was a division of convenience not of
function. To make separate commentaries of the individual Upanisads might
give the impression of fragmenting their unitary nature. Further, so far as
Réamanuja was concerned it was unnecessary, for one of the chief ends of the
Summary and of the Commentary was to show the coherence and unitariness of
Upanisadic teaching. As to the first question (why three commentaries on the
Brahma Sitras?): the Sitras as centring round key Upanisadic texts were
generally thought by Vedantins to encapsulate teachings of vital concern. Three
commentaries on them was a measure of their importance for Ramanuja. The
Commentary or Sri Bhasya was no doubt meant to act as Ramanuja’s magnum
opus, establishing his credentials as an authoritative exponent of the sacred texts
and setting out in detail the chief features of his system. The two lesser
commentaries may well have been intended as handy summaries, ready-
reference manuals, or the like, each in its own way, for the serious but less
academic members of Ramanuja’s sect, especially at a time when the sect offered
a serious alternative to Samkara’s theological system. Contrary to the view that
the two shorter commentaries are not authentic works of Ramanuja, they seem
to bear the unmistakable stamp of his intellect. For a treatment of Rimanuja’s
analysis of individual Upanisads, see S. S. Raghavachar’s Sri Ramanuja on the
Upanishads.

14. We can disregard S. R. Bhatt’s view that Ramanuja was not a Sri
Vaisnava, that his predecessor Yamuna was not the author of the Atmasiddhi
and Gitarthasamgraha, and indeed that the Alvars probably post-dated
Ramanuja(!). Bhatt has not really substantiated these claims. See the Introduc-
tion to his Studies in Ramanuja Vedanta, and pp. 69, 138, 156, 172, 180.

15. Carman writes, ‘both branches [of the sect] regard Ramanuja as the third
great teacher (acarya) of the distinct Sri Vaisnava tradition’ (The Theology of
Ramanyja, p. 24, emphasis added). Perhaps the operative term here is dcarya or
authoritative teacher, and Carman is distinguishing it from guru or spiritual
preceptor (though not infrequently the roles of dcarya and guru merged).

16. VedS, para.2, p.73. ‘Scripture and reason’: §rutinyaya-.

17. Cf., for example, ShBh, 1.1.3 (p. 142, 1.19; Th, p. 169). ‘Scripture’: sastra.
This Sanskrit term has the general meaning of sacred or authoritative text. Its
sense is broader than either sruti, meaning ‘canonical scripture or statement’, or
smrti, which refers to a text that has authority only in so far as it supports or
illuminates $ruti.
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18. Thus svaripa, (strictly) the nature or form proper to some entity qua that
entity.

19. ShBh,1.1.3 (p. 145,1.17 — p. 146, 1. 2; Th, p. 173). From ‘proper form’ to
‘repugnant’:  nikhilaheyapratyanikasvaripam; ‘comprising omniscience,
omnipotence and so on’: sarvajiiasatyasamkalpatvadimisra-.

20. Cf. Samkara’s Brahmasitrabhasya, 1.1.2 (pp. 7-8), from the text revised
by Wasudev Laxman Shastri Pansikar (BSBh). ‘Inference’: anumana,
‘argument’: tarka.

21. ShBh, 1.1.13 (p. 187, 1.19; Th, p.216).

22. For a more detailed analysis of sources influencing Ramanuja’s thought,
cf. E. Lott’s God and the Universe in the Vedantic Theology of Ramanuja; also see
Bharadwaj, though here one must bear in mind that as a committed follower of
Ramanuja’s school Bharadwaj often blurs the distinction betwen Ramanuja’s
own views and those of his disciples.

23. W. G. Neevel, Yamuna’s Vedanta and Paricaratra, pp. 74—5. This book
also has a good treatment of the conceptual interplay among Ramaéanuja’s
precursors in the tradition; see esp. chs 4-5.

24. In the VedSar and VedDip Ramanuja’s commentary on these sitras is
slight compared to that on many other satras. He did not go out of his way to
give them prominence.

2S. Carman, The Theology of Ramanuja, p.48.

26. On this point Lott comments, ‘is this absence of explicit sectarian material
so curious?. . . It was not merely a matter of expediency but the need for clarity
of articulation and effective communication that precluded an explicit sectarian
orientation’ (God and the Universe, p. 25).

27. See P. N. Srinivasachari’s The Philosophy of Bhedabheda for more
information about this approach.

28. Much remains to be done in determining the conceptual relationship
between Bhaskara, Yadavaprakasa and Ramanuja.

29. By Ramanuja’s time Samkara’s theology was fast becoming the most
influential Vedantic interpretation of the scriptures.

30. This was in sharp contrast to the view of the Nyaya VaiSesika school,
which maintained that it was I§vara or the Lord who determined the
denotativeness of Vedic words and taught this to the primeval seers; also, it was
the Lord who composed the Vedas, and as such, they were pauruseya or
‘personal’. Here we must issue a warning that it was not any sort of Vedic word
Ramanuja had in mind when treating of the relationship between Vedic words
and their objects. He had in mind so-called ‘naming’ words (referring in the main
to types of material substantival entities). We shall return to this, but this
qualification must be kept in mind during the ensuing discussion.

31. See n. 17.

32. ShBh,1.3.29 (p. 318,1.9—15; Thpp. 333—4). “The Blessed One’: bhagavan,
‘the previous configuration’: pirvasamsthanam; ‘previously collapsed in himself
as but his residual power’: svasmifi chaktimatravasesam pralinam; ‘traditional
order’: parvanupirvi- .

33. Cf. ShBh, 1.3.28 (p. 317, 11.9-15; Th, pp. 332-3).

34. The term is appropriate here in so far as the knowledge concerned is a
direct (unmistaken) awareness of past events and objects. However, unlike
memory proper, it does not necessarily entail a former first-person experience
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(absent in the case of secondary promulgators such as Brahma and the primeval
seers). In the context of a partial dissolution, for instance, where roles rather
than specific events are repeated, the present (promulgating) seer ViSvamitra
(for instance) is unlikely to be the same individual as the previous one and so
cannot ‘remember’ by way of a first-person experience the previous transmission
of the Vedas. In this connection, the tradition speaks of the sages depending on
innate impressions (samskdras) of the Vedas in their pre-established form.
Ramanuja explicitly exempts Brahman from this dependence since Brahman’s
knowledge is perfect. For these reasons the use of smr (‘remember’) here is a
special one; note also Ramanuja’s special use of anu-smrti) to describe the
imageful cognition constituting the highest bhakti or devotion to the Lord (see
Ch. 6).

35. We may note a contrast here between the Vedantic view and that of the
Pirvamimamsakas. In order to preserve the absolute independence of the
Vedas, the Pirvamimamsakas affirmed their eternity by rejecting the periodic
dissolution of the world.

36. VedsS, para. 139 (p. 168). ‘Injunctions, explanations and chants’: vidhyar-
thavadamantra- .

37. Literally, ‘the being one statement’ of meaning.

38. VedsS, p.200, n. 134. In his_pioneering but still practically inaccessible
work The Theological Method of Samkara, Fr De Smet illustrates (pp. 207-8)
how these exegetical factors come into play in determining the sense and
coherence of a text.

(1) upakramopasamharau (beginning and end): it is the mention in the
beginning as well as the end, of the topic treated in the section; for instance,
Clhandogya] U[panisad] 6 begins with the words ‘One only, without a second’
(6.2.1)’ and ends with the sentence ‘All this is identical with that; that is truth;
that is Atman,; that art thou, O Svetaketu’ (6.6.13). Such clear beginnings and
ends are the best sign of the intention of the Sruti.

(2) abhyasa (repetition): it is the statement, now and again in the course of a
section, of the matter to be taught in it; for instance, the ninefold repetition of
the sentence, ‘That thou art’, in the course of CU 6. This is also a very clear
sign of the intention of the $ruti.

(3) apirvata (novelty): it is the unknowability through the other pramanas,
such as perception etc. of the matter taught in the section; for instance, the
transcendent secondless Brahman in CU 6. Such a sign suggests that it must be
the topic intended by the Sruti.

(4) phala (fruit): it is the usefulness, referred to here and there, of the
knowledge of the matter taught; see, for instance, CU 6.14.1(and 2).

(5) arthavadas (secondary passages): it is either the commendation or the
condemnation by secondary passages of the subject taught or blamed in the
section; for instance, the extolling of the secondless Braham in CU 6.1.3.
(6) upapatti (consistency): it is shown by (analogical) reasoning stated now
and then in order to establish the truth of the matter taught; see, for instance,
CU6.1.4-6.

39. ShBh,1.3.29 (p. 318, 11. 15— 19; Th, p. 334). ‘Mental impression’: Samsk-
ara.
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40. See VedsS, para. 139 (pp. 168-9).

41. In Sanskrit, autpattikas tu sabdasyarthena sambandha iti. The technical
Sanskrit expression for the word-object relation we are considering is
Sabdarthasambandha.

42. VedS, para. 137 (p. 167). ‘The natural power’: -saktiyogah svabhavikah,
‘the natural power to denote’: bodhanasaktih svabhaviki.

43. See ibid.

44, ‘Of its own accord’: svatmana; van Buitenen’s suggested correction,
svatmanam, i.e. ‘belonging to the words themselves’ (?) (cf. VedS, p. 268, n. 612)
seems not only unnecessary but more obscure. The BRG has, strangely,
svatmanam for the Sri Bhasya and svatmanam for the VedDip, under1.1.1. Inany
case, the point of this expression is that the Vedic words, by their inherent
capacity to denote objects, spontaneously generate their meanings as the veil of
such impediments as lack of a competent teacher, defective cognitive faculties,
and the like, is progressively removed.

45. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 127, 1.5-11; Th, p.150). ‘Personal determiner’: samk-
etayitrpurusa-. See also VedS, para. 116 (p. 146).

46. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p.125, 1.17-21; Th, p.148). ‘Use by (one’s) elders’
vrddhavyavahara- ; ‘cognition of what-is-to-be-done’: karyabuddhi- ; ‘full-blown
(entity)’: parinispann(a)-.

47. The three basic categories into which sacred language was divided were
arthavada or explanatory statement, mantra or sacrificial formula, and vidhi or
injunction.

48. For a clear statement of terms and positions in this debate see esp. ch. 1 of
John Hick’s God and the Universe of Faiths.

49. We give the substance of a discussion in VedS, para. 119 (p. 147f).

50. Cf. VedsS, para. 116 (p. 146). In a later example, in the Commentary, the
message is changed to ‘Your father is keeping well’ — ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 127, 1.15f;
Th, p. 150). As van Buitenen points out (VedS, p. 268, n. 611), the first (i.e. stick)
example could without too much difficulty be interpreted as a covert injunction,
prompting the messenger or Devadatta to fetch the stick and so intimate to the
bystander the meaning of the message. The example would thus run counter to
Ramanuja’s reasoning. He seems to have been aware of this and to have changed
the example in the Commentary to the much more satisfactory father-example.

51. VedsS, para. 137 (p. 167).

52. In Sanskrit, yathabhiatavadi hi sastram.

53. Cf. VedS, para. 118 (p. 147).

54. Cf. ShBh, 1.1.4 (p. 169; Th, p.199).

55. In his Brahmasitrabhasya Samkara makes a clear statement in this
connection: ‘Their akrtis do not come into being when individual oxen etc. do,
for only individual instances of substances, qualities and actions come into
being, not akrtis. The [innate] relation of words is with the akrtis, not with the
individuals. This relation cannot obtain [between word and individuals] because
the individuals are infinite [in number as to time and place]’ — BSBh, 1.3.28
p. 123).

56. M. Biardeau, Théorie de la connaissance et philosophie de la parole dans le
Brahmanisme classique, p. 32f. A detailed discussion on the Pirvamimamsaka
view on the relation between word and object is given, from p. 156.

57. The word artha can mean both ‘object’ and ‘meaning’, and sometimes
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Ramanuja exploits this ambiguity (as here). Nevertheless, in Vedantic no less
thanin Pirvamimamsaka discussions on the specific relation between word and
its artha (Sabdarthasambandha), artha always means (natural) object. In the
Parvamimamsa context Biardeau writes, ‘Quand il s’agit du sens du mot ou de
Iobjet signifié par le mot, le terme sanskrit artha ne désigne jamais autre chose
dans la Mimamsa que ’objet lui-méme en tant que pergu et non une idée de
I’objet, un concept abstrait des objets, ou simplement un object-de-pensée’
(ibid., p. 161). In his Sabdapramanyam in Sabara and Kumarila, Francis D’Sa’s
discussion on @krtiis confused in places because he does not clarify whether akrti
is some external thing or a part of the cognitive process. Thus on p. 87 we have:
‘Strictly speaking akrti and vyaktih [i.e. individual] are two closely related
moments in the process of knowing’; on p. 89 it is said, ‘akrtih . . . inits concrete
existence is never found to be without its correlative, namely, the irrepeatable
individual’. This confusion rests on the prior confusion as to whether artha
means ‘(external) object’ or ‘meaning’.

58. VedS, para. 21 (p. 83). ‘Kinds of being’: -padarthan; ‘applied as names’:
namataya prayuktah; ‘find their fulfilment in the supreme Self’: paramat-
maparyant(a)- .

59. VedsS, para. 103 (p. 135). ‘Root’: prakrtih; ‘transformation’: vikara- ; ‘he
(alone) who is expressed by the A, the root of the whole collection of words’:
sarvavacakajataprakrtibhiitakaravacyah; ‘Narayana . . . the [ontological] root
of the whole collection of beings’: sarvavacyajataprakrtibhitanarayan(ah).

60. ShBh, 11.2.42 (p. 512, 1.8—15; Th, p. 531 [under 11.2.43]. ‘Principles of
being’: tattva-: ‘essence’: svaripam.

61. See ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 27, 1.17f.; Th, p. 39).

62. BSBh, 1.1.1 (p.6). ‘[Sound] reasoning and quotation mixed with the
appearance only of these’: yuktivakyatadabhasasamasrayah.

CHAPTER TWO: PREDICATION AND MEANING

1. Ramanuja does consider a post-Samkara Advaitic view that the object of
perception is pure being (sanmadtra) but rejects it on the grounds that it is
contrary to experience. Cf. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 31f.; Th, p. 44f.).

2. For more information on the ways of knowing in Hindu philosophy see,
for example, D. M. Datta’s The Six Ways of Knowing.

3. One must remember that Ramanuja had Sanskrit in mind here.

4. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 28, 11.19-24; Th, pp.40-1). The Sanskrit in full:

Sabdasya tu visesena savisesa eva vastuny abhidhanasamarthyam. padavak-
yaripena pravrtteh. prakrtipratyayayogena hi padatvam. prakrtipratyayayor
arthabhedena padasyaiva visistarthapratipadanam avarjaniyam. padabhedas
carthabhedanibandhanah. padasamghataripasya vakyasyanekapadarthasams-
argavisesabhidhayitvena  nirviSesavastupratipadanasamarthyan na  nirv-
iSesavastuni $abdah pramanam.

Similarly in the VedS, para. 27 (pp. 86—7), we have:

Because language, possessed as it is of words and sentences formed
respectively in relation to difference in objects and through the knowledge of
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particular groups of differenced objects, receives its pramanic nature only in
virtue of the sort of essence it has, language is incapable of making known a
non-differentiated entity. Therefore language cannot be a pramana for a non-
differentiated entity. Words such as ‘non-differentiated’ signify by denying of
a particular entity known to be determined by some differentiation the
differentiation belonging to another entity. Otherwise such words could not
signify at all. [Our point about language is carried] because the word is
impregnated with numerous differentiations in virtue of its form of radical
element and suffix, and the sentence makes known a group of various kinds of
object.

In Sanskrit:

api carthabhedatatsamsargavisesabodhanakrtapadavakyasya svaripatalabd-
hapramanabhavasya S$abdasya nirvisesavastubodhanasamarthyan na nirv-
iSesavastuni Sabdah pramanam. nirvisesa ityadisabdas tu kenacid visesena
visistatayavagatasya vastuno vastvantaragatavisesanisedhaparataya bod-
hakah. itaratha tesam apy anavabodhakatvam eva. prakrtipratyayaripena
padasyaivanekavisesagarbhatvad anekapadarthasamsargabodhakatvac ca vak-
yasya.

5. The term jAiapti as a designation for the Absolute is used by Samkara.
Thus, in his Taittiriya Upanisad Bhasya, under 11.1.1, when commenting upon
the jianam (‘knowledge’) of the text, he says, ‘jfiGnam means “‘knowing” [jiiapti]
or “awareness’ [avabodha]’ (p. 49).

6. VedS, para. 28 (p. 87). In fact knowing is said to be self-established . . .
something else: anyasadhanasvabhavataya hi jiiapteh svatahsiddhir ucyate.

7. In this connection éamkara says in BSBh, 1.3.25 (p. 120), ‘The Vedanta
statements have a twofold function: sometimes to describe the proper form of
the supreme Self, sometimes to teach the unity [ekatva] of the supreme Self with
the [individual] knowing self [vijianatma-].

8. All Upanisadic references follow the text in S. Radhakrishnan’s The
Principal Upanisads.

9. VedS, para. 26 (p.86). In Sanskrit, bhinnapravrttinimittanam Sabdanam
ekasminn arthe vrttih samanadhikaranyam iti hi tadvidah. See also ShBh, for
instance under 1.1.1 (p. 59, Th, p. 79) and 1.1.13 (p. 191; Th, p. 220).

10. Oras O. Lacombe comments in his La doctrine morale et métaphysique de
Ramanuja, p. 232, n.83, ‘Le texte: tasya esa eva $arira atma, “Il (le Brahman) est
le Soi incorporé de celle-ci (I’dme individuelle)” [TaiUp, 11.3.1], peut fournir un
exemple du . . . vaiyadhikaranya: les termes se rapportant au Brahman sont au
nominatif, tandis que le mot désignant I’4me individuelle est au génitif. —
Tattvamasi est un exemple du ... simanadhikaranya’. Cf. Sabara’s commen-
tary on the Mimdmsa Sitra, 111.1.12: ‘We know that correlative predication
obtains from the [words having the] same case-ending, as in the example, “The
lotus is blue” ’ (ekavibhaktinirdesat samanadhikaranyam avagamisyamah, yatha
nilam utpalam iti). Even in this example, where, in accordance with Western logic
there appears to be but one qualifying predicate, ‘blue’, Rimanuja’s definition
that in CP more than one differentiating word is applied to a single referent is
justified. For according to Hindu logic ‘lotus’ and ‘blue’ are both regarded as
predicates describing the referent (the external lotus). In other words, through
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these two terms appropriately inflected in the Sanskrit (here, in the nominative),
this existential statement is saying that there is an object out there which
instantiates the synthetic co-presence of ‘lotusness’ and ‘blueness’. Subsequent-
ly, when clarity seems to require it, we shall call the term standing for the referent
in existential statements the ‘referent term’ (‘lotus’ in our example), and the
other terms predicated of the referent ‘qualifier terms’ (e.g. ‘blue’).

11. ShBh,1.1.13 (p. 191, 11.16—17; Th, p. 220). In Sanskrit, zattadvisesanavisi-
stam eva brahma.

12. See ShBh, 1.1.1 (p.19, I1.10ff.; Th, p. 26ff.).

13. Ibid. (p. 20, 11.6—14; Th, p.28). From ‘The word “reality”’ to end:

tatra satyapadam vikaraspadatvenasatyad vastuno vyavrttaparam. jfian-
apadam canyadhinaprakasaj jadariipad vastuno vyavrttaparam. anantapadam
ca desatah kalato vastutas ca paricchinnad vyavritaparam . . . evam ekasyaiva
vastunah sakaletaravirodhyakaratam avagamayad arthavattaram ekartham
aparyayam ca padatrayam iti. tasmad ekam eva brahma svayamjyotir nird-

hitanikhilavisesam ity uktam bhavati.

14. The expression used is svarthaprahanena; cf. Samkara’s svarthasya hy
aprahanena s his exegesis of tat tvam asi (Upadesa Sahasri, ch. 18, v. 173) and his
svarthaparityaga in his Taittiriyva Upanisad Bhasya, p. 50, on satyam jfianam
anantam brahma.

15. Indeed the cockiness of the opponent in Ramanuja’s description of his
view is remarkable, and indicates how self-assured and developed the Advaitic
interpretation of this and other key scriptural texts had become by Ramanuja’s
time. Samkara’s own exegesis of the two texts we are considering does not
explicitly tackle all the objections raised by the objector against the developed
(Advaitic) position; in any case the tone of Samkara’s language is restrained.

16. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 21, 11.7-8; Th, p.29). ‘All agree . . . unity’: samanadhik-
aranyasya hy aikya eva tatparyam iti sarvasammatam.

17. Cf. Ibid. (p. 59, 1.12-13; Th, p. 79).

18. See under 1.1.2. Thibaut’s translation, though generally good, is
sometimes both inaccurate and incomplete here.

19. The definitional character of Brahman’s essential qualities for Ramanuja
is evident from the following extract from ShBh, 111.3.13 (p.625,1.16 — p. 626,1.2;
Th, p. 638):

Those qualities adequating to an object in that they are tied to the
apprehension of the object itself in so far as their characteristic is to describe
the proper form of the object, are always present in the manner of the object’s
proper form. And these qualities are reality [satya], knowledge [jiana], bliss
[ananda) and purity [amalatva). Now, by such texts as ‘Whence these beings
are born . ..’ [TaiUp, m.1.1], Brahman is described through secondary
characteristics [upalaksitam brahma], as cause of the world and so on; but by
‘Brahman is reality, knowledge, infinite’ and ‘Brahman is bliss’ [TaiUp, 111.6.1]
etc., Brahman is described essentially [svariipato] through the words ‘bliss’ and
so on. ‘Those qualities adequating’ to the proper form of the object’: ye tv
arthasamana arthasvarapanirapanadharmatvenarthapratityanubandhinas. The
first-order (essence-) defining quality of our Taittiriya text is not really
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impaired by the addition of ‘bliss’ and ‘purity’ in the extract above, for, as we

shall see later, Rdmanuja makes ‘bliss’ the obverse of ‘knowledge’, while

‘purity’ as a negative, is functionally and semantically interdependent with

‘infinitude’.

20. Not strictly required by the grammar of the Sanskrit. Thus satyam jiianam
anantam brahma could, for example, be rendered satyam, jianam anantam
brahma, i.e. ‘Truly, Brahman is boundless knowledge’. Here satyam is taken as
an adverb (‘truly’) and is not correlatively predicated with the other terms.

21. ShBh,1.1.2 (p. 135, 11.6—7; Th, pp. 159-60). ‘The word ‘reality’ declares
Brahman as possessing being without circumscription’: tatra satyapadam
nirupadhikasattayogi brahmaha. Note the use of gha (‘declares’) here and
niripana and nirapyate (‘describe’) in n. 19 to indicate that, unlike in Sarpkara’s
exegesis, the positive qualifier terms do positively describe Brahman. Also, the
use in this context of vyavrt (to be set apart) can be traced back to Samkara’s
exegesis.

22. Ibid. (p.135, 1.8-10; Th, p.160). ‘A nature solely of eternal and
uncontracted knowledge’: nityasamkucitajfianaikakaram . . ..

23. Ibid. (p. 135, 11.10-13; Th, p. 160). From ‘the word “infinite’” to ‘proper
form and qualities’: anantapadam desakalavastuparicchedarahitasvaripam aha.
sagunatvat svaripasya svaripena gunais canantyam.

24. ShBh, m1.3.15 (p.627, 11.9-10; Th, p.639). ‘But metaphor’: ripan-
amatram.

25. See ChandUp, v1.8.711.

26. For Ramianuja the infinite Brahman as the fullness of being must
comprehend, in some way, the whole of reality, including finite being as we know
it. The problem then becomes one of accommodating the finitude of being
within the perspective of the infinite without explaining away its reality as
Samkara had done.

27. Cf., for instance, the discussion under ShBh, 1.4.23 (p. 386, 11.18—22; Th,
p- 399), where we have:

The highest Brahman, in all cases the self of all, in as much as he has all
conscious and non-conscious being for his body, sometimes is possessed of
differentiated name and form, sometimes of undifferentiated name and form.
When he is possessed of differentiated name and form he is known as
manifold and as effect; when he is possessed of undifferentiated name and
form he is known as the one cause, without a second . . . .

From ‘When he is possessed of” till end: yada vibhaktanamaripam tada tad eva
bahutvena karyatvena cocyate. yadavibhaktanamaripam tadaikam advitiyam
karanam iti ca.

28. Note that prakrti (sometimes interchangeable with pradhdna) is a key
term in the seminal religious literature (e.g. Upanisads, Bhagavadgita) of the
Hindus, and is central to the influential classical Samkhya system. Suitably
interpreted it was incorporated into the Vedantic systems. In Simkhya it stands
for all that we call material and more; in short, it is the changeful, insentient,
unitary causal principle of all the world’s forms and mutiplicity. In essence it is
the contrary of, yet at the same time is subservient to, the infinite number of
purusas or spirits. The nature of these purusas is to be changeless, impassive,



156 Notes

homogeneous consciousness and bliss. Through the interplay of purusa and
prakrti we have the universe we live in and its denizens. This broad scheme was
assimilated into the various systems of Vedanta in accordance with the
particular monistic or theistic cast of each system.

29. For this see Ch. 1.

30. ShBh, 1.1.13 (p. 199, 11.4-9; Th, p.227). The Sanskrit in full:

Sarirasya Saririnam prati prakaratvat, prakaravacinam ca sabdanam prakariny
eva paryavasandc Sarirabhidhayinam Sabdanam Saririparyavasanam nyayyam.
prakaro hi namedam ittham iti pratiyamane vastunittham iti pratiyamano’
msah. tasya tadvastvapeksatvena tatpratites tadapeksatvat tasminn eva
paryavasanam yuktam iti tasya pratipadako’pi S$abdas tasminn eva
paryavasyati.

31. The discussion here centres around words designating ‘substances’
understood in the loose sense of substantival entities, i.e. entities, including
aggregates of entities, having a relatively stable and independent existence in
their own right (man, body, fish, flower, water, fire, river, mountain, and so on).

32. VedsS,para.75(p. 113): ‘all words expressing . . . such being apply in their
primary sense to the supreme Self’. In Sanskrit, paramatmani mukhyataya
vartante sarve vacakah $abdah.

33. Cf. ShBh,1.1.5-6 (p. 172, 1.17—p. 173, 1.16; Th, pp. 202—3). ‘Figurative’:
gauna, ‘literal’: mukhya.

34. VedsS, para. 21 (p. 83). ‘Types of being: padarthah; from ‘Worldly persons
think’ till end: tatra laukikah purusah sabdam vyaharantah sabdavacye pradhan-
amsasya paramatmanah pratyaksadyaparicchedyatvad vacyaikadeSabhiite
vacyasamdaptim manyante. vedantasravanena ca vyutpattih piryate.

35. It may not have escaped the reader’s attention, and the examples given
here confirm this, that scriptural correlatively predicated terms with Brahman as
their referent seem, paradigmatically, to have the nominative case-ending. But
the reader may be puzzled as to how the terms ‘That’ and ‘you’ in the Chandogya
refrain have the same case-ending. The answer is that ‘you’ (fvam) in the Sanskrit
here is inflected in the nominative.

36. BG11(3), p.19. The Sanskrit in full:

yatha ksetram ksetrajfiavisesanataikasvabhavataya tadaprthaksiddheh tat-
samanadhikaranyenaiva nirdesyam, tatha ksetram ksetrajiias ca madvisesa-
nataikasvabhavataya madaprthaksiddheh matsamanadhikaranyenaiva nir-
deSyau viddhi . . . prthivyadisamghataripasya ksetrasya ksetrajfiasya ca
bhagavaccharirataikasvabhavasvariapatayd bhagavadatmakatvam Srutayo
vadanti . . . idam evantaryamitaya sarvaksetrajfianam atmatvenavasthanam
bhagavatas tatsamanadhikaranyena vyapadesahetuh.

37. BG11(3),13.3 (pp. 24—5). From ‘This being so’ tillend: . . . iti karanavas-
thaparamatmavacing sabdena karyavacinah Sabdasya samanadhikaranyam muk-
hyavrttam . . . cidacitoh sarvavasthayoh paramapurusasariratvena tatprak-
dratayaiva padarthatvat tatprakarah paramapurusa eva karanam karyam ca; sa
eva sarvada sarvasabdavacya . . ..

38. VedsS, para. 20 (pp. 82—3). From ‘Thus it is Brahman’ till end:
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. . . tattvam iti samanadhikaranyapravrttayor dvayor api padayor brahmaiva
vacyam. tatra ca tatpadam jagatkaranabhiitam sakalakalyanagunaganakaram
niravadyam nirvikaram dcaste. tvam iti ca tad eva brahma jivantaryamiripena
sasariraprakaravisistam acaste. tad evam pravrttinimittabhedenaik samin brah-
many eva tattvam iti dvayoh padayor vrttir ukta.

39. ‘For’, he argues, ‘correlative predication has to do with one entity
conditioned by two [or more] modes. If one abandoned the [plurality] of modes,
correlative predication itself would have to be abandoned in that there would be
no difference of grounds [in the referent] for the application of terms [to it]’ —
ShBh,1.1.1 (p. 110, 11.15-17; Th, p. 130). In Sanskrit, prakaradvayavasthitaikav-
astuparatvat samanadhikaranyasya. prakaradvayaparityage pravrttinimittab-
hedasambhavena samanadhikaranyam eva parityaktam syat.

40. I would submit, though this needs to be argued elsewhere, that Samkara’s
own exegesis of tat tvam asi did not require both substance terms to be
understood by way of laksana — only tvam needed to be so purified. However,
Samkarites later on did interpret both tat and tvam obliquely in their reading of
the text; evidently Ramanuja has this view in mind here. On this account both at
and tvam had to be purified of their empirical, pluralistic connotations in order
to produce an identity-judgement of the form, ‘That [the pure, non-differen-
tiated underlying causal Self of the world] is identical with the [inner] you [the
pure, non-differentiated inner Self].’

41. Cf. ShBh, 1.1.1 (1.19-21; th, p. 131).

CHAPTER THREE: THE ESSENTIAL SELF

1. VedS, para. 3 (p. 73). ‘True nature’: yathatmya; ‘individual self: jivarman.

2. Ramanuja refers to the spiritual principle of the spirit—matter composite
variously as jiva, jivatman, atman and (sometimes) purusa. He uses the first two
expressions interchangeably (we shall follow his example in this book) to denote
the individual spiritual principle (i.e. the finite atman) in so far as it is in the
general condition of being naturally associated with a prakrtic body or parts
thereof. The latter two terms have a broader connotation and, suitably qualified,
may refer to the supreme being itself. It is important to note that Ramanuja’s use
of jiva (and jivatman) is quite different from Samkara’s. For the Advaitin this
term denotes the empirical self, i.e. the ego or false centre of ‘I-consciousness’
essentially prakrtic in nature, in contrast to the inner or ‘true’ underlying
spiritual self (the pratyagatman) ultimately to be identified with the supreme Self
or Brahman. For Ramanuja the jiva is the individual spiritual principle itself, i.e.
the finite azman (potentially or actually naturally associated with prakrti). Note
too that when we speak of the self—body composite in this book the human
individual is to be understood as the paradigm.

3. For example under Gita, 2.12 (‘Never ever was I not, nor you, nor these
kings . . .”) he comments (BG1I [1}, pp.83-4),

. . . the distinction between the [individual] selves [i.e. atmans] and the Lord
God of all, and between the [individual] selves themselves is final [paramarth-
ika). . . . For at a time for teaching the truth [as at the solemn hour of the
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Great Battle] it is not right to teach this distinction if, as in the doctrine that
the distinction of self is superimposed only, this distinction were not really
true.

4. Inthis context Rimanuja uses the various Sanskrit cognates for knowledge
interchangeably. Thus he says, ‘Consciousness [anubhiiti, elsewhere caitanya
and cit are used] which is a special characteristic [dharmavisesa-] of the atman as
experiencing subject [anubhavitur], goes by such other names as jfiana, avagati,
samvid and so on’ — ShBh,1.1.1 (p. 39,11.9—-11; Th, p. 56). However, samvedana is
more appropriately translated ‘act of consciousness’. Thus in the ensuing
discussion our own use of ‘knowledge’, ‘consciousness’, ‘awareness’, and so on,
especially as translations, is meant to reflect the synonymity of the Sanskrit
terms intended by Ramanuja, and must not be given the varying nuances they
sometimes assume in Western philosophy.

5. (1) ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 34, 11.10—11; Th, p. 48). In Sanskrit, anubhititvam nama
vartamanatadasayam svasattayaiva svasrayam prati prakasamanatvam.

(2) Ibid. (p. 34, 1.11-12; Th, p. 48). In Sanskrit, svasattayaiva svavisayasad-
hanatvam va.

(3) Ibid. (p. 38, 11.12-13; Th, p.55).

(4) Ibid. (p. 39, 11.9-10; Th, p. 56). In Sanskrit, anubhatir iti svasrayam prati
svasadbhavenaiva kasyacid vastuno vyavaharanugunyapadanasvabhavo . . . .

6. In Sanskrit: yah prakasasvabhavah so’'nanyadhinaprakaso dipavat — ShBh,
L1.1 (p.41, 1.11; Th, p.58-9); . . . evam atma cidripa eva caitanyaguna iti.
cidripata hi svayamprakasata — ibid. (p. 42, 1.7-8; Th, p. 59-60). In connection
with ‘illumination for its essence’ (prakasasvabhava), Neevel (Yamuna’s
Vedanta, esp. pp.122-9) has an interesting discussion on the meaning of
svabhava (esp. in relation to consciousness) in contrast with svaripa in
Yamuna’s usage. He says, ‘Thus, one aspect of consciousness’s being a svabhava
is its being a special property (asadharana-dharma) of the atma, i.e. something
that distinguishes an gtrma alone and no other category of reality’ (p. 125; see
also p. 128). This seems also to have been the view of Ramanuja (who was
influenced by Yamuna, of course), but Neevel’s further observation that,
apropos of Yamuna'’s technical distinction between svabhava and svaripa, this
was ‘a distinction that was also maintained and developed by Ramanuja’
(p. 124), is, to say the least, misleading. Ramanuja may have maintained the
distinction, but he hardly developed it. Nor does Neevel’s recourse to Ch. 6 of
Carman’s The Theology of Ramanuja for support have the desired effect. If
anything, this chapter forces us to recognise the semantic fluidity of the terms
svabhava and svaripa in Ramanuja’s thought.

7. On ‘analogy’: ‘La comparaison de la connaissance et de la lumiére
physique a toujours joué un réle de premier plan dans les explications que I'Inde
s’est données 4 elle-méme touchant la nature de la pensée’ — Lacombe, La
Doctrine, p. 198, n. 369. Note too that “Yamuna employs what is his favourite
example (drstanta) or analogy for the relationship between the arma and
consciousness, i.e. that between the sun and its luminosity (tejasvitva, prakasa)
or light (aloka)’ — Neevel, Yamuna’s Vedanta, p. 126. It is important to get the
terms of Ramanuja’s analogy right, else confusion ensues. Strictly speaking, the
comparison applies between consciousness (in the form of the conscious subject,
the atman, and conscious acts) and zejas, the fire-stuff (in the form of luminous
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matter, the flame, and radiant light). We shall go on to explain this in the text.
Various interpreters of this analogy give an unclear rendering of its terms (cf.,
for instance, C. Sharma, 4 Critical Survey of Indian Philosophy, p. 343).

8. Cf. ShBh, 1.1.1 (pp.41-2; Th, p. 59).

9. Sanskrit, tejodravya. Fire (tejas): ‘substance élémentaire, principe du feu,
de la lumiére et de la chaleur’ — Lacombe, La Doctrine, p. 198, n. 370.

10. ‘Although light exists as a quality of a substance, i.e. the light-possessor
[or flame], it is nevertheless the tejas substance’ — ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 41, 11.15-16; cf.
Th, p.59). In Sanskrit, yadyapi prabha prabhavaddravyagunabhita tathapi
tejodravyam eva.

11. Ibid. (p.41, 11.18-19; Th, p. 59).

12. Ibid. (p.45, W.13-14; Th, p.63). In Sanskrit, jia iti ... jiianagu-
nasrayatvam . . . svabhavikam iti.

13. Ibid. (p. 39, 11.15—18; Th, p. 56). ‘Permanence of the producer’: kartuh
sthiratvam; ‘directly perceived’: pratyaksam iksyante; ‘recognition’: pratyab-
hijia.

14. Ibid. (p. 39, 11.18—22; Th, pp. 56—7). From ‘If it were accepted’ till end:
evam ksanabhanginyah samvida atmatvabhyupagame parvedyur drstam idam
aparedyur idam aham adarsam iti pratyabhijiia ca na ghatate. anyenanubhiitasya
na hy anyena pratyabhijiianasambhavah.

15. VedSar, 1.1.2 (p. 399).

16. ShBh,1.1.13 (p. 184,1.17 — p. 185, 1.2; Th, p. 213). From ‘and because the
knower’s proper form’ till end: jianaikanirapaniyatvac ca jfiatuh svaripasya.
svardpanirdpanadharmasabdo hi  dharmamukhena dharmisvaripam api
pratipadayati . . . . See also ShBh, 11.3.29 (p. 530, 11.6-7; Th. p.550) and 30
(p. 530, 11.18-22; Th, p. 550). We note that Ramanuja distinguishes here (and
elsewhere) between the arman’s ‘essential nature’ or ‘proper form’ (i.e. its
svaripa) and its (essential) qualities or gunas (e.g. knowledge). Does this mean
that he thought of the atrman’s nature as comprising two radically different sorts
of things, inseparably related but rigidly distinct from each other — namely, a
substantial indefinable substrate existing by itself, a ‘something I know not
what’ (i.e. the svaripa), and existentially dependent but defining essential
properties or gunas (e.g. knowledge)? According to my understanding of
Ramanuja’s philosophy of the self, no. This precisely is the point of his
self—lamp analogy and the articulation that its terms function simultaneously as
substance and property. In other words, Ramanuja spoke in the same breath, so
to speak, of the arman’s nature in terms of svariipa and guna partly, no doubt,
because he inherited this terminology from the Vedantic philosophical tradition
in general and his dcarya predecessors in particular, but mainly because he
wanted to make the point (against, by and large, the Buddhists, for instance) that
the atrman had a substantial reality of its own and could not simply be reduced to
its essential properties, i.e. that it was not the sum total of a bundle of properties
(hence the contrast between svariipa and guna). But to correct the impression of
the atman as a substance—property dichotomy as described above, he spoke of
the arman’s being ‘of the form of consciousness’, i.e. of dtmanic consciousness
functioning simultaneously as substance and property in the way we have
described (hence the ‘fusion’ between svarigpa and guna in terms of conscious-
ness). Consciousness is best suited to bring out this sui-generis relationship
between svaripa and essential quality because it is the most distinctive
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‘characteristic’ (perhaps the least misleading translation of guna here) of the
atman qua atman.

17. ‘Self-luminosity’: svayamprakasata. We recall Ramanuja’s observation,
‘For to have consciousness for one’s form is self-luminosity’ (cf. n. 6). See also
ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 41, 1.10; Th, p. 58), and cf. ibid. (p. 38, 11.13—14; Th, p. 55): ‘self-
luminosity is the illumining to one’s own substrate by one’s own existence alone’.
In Sanskrit, svayamprakasata tu svasattayaiva svasrayaya prakasamanata. Note
the close similarity of this description with that of consciousness (1).

18. Ibid. (p.45, 11.2—4; Th, p. 62). ‘An object, outward, and for-the-sake-of-
something-else’: -drsyatvaparaktvapararthatva- ; ‘and because knowerhood has
consciousness specifically for its essence’: cetanasadharanasvabhavatvac ca.

19. For Ramanuja consciousness is essentially inward or auto-transparent
(pratyak-) in contrast to the products of prakrti, which are essentially outward or
non-reflexive (parak-). This characteristic of inwardness or reflexivity of
consciousness manifests itself in I-awareness, distinctive to atmans alone. See
further below.

20. ShBh,1.1.1 (p.41,11.7-10; Th, p. 58). In Sanskrit, ahampratyayasiddho hy
asmadarthah. yusmatpratyayavisayo yusmadarthah. tatraham janamiti siddho
JAata yusmadartha iti vacanam janani me vandhyetivad vyahatartham ca. na casau
JAatahamartho 'nyadhinaprakasah. svayamprakasatvat. caitanyasvabhavata hi
svayamprakasata.

21. This chapter will show that for Ramanuja the nature of consciousness is
such as to make it a priori necessary that the atman is, at least minimally, self-
aware in every (transitive) act of awareness. In other words, in so far as the arman
is aware of the ‘other’ qua ‘other’ it is necessarily aware of itself qua ‘I’. However,
we shall see that Ramanuja allows for the possibility of purely reflexive
conscious acts in which the atman is aware only of itself (the ‘I’) and nothing else.

22. As was maintained, for instance, in the rival school of Nyaya-Vaisesika.
The view of this school was that the self could not be self-aware and other-aware
in the same cognitive act. Self-identity could be grasped, in fact recognised, only
through a subsequent act of awareness (called ‘after-cognition’ or
anuvyavasaya).

23. ShBh,1.1.1 (p.40,11.13—14; Th, p. 58). In Sanskrit, ahamartho na ced atrma
pratyaktvam natmano bhavet/ ahambuddhya paragarthat pratyagartho hi
bhidyate.

24. ‘We have said that in the absence of I-awareness [ahambhavavigame] the
inwardness of knowing too cannot be established’ — ibid. (p. 49, 1.8-9; Th,
p. 67).

25. Ibid. (p. 44, 11.16—17; Th, p. 62). ‘Illusion’: mithya.

26. A discussion of Ramanuja’s theory of error would take us too far afield.
For his view in this respect see, for instance, ibid. (pp. 94f., 96f.; Th, pp. 117f.,
119f.).

27. First published in the Proceedings of the First Indian Philosophical
Congress (1925) and subsequently in M. Hiriyanna’s posthumously published
work Indian Philosophical Studies (1), from which the given extract is taken.
This article seems to have been influential, judging by, for example, the explicit
reference to it in P. N. Srinivasachari’s The Philosophy of Visishtadvaita, p. 29,
and the implicit reference in Sharma’s Critical Survey, p. 343, where Hiriyanna’s
precise terminology is used.
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28. Ibid., p. 54.

29. See ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 26, 11.14f.; Th, p.37).

30. Ibid. (p.49, 11.19-21; Th, p. 68).

31. Ramanuja says, ibid. (p. 49, 11.9—11; Th, p. 67), ‘In spite of the absence of
a clear and distinct presentation of the I-reality [in susupti] because of the
predominance of the quality of tamas and the absence of awareness of external
objects, there is no loss even in susupti of I-awareness right up to wakefulness, on
account of the atman flickering [to itself] in its sole form as the “I”’.” From ‘there
isno loss’ till end: a prabodhad aham ity ekakarenatmanah sphuranat susuptav api
nahambhavavigamah.

32. Ibid. (p. 50, 11.14—18; Th, p.69). Note that Rimanuja is prepared to
distinguish the self as the ‘object of knowledge’.

33. In such awareness our distinction between the ‘implicit object of
awareness’ and the ‘explicit object of awareness’ collapses in upon itself in so far
as existentially subject and object of awareness are one and the same thing.

34. Cf. n. 31.

35. ShBh,1.1.1 (p. 63, 1.10—-16; Th, p. 84). ‘Bliss is said to be the agreeable
[aspect] of knowledge: jiianam eva hy anukilam ananda ity ucyate ; ‘For to be a
knower is to be one who experiences bliss’: jiiatrtvam eva hy ananditvam.

36. ShBh, 111.2.9 (p. 588, 1.19 — p. 589, 1.2; Th, p. 606).

37. ‘There no chariots exist, nor teams of horses, nor roads. Then he produces
chariots, teams of horses and roads. There no joys exist, nor pleasures, nor
delights. Then he produces joys, pleasures and delights. There no ponds exist,
nor pools of lotuses, nor rivers. Then he produces ponds, pools of lotuses and
rivers. For it is he who is the maker.’

38. Cf. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 97, 11.12-20; Th, pp. 120-1).

39. Ibid. (p. 98, 1.13-15; Th, p. 121).

CHAPTER FOUR: THE CONTINGENT SELF

1. For example, under BrS#, 11.4.6, he says, ‘The vital breaths are limited in
size since scripture speaks of them as going out, and so on,; this being so, they
must be minute [anava-] because they are not observed by bystanders when they
do go out [of the body at death]’ — ShBh, p. 551,11.12—14; Th, p. 572. In Vedantic
theory the vital breaths (pranas) are prakrtic. Rdmanuja also refers to the
Vaisesika view that atoms (paramanus) constitute the material world (cf. ShBh,
11.2.10). These atoms have a sui-generis nature: while they are themselves eternal,
impartite and inextended, in combination they give rise to the perishable,
spatially extended material objects that we know. However, since Rimanuja
does no more than show up the internal contradiction of the Vaisesika notion of
paramanu, his ciriticism does not tell us what he himself understands positively
by the term anu. The gist of Ramanuja’s criticism is that these atoms must be
themselves extended and part-possessing if by their combination spatially
extended objects are produced: ‘otherwise, if the paramanus lack spatial
divisions, there could be no such thing as smallness, shortness, largeness or
length, even if a thousand paramanus were in conjunction, for the extension of
one such atom would not differ [from that of the thousand]’ —ShBh, 11.2.10
(p. 479, 1.20-2; Th, p. 495).
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2. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p.2, 1.8-10; Th, p.4). The Sanskrit in full: sarvatra
brhattvagunayogena brahmasabdah. brhattvam ca svariipena gunais ca yatran-
avadhikatisayam so ‘sya mukhyo’ rthah. sa ca sarvesvara eva.

3. Says Carman, ‘This distinction between the ‘atomicity’ of the finite self and
the pervasiveness (vibhutva) of the Supreme Self is taken by Ramanuja’s
followers as one of the primary distinctions between the two’ — The Theology of
Ramanuja, pp. 102-3.

4. ShBh, 11.3.20, (p. 527, 1.5; Th, p. 546).

5. For instance, ChandUp, 111.14.3: ‘This Self of mine within the heart . . .’;
and vi.1.1: ‘Now in this city of Brahman there is this dwelling, a small lotus:
within it there is a Small Space . . . .” For Ramanuja both ‘Self’ (arma) and
‘Small Space’ (dahara akasah) refer to Brahman.

6. On this topic see the discussion under ShBh, 1.2.7 and 3.13.

7. Under ShBh,1.2.7, we have: ‘The supreme Self is described as thus minute
[aniyan] as a means of devout meditation [nicayyatvena). . . . In fact its proper
form is not minute [na punar aniyastvam evasya svarupam iti]’ — p. 242, 11.4—6;
Th, p. 264. Further on it is said, ‘the highest Brahman is resident in our hearts out
of his supreme compassion with the desire to enliven us’ (param brahma
p. 265.

8. For Vedanta in general the heart was the symbol and physical focus of the
embodied self. However, the atman is not to be thought of as coming_ into
physical contact with its cardiac abode, a view seemingly espoused by the Jainas.
According to the Jaina position the individual self pervaded, in a physical sense,
the whole body it tenanted, in that it expanded or contracted to fit the varying
volumes of the different bodies it inhabited during the round of rebirth. No
doubt it was to counter this physicalist picture of the self that the Vedantic
tradition spoke of the individual self as being ‘atomic’ and dwelling in the ‘cave
of the heart’.

9. See under ShBh, 1.3.13, esp. p. 299, 1.13-15: ‘Though this Small Space
resides within the heart which is a part of the body, and though the body is liable
to old age and destruction, [the Small Space] is immutable for as the supreme
Causeit is ultra-subtle.’ In Sanskrit, tasya daharakasasya dehavayavabhiitahrda-
yantarvartitve'pi dehasya jarapradhvamsadau saty api paramakaranatayatisik-
smatvena nirvikaratvam . . . . Thibaut’s translation here (p. 316) is not strictly
accurate.

10. Ramanuja makes this point by contrasting the atman-reality as conscious
(yenatmatattvena cetanena) with all non-conscious reality (acetanatattvam
sarvam); see BG11 (1), p. 110.

11. Cf. Samkara’s BSBh, 11.3.29 (p. 286). ‘The real atman’: sata atmanah; ‘on
account of” till end: buddhyupadhidharmadhyasanimittam.

12. Karika 19 of G. Jha’s The Tattva-kaumudr (p. 38 of Sanskrit text). In
Sanskrit, tasmac ca viparyasat siddham saksitvam asya purusasyalkaivalyam
madhyasthyam drastrtvam akartrbhavas ca.

13. Ibid., karika 20 (p.40). “The non-conscious subtle body . . . becomes
conscious as it were’: acetanam cetanavad iva lingam; ‘dispassionate’: udasinah.

14. In Samkara’s case, we have seen that, though his theory of divine
predication was essentially apophatic, he was constrained to acknowledge a
minimal literal sense for scriptural positive descriptive terms of Brahman, the
supreme Self. For only thus could his theology be taken seriously, i.e. as one
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conforming to the basic rule of Vedic hermeneutic that positive terms could be
given non-literal senses, not in any systematic way, but only as a last resort where
the individual context demanded it.

15. ShBh,1.1.1 (p. 45,11.15—16; Th, p. 63). In Sanskrit, svayam aparicchinnam
eva jianam samkocavikasarham ity . . . .

16. See ShBh, 1.4.16 (p.365, 1.19-20: Th, p.378). ‘Meritorious or un-
meritorious nature’: punyapaparipa. Ramanuja is in the midst of a debate here
and this is the opponent’s description of action. However, Ramanuja accepts it
as obviously correct and does not challenge it.

17. Another vexed area in Hindu ethics is the precise demarcation of an
action in relation to its fruit/result.

18. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p.45, 11.17-21; Th, p. 63). In Sanskrit, ksetrajiiavasthayam
karmana samkucitasvaripam tattatkarmanugunataratamabhdvena vartate. tac
cendriyadvarena vyavasthitam. imam indriyadvaré jiianaprasaram apeksyodayas-
tamayavyapade$ah pravartate. jiianaprasare tu kartrtvam asty eva. tac ca na
svabhavikam. api tu karmakrtam ity avikriyasvaripa evatma.

19. ShBh, 11.3.40 (p. 536, 1.14—15; Th, p. 556—7). In Sanskrit, yo hi svabudd-
hya pravrttinivrttyarambhasaktah sa eva niyojyo bhavati.

20. VedS, para. 90, (p. 125). ‘Equitably’: samanyena; ‘all the equipment’ to
‘and so on’: cicchaktiyogah pravrttisaktiyoga ityadi sarvam pravrttinivrttiparik-
aram; ‘the consenter’: anumantr; ‘The supreme Self [merely] witnesses the doing
and remains impartial’: evam kurvanam tksamanah paramatmodasina aste.

21. Under BrSi, 11.3.41. See the discussion in ShBh, p. 537; Th, p. 557.

22. Ibid.

23. BG11(2), 9.25 (p.179). In Sanskrit, aho mahad idam vaicitryam, yad
ekasminn eva karmani vartamanah samkalpamatrabhedena kecid atyalpaphalab-
haginah cyavanasvabhavas ca bhavanti; kecananavadhikatisayanandaparamapur-
usapraptirapaphalabhagino’ punar avartinas ca bhavanti.-The contrast between
SI and ST action, which devolves around the intention underlying the action, is
well brought out by Ramanuja in his exegesis of Ifa Upanisad, v. 11: ‘He who
knows both knowledge and non-knowledge, with non-knowledge having
overcome death, attains the Immortal by knowledge.” Here ‘non-knowledge’
(avidya), says Ramanuja, refers to action prescribed by one’s caste and stage in
life (i.e. dharmic action). If this action is performed with a pure intention — in
other words, without desire for its fruit — then ‘death’, i.e. one’s previous karma
inimical to the origination of liberating knowledge (or vidya), is overcome and
the immortal Brahman is attained by the liberating knowledge. If dharmic
action, however, is performed for its fruit, then in so far as it is fruit-oriented
(even if this fruit is pleasant) it is similar to fruit-oriented adharmic action for it
perpetuates its agent in the round of samsdra, where the fruit must needs be
experienced. In other words, meritorious (fruit-intended) action and un-
meritorious (fruit-intended) action have this in common: that, as self-seeking
and therefore unenlightened in nature, they both oppose the origination of
liberating knowledge. As such, observes Ramanuja, in contrast to (dis-interes-
ted) ST action which is ‘good’ in the absolute sense, meritorious and
unmeritorious action can both be said to be ‘evil’ (papa). Cf., ShBh, 1.1.1 (esp.
p.12; Th, p. 18).

24. In his discussion of the nature of dreamless sleep in ShBh, 1.1.1 (see
esp.p. 97; Th,p. 120-1).

25. For example, in ShBh, 1.4.16, (p. 368, 11.7-8; Th, p.380), in glossing
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KauUp, 1v.19 — “O Balaki, he indeed must be known who is the maker [karta] of
these persons, whose work [i.e. karman] that is’ — Ramanuja maintains that
‘maker’ refers to Brahman and ‘work’ not to merit or demerit or to action as
such but to ‘the whole world as an effect’.

26. BG1I(1), p. 191. From ‘Where’ to ‘as desired’: nitye naimittike kamye ca
. .. $rityamane karmani; from ‘your responsibility’ to ‘the action alone’
nityasattvasthasya mumuksos te karmamatre dhikarah; ‘non-doer’: akartr- .

27. BG11(1), 3.27 (p. 320) and 29 (p. 324). ‘“The atman deluded by the ego’
ahamkaravimudatma;, from ‘by discriminating’ till end: praptapraptavivekena.

28. ShBh,11.3.33 (p. 533,11.18—20 and p. 534, ;1.2; Th, pp. 553—4). In Sanskrit
Sastrani hi yajeta svargakamah, mumuksur brahmopasitety evamadini svargamok-
sadiphalasya bhoktaram eva kartrtve nijufijate. na hy acetanasya kartrtve cetano
niyujyate . . . atah $astranam arthavattvam bhoktus cetanasyaiva kartrtve bhavet.

29. VedS, para. 5 (p. 74). From ‘this much we can say’ till end: svaripabhedo
vacam agocarah svasamvedyah, jianasvariipam ity etavad eva nirdeSyam. tac ca
sarvesam atmanam samanam.

30. ShBh,1.1.1 (p.40,11.13-20; Th, p. 58). The Sanskrit of the first part of this
quotation is given in Ch.3, n.23. From ‘He who seeks liberation’ till end:
nirastakhiladuhkho’ham anantanandabhak svarat/bhaveyam iti moksarthi srava-
ndadau pravartate. ahamarthavinasas cen moksa ity adhyavasyati/apasarped asau
moksakathaprastavagandhatah. mayi naste’pi matto’nya kacij jfiaptir avasthita/
iti tatpraptaye yatnah kasyapi na bhavisyati.

31. Cf. the point Ramanuja is making in the discussion corresponding to
Ch.3, n.32. Note that our discussion of personal identity here is being
conducted in terms of the human paradigm. The question is greatly complicated
if it is made to incorporate, as Ramanuja no doubt believed it did, non-human,
particularly sub-human, ‘identity-sets’ belonging to the arman in its journey
through samsaric rebirths. That Ramanuja accepted the traditional Hindu belief
that owing to its past karma the atrman may be united to non-human (including
sub-human) bodies is clear from VedS, para.4 (pp. 73-4):

The collection of Vedantic statements functions . . . to destroy the fear of
inevitable [re-] becoming [bhava] which is produced by the [@tman’s] miscon-
ception [abhimanal] [of its true nature] through its entry into one of the four
kinds of body —i.e. either of a celestial such as Brahma, or of a man, animal or
plant. [The entry of the arman into a particular kind of body is] caused by the
flow of karma in the form of the individual self’s merit and demerit amassed
through beginningless ignorance.

It is not clear how Raminuja would account for the arman’s sub-human
experiences in his total picture of the atman’s personal identity. What we can say
is that Ramanuja theologises as if human embodiment has a significance and
value intrinsically superior to those of other kinds of embodiment.

32. Many questions arising from Ramanuja’s view of the nature of personal
identity in samsara are hereby left unanswered (for instance, the moral and
philosophical viability of a continuum of personal identity over a number and
range of rebirths, the integration of the arman’s sub-human identities into the
overall picture, and so on). Since Rdmanuja himself for one reason or another
does not attend to these questions, to discuss them would take us too far afield in
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relation to his thought. I intend in due course to take up these questions in
another work.

33. ShBh,1.1.1 (p. 52,11.10—-12; Th, p. 71). In Sanskrit, brahmatmabhavaparo-
ksanirdhiitaniravasesavidyanam api vamadevadinam aham ity evatmanub-
havadarsanac . . ..

CHAPTER FIVE: BRAHMAN

1. In The Theology of Ramanuja, Ch. 6, Carman has examined this distinc-
tion. But see above, Ch. 3, n. 6.

2. Cf. ShBh, 111.3.13. See also Ch. 2, n. 19.

3. In ShBh, 1.1.1: See Ch. 3, n. 35.

4. In Ch. 3, n. 16.

5. ShBh,1m1.2.11 (p. 590, 11.17—-23; Th, p. 608). From beginning to ‘illustrious
qualities’: sarvatra Srutismrtisu param brahmobhayalingam ubhayalaksanam
abhidhiyate. nirastanikhiladosatvakalyanagunakaratvalaksanopetam ity arthah.
The quotation from the ViPu: samastakalyanagunatmako’sau svasaktilesoddhr-
tabhitasargah/tejobalaisvaryamahavabodhasuviryasaktyadigunaikarasih | parah
paranam sakala na yatra klesadayah santi paravarese.

6. See, for example, Carman, The Theology of Ramanuja, passim.

7. Forinstance, De Smet, ‘Theological Method’, p. 343, says, ‘Indeed, it is on
the basis of the few Upanisadic passages which he recognized as “great sayings”
that Samkara built up his advaitavada . . .

8. See, for instance, ChandUp, V1.2.1-3; AitAr, 1.4.1; TaiUp, 11.6.1. Both
Samkara and Ramanuja resort to ‘great sayings’ (mahavakyas) in the sense that
both use certain Upanisadic texts as interpretative keys for their theologies.
Nevertheless, as van Buitenen has pointed out (VedS, p. 57), for Raimanuja the
mahavakya is not a primary scriptural statement in terms of which other
scriptural statements may be adjudged to be secondary and exegetically
sublatable. However, van Buitenen’s choice of the statement, ‘All Srutis are
equally authoritative’, to represent Rimanuja’s position in contrast to Samk-
ara’s here is perhaps unfortunate. Both Samkara and Ramanuja would agree
that all §rutis are equally authoritative in that all equally derive from the same
authoritative source.

9. To support, for example, the view that advaita is false (i.e. ‘May I be
many’); that Brahman is both substantial and efficient cause; and so on.

10. ShBh,1.1.1 (p. 60, 1.10—13; Th, p. 80). ‘He wishes to create ‘sisrksu-, from
‘it occurs’ to ‘rejects [this notion]’: karyotpattisvabhavyena buddhistham nimit-
tantaram iti tadevadvitiyapadena nisidhyata ity avagamyate.

11. Sometimes translated ‘material cause’ in the (Christian) Scholastic sense
of ‘that from which something becomes’ (id ex quo aliquid fit).

12. Cf. our comments in Ch. 1 on the scope of reason in Vedanta.

13. The ‘inherence’ mode of discourse derives from the relation of inherence
between two things — that is, the ontological relation between thing inhering and
thing-inhered-in such that there is a non-reversible flow of being between the
two: the thing-inhered-in (relatively or absolutely) bestowing being, the thing
inhering receiving being. In due course this idea will become clearer with the help
of appropriate examples.
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14. See Ch.2 in connection with Ramanuja’s exegesis of the text ‘That you
are’.

15. ShBh,1.4.23 (p. 385, 11.5—6; Th, p. 398). In Sanskrit, karanam evavasthan-
taram apannam karyam na dravyantaram iti. See the whole discussion under this
sitra, which concerns Brahman as substantial cause of the world. Under ShBh,
11.1.15, Ramanuja discusses the concept of substantial cause in general with the
use of examples, two of the more telling of which are: (1) a lump of clay
transformed into a jar for the storing or fetching of water (here the clay-
substance is not destroyed; ‘it only becomes possessed of another name [“jar”]
and configuration [samsthana] for the purpose of accomplishing a particular
operation [vyavaharavisesa-], i.e. fetching water, and the like’); and (2) the same
Devadatta becoming the object of different ideas and words as he passes through
the different stages of life, from boyhood to old age.

16. For a comparative discussion in the context of Hindu and Christian
thought on this subject in general, see J. Lipner, ‘The Christian and Vedantic
Theories of Originative Causality: A Study in Transcendence and Immanence’,
Philosophy East and West, Jan 1978, pp. 53—68.

17. Cf. VedsS, para. 59.

18. For this idea cf. Ch. 2, pt.1I.

19. ShBh, 11.3.18 (p. 522, 1.13—p. 523, 1.2; Th, p. 542). The Sanskrit of this
important passage in full:

atah sarvada cidacidvastusarirataya tatprakaram brahma. tat kadacit svasmad
vibhaktavyapadesanarhatisiuk smadasapannacidacidvastusariram tisthati. tat
karanavastham brahma. kadacic ca vibhaktanamaripasthilacidacidvastusarir-
am. tac ca karyavastham. tatra karanavasthasya karyavasthapattav acida-
mésasya karanavasthayam S$abdadivihinasya bhogyatvaya sabdadimattaya
svaripanyathabhavariapavikaro bhavati. cidamsasya ca karmaphalavisesab-
hoktrtvaya tadanuripajiianavikasaripavikaro bhavati. ubhayaprakaravisistan-
iyantramse tattadavasthatadubhayavisistatariapavikaro bhavati. karanavasth-
aya avasthantarapattiriipo vikarah prakaradvaye prakarini ca samanah.

See also Ch. 2, n.27.

20. ShBh,11.3.45 (p. 543,1.3; Th, p. 563). In Sanskrit, ekavastvekadesatvam hy
amsatvam. See also VedSar, 1.1.2.

21. See VedsS, para. 87.

22. VedSar, 1.1.2 (p. 400). From ‘for in all cases’ till end: sarvatra visesanav-
isesyayoh svariapasvabhavabhedat.

23. While the amsa—amsin duality in respect of Brahman and the world is not
unimportant it is not central to Ramanuja’s theology. It is especially interesting
as a facet of his unique theological method, which will be discussed in Ch. 7.

24. Though Brahman’s originative causality in Ramanuja’s theology is
different in important respects from the divine act of creation as described in
traditional Christian thought (see the article referred to in n. 16 for an indication
of these differences), it may still be regarded as ‘creative’ in the strong sense if it is
essential to this sense that produced being depends existentially totally, from the
point of view of its ultimate origin and continuance, on the supreme being. As
this chapter unfolds we shall see that Ramanuja did maintain this view.

25. Cf.Ch.2, n.28.
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26. Sanskrit, tksapurvika. Cf. ShBh, 1.1.5.

27. The unenlightened souls awaiting rebirth, who in their past births
produced the pending regulative karma of the world-to-be, remain during the
dissolution in a disembodied state of ‘suspended animation’.

28. See Ch. 1 for a discussion of this point.

29. In Sanskrit, bahu syam prajayeya. The mood is the vidhilin.

30. See Ch. 4, pp. 70f.

31. ShBh,1.1.21 (p. 212,11.8—12; Th, p. 239). The Sanskrit in full: apahatapap-
matvam hy apahatakarmatvam karmavasyatagandharahitatvam ity arthah. kar-
madhinasukhaduhkhabhagitvena karmavasyata hi jivah. ato’pahatapapmatvam
Jjivad anyasya paramatmano eva dharmah. tatparvakam svarapopadhikam lokak-
amesatvam satyasamkalpatvadikam sarvabhitantaratmatvam ca tasyaiva dhar-
mah. 1 have here translated satyasamkalpa as ‘having a will for the real’ and
satyakama as ‘having a desire for the real’, instead of the more natural ‘with
intentions realised” and ‘with wishes come true’, respectively, in view of
Ramanuja’s exegeses of these terms, following in the text.

32. Sanskrit, Sesataikarati-. This expression occurs regularly in two of the
hymns attributed to Rﬁmanuja, the Saranagatigadya and the Srirangagadya.

33. For instance, in the ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 121, 11.19-20; Th. p. 143), we have:
‘Brahman, through his will, is conditioned by the various modes whose proper
forms are the different mutable and immutable entities’ (brahmaiva svasamkal-
pad vicitrasthiracarasvaripataya nanaprakaram avasthitam iti); the Gitabhasya,
under 9.5, says simply, in Krsna’s name; ‘My supportiveness [of being] is not like
that of jars of water. Then how [am I supportive]? By my will’' (na ghatadinam
Jjalader iva mama dharakatvam. katham — matsamkalpena).

34. Itcannot be the case then that Brahman ‘is in need of the universe which is
a necessary phase of His self-realisation’ — Bhatt, Studies in Ramanuja Vedanta,
p.53.

35. ShBh,11.3.14 (p. 518, 11.7—8; Th, p. 537). In Sanskrit, mahadadikaryanam
api tattadanantaravastuarirakah sa eva purusottamah karanam.

36. ShBh, 11.3.15 (p. 519, 1.5; Th, p. 538). In Sanskrit, sarvasya brahmanah
saksat sambhavottambhanam.

37. ShBh, 11.1.32 (p. 461, 11.20ff.; Th, pp. 476f.)

38. Cf. ShBh, Intro. to 1.2 (p.233, .8—9; Th, p.256): [the Lord] has a
supernal form, non-prakrtic, not caused by karma, and peculiar to him alone’. In
Sanskrit, sa caprakrtakarmanimittasvasadharanadivyaripa iti .

39. A description which, as van Buitenen points out, is rooted in scripture.
For a more general description of the supernal form see the introductory section
of the Gitabhasya.

40. ShBh, 1.2.2 (p. 239, 1.20—p. 240, 1.2; Th, p. 262). ‘Objects of [the Lord’s]
enjoyment’: svabhogyabhiitah.

41. Less wisely his followers speculated and even argued about its nature: the
industry of scholastic disputation on the words and ideas of the master was well
under way.

42. Ttis in this broad sense of ‘proper form’ that Ramanuja also includes the
heavenly abode and the heavenly attendants of the Lord. Further, the supernal
form, heavenly attendants and abode belong to Brahman’s ‘proper form’ in the
sense that they were eternally with him in an unchanging condition, in contrast
to the world and its inhabitants, whose state is continually changeable as the
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world is regularly produced, ‘comes to its fruition’ and is then dissolved.

43. ShBh,1.1.21 (p. 215,11.1-3; Th, p. 241). In Sanskrit, tadidam svabhavikam
eva riipam updsakanugrahena tatpratipattyanugunakaram devamanusyadisa-
msthanam karoti svecchayaiva paramakaruniko bhagavan.

44. To Christ through the Vedanta originally appeared serially in the little
magazine The Light of the East, published by G. Dandoy s (Calcutta, 1922-46),
in which Johanns participated for some years. The extract is taken from the
December 1923 issue, p. 4(b). The work appeared later in a French edition, Vers
le Christ par le Vedanta (2 vols).

45. In so far as his philosophy seeks to support and illuminate his theology,
Ramanuja may be called a philosophical theologian.

46. Cf. VedsS, para. 134.

CHAPTER SIX: THE WAY AND JOURNEY'’S END

1. Sanskrit, smrti. We shall take note of this peculiar usage later. To give smrti
its usual translation of ‘memory’ would be misleading here.

2. ShBh,1.1.1 (p. 10, 11.5-20; Th, pp. 15-16). From ‘In other words’ to end:
atah saksatkararipa smrtih smaryamanatyarthapriyatvena svayam atyarthapriya
yasya sa eva parenatmana varaniyo bhavatiti tenaiva labhyate para atmety uktam
bhavatiti. evamripa dhruvanusmrtir eva bhaktisabdenabhidhiyate.

3. ShBh, 111.4.26 (p. 696, 11.13—14; Th, p.699). ‘Through the grace of the
supreme Person’: paramapurusaprasadadvarena.

4. One must bear in mind that the samsaric world comprises the three levels of
(1) the celestial realms, (2) the manifest world in which we live, and (3) the nether
regions; further, that there is the traffic of rebirth between all three levels.

5. ShBh,11.2.3 (p.471,11.14-16, and p. 472,1.11 —p. 473, 1.2; Th, pp. 487-8).
In Sanskrit,

[$astram] ca paramapurusaradhanatadviparyayariipe karmani punyapunye
tadanugrahanigrahdyatte ca tatphale sukhaduhkhe iti vadati ... sa ca
bhagavan purusottam[o] . . . etani karmani samicinany etany asamicinaniti
karmadvaividhyam samvidhaya tadupadanocitadehendriyadikam tanniyaman-
asaktim ca sarvesam ksetrajianam samanyena pradarsya svasasanavabodhi
Sastram ca pradarSya tadupasamharartham cantaratmatayanupravisyanuman-
trtaya ca niyacchams tisthati. te ksetrajiias tu tadahitasaktayas tatpradistak-
aranakalevaradikas tadadharas ca svayam eva svecchanugunyena punyapun.
yaripe karmani upadadate. tatas ca punyariapakarmakarinam svasasananuv-
artinam jiiatva dharmarthakamamoksair vardhayate. $asandtivartinam ca
tadviparyayair yojayati. atah svatantryadivaikalyacodyani navakasam lab-
hante.

6. Carman, in The Theology of Ramanuja, pp. 39f., recounts a story in which
Ramanuja is reputed to have climbed a temple-tower and announced openly to
one and all in the courtyard below his guru’s secret teaching to him concerning
salvation. There is doubt as to whether the recipients of this largesse were only
duly initiated Sri Vaisnavas or the public at large, but that this doubt exists at all
is tribute to the memory of Ramanuja’s openness. Then again, one must not
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forget that by the very writing of his works for public dissemination Ramanuja
gives evidence of his inclusive salvific concern.
7. On this last point Raméanuja, in VedS, para. 107 (p. 138), says,

We have to understand that the Lord’s dwelling within an effect [in the form of
anavataral . . .is the descent of One who, from his own desire and for his own
play, completes the number of those realities which are his own effects for the
welfare of the world: as when, out of play, the Highest completes the number
of gods [in his descent] as Upendra, or when the highest Brahman’s descent,
from his own desire, completes the number of kings of the Solar Dynasty in
the form of Rama, the son of Dasaratha, or when, from his own desire, the
Blessed One’s descent into the house of Vasudeva [as Krsna] for removing the
burden [of evil] from the earth completes the number of the Lunar Dynasty.

From beginning to ‘for the welfare of the world’: yah punah . . . karyamadhye
nivesah sa svakaryabhitatattvasamkhyapiranam kurvatah svalilaya jagadupak-
ardya svecchavatara ity avagantavyah. ‘Play’ here must be understood in the
appropriate sense of the discussion in Ch. 5.

8. Asthe previous note and Ch. 5, n. 43, for example, make abundantly clear.

9. ShBh, 1.3.1, (p. 277, 1.21 — p. 278, 1.2; Th, p. 297). In Sanskrit, devadinam
samasrayaniyatvaya tattajjatiyariapasamsthanagunadharmasamanvitah svak-
iyam svabhavam ajahad eva svecchaya bahudha vijayate parah purusa iti . . ..

10. The so-called ‘law of similitude’ (kratu-nyaya) between intention (kratu)
and one’s existential condition is here implicitly invoked; that is, as one desires
so one becomes.

11. GBI1I(1), p. 6 ‘Has decended repeatedly in the various worlds’: tesu tesu
lokesv avatiryavatirya.

12. Commenting on Gita, 4.8 (‘For the protection of the righteous. . . Icome
into existence [in avatiric form] age after age’), Ramanuja writes, ‘The
“righteous” are the foremost among the Vaisnavas . . . occupied in taking
refuge in me [i.e. Krsna] . . > — BG1I(1), p.373.

13. Ramanuja comments (ibid.) ‘for establishing the waning Vedic law
[ksinasya vaidikasya dharmasya] . . . 1 come into existence age after age in the
form of god, man, and so on’.

14. Under 4.11 Ramanuja says that whoever turns to the Lord will be granted
access to him in the appropriate way; again, Ramanuja interprets 9.23 to mean
that all sincere worship directed to beings other than Krsna in the end finds
Krsna in that, as Lord of all, he ensouls all other beings. Further, the name of
every other being worshipped as divine ultimately finds its terminus and full
significance in Krsna as Lord.

15. Under 4.5 Ramanuja says that avataras have ‘reality’ (satyatva).

16. And observes, ‘Then the Blessed One . . . showed [Arjuna] his own four-
armed form, and assuming his familiar gentle body, comforted him’ — BG11(2)
11.50 (p. 333).

17. For Ramanuja, and this contrasts with the Christian view, there may be
historicity to the avatara, but not necessarily realism.

18. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 3, 1.7-10; Th, p. 6).

19. In Thibaut the commentary begins under 1.3.32, midway on p. 337.

20. In this connection Ramanuja says in ShBh, 1.3.33 (p. 323, 1.5-7; Th,
p. 338), specifically with reference to the Stdra,
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It is not possible for one untutored in what Brahman’s proper form is, and in
the kinds of worshipful meditation on that form, and also having no right to
perform the various things ancillary to the preceding, such as recitation of the
Veda, the [ordained] sacrifices, and so on, to be equipped to bring the
worshipful meditations to a [successful] conclusion. Even though one may be
desirous [of following the above discipline], without the [proper] qualification
one cannot have the right [to embark upon it].

This non-qualification applies equally to Sudras, twice-born Sri-Vaisnava
women, and Hindu and non-Hindu outcastes. From ‘cannot have the qualifica-
tion’ to end: [na hi] upasanopasamharasamarthyam sambhavati. asamarthasya
carthitvasadbhave'py adhikaro na sambhavati.

21. For an interesting and promising synthesis in this respect see J. Hick,
Death and Eternal Life.

22. BG11(2), p. 65. Gitarthasamgraha, v. 12: aisvaryaksarayathatmyabhaga-
vaccharanarthinam | vedyopadeyabhavanam astame bheda ucyate.

23. Cf. Ramanuja’s commentary on 7.28. It is important to note, as we shall
see, that for Ramanuja this threefold distinction is descriptive rather than
prescriptive. That is, he is describing the kinds of devotees there are rather than
prescribing how they ought to be.

24. BG1i(1), p.512. In Sanskrit, vigatecchabhayakrodho . .. moksaik-
aprayojano munih atmavalokanasilo yah sada mukta eva sah sadhyadasayam iva
sadhanadasayam api mukta eva sa ity arthah. In his sub-commentary Vedan-
tadesika notes (ibid.), ‘ “he is liberated”” means, “he is on the way to being
liberated”’ (mukta eva muktapraya ity arthah).

25. ShBh, 1v.3.14 (p. 754, 11.18—-19; Th, p. 752). In Sanskrit, api tu ye param
brahmopasate ye catmanam prakrtiviyuktam brahmatmakam updsate tan
ubhayavidhan nayati.

26. BG11(2), p.115. In Sanskrit, atmayathatmyavidah paramapurusanisth-
asya ca, ‘sa enan brahma gamayati’ iti brahmapraptivacanad acidviyuktam
atmavastu brahmatmakataya brahmasesataikarasam ity anusamdheyam . . ..

27. Will not the yogin if he studies and contemplates scripture as required
realise that his goal is not the final one and is inferior to the jiignin’s? Would he
not then cease to be a yogin in this sense? Ramanuja would answer either (1) that
the yogin, knowing this, could still for temperamental and other circumstantial
reasons choose as his first (limited) goal the first-level atma-vision, by the more
difficult path of withdrawal from works (this would be a strategic choice to
arrive at a stage in his spiritual journey at which his final goal, i.e. second-level
atma-vision, could securely be achieved); or (2) that the yogin’s scriptural study,
even though theologically defective, could yet be adequate for him to embark
upon his misguided spiritual discipline.

28. Traditionally between three and five such obligations were recognised: (1)
to the seers or risis (fulfilled by study of the Vedas); (2) to the gods or celestials
(fulfilled by sacrifice); (3) to the ancestors, i.e. the fathers (fulfilled by the
procreation of a son); (4) to the world, to mankind, to one’s society (fulfilled by
benevolence and good example to all concerned); and (5) to guests (fufilled by
the appropriate hospitality). In our context Ramanuja seems to have had
primarily the fourth in mind.

29. This paragraph contains the gist of Ramanuja’s remarks on (esp.) Gita,
3.8, 21-4.
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30. Cf. S. N. Dasgupta, 4 History of Indian Philosophy, vol. 111, p. 214.

31. SeeJ. A. B. van Buitenen, Ramanuja on the Bhagavadgita, p. 154, n. 596;
for R. C. Lester’s agreement, cf. his Ramanuja on the Yoga, p. 14, n. 3.

32. BG1I(1), p. 524. In Sanskrit, idanim jianayogakarmayogasadhyatmaval-
okanariipayogabhyasavidhir ucyate.

33. Ibid., p. 529. In Sanskrit, yogam atmavalokanam praptum icchor mumuk-
soh karmayoga eva karanam ucyate.

34. BG11(3) pp. 181-2. In Sanskrit smrtih pirvanubhitavisayam anub-
havasamskaramatrajam jianam. jiianam indriyalingagamayogajo vastuniscayah.

35. Thus the term yoga is used in various senses by Ramanuja, i.e. atma-
vision, the discipline of works, knowledge, or love, and so on. Lester cannot be
right then when he says that when Ramanuja ‘speaks of Yoga he has specifically
in mind that Yoga systematized by Pataiijali for the Yoga school’ (Ramanuja on
the Yoga, p. 30). Lester undermines his own thesis by proceeding substantially to
modify it. He acknowledges that Ramanuja rejects the Patafijalian metaphysics
as well as the last member of the original eight-limbed technique, and radically
reinterprets the seventh member (dhyana). After this one may reasonably
wonder how, when Ramanuja speaks of yoga, he has the Patafijalian Yoga
specifically in mind.

36. ShBh,1.2.23 (p.262,1.18—p. 263,1.12; Th, pp. 284—5). From the beginning
to ‘and this takes on the nature of bhakti’: brahma prepsuna dve vidye veditavye
brahmavisaye paroksaparoksaripe dve vijiiane upadeye ity arthah. atra paroksam
Sastrajanyam jhianam. aparoksam yogajanyam jfianam. tayor brahmaprap-
tyupayabhiitam aparoksajiianam. tac ca bhaktiriapapannam. From ‘But by “Now
the higher [knowledge] . . .””’ to end: atha para yaya tad aksaram adhigamyate
ity upasanakhyam brahmasaksatkaralaksanam bhaktirapapannam jfianam
ucyate. Note the occurrence of yoga here, which means yoga proper, i.e. ‘second-
level’ atma-vision. For another full description of the way to salvation, cf. VedsS,
para.9l.

37. See his comments under BrSi, 11.4.19-20, for instance: yet further
evidence of his positive outlook on this material world and its relationships.

38. Thisidea corresponds to the Sanskrit expression aSesasesataikarati which
occurs not infrequently in the Gitabhasya and in the devotional hymns ascribed
to Ramanuja. In connection with this point Ramanuja says in VedsS, para. 142
(p. 171), ‘When the highest Brahman is realised as the object of untainted and
unexcelled love on the grounds that, being the Principal of everything, he is thus
related to the arman which is his accessory, then the highest Brahman himself
leads the atman on to the attainment of its goal.” In Sanskrit, tadevam parasya
brahmano . . . . sarvasesitvad atmanah Sesatvat pratisambandhitaya anusamd-
hiyamanam anavadhikatisayapritivisayam sat param brahmaivainam atmanam
prapayatiti. See also next para.

39. See, for instance, n. 2.

40. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p.9,11.11-19, and p. 10,11.19-20; Th, pp. 14-15, 16). From
‘Now this meditation’ till end: dhyanam ca tailadharavad avicchinnasmrtisamtan-
ariapam. dhruva smrtih . . . sa ca smrtir darsanasamanakara . . . bhavati ca smrter
bhavanaprakarsad darsanaripata . . . . evamripa dhruvanusmrtir eva bhaktisab-
denabhidhiyate.

41. Hence the use in the note above of (anu)smrti, which ordinarily connotes
remembering on the basis of a cognitive impression (samskara) of some sort.
Though the image-based bhakti experience of the Lord about which Ramanuja
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speaks here is not an ordinary remembrance, it is to contrast its representational
(samskara-dependent) nature with direct apprehension of the Lord that
Ramanuja refers to it as (anu)smrti. Nevertheless, he insists that it is a steady
(and extremely vivid) experience. Its steadiness is indicated by the prefix anu
sometimes used; this prefix suggests continuity (among other things). To
highlight this feature, the experience is compared to the steady flow of oil, so
familiar and striking an image not only of classical but also of contemporary
India. Compare this use of anu- in anusmrti with the use of anu- in anuvrtti in
Ramanuja’s commentary on Gitd, 2.12, for example, where he discusses in the
guise of the Advaitin piarvapaksin the ‘knowledge of difference . . . in the form of
the continuance of what has been sublated’ (badhitanuvrttirapam . . . bhedaj-
Aianam). See also Ch. 1, n. 34.

42. Carman, The Theology of Ramanuja, ch. 18, has a good if short discussion
of Ramanuja’s and his disciples’ references to Sri.

43. See, for instance, Carman’s discussion (ibid., ch.17) and Lester’s
Ramanuja on the Yoga . (appendix II).

44. The powers of the jivatman, including multilocation, (non-prakrtic)
embodiment at will, (relative) all-knowingness, and above all transcendence
over karma—unexpressed in samsara—can now be given full rein. It is important
to note, however, that in moksa these powers are manifest in a way appropriate
to the jiva’s finite nature and as participative in the Lord’s sovereignty over
cognitive and volitional limitations.

45. ShBh, 1.3.41 (p. 332, 11.19-21; Th, p. 348). In Sanskrit, parabrahmasad-
haranam sarvatejasam chadakam sarvatejasam karanabhitam anugrahakam . . .
Jyotir drsyate. 3

46. Cf. KathUp, 11.3.15; MundUp, 11.2.11; SveUp, V1.14.

47. There is scope here for points of contact between Ramanuja’s picture of
the liberated state and the Christian understanding of the resurrection of a
(spiritual) body in the eschaton.

48. ShBh, 1.3.7 (p.287,1.7-12; Th, p.306). In Sanskrit, karmavasyanam
ksetrajianam brahmano 'nyatvenanubhiiyamanam krtsnam jagat tattatkarman-
urapam duhkham ca parimitasukham ca bhavati. ato brahmano nyatayanub-
hityamanam anyataya parimitasukhatvena duhkhatvena ca jagadanubhavasya
karmanimittatvat karmaripavidyavimuktasya tad eva jagad vibhiitigunavisistabr-
ahmanubhavantargatam sukham eva bhavati.

49. As an instance of this, Ramanuja allows for certain individuals who have
attained the liberating knowledge (e.g. Vasistha) to undergo fresh embodiments
in this world after death, in order to complete the function/service their previous
karma merited. Cf. ShBh, 11. 3.30-1.

CHAPTER SEVEN: THE ONE AND THE MANY: OBSERVATIONS ON RAMANUIJA'’S
THEOLOGICAL METHOD

1. In this context ‘model’ is being understood in the sense of a conceptual
structure or framework in terms of which a complex, multifaceted reality can be
opened up to the understanding. ‘Model’ is not being used in its current more
technical senses. Cf., for example, Ian Barbour’s Myths, Models and Paradigms.

2. Cf.Ch.2. p.37.

3. This chapter is an enlarged version of a similar discussion contributed by
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the author to the H. D. Lewis Festschrift issue of Religious Studies (Mar 1984),
ed. Prof. S. Sutherland with the assistance of the author. However, the
Festschrift contribution has a section on the potential for dialogue with
Christian theology in general (and Indian Christian theology in particular) of
Ramanuja’s theological method.

4. BAUp, n1.7.15 (Kanva recension). Cf. the whole section.

5. For some discussion on this, Cf. Lott, God and the Universe, Ch. 3.

6. ShBh, 11.1.8 (p.409, 11.8—-10; Th, 419-20. In Sanskrit, Sariram hi nama
karmaphalariipasuk haduhkhopabhogasadhanabhitendriyasrayah paficavrttiprén-
adhinadhdranah prthivyadibhitasamghatavisesah.

7. .1.9 (p.413, 1. 14-16; Th, p.424). In Sanskrit, ato yasya cetanasya,
yaddravyam sarvatmana svarthe niyantum dhdarayitum ca $akyam tacchesataik-
asvariipam ca tat tasya Sariram iti Sariralakssnam astheyam. From this definition
we see that for Radmanuja it was not necessary that a substance be capable of
existing (relatively) independently.

8. See Ch.2, pp. 37.

9. See A. Farrer, Faith and Speculation, Ch. 10 (‘Anima Mundi’).

10. See, for instance, Lott, God and the Universe, p.31: ‘The texts . . .
illustrate Radmanuja’s thesis of organic relationship as the principal characteris-
tic of the unity of God and universe. That they were the original inspiration
for Ramanuja in his adopting this organic viewpoint is clearly a strong
possibility. . . .

11. VedS, para. 76 (p. 114). In Sanskrit,

ayam eva catmasarirabhavah prhaksiddhyanarhadharadheyabhavo niyantr-
niyamyabhavah Sesasesibhavas ca. sarvatmanadharataya niyantriaya Sesitaya
ca — apnotity atma sarvatmanadheyataya niyamyataya Sesataya ca — aprthak-
siddham prakarabhiitam ity akarah Sariram iti cocyate. evam eva hi jivatmanah
svasarirasambandhah. evam eva paramdatmanah sarvasariratvena sarvasab-
davacyatvam.

12. Not, of course, in so far as its material body is material, i.e. prakrtic, or
has its distinctive shape, or functions in its characteristic biological ways, and so
on, but in so far as it is related to its @tman in the technical sense of the self-body
model.

13. VedsS, para. 62 (p.107). In Sanskrit, jatyader vastusamsthanataya vas-
tunah prakaratvat prakaraprakarinos ca padarthantaratvam prakarasya prthak-
siddhyanarhatvam prthaganupalambhas ca . . . .

14. Cf. following note.

15. ShBh, 1.1.1 (p.114, 121 - p.115, 1.2; Th, pp.136-7) In Sanskrit,
atmaikasrayatvam atmavislese Sariravinasad avagamyate. atmaikaprayojan-
atvam ca tattatkarmaphalabhogarthatayaiva sadbhavat. tatprakaratvam api devo
manusya iti atmavisesanatayaiva pratiteh.

16. First quotation, on Gita, 9.4: BG11(2), p. 137. In Sanskrit, sarvani bhiatani
mayy antaryamini . .;. aham tu na tadayattasthitih. matsthitau tair na kag-
cidupakara ity arthah. The second, on Gita, 9.5:BG11(2), p.138. ‘I am the
support’: bhartaham.

17. ‘(Naming) terms’: understood in the technical sense mentioned in Ch. 1
(see p. 14).

18. See the discussion in Ch. 2, pp. 39ff.



174 Notes

19. The rules of grammar demand niyamya, but the best textual authorities
have niyamya. No doubt this was a use peculiar to Ramanuja.

20. Cf. Carman, The Theology of Ramanuja, p.135.

21. In classical Hindu thought control of a chariot in its various aspects
provided a particularly potent illustration of integrated and integrating forces in
personal relationships. A well-known example in this context occurs in KathUp,
1.3.3f. Indeed, to my mind the key relationships of the Bhagavadgita itself are
structured with the model of control over a (war) chariot in view. In neither case,
however, taken as a whole, is there an exact parallel with Ramanuja’s controller
— thing-controlled relationship.

22. And BAUp, 111.8.9, that it is by Brahman’s command that ‘the sun and
moon stand firm, set apart’. Cf. VedS, paras 13f.

23. On the unnecessitated sovereignty of Brahman’s will, see Ch. 5, pp. 89f.

24. VedS, para. 121 (p. 150). In Sanskrit, ayam eva hi sarvatra Sesasesibhavah.
paragatatisayadhanecchayopadeyatvam eva yasya svaripam sa Sesah parah Sest.

25. As a docrinal concept kaimkarya was developed in the theology of
Ramanuja’s followers. Ramanuja himself seems to give it a general, non-
technical meaning, though it may well be thought that the hymns ascribed to him
suggest otherwise. However, there is no doctrinal elaboration of kaimkarya in
the hymns.

26. See Ch. 6, n. 38.

27. See Ch. 5, pp. 83f.

28. See Ch. 5, pp. 85f.

29. See Ch. 2, pp. 38f., and earlier sections of this chapter.

30. The contrast between the two aspects of the polarity can be pointed to
linguistically by noting the pra- prefix in prakdara—prakarin (suggesting conver-
gence) and the vi — prefix in viSesya—visesana (suggesting divergence). Hence
under ShBh, 1.1.1 (p. 30, 11. 8-9; Th, pp. 42—3) Ramanuja can say of the latter
feature, ‘Whenever we apprehend the qualifier — qualificate relation the sharp
distinction between the two is perceived as obvious.” In Sanskrit, sarvatra
viSesanavisesyabhavapratipattau tayor atyantabhedah pratityaiva suvyaktah.

31. Interpreting words of Krsna, Ramanuja says in this vein, ‘[Serve and
worship] Me . . . as illumining the whole world by My unlimited and surpassing
lustre, gladdening the universe by the beauty of My self’ — BG11(1), 6.47 (p. 592).
In Sanskrit, . . . mam . . . anavadhikatisayatejasa nikhilam jagad bhasayantam
atmakantya visvam apyayayantam bhajate sevata upasta ity arthah.

32. See pp. 135-6.

33. For some ideas in this regard see my article mentioned in n. 3.

34. Onthe meaning of this compound, see J. A. B. van Buitenen, Ramanuja on
the Bhagavadgita, p. 1, n. 1 (there seems to be an omission here: read, ‘butitis a
sasthi tatpurusa’). Also see V. Varadachari’s article ‘Antiquity of the Term
Visishtadvaita’, in Visishtadvaita: Philosophy and Religion, pp. 109f.

35. An intriguing discussion on this description in connection with Raman-
uja’s thought was initiated by R. V. De Smet when in ‘Ramianuja and Madhva’,
in Religious Hinduism, ed. De Smet and J. Neuner, he referred, quite
inappropriately, to Ramanuja’s ‘definite pantheism’ (p. 69). Fr Anthony replied
with ‘Is Ramanuja a Pantheist?’, in Indian Ecclesiastical Studies, vol. v, no.4
(Oct 1966) pp. 283-313. This was followed by De Smet’s ‘Ramanuja, Pantheist
or Panentheist?” in Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute,
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Diamond Jubilee Volume (1977-8) pp. 561-71. Lott says, ‘Brahman contains
the universe within his total being, transcending it by his inclusiveness. This may
properly be termed pan-en-theistic Vedanta’ (God and the Universe, p. 85).
Comparisons and indeed contrasts may be made between Rimanuja’sand A. N.
Whitehead’s (and Whitehead-derived) theological views, especially in connec-
tion with ‘pan-en-theism’, but, as indicated earlier, explicit dialogue is not to my
purpose in this book.
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