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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENT

Primordial error with respect to a self that is intimately sensed yet
little understood—this is the ground of life as we know it. We exist
through a manifestion of self that is essentially false, blind to the rela-
tionship between our self and non-self even as we walk and speak,
read or think. It is no wonder, then, that the sage who would articulate
this stark truth remains in the shadows, concealed, as it were, behind
alleged truths that are more acceptable and sanctioned by tradition.

In the introduction to his commentary on the Brahma-siitra, Sankara,
author of the Brahma-sitra-bhasya (BSBh), suggests that it is primor-
dial error—the common lot of human beings and animals—that sus-
tains our life (or embodied existence). The error, he states, comes about
through the superimposition (adhydsa) of that which sees—“having an
object” (visayin)—on that which is seen (an object) (visaya), and vice
versa. Every voluntary movement of the body requires a measure of
false self-identification, or to quote his own words: “The body can only
be set in motion through an inherently erroneous projection of the
self on a non-self [which is the body]” (na cdnadhyastatma-bhavena
dehena kascid vyapriyate).

This, as I read it, implies that a sage who has become wholly free
of adhyasa would cease to move his tongue (to speak) and his hands
(to write), attaining thereby a high degree of dense silence. But for a
philosopher committed to coherent speech, the condition of not mov-
ing his tongue and hands presents a paradox. Mindful of the theory of
adhyadsa Sankara realizes that the speech-act “I do not exist” (ngham
asmiti; BSBh 1.1.1) presents a contradiction in terms. Nor can he
ignore the existential meaning of the paradoxical statement that to
live is to exist in error. In the thirteenth section of the metrical part of
the Upadesa-sahasri, the one and only self (atman) speaks in Sarikara’s
voice: Having no eyes I do not see (acaksustvan na drstir me); with
no ears, how is hearing possible (tathdsrotrasya ka srutih)?; having no
organ of speaking, there is no speech in me (avaktvan na tu vaktih
syat); without a mind, how can I think (amanastvan matih kutah)?'

! Upad 13.1.
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By articulating a vision of life that is inherently (naisargika) a series
of adhydsa-moments, Sanikara expresses his innermost voice (or the
position of his real self). The power to distinguish that which sees from
that which is seen results in disembodiment and immobility (often
referred to as moksa, freedom; asariratvam moksah),* positing for all
human beings, and especially philosophers, a terrible dilemma: a choice
between true knowledge (viveka) or life. Thus, true knowledge implies
the end of life as a series of activities that are embodied and dependent
on the agency of the self. The implication here is that consciousness,
the last stage of Darwinian evolution, turns on itself, risking its very
survival. How then is audible speech possible? The philosopher’s obvi-
ous predicament is that speech and writing (“noisy” existence) seem
incompatible with true knowledge. Yet here the author of the BSBh
finds hope in drawing a distinction between secondary meaning, “met-
aphor” (gauna), and error.

Silence does indeed befit a fully-accomplished Advaitin, and with-
out a true audience (an other) and a need to speak, we might expect an
Advaitin in touch with the ground of selthood, knowing (imagining)
himself to be the one great self (atman), to remain silent, renouncing
ordinary, referential language. And yet, since the Advaita literature
is so vast, we can also assume there is some opening for speech to
occur. Thus, Sarikara, foremost among composers of so-called Advaita
philosophy,’ must sustain a split of sorts, by virtue of which communi-
cation and writing (for Sarikara is a writer) can manifest in reality.

Sarikara seems to have been privy to a rare experience—touching
as it were the ground of the soul, unfathomable in its difference from
anything else in the world. The vision or realization of the irreducible
difference between seer (visayin) and seen (visaya) is what Sankara
calls viveka; and one who is capable of viveka is a vivekin. What follows
from this is a state of double consciouness wherein Sankara recognizes
himself to be atman (in accordance with the Upanisadic vision) yet
denies any sort of objective reality for atman, the one true self (or even
the physical body). But Sarikara then asserts that the Viveka-Vedantin
speaks “metaphorically” rather than erroneously, by means of a gauna

2BSBh 1.14.

3 Sankara is, by definition, the arch-exponent of the school of Advaita-Vedanta.
However, in our exposition of Sankara’s secret teaching based on the theory of
adhyasa, Sarikara is not truly an Advaitin; he would be more accurately called viveka-
vedantin. See below.
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or secondary mode of speech in a playful “as-if” attitude made pos-
sible by the distinction of self from non-self. In Upanisadic style, we
would say: the author speaks, yet he does not speak. The difference
between the author himself and the creatures of his mind (siddhantins
and pirva-paksins) is thus a difference between secondary and pri-
mary speech. The siddhantins’ voices articulate primary meaning,
while the author, aware of the irreducible difference between subject
and object, speaks by gauna. The author’s metaphorical state of mind
is marked by tension and complexity due to his recognition of both
atman (the oneness of the “impersonal” self) and an objective universe
that is completely dissociated from the self. Living in the void between
self and non-self is difficult, nay, impossible (as suggested above). The
surprising discourse of the allegedly silent and disembodied self or
atman and the mind (manas) in the Upadesa-sahasri is most telling
with respect to the nature of its author (see chapter 3). Who dares to
make datman speak in the first person and to represent the inherently
unvoiced self through a talking and talkative agent while leaving the
naturally restless mind in a state of stillness and silence? Reversing the
roles of atman and manas Sankara experiments with an improbable
dialogue between the two.

Sanikara’s resistance to binding the self to objective reality sets him
apart from the sacred tradition of the Upanisads. As he states in the
introduction to the BSBh, in the true (adhydsa-free) state of being, the
usual authoritative means of knowledge no longer prevail (na caitas-
min sarvasminn asati asavgasydtmanah pramdtrtvam upapadyate).
Should any doubt arise in the reader’s mind concerning the author’s
rejection of Upanisadic authority, Sanikara declares further that “...the
recognized means of knowledge such as perception and sacred tradi-
tion (Sastra) are like other objects conceived by a false state of mind
(tasmad avidyavad visayany eva pratyaksadini pramanani Sastrani
ca).” Reflecting on the Upanisadic theories of creation (which presup-
pose an inherent connection between self and world), he boldly asserts
their falsehood (see below). While clearly indebted to the Upanisadic
teaching of the oneness of atman, Sarikara lives with the conceptual
impossibility of correlating that oneness with objective reality. As he
says in BSBh 1.1.2: kim brahmana sambaddham kim anyena kenacit
sambaddham iti na Sakyam niscetum. This seemingly incidental remark
is full of implications. A writer’s intent is often ascertainable through
such seemingly incidental remarks, as Wilhelm Halbfass observed.
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Here and elsewhere in the BSBh, Sankara does indeed reveal a coher-
ent vision of truth and life.

The final chapter of this essay (the Epilogue) is devoted to what I
have come to consider the core of Sankara’s reflections on his viveka-
experience (“Sankara’s secret teaching”).

To my way of reading, large portions of the Brahmasttrabhasya—
notably the siddhanta-positions that purport to offer definitive con-
clusions for debate—are excluded from the author’s primary level of
imagination (the voice of his “real self”). This may seem like a short-
coming, but it serves to augment the explanation. See, for example,
the siddhanta-voices in favor of the Upanisadic theories of creation
(plurality emerging from the one). These are, strictly speaking, incom-
patible with the principle of adhyasa, “superimposition,” the confusion
of a metaphysical self (atman, visayin, saksin) with worldly existence.
Insisting on the irreducible difference between seer and seen, Sarikara,
the Viveka Vedantin, the adhyasa-free author of the BSBh, must resist
any theory of emanation of worldly (objective) existence from the one
primordial seer. Indeed, that is what he does at the end of BSBh 2.1.33
when he asserts that Upanisadic theories of creation are not really
true with respect to worldly existence; in fact, they form entirely illu-
sory, ignorant perspectives. One must not forget, Sanikara says, that,
the real teaching of the Upanisads concerns the oneness of atman
and Brahman (and nothing else) (na ceyam paramartha-visaya srsti-
srutih avidya-kalpita-nama-ripa-vyavahara-gocaratvat, brahmatma-
bhava-pratipadana-paratvac cety etad api naiva vismartavyam).

The viveka-experience is hard to maintain. The unending thirst for
life, unity, integration, and fusion of subject and object is always there,
even for our Viveka-Vedantin. In between the two separate poles of
being (self and non-self), he keeps resisting an imminent fall, as it
were (into adhyasa, the confluence of subject and object). Responding
to the irreducible void, the field composed of the disconnectedness of
self from the world—out of which freedom of imagination emerges—
Sarikara goes on speaking in many voices; among these, as we suggest
in the Epilogue, only one is the pristine, real self, as it were. Except
for the Epilogue, the bulk of this essay is devoted to a search for subtle
distinctions between the author and his siddhantins.

In the absence of such distinctions, Safikara scholars have treated
the author as essentially invisible, with no discrete existence apart
from that of his exponent. The existence of a different, normally inau-
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dible voice is the notion I use to explain the ‘inner-split’ in the intel-
lectual make-up of the Sarikara Advaita. What I mean to suggest here
is that Advaita messages are embedded in, even fostered by, moods
of doubt, wonder, recognition of true opposition, and perhaps even
pain. Sensing the presence of opposition and living in true dialogue
with others who do not share his arch-exponent’s (siddhantin’s)
views, Sankara is fully human in his diversity of being and moods.
The Advaita vision of a consciousness-generated self, insistent on the
unity and oneness of everything is undoubtedly attractive. Sarikara’s
version however, (Viveka-Vedanta) invites opposition and doubt; it
is an unbelievable truth. Yet the invisible composer of the BSBh lives
out this truth, however incredible it may be, as a lonely figure even
among the creatures of his mind. He should not be identified with his
exponents (siddhantins).

A new hero, an original thinker, and a man of the spirit emerges;
Sarikara produces a discourse that offers a glimpse of a primary mode
of speaking that is embedded in large sections of “as-if” speech-acts.
To be sure, the emergent vivekin does repeatedly side with his victori-
ous siddhantin, who is committed to the Upanisadic version of atman
and experience. And yet, as he re-enacts complexities of tone and mes-
sage, he brings out a quality of consciousness manifestly different from
that of his arch exponent.

What, then, is the quality of our author’s voice? In the greater part
of this essay, I have represented Sarikara as a man of changing bound-
aries of self; he is, therefore, a philosopher holding, however implicitly,
to a “fluid metaphysics.” Remembrance of things past, reunion with an
allegedly older self, use of referential language (committed, as it were,
to the existence of objects), making room for others’ voices—all these
imply a fluidity in the boundaries of self.

In the course of this study, I offer a number of indications or
expressions of the difference between the author and the siddhantins.
These include explicit confessions of the author’s doubt-filled, ques-
tioning moods; the exponent’s apparent weaknesses and failures in
answering the opponent’s (pirva-paksin’s) challenges; the dialogical
framework inherent to the bhasya-structure; Advaita contents play-
fully put into an opponent’s mouth; the atman’s first-person speech-
acts according to the Upadesa-sahasri; the ironical attitude toward a
somewhat ridiculous arch-exponent; the aforementioned rejection of
the siddhantins’ verbalization of Upanisadic theories of creation, and
so forth.
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Behind the entire composition is a playful writer. Sarikara is a true
artist who often speaks independently of his primary protagonist (the
siddhantin). As M. Bakhtin says of Dostoevsky (whom he considers a
true author capable of representing the voices and consciousness of
others): “If the umbilical cord uniting the hero to his creator is not
cut, then what we have is not a work of art but a personal document.”™
Sankara’s work is not a single-voiced “personal document.” Rather, it
is a work of art where other, alien voices are truly heard.

Let us articulate the relationship between the author and his creature
in terms of our alleged author’s own self-understanding. Sanikara would
say (we argue in chapter 5) that the positions of both author and arch-
exponent are characterized by omniscience (sarva-jfiatva), comparable
to Panini and his grammar and to Brahman and the Veda. The author
and his exponent are ‘omniscient.” And yet, just as Panini has supe-
rior knowledge (adhikatara-vijfigna) in relation to his composition,
and as Brahman—in his capacity as ‘author of the Veda’—is superior
to his composition, so is the omniscient author of the BSBh superior
to his message in the shape of the exponent’s finalized doctrine. Thus
Sanikara’s perception of authorship (BSBh 1.1.3) is a near explicit and
conscious expression of the difference between himself and his chosen
exponents. Indeed, Sankara must have been fully aware of the contra-
dictions between his own Viveka-Vedanta version of the Upanisadic
wisdom (fully explicated in the introduction to the BSBh but finding
expression elsewhere) and the siddhanta-positions expressed under
certain circumstances in various intellectual environments.

Sarikara is held by the vast majority of Western and Indian scholars
alike to have given the most elevated, pristine expression to Hindu
spirit and thought. Madhava (14th century) in his encyclopedia of
Indian schools of thought (sarva-darsana-sarigraha) places Sarnkara’s
school of Advaita-Vedanta at the very summit of the philosophi-
cal and spiritual traditions of India (including Buddhist traditions).
Madhava’s assessment of Advaita as the supreme vision of reality is
accepted to this day among Hindu intellectuals and reformers, and
scholars of Hinduism (see, for example, Rammohan Roy, 1772-1833).
In short, Advaita is Sarikara’s Advaita. And yet to my mind, a primary
distinction is called for with respect to the scope of oneness implied

* Bakhtin 1993: 51.
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in the concept of Advaita. In my exposition of Sanikara’s teachings,
the concept of Advaita is of two kinds: the greater and lesser Advaita.
The first (greater) Advaita focuses on the consciousness-made one-
ness of the self which is everything. The lesser Advaita is the vision
of the oneness of the self in its ontological difference from objective
reality (which is real). Committed to the oneness of atman yet also
to the reality of worldly, objective existence, Sankara is, in my view,
a “lesser Advaitin.” Challenged by the Upanisadic vision of greater
Advaita, Sarikara develops his own secret teaching. The identity of self
with Brahman (the “absolute”) is in Sarikara’s experience the ultimate
reality of the oneness of self but this (experience) in no way nullifies
or negates any reality other than that of the self. Thus, Sarikara shares
the vision of the piarva-paksin who considers light, jyoyis, to be real,
namely, meant by the Veda, while the siddhantin insists that the word
“light” invariably signifies dtman or Brahman, leaving no space for
anything other than that.

The doubt-ridden question underlying Sankara’s thought is this:
how is this world possible? It is made possible, he answers, by the
superimposition of the (real) self upon the (real) object and vice versa.
Thus, Sarikara the lesser Advaitin tends toward the view of the pirva-
paksin who is aware that light (jyotis), space, and life-breath may
have a separate existence. He occupies a position half-way between
the greater-Advaita-siddhantin and the pirva-paksin in the bhasyas
devoted to the meaning of certain Upanisadic words. Although neither
an exponent nor an opponent, the author incorporates them both. It is
this inherently in-between position that makes Sarikara what he is.

What, then, is Sankara’s greatest contribution to civilization? What
has made his philosophy and commentary of the Upanisads and the
Brahma-stitra so resonant for millions of Hindus (and scholars and
others in the West)? Whence comes this extraordinary recognition of
the man’s greatness? It would seem to be related to what he says about
freedom, a state of mind conditioned by mankind’s self-understanding.
In Sankara’s vision, freedom and imagination of self go together. His
articulation of the subtle connection between the imagined self and
freedom seems to empower and enhance the presence of freedom half-
hidden, as it were, beneath the surface of experience. For as a matter
of fact everyone finds something resonant in the “idea of freedom.”
Given this datum of experience, as true and real as the (undeniable)
sense of I, the question is how is freedom possible? Freedom, moksa, is
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the horizon towards which Sarikara’s attention is drawn. The oneness
of self (atman) and the separation of self from non-self, he says, are
implied by the very possibility of an intense openness called moksa.
And the possibility of freedom, he would say, is real and invaluable; it
is the essence of the nature of man and woman. In this context, Sankara
offers a telling comparison between human beings and beasts. Like
beasts, human beings (however superior in intelligence) are afflicted
by adhyasa; they are by nature not free and incapable of imagining a
true self. Only the enlightened, poet-like sage lives freely by his capac-
ity for “metaphor,” gauna. In short, moksa becomes possible for men
and women by virtue of viveka.

Some twenty something years ago I was sitting with David Shulman
on the lawn of the Givat-Ram campus of the Hebrew University. I told
him of my fascination with the notion of different levels of truth and
reality, a notion I believed to underlie Sarkara’s BSBh. You should
write a book about that, he answered. For me this was a moment of
birth (in the spirit of healthy debt).

This slim volume is a payment of that debt to Shulman who, with
his broad perspectives and the many disciplines and voices that gave
rise to them (languages, poetry, grammars, philosophy, psychology)
stands foremost among scholarly lovers of India in our age. In my
case, it is Shulman’s love for flesh-and-blood textuality expressive of
moods, emotions and metaphysics that has made me approach litera-
ture and philosophy in a new way.

I also dedicate this volume to the memory of Wilhelm Halbfass,
my mentor at the University of Pennsylvania. One day, as I expressed
misgivings about myself engaged as I was in interpretation rather
than solid, respectable research, he suddenly said: “Interpretation,
that’s what we want”. For me, this statement of Halbfass made a big
difference.

A re-reading of the entire BSBh as “multi-voiced Advaita-Vedanta”
(no doubt a worthy project) is beyond the scope of this book. More-
over, my awareness of the distinction between the author and his
Advaita protagonist requires constant alertness and resistance to the
usual conflation of the two. It is a difficult endeavour. In my own
terms, I am often a fallen reader, failing to differentiate the author
from the creature of his mind. Thus, if reading the BSBh in its full-
bodied textuality would be considered payment of my debt to Shul-
man, a sense of debt as yet remains.



PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENT Xvii

I am grateful to Gadia Scott, my editor, who, overcoming moth-
erly preoccupation with a child and a new baby, delved into a tra-
dition opposite in values and spirit to her motherly circumstances.
Alex Cherniak edited the Sanskrit and put the diacritical signs in place.
Naphtali Meshel, a committed Sanskritist and scholar of ritual and the
“grammar of sacrifice” in the Bible, made invaluable corrections and
intellectual suggestions of many kinds. Absorbed in his PhD thesis on
Upanisadic ritualized texts as workshops of death, Tzakhi (Yitzhak)
Freedman made substantial contributions to the final form of this
book, particularly in cutting off repetitive, redundant passages. Betsie
Rosenberg, a poet and true lover of old India, made valuable com-
ments on inner contradictions in my presentation of the differences
between author and siddhantin. Finally, my wife Rivka made me real-
ize the need to let this book go, and be finished. I, for my part, would
go on and on.






CHAPTER ONE

ON THE CHALLENGE OF LISTENING
TO SANKARA’S VOICES: DIALOGUE AND MONOLOGUE
IN SANKARA’S WRITING

Sankara, author of the BSBh, is present in his work. The nature and qual-
ity of his voice and imagination are suggested in his writing. Does he
make room for truly other voices? Are Sarikara’s bhdsyas “monologues”
or “dialogues”?! The so-called conflating paradigm in reading Sarikara
presupposes a quality of a single-voice monologue. The dialogical
appearance of the text is merely an as-if dialogue, they say, but is inher-
ently a monologue (an author’s monologue). We offer, in contrast, a
reading grounded in the assumption that the dialogical framework in
Sarikara is genuine. We also argue that the way this framework is dis-
played in the BSBh necessarily implies a distinction between composer
and siddhanta-hero. Thus, in our view, the author’s re-enactment of his
opponents’ vision is thought-in-process, never reaching an organic stop.
In a sense, the exponent’s weaknesses (or indecisive victories) of sorts
are inherent throughout.

Indeed, major propositions of Advaita-Vedanta are articulated with
opposite ideas in view. Liberation is opposite to bondage; individual
souls (jiva) are numerous, dtman is one; disembodiment is opposite to
embodiment (self-identification with datman is opposite to self-identi-
fication with a body); Vedic imperatives are contrasted with freedom
from imperatives (moksa); pain in samsara is opposed to ananda, the
irreversible relief of pain; a universe of instrumentality (cause-and-
effect existence—sadhya-sadhana-bhava) is contrasted with the domain
of total openness (moksa); action is opposed to renunciation of action;
the reality of atman is contrasted with illusory (worldly) phenomena.
The world of multiplicity is illusory; Brahman is one and real. And so
on. That is how the author of the BSBh heeds incessant opposition and
lives in constant dialogue and doubt. For in Sankara’s life opposition
seems to live on and on; its never-ending presence fuels the composition

' A dialogue preserves a sense of otherness respected. There is a true space in the
author’s consciousness for a voice different from his own.
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of the BSBh. That is why we see the exchange with opponents as inher-
ently, truly dialogical in nature. Given the importance, weight and dis-
turbing presence of opposition of various kinds, the dialogical mood
is also a token of doubt.

Doubt is inherent in the vivekin’s life. For the author attending to
the unabridgeable gap between self and non-self cannot but be acutely
aware of the riddle of being “alive in the body,” a living embodiment of
contradiction, as it were. The appearance of the dialogical framework
in Sankara’s work implies true dialogue rather than a mere literary
device.

As noted in the preface, Sarikara is a true writer, like Dostoevsky
according to Bakhtin’s Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics. Dialogue, says
Bakhtin, is a primary vehicle in the creative process of formation of
ideas and thought.

The idea begins to live, that is to take shape, to develop, to find and renew
its verbal expression, to give birth to new ideas, only when it enters into
genuine dialogic relationships with other ideas, with the ideas of others.
Human thought becomes genuine thought, that is, an idea, only under
conditions of living contact with another and alien thought, a thought
embodied in someone else’s voice, that is, in someone else’s conscious-
ness expressed in discourse. At that point of contact between voice-
consciousness the idea is born and lives.?

We take the dialogical framework of the BSBh in earnest; as suggested
above, talk of Advaita doctrine is somewhat misleading. Rather than
a solid, congealed theory, there is Advaita discourse, searching and,
surely, also a horizon of attractive contact with the true self (atman),
one and only. Advaita doctrines such as the theory of the one atman
made of consciousness stand out in the field of Advaita discourse,
but there is opposition as well as various philosophical experiments
with the truth of the one atman. Above all, recognition of recalcitrant
objectivity makes the author of the BSBh speak and experiment. As
suggested above, his own living in the face of its impossibility drives
the philosopher.

The vast scholarly production on Sankara’s Advaita regularly relates
to his work as marked with a sense of coherence, incompatible with the
dialogical framework essential to Sarikara’s writing and consciousness.
There is, to be sure, an Advaita doctrine of the one self, without qualities
(nirguna), eternal, the true existence, the contact and identification

2 Bakhtin 1984: 88.
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with which makes everything else mere appearance, illusion—as it
were. But given the reality of dialogue and consequent sense of doubt,
Advaita discourse is inherently multi-vocal, searching, ever watchful
of opposition. Keenly heeding the “Advaita doctrine” of the one self,
speaking Advaitins like Sarikara, author of the BSBh, preserve a recal-
citrant recognition of true opponents and voices of otherness.

Given this presupposition of Sarikara’s dialogical process of thinking,
there is a need to adopt a compatible strategy of reading or re-writing
the BSBh. I assume reconstruction of Sarikara’s bhdsya is advisable in
order to expose his ways of thought and speech and the nature of his
presence as author of the BSBh. Reconstruction in this context means
re-writing the bhdsyas in explicit dialogical form, which means, in my
view, the addition of implied opponents (partners to dialogue).> Thus,
an ideal reconstruction of a Sankara bhdsya entails the articulation of
thought-in-opposition displayed in dialogues with overt and implied
opponents. The presupposition informing such an apparently bold
procedure (namely, introducing non-existing, as it were, opponents)
is the following: Advaita-Vedanta invites intense opposition of which
referential language is but the most conspicuous dimension. Built-in
opposition is an integral component or presence in the very process
of an Advaitin’s thought.

The following is my reconstruction of BSBh 2.3.43-46 (to be dis-
cussed from a different perspective in chapter 3). In this section of the
BSBh we notice a fluidity characteristic of the living Advaita discourse.
A siddhantin changes his mind (or is replaced by another). The oppo-
nent seems assured of an Advaita truth (of the oneness of jiva and
atman). Communication (dialogue) is true and real, leading to a con-
clusive statement which is not as conclusive and self-assured as one
would imagine. The sublime truth of the jiva/dtman unity is said to
be of value also for ordinary people (laukikasydpi), or is of no negative
impact (anarthakya). In the context of this dialogue, as in others, the
siddhanta-statement has a somewhat defensive, inconclusive tone.

Author: The individual soul and I$vara are related as something which is
acted upon (upakarya) and something which makes it (the individual
soul) act (upakaraka). We seein the world that such entities are connected
as master and servant or fire and sparks.

* I borrow and adapt this term from Wayne Booth’s concept of implied author;
Booth 1993: 71-76.
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Implied Opponent: So what is the problem? It is obvious, as proposed
above (BSBh 2.3.40-42) that I$vara makes the soul act and that the
soul is acted upon.

Author: But there is this doubt: is I§vara master-like and the soul its
servant, or is I§vara like fire and the souls its sparks, as it were?

Opponent: There is indeed doubt here. I think there are two options;
either this matter is inherently undecided, or that I$vara stands in rela-
tion to the soul as master and servant; for such a relation is compatible
with concepts of upakaraka and upakarya.

Siddhantin: The jiva should be taken as part (amsa) of I$vara as
sparks are part of fire (jiva isvarasydamso bhavitum arhati yathagner
visphulingah).

Implied Opponent: Can the jiva be truly said to be part of I$vara?

Siddhantin: Of course not. Jiva is (merely), as it were, part of I$vara
(amsa ivamsah).

Implied Opponent: Why do you hide behind an as-if position?

Siddhantin: Because there is no part in the primary sense for the one
without parts (I§vara) (na hi niravayavasya mukhyo ‘msah sambhavati).

Opponent: So why not simply assert that he is without any parts (and
therefore the jiva is one with it) (kasmat punar niravayavatvat sa eva
bhavati)?

Siddhantin: Because there is instruction which asserts multiplicity (!)
(namely, a difference of I$vara and the jiva) (nana-vyapadesat).

Opponent: Where do you find teachings of Vedanta about the difference
of T¢vara and the jiva?

Siddhantin: Chandogya Upanisad 8.7: He (atman) should be sought,
must be known (so ‘nvestavyah sa vijijiidsitavyah).

Implied Opponent: You assert that atman is different from the indi-
vidual soul!

Siddhantin: Yes, indeed. And there is more evidence for it.

Implied Opponent: What do you mean?

Siddhantin: The Brhadaranyaka says: whoever knows him becomes a true
sage (etam eva viditva munir bhavati). And also 3.7.23: That which is
within the self moves the self (ya atmani tisthann atmanam antaro
yamayati).

Implied Opponent: And what do all these references come to?

Siddhantin: If there were no difference (between dtman and jiva), the
teaching of difference would not hold (cdivam-jatiyako bheda-nirdeso
nasati bhede yujyate).

Opponent: Thus, if the soul is part of I$vara (or atman) (in the established
difference of atman and the soul), the relation of atman and the jiva
should be understood as similar to that of master and servant.

Siddhantin: No. For there are other Vedic passages that refer to the soul
as identical with atman.

Implied Opponent: Are such references compatible with your conception
of the soul as part of atman?



ON THE CHALLENGE OF LISTENING TO SANKARA’S VOICES 5

Siddhantin: Yes, indeed. For the teaching of the soul being part of atman
is not a consequence of references to the doctrine of the difference
(of atman and soul) (na ca nana-vyapadesad eva kevalad amsatva-
pratipattih).

Implied Opponent: What kind of references (with respect to the oneness
of atman and the individual soul) do you have in mind?

Siddhantin: Itis said in the Atharva-Veda: Fishermen, slaves, and gamblers
are all Brahman.

Implied Opponent: But such people are lowly indeed!

Siddhantin: Yes, they depend upon their masters as the soul depends
upon I$vara and is part of him.

Implied Opponent: But then everything is Brahman!

Siddhantin: Indeed. The individual souls made of aggregates of compo-
nents, implicated in a universe of causality and instrumentality, are
all Brahman.

And there are other Vedic statements to the same effect.

Implied Opponent: Do you have some quotations from major Upanisads?

Siddhantin: Yes, I do. See for example a passage from the Svetdsvatara
Upanisad 4.3: you are woman; you are man; you are youth; you are
maiden; you are an old man....” And of course, a statement such as BU
3.7.23: He is the only seer; there is no other... (ndnyo ‘to ‘sti drasta).

Implied Opponent: What, then, is the connection between the contradic-
tory statements on the difference and non-difference of the soul with
atman (or I$vara) and the assertion that the soul is part of atman?

Siddhantin: Consciousness (caitanya) is common to I$vara and the
individual soul as heat (is common) to fire and its sparks (caitanyam
cavisistam jivésvarayor yathagni-visphulingayor ausnyam).

Implied Opponent: But then the jiva and I$vara are identical and also
different!

Implied Siddhantin: Yes, indeed.

Implied Opponent: How is such a theory compatible with the idea that
jiva is part of I¢vara?

Siddhantin: The theory of jiva being part of I$vara is grounded in the
conception of difference and non-difference (of jiva and I$vara)
(bhedabhedavagamabhyam amsatviavagamah).

(Here begins BSBh 2.3.45)

Implied Opponent: The idea of the jiva as part of I$vara (or atman) is in
need of more evidence.

Siddhantin: That the individual soul is part of Brahman is also known
from Smrti.

Implied Opponent: Where is it?

Siddhantin: The Bhagavad-Gita 15.7 says: An eternal part of myself is the
jiva in this living world (mamdivamso jiva-loke jiva-bhiitah sanatanah).
Implied Opponent: But in the case of Lord Krsna the relationship of
the Lord and the individual soul is that of master and servant, not of

fire and sparks.
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Siddhantin: In this world, the relation of master and servant may not
go together with the relation of part and whole. However, the Veda
asserts that such relations might co-exist.

Opponent: Let it be so. But then listen to the following argument: if the
soul is connected with I§vara or the atman as part and whole, then any
pain experienced by the soul would be felt by I$vara or atman as well!
Grim and miserable I$vara or atman would be.

Implied Siddhantin: What do you mean?

Opponent: As the whole of Devadatta suffers and feels pain when his
hand or leg are cut or injured, so would I$vara or atman be afflicted
by any pain experienced by any part of theirs.

Implied Siddhantin: What do you mean?

Opponent: In your view of the soul being part of I$vara, it would be
much better to live in samsdra than in moksa! For atman’s suffering
would in this case be endless!

(Here begins BSBh 2.3.46)

Siddhantin: I$vara does not experience pain in samsdra as the jiva does
(yatha jivah samsara-duhkham anubhavati ndivam para isvaro ‘nub-
havatiti pratijanimahe).

Implied Opponent: How does the soul experience pain?

Siddhantin: The jiva identifying itself with the body due to the power
of misconception becomes afflicted with suffering by the thought
“I suffer”; thus does one feel pain produced by misconception (jivo hy
avidydvesa-vasad dehddy-atma-bhavam iva gatva tat-krtena duhkhena
duhkhy aham ity avidyaya krtam duhkhépabhogam abhimanyate).

Implied Exponent: How does I$vara become free of pain?

Siddhantin: I$vara does not perceive his self to be in the body (ndivam
paramésvarasya dehddy-atma-bhavah); neither does he imagine himself
to be in pain (duhkhdbhimano vdsti).

Implied Opponent: But then the individual self (jiva) is different than
[from] I$vara, since it experiences pain or suffering.

Siddhantin: No. The imagination of pain on the part of the soul is also
unreal; such imagination originates by [in] the confusion consisting
in lack of discrimination towards the nature of the entities bound by
connection to the senses and so forth, objects created by virtue of miscon-
ception (jivasydpy avidya-krta-nama-ripa-nirvrtta-dehéndriyady-upadhy-
aviveka-bhrama-nimitta eva duhkhabhimano na tu paramarthiko ‘sti).

Implied Opponent: And yet, I do feel many kinds of pain; I suffer when
my son and friend suffer; it is plain pain, as real as the pain I feel in my
own body.

Implied Siddhantin: Bodily pain is as unreal as pain caused by self-
identification with others. In both cases the cause is false understanding
of the self.

Implied Opponent: But then correct metaphysics is the remedy for any
and every type of pain!

Implied Siddhantin: Indeed.

Implied Opponent: I love my son and friends. Even if I could let go of
my own body, I could not forsake (renounce) my son and friends.
Siddhantin: As in the case of one who experiences pain caused by burns

and cuts in one’s own body, so is pain caused by false identification
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with others such as sons and friends; one experiences pain insofar
as one thinks by the power of love (sneha-vasa) “I am really my son”,
“I am really my friend” (yatha ca sva-deha-gata-daha-cchedadi-
nimittam duhkham tad-abhimana-bhrantydnubhavati tatha putra-
mitradi-gocaram api duhkham tad-abhimana-bhrantydivanubhavaty
aham eva putro ‘ham eva mitram ity evam sneha-vasena putra-
mitradisv abhinivisSamanah).

Implied Opponent: If renunciation of one’s identification with one’s
body is truly possible, then everything is possible!

Siddhantin: Thus, by virtue of this consideration, the matter is finally
settled (tatas ca niscitam etad avagamyate).

Implied Opponent: What precisely is the conclusion established by your
argument?

Siddhantin: That one suffers because of confusion and false sense of self
(mithyabhimana-bhrama-nimitta eva duhkhdnubhava iti).

Implied Opponent: Is this the only cause of suffering?

Siddhantin: Yes. Confusion and wrong sense of self is the exclusive
cause of suffering (....nimitta eva).

Implied Opponent: Can you illustrate by examples how true knowledge
eliminates suffering?

Siddhantin: Yes. From the mutual exclusion of knowledge and pain I can
show you how they differ (vyatireka-darsandc caivam avagamyate).
Implied Opponent: Please show me directly, in a clear-cut way, as one

points to a cow by holding its horns.

Siddhantin: 1t is like that: Suppose that among the many people who
have sons and friends, some of them identify themselves as such, and
others (who do not see sons and friends as their own) do not. As
a message comes through—“(Your) son is dead”; “(your) friend
is dead”—there rises sorrow for those who identify their sons and
friends as their own whereas there is no sorrow for wandering ascet-
ics who do not consider son and friends their own (tatha hi—putra-
mitrddimatsu bahusiipavis esu tat- sambandhdabhimanisv itaresu ca
putro mrto mitram mrtam ity evam-ady-udghosite yesam eva putra-
mitradimattvabhimanas tesam eva tan-nimittam duhkham utpadyate
nabhimana-hinanam parivrajakadinam).

Implied Opponent: You are truly fond of drama. Carried away by exces-
sive imagination, you seem to forget about Vedic authority.

Implied Siddhantin: 1 only say what the author makes me say. And
mind you, I did not say anything about the oneness of jiva and atman;
such a teaching is truly beyond me.

Implied Opponent: So what did you mean to say by way of your imagi-
nary experiment of householders and sammnydsins whose sons and
friends die?

Siddhantin: Even for a worldly man true knowledge (of the self) is most
useful (atas ca laukikasydpi pumsah samyag-darsandrthavattvam drstam).

Implied Opponent: And yet, if the individual souls (jiva) are part (amsa)
of I$vara, then I§vara (nonetheless) feels the pain of those householders
caring for their sons and friends.

Siddhantin: No. For the self, whose nature consists of mere conscious-
ness, does not recognize anything other (than himself) (kim uta
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visaya-Sunyad atmano ‘nyad vastv-antaram apasyato nitya-caitanya-
matra-sva-ripasyéti).

Implied Opponent: But what about man and woman “in the world”,
individual souls as they are, being parts (amsa) of I$vara?

Implied Siddhantin: You are right. The jiva is not part of [$vara or atman.
The individual soul is an as-if part of dtman, not truly part of I$vara.
Implied Opponent: In your position, there is no difference at all between

man and woman and atman. They all are but one.

Implied Siddhantin: That is indeed true knowledge.

Implied Opponent: And yet, the alleged true knowledge of the oneness
of jiva and atman is of no use for ordinary people unless they cease
to be ordinary people (householders).

Siddhantin: Therefore there is no negative use of true knowledge (tasman
ndsti samyag-darsandnarthakya-prasarigah).

We see how complex Advaita discourse is. A preliminary protagonist
(holding that the jiva is part—amsa—of I$vara or atman) is replaced
by another (who asserts full identity of the two, thus implying non-
existence of jiva); an opponent asserts the finalized Advaita proposition
(that complete identity [oneness] of atman and jiva (siddhanta-
Advaita) is more reasonable than partial identity); a victorious pro-
tagonist advocates ultimate truth in a subdued voice (a metaphysics
useful for householders who seek alleviation of sorrow); an imagined
drama is brought in (terrible news reach the arena of debate). Thus, an
author’s creative presence is apparent. At the very least, a reader begins
to wonder: who was the author of the BSBh, Brhadaranyaképanisad-
bhasya, Bhagavad-gita-bhasya, Upadesa-sahasri? A somewhat fluid
sense of coherence (or underlying consciousness) is in need of articu-
lation. Advaita discourse provokes thoughts of the sage who stitches
voices of many kinds among which, of course, the Advaita doctrine of
the one self (and only reality) stands out—but is not the only one.

By the methodology of bhasya-reconstruction, we can sense the
reality of discourse within which the apparently final articulation of
siddhanta-Advaita is but one (however important) moment. The meta-
physics of discourse (and true dialogue) are different from those of an
overt siddhanta-Advaita. Therefore, we say, the author approves of a
continuum of reality-in-existence rather than a dichotomy of reality
(atman, Brahman) and illusion (samsdra, vyavahara, maya). Moreover,
the author of Advaita-discourse should be distinguished from his
exponent who holds the theory considered the exclusive doctrine of
Advaita Vedanta. Sankara’s art of writing betokens a metaphysical
truth other than his protagonist’s.



CHAPTER TWO

ON DOUBT AND WONDER IN ADVAITA-VEDANTA:
TOWARDS PERCEIVING A SANKARA AND
A SANKARACARYA

Intimacy is dull without doubt.!

We have referred above to the nature of Sarkara’s work as the creation
of an Advaita-discourse informed by moods of doubt and dialogue.
There emerges, we say, an author’s consciousness more complex than
that of his main protagonist’s. Such complexity reveals itself in ques-
tions, doubt, and a dialogical framework. Thus, Sankara, renowned
author of the BSBh confesses to questions and doubt as he delves
into the Upanisads, the sacred sources for true knowledge of the self
(atman); does the word akasa in Chandogya Upanisad 1.9 mean ether
or Brahman?* Does the word prana in 1.2.4-5 mean ordinary breath or
Brahman?® Does the word jyotis in Chandogya Upanisad 3.13.7 denote
light or Brahman?* Does the word prana in Kausitaki Upanisad 3.2
and 3.8 mean breath, the self of a deity (devatdtma), the individual self
(jiva), or the ultimate Brahman (param brahma)?

Following these explicit acknowledgements of uncertainty, the
author of the BSBh sets up a dialogical pendulum consisting of a piirva-
paksa view (to be rejected) and a winning, siddhanta understanding of
the respective Upanisadic passages. Sometimes, even the legitimacy of
doubt is discussed. Thus, for example, the author articulates his doubt
(tatra samsayah) in the opening paragraphs of BSBh 1.1.28; in a counter
move, an opponent denies any possibility for uncertainty, sounding a
rhetorical question: how can doubt re-emerge (if the meaning of the
word in question—prana—has already been settled) (katham iha punah
sams$ayah sambhavati)? But the author insists: since there are various—
apparently conflicting—signs of the entity denoted by the word prana,

! Annamaya 2005: 5.
* BSBhl1.1.22.
* BSBh1.1.23.
4 BSBh1.1.24.
> BSBh1.1.28.
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doubt prevails (ata upapannah samsayah). However, at the end of each
doubt-episode in the BSBh, there is a moment of alleged resolution,
and the exponent of siddhanta-Advaita is declared victorious. The
author seems to know the result of the debate in advance and imagines
all sorts of opponents for the sake of persuasive articulation. There was,
it seems, no question of doubt from the very start. No wonder the
winner wins, and the loser loses.

But suppose for a moment that the author confesses to doubt in ear-
nest; suppose that a sort of natural (suprasiddha) or immediate (sighram)®
interpretation of the sacred text (different from the siddhanta’s) does
arise in the author’s mind, creating thereby an occasion for uncertainty,
ashe (the author) claims. We have then a situation of an author-in-doubt,
imagining (or conceiving of) a doubt-free agent (the siddhantin). What
would such a textual strategy represent?

There are three possible articulations of the doubt function that
unfolds in Sankara’s bhdsyas in contexts informed by Veda affirma-
tion: A) the author’s doubt is true and is finally resolved (declaration of
the siddhanta); B) the author’s confession of doubt is spurious, a mere
literary device bound to persuade an actual or imaginary audience;
C) the author’s confession of doubt is true but its resolution is often
spurious.

According to articulations A and C, the author’s voice is distin-
guished from his siddhantin’s. Proposition A means that the voices of
the author and his exponent differ in the beginning (the author oscillates
between a piirva-paksa and a siddhanta view of apparently equal merit),
but the bhasya ends with full concordance; in other words, the author
finds truth in his siddhantin’s position. Proposition C asserts that since
doubt is a prevailing stance in the BSBh, it should be taken in earnest
as a true expression of the author’s being; the author-in-doubt is aware
of a deeper reality than his exponent; thus, he is inherently different
from his doubt-free siddhantin. The author is energized by recurring
doubts while the siddhantin is ‘crippled by certainty.’

In contradistinction to A and C, proposition B implies full confla-
tion of the author and his siddhantin. The author, according to B, does
not truly present piurva-paksa and siddhanta views on the same par
(as a constant or preliminary condition of doubt); rather he playfully

¢ These are terms used by the opponent to recommend the interpretation of akasa
as ‘space’ rather than atman (BSBh 1.1.22).
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introduces opposing voices in order to assert the siddhanta view from
the very beginning, in a unified author/siddhantin’s voice. The author’s
confessions of doubt must not be taken ‘in earnest.’

The entire tradition and scholarship on Sankara’s Advaita are
grounded in the B paradigm, which implies (perhaps unconscious)
conflation of the voices of the author and siddhantin. Indeed, every
single scholarly statement on Advaita conflates Sarikara the author of
the BSBh with the Advaita-siddhantin articulated therein. Every men-
tion of ‘Sarikara,” Sarikaracarya or ‘Adi-Sanikaracarya’ has been bound to
conflate the author and his exponent. Of course, such readings (which
I label “confluent”) are not implausible; they have proved fertile,
exciting, and invaluable. However, to explore the distinction between
author and exponent is to free up a space for further speculation about
the moods and variations of Advaita-Vedanta.

This commonly held conflation of author and exponenet is conse-
quential to descriptions of Sankara’s philosophy or metaphysics. If; as
I propose, the denomination ‘Sarikara’ as a unified source of vision or
metaphysics is indeed unwarranted, the respective presentation of his
metaphysics would be somewhat unwarranted (distorted) as well. If
we accept the separation of author and siddhantin, we must inevitably
allow for two types of metaphysics (author’s and exponent’s); the dif-
ference between the two voices would imply differences of vision and
metaphysics.”

In fact, some rather significant differences of metaphysics are already
apparent; the most important is the two respective perceptions of the
relationship between Brahman and worldly plurality, briefly discussed
in the preface to this book. The siddhantin is often a pure monist since
he ascerts that the self or Brahman is the only unchangeable true reality;
everything else is illusionary. Once we realize that the snake is a rope, it
vanishes from existence altogether; there is nothing in-between the real
and the unreal. In terms of the exponent’s Advaita meta-psychology,
there is no place for doubt or ambivalence in the encounter between
worldly phenomena and Brahman or atman. The author, on the other
hand, maintains his sense of wonder grounded in the resistence to (or
negation of) any possible relation (or connection) of Brahman and
the world. The sense of wonder emerges from a successful, ice-cold

7 Explication of the author’s and the exponent’s respective metaphysics is beyond
the scope of the present study.
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refusal to project selthood on the world and vice versa (to superim-
pose objectivity onto the self). The adhyasa-free author recognizes
the existence and relevance of the world, and sees a measure of truth
and reality in worldly phenomena. Such truth and reality are perhaps
inferior to those of Brahman and the self, but they are nonetheless
undeniable. Sarikara is an author driven by wonder and doubt, deeply
familiar with atman’s existence yet somewhat insecure in expressing
its relationship with worldly plurality as revealed by sense-perception
(pratyaksa). According to the introduction of the BSBh he is prone
to negate any such relationship altogether. How then can he talk and
move his body? As suggested above, Sankara asserts that ordinary,
voluntary motions of the body are impossible without projection of
self on the body. How then is speech and life possible? There is of
course an answer; the adhydsa-free author, aware of the unabridgeable
void between visayin and visaya speaks as if there is a connection of
sorts (for the author of the BSBh is alive). And yet, since life goes on
for the adhyasa-free sage, wonder and doubt prevail.

As an example, we might refer to his cry of wonder, as it resounds
succinctly in BSBh 1.1.2: “Is this perceptible world connected with
Brahman? Is it connected with anything else? It is indeed impossible to
know” (kim brahmana sambaddham, kim anyena kenacit sambaddham
iti na sakyam niscetum). The statement that “it is indeed impossible
to know” is, in my reading, either an expression of true doubt or won-
der or negation of any relation of self and the world. It is the author’s
voice, one of the glimpses of Sarikara’s secret teaching. The siddhantin
never admits doubt and is forever victorious; he is one who thinks
that he knows.

Resisting the conflation of author and exponent invites a split within
the reader. This is somewhat painful, for one has to re-read Sankara’s
bhasyas with a double sense of doubt or suspicion; the apparent
siddhanta-contents may not be shared by the author (the “real Sarkara”)
and the voluminous, rich scholarly output on Sanikara’s Advaita must
now also be re-assessed.

Let us choose a few incidental examples of good confluent reading.
Surendranath Dasgupta succinctly sums up some major principles of
conflated Sarkara’s Advaita-Vedanta:

Sarikara does not try to prove philosophically the existence of the pure
self as distinct from all other things, for he is satisfied in showing that the
Upanisads describe the pure self unattached to any kind of impurity as
the ultimate truth. This with him is a matter to which no exception can
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be taken, for it is so revealed in the Upanisads. This point being granted,
the next point is that our experience is always based upon an identifica-
tion of the self with the body, the senses, etc. and the imposition of all
phenomenal qualities of pleasure, pain, etc. upon the self; and this with
Sarkara is a beginningless illusion.®

Dasgupta offers a sober presentation of common knowledge regarding
Sankara’s Advaita. It is indeed a standard, reliable version of conflated
Advaita.” Moreover, as far as the role and presence of the Upanisads
in the mind of both author and siddhantin, Dasgupta may be right
(although an exploration of the relationship of revelation and reason
could supply some points of difference). Both a conflated and a non-
conflated reading of author and exponent with respect to Vedic author-
ity are potentially correct, or at least adequate; for, as suggested above,
the intimacy of author and siddhantin is founded on acceptance of the
Upanisads as pramana, in particular the proposition of the oneness of
the self. Now, even with respect to the primary principle of Sarikara’s
meta-psychology, namely, imposition (adhydsa) of self on object and
vice versa, conflation of author and siddhantin seems legitimate or
valuable. However, Dasgupta’s excellent articulation of Sankara’s
philosophy of adhyasa-inflicted experience does not incorporate the
distinction between the author committed to the reality of objective,
worldly phenomena and the Upanisadic siddhantin who conceives of
the object as illusion. Considering the strong dualism of the intro-
duction to the BSBh, together with the minimal logical force of the
numerous drs antas as well as the vivid imagination of rival positions
and numerous introductory confessions of doubt, etc., Dasgupta’s pos-
ited dichotomy between the reality of Brahman and the world as utter
illusion may be an integral aspect of the siddhantin’s, not the author’s,
metaphysics. The author of the BSBh maintains doubt and wonder in
regard to the relationship between pure subject and object, (or of the

8 Dasgupta 1997, v. 1: 435.

° See, for example, T.J. Hopkins’ articulation of the dichotomy between Brahman’s
ultimate reality and the illusionary world: Sarikara argued that the entire Vedanta, in
which he included the Gita as well as the Upanisads and the Brahma Satras, taught the
sole reality of the impersonal Brahman devoid of all qualities (nirguna). The assump-
tion of qualities and of name and form is a result of ignorance (avidya) resulting
from maya (‘illusion,” as Sankara interprets it). The entire phenomenal world is thus
ultimately illusory, since its existence results from the false imposition of qualities on
Brahman. It is not unreal in a practical sense, but in comparison with nirguna Brahman
it has no real existence. Hopkins 1971: 119.
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possibility of such a relationship between self and body, as distinct
from one another as light and darkness), and between Brahman and
the plurality of worldly phenomena.

A characteristic hallmark of conflated Advaita is it’s being natu-
rally grounded in a certain sense of strict coherence superimposed
on the Advaitin’s texts. An underlying presupposition of Dasgupta’s
presentation is that Sankara says one thing, in one voice. Coherence
is, of course, very important for our siddhantin; he asserts, in fact,
that the Upanisads are coherent in that they assert one and only one
proposition, namely, that atman and Brahman are one and everything.
I do not mean to say that Sankara contradicts himself; such a state-
ment would again be informed by conflation of author and exponent.
The siddhantin does not contradict himself; his teaching is inherently
coherent (and, one may even add, reasonably cogent). And yet, again,
the author is not necessarily his exponent. Professional philosophers
and scholars striving for coherence tend to overlook the possibility
that a multiplicity of voices may exist.

Another example of a scholarly endeavour based on such a conflation
is Halbfass’ presentation of Sankara’s complex view on the relationship
of revelation and reasoning in Advaita-Vedanta. See how attractive,
well-integrated and coherent Halbfass’ Sarikara seems to be:

Sarikara says that in all the Upanisads ultimate unity is first presented
as a thesis and then explicated or illustrated in the sense that the world,
“by means of examples and reasons,” is explained as a modification or
part of the absolute self; finally, unity appears again as a conclusion or
summary: sarvasu hy upanisatsu purvam ekatvam pratijfidya drstantair
hetubhis ca paramdtmano vikaramsaditvam jagatah pratipadya punar
ekatvam upasamharati.® Sankara adds that the cosmological passages
dealing with the origination, continuation and dissolution of the world
appear generally between “introductions” (upakrama) and summarizing
“conclusions” (upasamhara) concerning the unity of the individual and
the absolute self."

Halbfass allows for multiple dimensions in Sankara’s writing. He
identifies educational impulses (of persuasion, instruction, etc.) in
Sanikara’s writing. Thus, according to Halbfass, Sarikara the author of
the BSBh is a personality with goals other than the mere coherence of
overt contents.

10 BUBh 2.1.20.
I Halbfass 1971: 157.
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The terminology which Sarikara uses in this context is in part identical
with the terminology of the classical theory of inference. But it is also
a terminology of persuasion and instruction, and its “logical” connota-
tions cannot be separated from its “pedagogical” implications."

And yet, Halbfass’ scholarly energies are blocked by the presupposition
of the author/siddhantin’s identity. However much depth, coherence
and clarity are evident in Halbfass’ presentation, it allows no space
for the emergence of doubt and wonder on the author’s part. But, an
opponent would say, there is no need to assume a significant distinction
between the voices (ultimately, it does not make a real difference!). And
yet, the separation of author and siddhantin does make a difference; it
creates the opportunity for discovering Sankara’s inaudibly articulated
Advaita and his exponent’s (Sankaracarya’s) overt Advaita.

Moreover, however forceful, complex and reliable his presentation
of Sankara’s composition, Halbfass is bound to ignore the opponents
(pirva-paksins) and their role in Sankara’s bhdsyas. In Bakhtin’s
terminology, Halbfass considers Sarikara’s BSBh a single-voice verbal-
ization (controlled by a strict sense of coherence), and thus not a work
of art but rather a “personal document.” In general, confluent readings
of Sankara’s Advaita tend to relegate piirva-paksa views and positions
to the distant background, while potentially challenging alternatives
(which allow for uncertainty) are denied significance. Consequently,
the dialogical quality of Sankara’s thought is also ignored.

In his own way, D.D.H. Ingalls also unconsciously conflates author
and siddhantin, beautifully moving from consideration of an inher-
ently conflated text to the identity of its author:

In all these passages one sees that Sankara never admits either horn of
the dilemma. Avidya is never said to be real. It is never said to be unreal.
But no new modality is set up to solve the difficulty. One may even state
that it is likely that Sarikara disapproved the postulation of a third truth-
value. This is only a guess. But the concept is certainly as old as the time
of Sanikara and one may hazard a second guess as to why he rejected it.
If the characterizing of the phenomenal world as anirvacaniya makes the
world no more real than it is in Sankara’s doctrine, it makes it a great
deal less unreal. Such a characterization may well have seemed unsound
to Sankara’s intuition."

12 Ibid.
" Ingalls 1953: 69-72.
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Since the text does not show commitment to either the reality of Avidya
or to its unreality, Ingalls thinks that coherence is not as important to
the author of the BSBh, BUBh, BGBh as other things are.

What Sankara does is to avoid the difficulty. He concentrates on what he
considers the heart of the matter, the teaching that is necessary for the
attainment of moksa. The teaching is that Avidya, whatever its modality,
is never truly connected with the self. Here, as in other differences that
may be noticed between Sankara and his disciples, one may say that
Sankara’s approach to truth is psychological and religious. His inter-
est in metaphysics and logic is always subordinated to the center of his
attention."

As suggested above, the outcome of the intense quest for coherence,
a quest rooted in deciphering the overt meanings of the siddhantin, is
that the dialogical quality of Sarikara’s voice (and its respective meta-
physics) is neglected. Conflation of author and exponent makes the
presence of opponents imperceptible; they are merely an excuse for the
convincing speech of the exponent. However, a close reading reveals
that the presence of opponents in the BSBh may hardly be denied
meaning. Most significant in this respect are opponents who accept the
Upanisads as a true means of knowledge (primarily of atman, the self)
yet offer a contrasting view to the exponent’s radical sense of coherence
based on his monolithic perception of the Veda.

The presence of opponents—conspicuously articulate in scholarly
literature—is expressive of deeply rooted doubts and wonder on the
part of the author and commentator. Indeed, notions of doubt are
not lacking in ancient Indian tradition. Controversy lies at the core
of speculation in ancient India, and it is accompanied by doubt. As
Phyllis Granoft has demonsrated, this doubt reveals itself in the use
of supra-natural means in determining the winner in a debate.”” In
Vidyaranya’s Sarikara-dig-vijaya, Ubhaya-Bharati, Mandana’s wife,
the incarnation of Sarasvati, goddess of wisdom, adorns the head of
her husband and Sankara with garlands in order to decide the winner;
a garland that withers signifies a loser. The narrative is thus skeptical
about the entire verbal discourse between the siddhantin (Sankara)
and his opponent (Mandana). Like Vidyaranya, the author of the
BSBh doubts whether reasoning is in itself a sufficient means to realize
a philosophical or religious truth, such as the siddhanta-truth of his

" TIbid., p. 72.
15 Granoff 1985.
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exponent. Sarikara’s potent uncertainty betokens a different metaphys-
ical perspective to that of the exponent; it is, as suggested above, an
Advaita vision that is under-explored in the scholarly tradition of the
past and the present.

Let us briefly review Granoft’s close reading of hagiographies such as
the dig-vijaya. Granoff highlights doubt in Advaita (as well as in other
traditions of thought) from a different perspective. She says:

...these texts all reveal a deep-seated suspicion of the ability of debate
to determine the truth and convince people of the validity of any given
philosophical doctrine.'¢

Granoff offers a potentially illuminating point of view with respect to
the nature of the BSBh itself (not only in regard to the doubts which
underlie hagiographic traditions). Granoff uses the notion of sruti
to highlight a tradition of doubt vis-a-vis the power of reasoning to
determine truth:

Debate and rigorous argument had always formed the backbone of
Indian philosophical texts from the time of their earliest composition.
Nonetheless, Indian religious scholars who engaged in these debates
had also always been consistent in emphasizing the primacy of sruti, or
revealed doctrine, over human reasoning. Within the Vedanta tradition
itself, classical thinkers, regardless of their particular scholastic affiliation,
agreed in confining human reasoning unsupported by textual authority
to the sphere of the mundane. By this they meant to imply that no reli-
gious truth could be determined by human intellectual activity alone. The
source of such truth must ultimately remain the authoritative texts."”

Granoff seems to imply that, functionally, addressing the unnatural
in hagiographical literature and philosophical approaches to sruti are
similar; resolution of doubt is common to both. However, in our read-
ing of the BSBh, discussion of sruti is often a primary occasion for the
arising of doubt rather than an occasion for certainty. The theme artic-
ulated in Sankara’s introduction to the BSBh may thus contain a clue
for a strategy for reading the entire BSBh. According to such a strat-
egy, the author suspects his exponent’s reasoning especially when the
siddhantin offers interpretations of sruti (Upanisads). The exponent’s
encounter with the Upanisadic intention is most often inherently weak.
In this regard, we might recall, for example, the opponent’s claim in
BSBh 1.1.22, stating that the word akasa as designating ether (rather

1o Tbid.
17 Tbid.
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than as a designation of Brahman) comes naturally (suprasiddha) and
quickly (sighram) to the mind.

In accordance with his coherent world-view, the siddhantin is,
strictly speaking, certainty-bound; the author, as suggested above, is
certainty-free. His exponent’s expressions of certainty are often some-
what grotesque, suggesting the opposite of a well-established sense of
security. (In other words, the siddhantin’s certainty is concomitant
with the author’s insecurity or doubt). In this respect, my hypothesis is
this: the closer we read the bhdasya, the more capable we are of noticing
the difference between the author’s and exponent’s voices. True com-
petence in reading the bhdsya using this ‘way of distinction” would
amount to re-reading the entire BSBh.

As a start we can attempt to read some of the more obvious illustra-
tions. See for example the siddhantin’s expression of certainty at the
end of the discourse of BSBh 3.3.17. He says that his interpretation
of the meanings and connections between four Upanisadic passages
is as incontrovertible as the meaning of sentences such as ‘bring the
pot’ and ‘the pot, bring it’ (ahara patram patram aharéty evam-adisv
artha-samye ‘pi tad-darsanat). But of course, the exponent’s trium-
phant declaration is a striking banalization of the most important
issue of Vedic interpretation, namely, the relationship of conventional
meanings (artha) and the force of context, etc. While the siddhantin
is right that ahara patram and patram ahara have the same meaning
(this is trivially true), the overly simplistic argument leaves the reader
wondering about the commentator’s intentions. Could he really let the
winner win this way? Looking closely into the controversy, we can’t
help but acknowledge the difference between the certainty-bound
exponent and his doubt-charged creator. The level of certainty with
respect to ahara patram and patram ahara is patently different from,
and incompatible with, the alleged sense of certainty attributed to the
siddhantin’s interpretation of the respective Upanisadic source. Such
incompatibility does not seem congruent with the witty, sophisticated,
gifted perspective of the author.

Let us view more closely the flavors of spurious certainty and under-
lying doubt as these are present in the ‘pot-illustration’ mentioned
above. The debate starts at BSBh 3.3.16, which focuses on creation
and the one primordial cause, and then moves on to issues of inter-
textuality, pivotal in the field of Vedic interpretation. With respect to
the order of creation, the exponent (whose position is somewhat pre-
carious) says that it really does not matter, since the detailed narra-
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tive of creation is of no use for man’s (highest) good (tat-pratipattau
purusdrthabhavat).'® At this point, the discourse focuses on coherence
as a dimension of intertextual relations. A question is raised about
passages of central importance from the two classical Upanisads, the
Brhadaranyaka and the Chandogya. Do the Upanisads speak of one
and the same object (or subject) even though they differ in terms of
apparent meaning (artha)? Or, more specifically, do certain passages
in the BU and ChU speak of atman even in cases where no men-
tion is made thereof? The author articulates a doubt and asks: are
these passages—though allegedly different in meaning—of the same
import (tulydrtha) or not (tatra samsayah—tulydrthatvam kim anayor
amnanayoh syad atulydrthatvam véti)?

The author of BSBh 3.3.16-17 considers passages from BU 4.3.7,
4.4.25, and ChU 6.2.1 and 6.8.7 (which contains tat tvam asi) and
discusses fundamental issues of Vedic interpretation. Suppose, says
the author, some passages refer explicitly to atman or Brahman, and
others do not. May one connect the respective passages so that the ones
which do not mention datman or Brahman are interpreted in order to
refer to atman or Brahman? This is, as suggested above (in the opening
paragraphs of this chapter) the theme underlying all the core-bhasyas in
the BSBh. More specifically, are conventional word-meanings (artha)
or context (prakrta, prakarana, vakya-sesa) more forceful in illuminat-
ing correct interpretation of Vedic intention (tatparya)? The author
of the BSBh presents a siddhanta-Advaita which submits the follow-
ing hermeneutics: whenever a passage mentions dtman or Brahman
it means—by the force of meaning and context—datman or Brahman.
Whenever it refers to apparently other entities (such as ether, breath,
light, etc.) it refers to atman or Brahman (by force of context). The
opponent, as we have seen before, is attentive to artha rather than
context. He says: difference of denotation reflects difference of mean-
ing (intention) in the Veda. Interpretation of the Veda depends,
after all, on meanings; if the meanings of (two) Vedic passages are
different it is illegitimate to read them as if their meaning were the
same (atulydrthatvam iti tavat praptam atulyatvad amnanayoh. na hy
amnana-vaisamye saty artha-samyam yuktam pratipattum amnana-
tantratvad artha-parigrahasya).

'8 na hy ayam sakalah katha-prabandho vivaksita iti Sakyate vaktum, tat-pratipattau
purusdrthabhavat. Brahmdtmatvam tv iha vivaksitam.
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Thus, the crux of BSBh 3.3.17 is the sameness or oneness of Vedic
references, an issue that repeats itself throughout the so-called core-
bhasyas. The exponent and opponent accept the authority of the Veda
in its power to determine existence or reality. Siddhanta-Advaita asserts
that only the one atman exists and—therefore—must necessarily be the
only reference of the Veda. Thus, even in passages where dtman is not
mentioned by virtue of word-meanings (artha), it is referred to all the
same. The discourse presented in BSBh 3.3.17 reveals a pattern visible
in all the core-bhasyas of the BSBh. The passages from the BU, says
the author, speak of atman and its nature. The self is within the heart,
made of understanding (vijiana-maya), a person made of inner light
(antar-jyoti) (BU 4.3.7). By the same token, BU 4.4.25 summarizes
the Upanisadic teaching of the self as follows: atman is great, unborn,
never old, undying, immortal, of no trace of fear, and is Brahman (sa va
esa mahan aja atmdjaro ‘maro ‘mrto ‘bhayo brahma). In the famous
passage from ChU 6.2.1 Uddalaka Aruni tells his son Svetaketu about
the origin of everything; in the beginning, he says, there was existence
(sat), only one without a second (sad eva somyédam agra asid ekam
evdadvitiyam). Does the passage from the ChU—which does not mention
atman —refer to it as do the passages from the BU?

Giving due respect to what the Veda says by means of word-mean-
ings, the opponent claims that BU teaches about the atman, whereas
the ChU must be understood to be different (vajasaneyake citma-
sabdopakramad atma-tattvopadesa iti gamyate. chandogye tiipakrama-
viparyayad upadesa-viparyayah). But no, says the siddhantin. The
difference in apparent meaning does not necessarily imply difference
in intention (@mnana-vaisamyam api ndvasyam artha-vaisamyam
avahati). Thus though ‘bring the pot’and ‘the pot, bringit’, are apparently
different statements, they express the very same intention (ahara
patram patram aharéty evam-adisv artha-samye pi tad-darsanam). By
the same token, in other cases where there are apparent differences in
particular contexts of Vedic speech, the intention must not be taken
as different. This is the final conclusion of the debate (tasmad evam-
jatiyakesu vakyesu pratipadana-prakara-bhede ‘pi pratipadydarthabheda
iti siddham).

The question is: was the author of BSBh 3.3.17 aware of the stag-
geringly inappropriate nature of his victorious “bring the pot, the pot,
bring it” illustration at the end of BSBh 3.3.17? To reduce the all-
important, foundational controversy concerning the interpretation of
the Upanisads as $abda-pramana to the ‘pot-illustration’ seems like a
joke. The siddhantin’s weakness in this case is too palpable to ignore.
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Can we identify the author’s voice with his exponent’s in this instance?
The author, so it seems, must have been aware of his exponent’s
improper complacency. In this context, one should exercise the prin-
ciple of charity and make a distinction between the gifted, profound,
playful author and his certainty-crippled, self-assured siddhantin who
dares to use the pot-illustration with respect to the meaning of texts like
ChU 6.2.1 (‘In the beginning, my dear, there was existence only, one
without a second’), BU 4.4.25 (‘This atman....immortal, is Brahman’)
and other such passages.

Here lies an existential choice for the reader; if he senses, as we do,
the grotesque quality of the simplistic pot-illustration, then he must
resist the author/exponent conflation. The author capable of doubt
presents a hero incapable thereof; the exponent’s pot-illustration can
hardly be considered the author’s creation ‘in earnest’ (in his own
voice). But what then does the author offer (which his siddhantin does
not)? It seems that the author’s main focus of interest is the type of
coherence that exists within the Upanisads (or the jriana-kanda) of
the Veda.

The author of the BSBh investigates the nature of Vedic coherence.
His chosen exponent articulates the strictest options in the domain of
reference and meaning; whatever the meanings, the Upanisads have
one inherent reference. Vedic presence points to the one atman. This
is the proposition and ideology informing the core-debates of the BSBh
through the siddhantin’s voice. Perhaps other references to so-called
individuals and other conventionally conceived entities exist. However,
such references do not carry ontological commitment; they are used
for didactic or pedagogical reasons. When the Veda speaks in earnest
it refers to one and only one thing: dtman or Brahman. The structure
of inner-circle debates with opponents who think otherwise, namely,
who propose, for example, that when the Upanisad says ‘light’ it refers
to light, are invariably defeated; when the Upanisad says ‘light’ it means
or refers to atman."”

' The programmatic statement in the opening paragraph of BSBh 1.1.4 comes
to mind. This Brahman which is omniscient, omnipotent, the cause of the creation,
continuity, and dissolution of the world is known exclusively by means of the Veda.
How is that possible? By virtue of strict coherence or commensurability (samanvaya).
For all the statements of the Veda cohere with the one intention (purpose) of teach-
ing about this (tad brahma sarva-jiiam sarva-sakti jagad-utpatti-sthiti-laya-karanam
Vedanta-Sastrad eviavagamyate. katham samanvayat. sarvesu hi vedantesu vakyani
tatparyenditasydrthasya pratipadakatvena samanugatani).
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But the author does not seem completely satisfied with the
siddhantin’s position of extreme coherence. Thus, he confesses to
doubts, raises questions, and imagines other perspectives and views.
At the end of BSBh 3.3.17 he playfully articulates his exponent’s total,
dense sense of certainty; whatever the apparent meanings, everything
the Upanisads say boils down to or is equal to mahavakyas such as
tat tvam asi (I am that) or aham brahmdsmi (I am Brahman). It is as
absolute as the significance of reference expressed by statements such
as ‘bring the pot” and ‘the pot, bring it.” Such a sense of certainty is
foreign to our gifted, playful author capable of doubt and wonder.
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ATMAN DISTURBED:
SELF AND MIND AS ITS OTHER IN THE UPADESA-SAHASRI

In an unexpected twist in Sankara’s Upadesa-sahasri (“A Thousand
Teachings”), the inherently silent atman (Advaitin’s “new self”), which
is the one, all-encompassing self, paradoxically becomes a speaker who
addresses the mind (manas) (the “old self”). Who is behind both atman
and the mind? Sarkara, the alleged author of the Upadesa-sahasri
(Upad) creates the self’s speeches, aware of the disturbing presence
of manas. Like the commentator on the Brahma-siitra who invents
the siddhantin and his opponents (the purva-paksins), the author of
the Upad seems to invent the mind as dtman’s recalcitrant, disturbing
opponent.

There is, however, a difference in the encounter of atman and mind;
for according to the Upad, the latter remains silent. Unlike the numer-
ous, vocal piirva-paksins portrayed in the BSBh and Sarikara’s other
works, the mind in its role as atman’s opponent (piirva-paksin) in the
Upad never says a word. And yet manas is definitely present, disturb-
ing the self, unsettling the great, unchanging, immortal, eternal atman.
The author of the Upad makes a paradoxical, costly move: the inher-
ently silent atman unburdened by the presence of others, speaks in the
first person, the language of I and me.

Such a move is so unlikely (and rare), that in view of the style and
contents of the BSBh, the author of the BSBh and the composer of
the Upad may not be identified. And yet, the difference may not be
as crucial as it seems. The exponent portrayed in the BSBh, as well as
atman as presented in the Upad, are vulnerable to certain modes of
otherness; they seem moved to speech by virtue of a common vul-
nerability. Both atman and the exponent of siddhanta-Advaita vio-
late the silence inherent in their being, and speak out. Or, better, they
are made to speak by the author (or authors) of the BSBh and the
Upad. The two authors are familiar with the body of Advaita-truths
of the one datman or Brahman, which is, in a sense—paradoxically—
an impersonal self, as it were. The commentator on the BS and the
composer of “A Thousand Teachings” thus express their knowledge of
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Advaita in what might be called structurally similar ways. Dialogues
of pure subjectivity lie at the core of both texts. This unlikely imagina-
tive move (letting atman speak) provides us with a clue to the nature
of the unknown, almost unknowable author of the Upad (or perhaps
even the nature of the author of the BSBh). What is Sankara’s “state
of mind” in this context?

The Upad is an exceptional work of art and philosophy composed in
two parts, one in prose, and the other in metrical verse. Many regard it
as an author’s independent composition, not a commentary. The mind
(manas) is atman’s interlocutor, as it were, or audience, in the major-
ity of the latter’s references to itself in the course of the Upad.

Atman’s speech in the first-person cannot be regarded as an aberra-
tion in the Upad. I counted more than 80 occurrences of T’ and ‘me’
in the metrical section. Atman’s voice, as we shall see, is complex and
marked by two apparently opposite moods: complete self-sufficiency
in the consciousness of its oneness, and poignant recognition of another
(beyond atman’s boundaries). See the following samples: ‘Since I am
not constructed (avikriya) and I am conscious of true reality, you do
not confuse me by your incessant motions’ (na me ’sti mohas tava
cestitena prabuddha-tattvas tv asito hy avikriyah);' ‘T am everything,
one without a second (advaya), omnipresent (sarva-ga), consisting of
mere consciousness (cin-matra)’;> ‘I am always free (aham satatam
vimuktah);® I am pure, mere seeing, unborn, inherently without
any trace of objectivity (drstis tu suddho ‘ham avikriyatmako, na
me ‘sti kas cid visayah svabhavatah).* ‘1 am the fourth (turiya) state
of consciousness’;’ ‘T am eternal, and nothing else. Lack of eternity
belongs to differentiation in the domain of construction and change. I
am always shining and non-dual. That which is constructed (vikalpita)
is definitely unreal (asat).” All these phrases are markedly different in
nature to statements such as: ‘Oh, my mind, your very nature is non-
existence... (abhava-riupam tvam asiha he manah...).

Thus Advaita metaphysics of the one pure consciousness, with-
out attributes, all-encompassing, is embedded within the first-person

! Upad 2.19.6.
2 Upad 2.9.3.
* Upad 2.10.1.
4 Upad 2.10.2.
*> Upad 2.10.4.
¢ Upad 2.19.7.
7 Upad 2.19.8.
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speech-act. Does this act of embedding mean anything? Does it sig-
nify metaphysics different in essence from an ordinary (exponent’s)
Advaita? If we take atman’s unprecedented first-person speech in ear-
nest as the frame within which Advaita truth of the one impersonal
Brahman is embedded, we begin to consider a level of reality from
which speech originates, a level deeper than the respective impersonal
truth.

In other words, the enhanced reality of the commentator on the BS
and the author of the Upad imply metaphysics significantly different
from (or foreign to) the one announced by atman (in the Upad) or the
siddhantin (of the BSBh). In view of the I-nature of datman or Brah-
man this is not completely absurd. And yet, knowledge of the atman,
devoid of personal identity, voiced by an as-if-personal frame in the
stimulating presence of the mind (manas), is hard to contain. The
paradox is obvious and forceful. Indeed, atman itself, if we may use
the phrase, rebukes the mind for this very weakness, concomitantly
committing the same error! See for example Upad 2.19.2:

You employ the language of T and ‘me’ in vain; others as well think
that you act only for another (and not for yourself).® You do not have
true consciousness of things, and I do not entertain any desire whatso-
ever. Therefore, mind, silence is appropriate for you (aham maméti tvam
anartham ihase, pardrtham icchanti tavanya thitam/ na te ‘rtha-bodho
na hi me ‘sti carthitas. tatas ca yuktah sama eva te manah).

As is well known, liberation, according to ordinary (orthodox) Advaita
theory, means cessation of (individual) I-consciousness or mine-
consciousness. Thus, for example, we find the following statement in
the Upad 2.15.54:

If a man, having completely excluded “I” and “my” notions, has a firm
belief in that ether-like state destitute of the body, which has been
declared according to well-studied scripture and inference, he is released
(mamdham ity etad apohya sarvato vimukta-deham padam ambaro-
pamam/sudrsta-$astranumitibhya iritam vimucyate ’smin yadi niscito
narah//).’

8 The others meant here are apparently the Sankhya philosophers, who distinguish
the purusa—which exists for its own (svdrtha) and the prakrti, which exists (or acts)
for another (pardrtha). The mind (manas) is part of prakrti, and thus, existing for
another.

° Mayeda’s translation, p. 147.
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How to interpret the embedding of standard Advaita theory or ideology
within the—apparently self-contradictory—voice of an individualized
atman? Like the author of the BSBh, who embeds a siddhanta-Advaita
within his individual commentator’s voice, the author of the Upad
embeds dtman’s voice within his own.

Suppose for a moment that the author of the BSBh and the BUBh
is also the composer of the Upad. What can we learn of Sankara the
author of the BSBh? The paradigmatic conflation of the voices of
Sankara and his exponent would make a presupposition concerning
Sankara’s authorship of atman’s first-person language most unlikely.
We would imagine that the atman as envisioned by Sankara, if left
to itself, would not speak at all. If, however, we distinguish between
the voice of Sankara and his siddhantin, we may comfortably find an
expression of the commentator’s being in atman’s first-person lan-
guage in the Upad. While the doubt-free siddhantin in the BSBh could
never contain such a feat of imagination (atman saying I in the face of
a stubborn mind [manas]), the questioning commentator who enter-
tains doubt and wonder could.

Let us assume then, in accordance with modern scholarly tradition,
that Sanikara the author of the Upad is also the author of the BSBh. Do
the two respective texts shed light on their common author? In order
to answer this question we might turn to the dualistic metaphysics
of Sankhya-Yoga. Adopting it’s terminology we would say that the
author of the Upad accepts manas in its disturbing presence as an
integral part of prakrti, objectivity. Though manas is a product of the
process of avidya and triggered by the inconceivable contact of purusa
and prakrti (and thus capable of thinking and talking), it still retains
an unconscious quality. As seen above (Upad 2.15.54), atman views it
as “existing for another” (pardrtha), in accordance with a major tenet
of classical Sankhya-Yoga.'’ Thus, atman in this case, in his diagno-
sis of manas’s condition, speaks Sankhya language, a specific dualistic
declamation of the author’s voice. It is evidently not a light matter to
let atman speak Dvaita Sankhya-Yoga language in such a context.

The mind’s silence, perhaps somewhat eerie and unlikely for persons
unfamiliar with Sankhya conceptualization of the mind as an object,
is most natural for a principle or mode of being exclusively objective
and inherently unconscious (acetana). Thus, the mind’s silence in the

10 See Isvarakrsna’s Sankhya-Karika, Patanjali’s Yoga-sutra 3.35.
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so-called discourse (samvada) with atman expresses a noticeable fla-
vor in our author’s dualistic perspective. Sankhya-Yoga metaphysics
informs the author’s voice in the metrical part of the Upad.

The same is true in regards to Sarikara’s introduction to the BSBh.
Indeed, scholars have noticed that ‘Sankara cannot be said to have been
really hostile to Yoga. In fact, he refers to the Yoga-$astra at several
places in the BSBh respectfully.’’! The author of the BSBh succinctly
expresses the same voiced dualism in the seminal opening phrases of
his introduction to the BSBh:

The object (visaya) and the seer of it (visayin), manifested respectively
in the ideas of ‘you’ (yusmat) and ‘me’, are different from each other
like darkness and light, and thus may never be identified. Likewise, the
respective qualities of the subject whose essence is consciousness can-
not be attributed to the object, and vice versa, the qualities of objectiv-
ity cannot be imposed on the subject; and thus, the mutual illegitimate
superimposition of the seen and seer is inappropriate, and is a wrong
perception.'?

The adaptation, at least to some extent, of Sankhya-Yoga metaphysics
is thus a common feature in the authorship of both the BSBh and the
Upad.

Now, keeping in mind the dualistic undertones implied in Sarkara’s
(the commentator’s or author’s) discourse, let us reflect for a moment
on some expressions of paradigmatic conflation of author and expo-
nent as such conflation is assumed and entrenched in the practice
of current scholarship. See, for example, Paul Hacker’s fascinating
hypothesis about Sarikara’s conversion from Yoga to Advaita. Fol-
lowing the publication (1952) of the alleged commentary by Sarnikara
(Yoga-sutra-bhasya-vivarana) on Vyasa’s commentary on the Yoga-
stitra, Paul Hacker proposes that Sarikara was first a Yogin and then
converted to Advaita.”” H. Nakamura supports such a thesis. W. Halb-
fass is skeptical;'* T.S. Rukmani proves that Sankara the author of the

" Pande 1998: 111.

2 yusmad-asmat-pratyaya-gocarayor visaya-visayinos tamah-prakasavad viruddha-
svabhavayor itarétara-bhavanupapattau siddhayam tad-dharmanam api sutaram
itarétara-bhavanupapattir ity to ‘smat-pratyaya-gocare visayini cid-atmake yusmat-
pratyaya-gocarasya visayasya tad-dharmanam cddhyasah, tad-viparyayena visayinas
tad-dharmanam ca visaye *dhyaso mithyéti bhavitum yuktam.

3 Hacker 1968: 119-148.

'* Halbfass 1991.
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BSBh could not have been the author of the Vivarana.’®* However well
argued, such scholarly arguments are grounded in what I consider a
simplistic identification of the author with his chosen exponent.

Even if we accept Sanikara’s authorship of the Vivarana, what could
it mean? Authorship of the Vivarana, as well as of the BSBh, does
not imply any essential features. The author of the Yoga-suitra-bhasya-
vivarana could have been the author of the BSBh; an eloquent, schol-
arly sage charged with doubt and curiosity, deeply connected with the
subject of his study yet somewhat free, aware of his distinction from
his exponent’s position. See, for example, the author of the Vivarana
commenting on Vyasa’s Yoga-siitra-bhdasya 3.26. Vyasa explains how
meditation (samyama) on the sun brings about “knowledge of the uni-
verse” (bhuvana-jiianam stirye samyamat). Vyasa explicates in detail
the features of the universe to be known (oceans, continents, flavors,
etc.) by virtue of yogic meditation. The author of the Vivarana makes
the following comment: all these details might be known as well from
other sources (such as the Purdanas). Such an expression betokens
doubt and a measure of freedom on the author’s part. It could even
be read as an expression of doubt and suspicion with respect to the
very reality and power of yogic meditation.

The Upad is perhaps the most telling and explicit among Advaita lit-
erary products in its references to disturbances and moods within the
abstract, one atman or Brahman, the ground and self of everything.
We have already suggested that atman’s standard, professed identity
as an inherently indifferent totality is belied by his reaction to the
mind’s presence. The nature and condition of dtman resembles, in our
description, that of the doubt-charged author of the Upad (and also of
the commentator on the BS). Thought-provoking in this respect is the
fifth verse of the eighth chapter, in which the author says, or makes
atman say, that he composed (aham...praklptavan imam samvadam)
the discourse between itself (atman) and the mind in order to release
mankind from bondage and ignorance. Is such a speech-act signifi-
cant? Can it be taken seriously as a token of the author’s metaphysics
and self-understanding?

Let us examine this statement, one of the most puzzling among the
many first-person statements in the metrical portion of this work, in
some detail.

1> Rukmani 1998.
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Considering that people are attached to (the notions, paradigm) of cause
and effect, I have composed this dialogue, which makes (these people)
awake to their true nature, in order to free them (from the attachment
to cause and effect).'

The question is: who is the one who says “I” in this statement? Or, who,
according to Upad 2.8.5, composed the dialogue between atman and
the mind? Naturally, we would ascribe such a statement to Sankara,
the narrator of the Upad. However, first-person singular references to
oneself are extremely rare in Sanikara’s writings, and if we pay heed to
the statements that precede Upad 2.8.5, the preliminary answer to the
question about voice in 2.8.5 may be different: the pure self, absolute
atman, speaks here.

In order to reflect upon Sankara’s intention with respect to the
speaker’s identity in Upad 2.8.5, let us translate in full the four open-
ing verses of Upad 2.8 (those preceding Upad 2.8.5).

2.8.1: Being consciousness only, oh mind, my connection with sensa-
tions such as taste etc. is due to your confusion. Therefore, since I have
no distinctive attributes (visesa), I have no benefit whatsoever from
your efforts (ato na kimcit tava cestitena me phalam bhavet sarva-
visesa-hanatah).

2.8.2: Give up, here and now, your activity rooted in illusion, and come
to rest from your quest after the wrong; for I am the ultimate Brahman
(aham param brahma), always as if released, unborn, one only, free of
duality (dvaya-varjita).

2.8.3: I am the same in all beings, alone (kevala), the highest Brahman
am I, all-pervading like space, imperishable, benevolent (siva), with-
out parts (niskala), uninterrupted, without action (akriya). Therefore,
I have no use (benefit, fruit—phala) for your efforts (tato na me ’stiha
phalam tavéhitaih).

2.8.4: I am one, and there is no other whom I desire to be mine (aham
mamadiko na tad anyad isyate). And thus I, being unattached, do not
belong to anybody (na kasydpy aham asmy asamgatah). Being by
nature unattached, I have no use for your doings since I am not of
any duality (asanga-ripo ham ato na me tvaya krtena karyam tava
cddvayatvatah).

2.8.5: Considering that people are attached to (the notions, paradigm of)
cause and effect, I have composed this dialogue which makes (these
people) awake to their true nature, in order to free them (from the
attachment to cause and effect).

' phale ca hetau ca jano visaktavan iti pracintydham ato vimoksane/janasya
samvadam imam praklptavan sva-rapa-tattvartha-vibodha-karanam.
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If the speaker in Upad 2.8.5 is the same as the one speaking in first-
person singular in Upad 2.8.1-4—the reading implied in this case—it
is the absolute itself that is meant (by Sarikara) to be the author of this
dialogue with the mind. However, we know that Sarikara knows he is
the author of the dialogue. Thus, verse 2.8.5 signifies either conflation
of Sankara’s and dtman’s voice, or a transition from dtman’s voice
(2.8.1-4) to “Sarikara’s own voice” (as different, in Sanikara’s experi-
ence, from atman). Indeed, the concluding verse of this chapter (Upad
2.8.6) seems to be in line with the impersonal tone characteristic of
Sanikara’s voice throughout works such as the BSBh etc.; it does not
contain any first-person expression, glossing impersonally over the
value of the preceding discourse:

2.8.6: If man ponders this dialogue, he will be released from the root of
fear, which is ignorance (ajfigna). Such a man is a knower of atman
(atma-vid), happy, free of desire, always the same, moving around with
no suffering (asoka) (samvadam etam yadi cintayen naro vimucyate
jnana-maha-bhayagamat/vimukta-kamas ca tatha janah sada caraty
asokah sama atma-vit sukhi//).

The metaphysics of flexible, shifting boundaries between self and other
is thus common to the author of the Upad and the commentator on
Badarayana’s Brahma-siitra. The commentator’s siddhantin as well as
the pure, singular atman articulated in the metrical part of the Upad
are inherently responsive to the presence of the other. In the case of
the BSBh, the various piirva-paksins make the exponent speak; in the
case of atman as it is revealed in the Upad, it is the mind (manas)
which triggers the pure inactive self to action. Here we come across a
familiar theme in Indian literature. The poet Kalidasa imagines Siva’s
vulnerability in the presence of Parvati by the same tokens. In the first
canto of The Kumara-sambhava, he asserts (in the narrator’s voice)
that only those whose consciousness is undisturbed in the presence of
triggers of inner distortions are truly established in wisdom (vikara-
hetau sati vikriyante yesam na cetamsi ta eva dhirah)."”

An author who imagines dtman speaking and, moreover, atman
composing a discourse with the mind, sustains a contradiction in
terms of ordinary Advaita. A contradiction of such magnitude could
hardly be composed unawares. The author of the Upad must have
been conscious of the paradoxical, striking move of allowing atman

17 Kumara-sambhava, 1.59.
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speak in the first person. Atman addressing the mind in the metrical
part of the Upad breaks completely new ground for Advaita-Vedanta.
The dialogical framework that confronts these two selves—one real
and alone in its oneness, the other confined within a body, individual,
resisting disappearance—seems familiar but also, many would argue,
foreign to the spirit of Advaita-Vedanta. This framework is, on the one
hand, familiar, since so much of Advaita is articulated in the dialogi-
cal mood; the siddhantin portrayed in the BSBh speaks Advaita in the
presence of all sorts of pirva-paksins. Thus, the structural affinity of
the BSBh and atman’s first-person language in the Upad is obvious.
On the other hand, of course, the siddhantin displayed in the BSBh
never speaks for datman itself in the first person. The author of the
BSBh is never as bold as that of the Upad.

As suggested above, the vulnerability of atman articulated in the
Upad corresponds with the vulnerability of the exponent in the BSBh.
The commentator who creates the BSBh, who recognizes the siddhantin’s
weaknesses, and the author of the Upad who lets atman ‘contradict
itself” by speaking in the first-person in the presence of another share
a common metaphysics that can be distinguished from what might be
called standard Advaita. The author of the Upad as well as the com-
mentator on the BS necessarily holds different Advaita metaphysics
from the siddhantin portrayed in the BSBh.

On the one hand, a somewhat tense co-existence (and intimacy) of
old and new selves is suggested here; indeed, the prevailing, recurrent
message from datman to the mind is simple: shut up, do not disturb,
stop your pretensions to existence! On the other hand, there is a more
intimate tone as well, as atman embraces the mind, as it were (“you
are myself!”). Metaphysics based on reciprocity, co-existence, love and
hate is thus contrasted with a metaphysics based on the experience of
indifference (the real atman does not bother about the unreal, shad-
owy mind).

In general, the lives of the Advaitins are assumed to “follow” or
embody Advaita doctrine. This assumption is somewhat unwarranted;
for if Advaitins are actualizations of Upanisadic norms (or of the
inherently indifferent, never-changing datman), whence the speak-
ing, voluminous verbal output, and the need for persuading others?
atman’s encounter with the mind is the most obvious expression of
the difference between Upanisadic norm and an Advaitin’s experi-
ence merged with creative authorship and imagination (for the act of
making nirguna Brahman speak seems a very costly move). However,
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Sankara’s own verbal activity bespeaks the same costly and paradoxical
move (if he too is considered as the never-changing atman).

Sarikara the author of the BSBh (and also perhaps of the Upad) is
capable of daring imagination, intense reasoning, controlled articula-
tion, and cognitive empathy with others. Atman as portrayed in the
Upad is composed in his creator’s image; a vulnerable being, yearning
to be himself, concomitantly saying ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ to the Upanisadic
truth. Thus, like ‘atman himself, the author of the BSBh is not an
otherness-free agent, and his works of art, philosophy, and imagina-
tion are nourished by what might be called “Dvaita moods,” with their
solid boundaries between self and others.



CHAPTER FOUR

INDIVIDUAL LOSSES AND ADVAITIC CONSCIOUSNESS:
A NOTE ON ISVARA’S, SANKARA’S AND
SANKARACARYA’S SORROW

Is the author of the BSBh free of sorrow? A fully successful Advaitin
who knows himself as the one atman would not, by definition, expe-
rience pain. Sankara’s main protagonist, the siddhantin, asserts that
suffering (duhkha) of body and soul originates in ignorance of one’s
true self. Can our siddhanta-Advaitin become his old self again (even
momentarily)? Sankara’s exponent, who knows dtman or Brahman,
does not experience pain. His capacity to know of others’ pain is ques-
tionable as well. For a pre-moksa presence of the old self is apparently
a prerequisite for access to all kinds of suffering, whether one’s own
or someone else’s.

The question arises with respect to our author: Does his exponent’s
alleged renunciation of wrong metaphysics (mithya-jfiana) imply the
author’s forgetfulness of his own and others’ suffering (embedded as
such suffering is in mistaken self-identification)? Such questions are
made possible by the distinction of author and hero; the latter is inher-
ently indifferent to losses of close relatives and friends; the former
knows something about depression and pain. Pain caused by cuts and
burns is real, says the disciple. But no, says the master, cuts and burns
are felt in different locations in the body, not in the perceiver. Without
self-identification with the body, bodily pains do not exist.

Sanikara the author of the BSBh points to the death of sons, friends
and the like (putra-mitradi) as paradigmatic losses in samsara. Is this
an incidental choice? Or is omitting explicit reference to a father’s or
mother’s death meaningful?

Suffering and pain are tangible tokens of samsaric existence, mani-
festations of the primary misconception (avidya). The following is a
brief study of two contexts of samsaric loss and types of memory; loss
and memory of a friend or a son according to BSBh 2.3.46, and loss
and memory of a father (implied by one’s desire for re-union) accord-
ing to BSBh 4.4.13-14. Loss of sons and friends (putra-mitradi) is pre-
sented in BSBh 2.3.46 as unreal and as such pain-free (from the mukta’s
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perspective); a father who is a liberated mendicant (parivrajaka) is
unaffected by the news of his son’s death. (Similarly, cold and aloof
I$vara, had he friends or sons, would not be moved by their deaths.)
Other people present at the experiment (or trial) designed by Sarikara
according to BSBh 2.3.46 are deeply troubled in these same circum-
stances. They are householders who live by an old self, a mistaken
metaphysics, and a vision whereby their connection with sons and
friends is really an aspect of their selves (“I am my property,” “I am
my son,” etc.). Their self is inherently “old,” bleeding at the news.

What is Sankara’s location in this field of existential testing? How
would the author of the BSBh respond to messages of individual losses
such as the death of sons, friends (and we add to this implied losses of
a father and mother)? We know, of course, how the author conceives
of his exponent’s consciousness. Like I$vara, he would remain calm
and indifferent, a living manifestation of the truth of Advaita. If fused
with Sankaracarya, his siddhanta-exponent, the author Sarikara would
apparently be stationed among the “new-self group” (which includes
[$vara, parivrajakas, and their like). But the author of the BSBh seems
to know the sorrow of losing friends and sons. He might share with
his hero a certain measure of indifference over such losses; perhaps
he did not have a son or friends. But perhaps there are other losses
(such as of a father and a mother) to which he is not as indifferent
as his hero. Omitting references to such losses could mean, if one
insists on this type of psychological speculation, a distance between
the voices of protagonist and author; the latter expresses a somewhat
more complex—and possibly richer—perspective than his exponent’s,
I[$vara’s or the parivrajakas’ (differing too from the ordinary house-
holders who are present at the experiment). Yet in the experiment,
according to BSBh 2.3.46, a Sankaricarya would take his seat with
[$vara, parivrajakas, and other kinds of fulfilled samnyasins; he would
reject his friends and sons, denying any connection with them. And
perhaps, incapable of re-enacting a wrong metaphysics (based on the
veracity of the ordinary, individual self), he would not remember his
relationship with friends and sons. The author, however, also present
(as the rest of humanity is) in the field of trial, would be different. Loss
of father in early childhood and a complex separation from his mother
have perhaps left their mark.!

! There may be a trace of truth in the Dig-vijaya tradition; Sankara’s father’s death
and the boy’s difficult separation from his mother are episodes narrated in all the ver-
sions of the Dig-vijaya type.
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Speculating on the author’s subtle, invisible presence in the so-called
field of trial leads us to integrate our vision of the author’s being in
terms of sorrow and freedom thereof. In our highly speculative con-
ception, the author maintains access to an old Samsaric self, as it were;
his choice of losses such as of sons and friends (rather than of a father
and mother) is not purely incidental. By his Viveka-Vedanta stand-
point he is capable of complexity of mind unavailable to his siddhantin
(or Iévara).

But how can the old and new selves co-exist? The old one, immersed
in wrong vision (avidyd) and incessant lamentation, has apparently
vanished. Belonging to an inferior order of reality, it is like a lifeless
shadow incapable of resurrection. Sarikara’s protagonist is emphatic
on the irreversibility of the liberating Advaitic transformation. Once
the insight of the true (new) self emerges, previous metaphysics is
doomed to inferiority or oblivion forever. In BSBh 1.1.4 Sarikara says:
By the established insight of unity, the destroyed vision of duality does
not rise again (na hy ekatva-vijiianendnmathitasya dvaita-vijiianasya
punah sambhavo ’sti). The underlying pattern of such conceptualization
of the old/new-self field is that of dissociation; the new self is bright,
free of old afflictions, newly born, inherently forgetful of the old.

However, memories do exist, inviting a question as to the where-
abouts of the old self. Miraculously, this self has not evaporated; it still
lives somewhere. Even though he has become Brahman, our mature
Sankara author of the BSBh remembers, or—at least—speaks as if he
remembers. He speaks of people, teachers and disciples, masters and
servants, of property, suffering, of bowls, carpenters, magicians, wooden
dolls, etc. Whence all this talk? These are Sarkara’s things past, old-
self things, old ontology and boundaries made present, retrieved—we
imagine—through an as-if attitude, as if real or as if significant against
the voracious, ever-hungry background of the new self (atman). The
author’s gauna state of mind, resisting superimposition of visayin and
visaya, based upon the separation of seer and seen makes it possible
for the incorporation of worldly existence in the philosopher’s mind.
We shall embark on a discussion of this “as-if” attitude of Sankara
later on.

Thus, a measure of continuity or co-existence (of the old and new
selves) is implied in the Advaitin’s speech. Indeed, commenting on
BS 4.1.15, Sarikara suggests that the old self lives on even in moksa, as
long as the body continues. Actions begun before the rise of perfect
knowledge do have their impact by the force of subliminal impressions
(samskara-vasa). Thus, Sankara’s BSBh 4.1.15 ‘remembrance of things
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past’ is a reflection on the old self’s post-liberation mode of being. The
old self continues, like a potter’s wheel (kulala-cakra), until its motion
stops of itself. Likewise, says Sarikara (in the author’s voice) in BSBh
4.1.15, even wrong knowledge (mithya-jfiana) continues to live after
the rise of perfect knowledge, similarly to a defective vision such as
of two moons (which, Sankara suggests, goes on for sometime after
correct vision is restored). Images of oil that sticks to the vessel even
when the jug has been emptied® are part of the “continuity-pattern”
underlying the relationship of the old and new selves. As suggested
above, co-existence of old and new selves signifies our author’s wonder,
doubt, and the metaphorical as-if mood. The recognition of worldly
existence concomitant with the viveka-insight of the void between the
seer (visayin) and the seen (visaya), provide the condition of the tense
co-existence of the old and new selves.

The psychological and spiritual reality implied in the conversion
to Advaita-existence is necessarily complex. The successful Viveka-
Vedantin (such as Sankara)—significantly different from the purely
monist one—lives by two occasionally competing selves, oscillating
between metaphysics and values. The Advaitin’s imagery mentioned
above (potter’s wheel, sticky oil, lingering eye-disease) points to an
extant, perceptible, continuous old self. And yet, the incompatibil-
ity of the two selves is of course a primary tenet of Viveka-Vedanta,
the essence of its theory of conversion. Sankara says: If someone
argues that the real force of the remaining karma obstructs libera-
tion, then such an argument is misplaced; for the Veda tells us that
perfect knowledge annihilates karma altogether (Sesa-karma sad-bhave
‘nirmoksa-prasarnga ity ayam apy asthane sambhramah. samyag-
darsanad asesa-karma-ksaya-sruteh).’

Thus, two modes of relationship between the two selves find expres-
sion in Sankara’s writings: dissociation and co-existence. The old self
(adhyasa-inflicted) may not exist at all, being irreversibly subdued,
erased; this is the condition embodied by I$vara and “pure Advaitins.”
And the old self may co-exist (in varying vitality) with the new one,
making for a somewhat more differentiated, changing innerness. The
constructed field of trial is an occasion to explore some complexities

2 See BSBh 3.1.8.
3 BSBh 4.4.15.
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implied by the conversion to Advaita-existence, and also Sankara’s
location in this field.

Let us now look at Sarikara’s experiment in BSBh 2.3.46, designed to
demonstrate the difference between samnyasins free of samsara (and
pain) and worldly people afflicted by grievances such as loss of sons
and friends.

Let us consider the case of many men, each of whom possesses sons,
friends, etc., sitting together, some of them erroneously imagining that
they are connected with their sons, friends, etc., while others do not. If
then somebody calls out ‘the son has died,” ‘the friend has died,” grief
is produced in the minds of those who are under the imagination of
being connected with sons and friends, but not in the minds of religious
mendicants who have freed themselves from that imagination. From this
it appears that perfect knowledge is of use even to an ordinary man; of
how much greater use then will it be to him (i.e. the Lord) whose nature
is eternal pure intelligence, who sees nothing beside the Self for which
there are no objects.*

Three preliminary presences—classes—are discernible in Sarikara’s grim
experiment: ordinary (laukika) people, liberated people (parivrajakas
and the like), and an invisible third—God (I§vara). This one, I$vara, is
largely similar to the liberated ones—both types being in possession
of true vision—but also perceptibly different. I$vara cannot, by defini-
tion, undergo suffering or pain, for these derive from avidya, adhyasa
(superimposition), or abhimana (“false identification”), and I$vara is
inherently—eternally—free from such mistaken metaphysical modes.
He is, of course, different from ordinary people afflicted by attach-
ment and pain, but also different from all sorts of successful Advaitins
potentially in touch with their old selves. God did not undergo an
Adpvaitic transformation as others have. From time immemorial he has
been omniscient, free of attachment and error.

There is apparently another presence at the experiment, that of
the observer (Sarikara). The author of the BSBh is neither a worldly
(laukika) man tormented by the news of the death of a son or a
friend, nor a completely dissociated samnyadsin or parivrajaka. By the
speech-act describing the experiment, he establishes a domain in this
world of samsara capable of reflecting the differences between those
assembled in the field of trial. Recalling relationships to friends and

* Thibaut 1962: v. 2, p. 64.
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sons, he uses old-self language, referring to suffering others in their
ignorance, relating to his unhappy brethren through an involvement
with his old self.

Thus there are various stations and spiritual personalities present
at the experiment, each representing characteristic responses and the
inner complexity stimulated by the emerging trial. At one end of the
continuum there are I$vara and parivrajakas and their like, epitomes
of the ultimate and indifferent. Their new self is totally, irreversibly dis-
sociated from the old. On the other end there is the ordinary (laukika)
person, overwhelmed by grief over sons and friends. Sarikara, though
a successful Advaitin, is very close to the ultimate and indifferent, yet
he can still relate efficiently to his past self.

As the participants in Sankara’s experiment increase in number
and variety, including four types at this point (I$vara and Sarikara not
explicitly included by Sarkara in the BSBh 2.3.46 experiment), the
way is open for further additions of personnel. Many candidates (if
not all humanity) may participate in the experiment of loss. However,
some are more likely to draw our attention, expressing in their lives
or stories significant variants of the experiment. Two such persons are
Vyasa and his son Suka, according to a story from the Mahabhirata.’

Vyasa, Suka’s father, has programmed his son to sit among the
parivrajakas and the like in Safikara’s experiment, namely, to become
a samnyasin and actually disappear as an empirical person (and a son).
However, when the time comes for the son to dissolve in moksa, the
father cannot bear it. Pathetically, he beseeches his son to stay one
more day. But Suka, surpassing his father in yogic power (and insight),
is beyond Vyasa’s supplications; converted to Advaita or yoga, he is
by now profoundly different from his father. Naked girls bathing in
a pond ignore Suka’s presence, but become anxious and embarrassed
when they recognize Vyasa flying above. Rejecting his old self and bond
with his father, Suka would thus stand firmly among the samnydsins
(parivrajakas) present at the experiment (along with Sarikara’s I§vara).
His father, however, though very learned and recognized as a compe-
tent teacher of renunciation and moksa, stands somewhere in between
(perhaps closer to Sankara, author of the BSBh).

David Shulman sees in the Suka story “the most trenchant narrative
expression in the Hindu tradition of the actual emotional price inher-

> Mahabharata (Southern Recension) 12.309.
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ent in the cultural ideals of renunciation and release.” Though a great
teacher of yoga and moksa, under the circumstances of the experiment
Vyasa finds himself in a worldly crowd incapable of rejecting their sons
and friends, remembering, thinking of them as their own. Seated at the
experiment’s arena, he is deeply moved, shattered, as the news arrives.
When the moment of separation from his son comes, his suffering is
unbearable. And Vyasa is apparently as prepared for this moment as
one can be. He too cannot but think of his son as his own.”

A somewhat disturbing presence in this gathering remains that
of I$vara. How indeed did he—bereft of ancestors, sons, or even
friends—get there? Indirectly, indeed, he illustrates the nature and
value of knowledge. He, apparently the most susceptible (by virtue of
his omniscience) to experiencing the pain of all creation, emerges in
the experiment as the most invulnerable in the universe. Rather than
making Him the most sensitive observer of human suffering (neces-
sarily sharing human suffering), knowledge (omniscience) grants him
absolute freedom from pain. Innocent of pain, he is thus different
from all the others gathered at the experiment.

The use of knowledge of Brahman by man and God (I$vara) is the
explicit theme of the entire experiment-discourse. The exponent’s
Advaita-knowledge implies the dissociation of old and new selves.
(The crux of such knowledge is forgetting pain as one’s own.) How-
ever, the transition from the use of knowledge by man to the use of
knowledge by I$vara invites questions. Is I§vara’s always a new self?
What is I§vara’s affliction corresponding to one’s loss of a son? The
answer is most obvious: I§vara possesses perfect knowledge from time
immemorial (anddi) and thus, according to Sankara, is always indif-
ferent to His sons’ and friends’ fates (death). Like losses of earrings
and property, losses of sons and friends are rooted in false identifica-
tion (abhimana). Participating in Sarikara’s experiment, sitting amidst
people informed of the deaths of sons and friends, He does not move.
Sankara’s T$vara is evidently a parivrajaka; playful,® omniscient, and
somewhat cold.

¢ Shulman 1993: 117.

7 Traditionally, the son is his father’s self. See P. Olivelle’s translation of Aitareya
Brahmana 7.13: “The husband enters the wife/Becoming an embryo he enters the
mother/In her he becomes a new man again/He is born in the tenth month.” Olivelle
1992: 26.

8 See for example BSBh 2.3.31.
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The underlying, implicit theme of this passage from BSBh 2.3.46 is
the potential suffering of God by virtue of his relationship with man.
The subject of God’s pain is raised in BSBh 2.3.45, which deals with the
hazards of God’s omniscience (knowledge of pain may make for the
knower’s pain). Sanikara asserts that man is both part (amsa) of I§vara
and his servant (bhrtya). He quotes in this context Bhagavad-Gita 15.7
(“an eternal part of me becomes the jiva in this world”). Responding
to this possibility of man’s being part (amsatva) of God, the opponent
suggests that God is thus all the worse for this kind of relationship
with man:

If we admit that the souls are parts of the Lord, it follows that the Lord
also, whose part the soul is, will be afflicted by the pain caused to the
soul by its experience of the samsara-state; as we see in ordinary life that
the entire Devadatta suffers from the pain affecting his hand or foot or
some other limb. Herefrom it would follow that they who obtain Brah-
man obtain a greater pain; so that the former samsdara-condition would
be preferable and complete knowledge be devoid of purpose.’

Thus, better to be without moksa and knowledge of Brahman, since it
brings so much suffering,'® says the opponent. Sarikara’s experiment
outlined in BSBh 2.3.46 is a response to this suggestion of the oppo-
nent. I$vara is not made unhappy by his omniscience, and neither are
virtuous, pure Advaitins. Advaita consciousness, Sarikara says, anni-
hilates pain-producing dynamics, uprooting the cause of all suffering.
Physical pain—such as that caused by burns or cuts—is due to wrong
identification with the body; psychological suffering—such as fol-
lows the loss of a son or a friend—is due to wrong identification with
one’s son or friend (yatha ca sva-deha-gata-daha-ccheddadi-nimittam
duhkham tad-abhimana-bhrantydnubhavati, tatha putra-mitradi-gocaram
api duhkham tad-abhimana-bhrantydivanubhavati). False identifica-
tion finds its expression in the experience or thought, “I myself am
my son,” “I myself am my friend” (aham eva putro ‘ham eva mitram).
By the force of affection (sneha-vasena) one enters into, identifies
oneself with sons, friends, and so on (evam sneha-vasena putra-
mitradisv abhinivisSamanah). Advaita knowledge—a particular type of

° Thibaut’s translation of BSBh 2.3.45 in Thibaut 1962: v. 2, p. 63. One recalls
Ecclesiastes 1:18.

10 There are many stories of saints’ exceptional sensitivity to others’ (including
animals’ and even plants’) pain. Tamar Bental reminded me of many stories about
Ramakrishna’s extreme openness to others’” pain.
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forgetting—destroys all such possible worldly attachments and wrong
identifications, and thus makes one inherently free of pain. I$vara is a
prime illustration of such freedom. However, he cannot forget if (and
what) he cannot remember. Indeed, he cannot know what avidya is.

The nature and place of I¢§vara in Sankara’s thought and experi-
ence is complex and not always unambiguous. I§vara is the creator
of the world and thus is active. Though somewhat impersonal in his
identity as the entire cosmos, he is, mysteriously, also a person. I$vara
is not the absolute yet very close to it, as if standing in-between man
and Brahman. He is superior to man, endowed with superior excellent
qualities (atisayépadhi-sampanna). It is thus natural, Sankara says in
BSBh 2.3.45, that such a God commands men endowed with inferior
(nihina) qualities. On the other hand, as suggested above, being a per-
son, I$vara is not the nirguna-brahman, the qualityless atman. Seated
at the experiment, I$vara remains distant. In principle—one might
hope—being omnipotent, I$vara could have done something for the
ordinary person overwhelmed by suffering.

However, I$vara cannot identify himself with afflicted people, and
consequently does not feel their physical and mental pains. Indeed, this
is disappointing for some newly added witnesses to the experiment.
Thus, for example, G. Thibaut, who thinks very highly of Sanikara’s
efforts at making the Upanisadic doctrines coherent and cogent, who
even justifies Sankara’s distinction between an inferior I§vara and the
absolute self, expresses—though indirectly and through a voice he
identifies as that of the “masses of India”—some reservations about
Sanikara’s conception of the personal God and his relationship with
humanity:

But although this form of doctrine has ever since Sankara’s time been
the one most generally accepted by Brahminic students of philosophy,
it has never had any wide-reaching influence on the masses of India.
It is too little in sympathy with the wants of the human heart, which,
after all, are not so very different in India from what they are elsewhere.
Comparatively few, even in India, are those who rejoice in the idea of
a universal non-personal essence in which their own individuality is to
be merged and lost for ever, who think it sweet ‘to be wrecked on the
ocean of the Infinite.’!!

1" Thibaut 1962: cxxvii. Thibaut’s quotation is from Leopardi.



42 CHAPTER FOUR

Thibaut is a man longing for expressions of God’s benevolence, and is
thus—while seated at the experiment—somewhat disappointed. Sur-
rounded by people’s sorrow for sons and friends, Sankara’s I§vara
remains unmoved and unchanged. But can he be moved? Devoid of
old self—for Sarikara’s I$vara has always been omniscient and a sort of
Advaitin—I$vara may not know of the suffering around him, as an old
self to remember is not available for him. But Sarikara the author of the
BSBh is not an I$vara; he remembers, he knows. For Sankara, the old
self is the prerequisite condition for pain, and suffering is its hallmark.
Lacking an old self, how can I¢vara know of (or be in) pain? Sarikara’s
own attention to the pain of others is part of his re-enactment of pre-
transformation metaphysics and self. In this sense, the author of the
BSBh is superior to his God, for he writes and can teach. Capable of
sorrow and doubt, of old-self-remembrance, the author of the BSBh as
we portray him is complex, truthful, and fully humane.

Indeed, Sankara conspicuously rarely refers to I$vara’s grace (prasada)
or benevolence. Exceptionally, in BSBh 3.2.5, he says that ordinary
people do have the potential to become omniscient and omnipotent
like I$vara, but this potential is covered, concealed (tirohita). For some
people who do devote themselves with much effort to God he grants—
by his grace (prasadat)—knowledge, vision. As medicine sometimes
has the power to cure eye-disease (timira), so by I§vara’s grace some
people materialize their innate nature (to be like I$vara himself). As fire
is buried, concealed in wood (as yet not burning), so I§vara’s potency
and knowledge are veiled in ordinary people’s lives.”> However, such
promotion to an I$vara-state is most uncommon in Sankara’s writings;
[$vara’s grace is definitely and conspicuously a negligible expression
of His being.

But is not I$vara cruel (allowing so much sorrow around him)? No,
Sarikara would say; I$vara is bound by considerations of dharma and
adharma (manifested in the lives of miserable or happy people). There
is thus no blaming I$vara (isvarasydparadha) for the uneven lot of liv-
ing creatures.”” During the experiment, I§vara (bereft of an old self)
may not understand what is going on. (And apparently, even if he
knew, he could have done very little.)

12-See BSBh 3.2.6.
13 BSBh 2.1.34.
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Another possible guest in Sankara’s disturbing experiment is
S. Radhakrishnan. Deeply interested in the nature of I$vara, he makes
many references to God in Sarkara’s thought (not insignificantly, I
think, he does not address the issue of “I$vara at the Experiment”—
BSBh 2.3.45-6). Some of Radhakrishnan’s remarks about I$vara are
profound and important, particularly his perceptive notes on the rela-
tionship between Fichte’s conception of the subject and its other and
Sankara’s view of I¢vara. However, similarly to Thibaut, Radhakrish-
nan seeks something for the heart, namely love, possibly found in
Sankara’s I$vara:

For I¢vara, changelessness and inactivity are impossible. As real in the
empirical sense, he must be ever acting, losing himself to find himself,
going out to the universe and returning to himself through the universe.

He who does nothing and stands aloof from the world is not God, not at
any rate a God of love. Love lives in the life of its objects...."

And yet, I$vara does “stand aloof from the world”, and he is Sarikara’s
God. Whether making excuses for his God as “bound by consider-
ations of dharma and adharma”, or by avoiding reference to I$vara’s
prasada (BSBh 3.2.5 is exceptional), or in his insistence of I$vara’s
indifference to human suffering, Sankara does not conceive Ié$vara
as a warm, loving God. Nor is He very powerful. Sarkara’s I¢vara is
vaguely omniscient, playful but inherently impotent.

Let us return to the experiment. Sankara’s answer in BSBh 2.3.46 to
the opponent’s suggestion in BSBh 2.3.45 is puzzling; if man has the
quality of “being a part” (amsatva) of I$vara, then Sankara’s experi-
ment proves that man is not a part of God, since unlike Devadatta’s
parts (which make the entire Devadatta ache), the suffering of man
does not touch I$vara at all. In other words, the experiment, appar-
ently originating in the presupposition of man’s being part of I$vara,
undermines this very presupposition. Accepting the ineluctable logic
of the opponent’s argument, yet breaking the boundaries of the dis-
course, Sankara has produced an experiment that establishes the power
of perfect knowledge.

Of course, by introducing the rejection of one’s sons as a parivra-
jaka’s ultimate test, Sankara recognizes the immensity of love for sons
(putra-sneha) and friends. Love for one’s son epitomizes everyday

4 Radhakrishnan 1929: 557.
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life. Sankara’s old self in this regard is visibly present, expressed, for
example, in BSBh 2.2.29: “When, for instance, a man remembers his
absent son, he does not directly perceive him, but merely wishes so to
perceive him.”*s

The logic of rejection or renunciation of sons applies as well to the
denial of one’s connection with one’s father. Relationships with rela-
tives (more external than one’s relation with one’s body)'® are many
and varied, including one’s relation with one’s father, as we see, for
example, in BSBh 2.2.17:

Devadatta although being one only forms the object of many different
names and notions according as he is considered in himself or in his
relations to others; thus he is thought and spoken of as man, Brahmana,
learned in the Veda, generous, boy, young man, old man, father, son,
grandson, brother, son-in-law, etc."”

Now let us extend the original experiment of BSBh 2.3.46 to include
the news of one’s father’s death. Suka, I$vara, Sarkara, Sarikaracarya,
Vyasa, Thibaut, and Radhakrishnan all participate in the Universal
Experiment. Like Job, they receive various messages of loss. Different
announcements are heard: “Your property is lost,” “Your earrings are
lost,” “Your friend is dead,” “Your son is dead,” “Your father is dead,”
“Your mother is dead,” and so forth. Some of those gathered at the
experiment, the worldly ones, would tremble at the news of their loss
of earrings or property. By the force of abhimana, experiencing their
connection with such things, these people would cry in lamentation at
their losses.!® Sankara, Vyasa, Suka, I$vara, and others are unmoved;
they have forgotten their connection with such assets. Yet as messages
of woe become incrementally harsher, the congregation becomes fur-

» «

5 BSBh 2,2.29. Thibaut’s translation. v. 1, p. 425.

1o See, for example, BSBh 4.1.2 “For we clearly observe that when the body is cut or
burned a wrong notion springs up, ‘I am being cut,” T am being burned;” and similarly
we observe that when sons, friends, etc.—who are even more external to the Self than
one’s own body—suffer affliction, that affliction is wrongly attributed to the Self.”
(G. Thibaut’s translation, v. 2, p. 336).

7" G. Thibaut’s translation (v. 1, p. 397). In his programmatic introduction to
the BSBh, Sankara associates the primary dynamics of avidyd—superimposition,
adhyasa—with identification with sons and wife (putra-bharya): “Extra-personal attri-
butes are superimposed on the Self, if a man considers himself sound and entire, or
the contrary, as long as his wife, children and so on are sound and entire or not.”
(Thibaut 1962: 8).

18 See BSBh 1.1.4 for Sarikara’s description of the working of abhimana with respect
to earrings and property.
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ther differentiated. Like fish in a net, Vyasa’s heart and old self tremble,
violently palpitating as news of his son’s death reaches him. Reflect-
ing on his sorrow, he may also feel his incompetence as a guru and
successful renouncer. Suka, the siddhantin (Sankaracarya) and I$vara
remain calm. Suka and I§vara are thoroughly immobile. Fortunately
or unfortunately, Suka has an underdeveloped old self; ever-young, he
remains a “crazy fool of God.”" Likewise, [$vara, lacking the resources
to know the pain of others, is indifferent.

I assume that Sankara’s decision to present the worldly people and
others (parivrajakas and the like) with deaths of sons and friends at
the experiment is significant. He, after all, designs an experiment which
exposes the merits of knowledge in overcoming suffering, highlighting
thereby I$vara’s invulnerability to pain. I assume that the deaths of
intimates are losses not unbearable in Sankara’s mind, otherwise he
would not have designed the experiment as he did. However, he does
seem acutely aware of others’ agony.

As noted in the beginning of this chapter, conspicuously missing
among the messages reaching the gathering at the experiment accord-
ing to BSBh 2.3.46 is news of one’s father’s death. Suppose such a mes-
sage came. I$vara would not know about it. Bereft of an old self, He
cannot know what it means; He would reasonably suspect that nobody
is addressing him by the announcement. Suka, of course, would remain
indifferent (let us assume he does not recognize his father at the experi-
ment). Vyasa would most probably lament his father’s death, sharpen-
ing his awareness of the culturally sanctioned debt to ancestors in the
Vedic tradition. What about Sanikara the author of the BSBh, and what
about Sankaracarya, his siddhanta-exponent? In Advaita Vedanta, of
course, with its background of the One Brahman, the renunciation of
one’s father is necessarily equivalent to that of one’s son; both renun-
ciations signify the force of forgetting, or success in overcoming the
binding, pain-producing force of affection or love (sneha-vasa). And
both kinds of forgetting—of sons and fathers—attest to the value of
perfect knowledge, according to the narrative of BSBh 2.3.46.

However, standing in the field of experiment, Sarikara, a successful
Advaitin in his own way, may not be quite so composed with respect
to news of his father’s death. It is noteworthy that the occasion for

¥ D. Shulman’s expression. Shulman 1993: 123. Shulman adds a warning to fathers
such as Vyasa: “Fathers, and prospective fathers, should watch their words.” (124).
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father-renunciation does not arise at all in the experiment; fathers
(and mothers) are not included in the range of significant samsaric
losses in this context. Does Sankara inadvertently forget about father
and mother in the course of his choice of losses paradigmatic in their
power to provoke pain? Or was he somewhat reluctant to be in conflict
with the dharma concerning the obligation and respect to dead ances-
tors? Did he thus forget his father, or was his father’s loss too painful
at this moment (of designing the experiment)? It is hardly possible to
guess well in such matters. However, there may be more vitality to
Sanikara’s old self in this case relating to the absence of his father and
mother.

According to BSBh 4.4.13-14, sons maintain relentless affection
for their (absent) fathers, well beyond the boundary of samsara and
moksa. In (qualified) moksa, whether bodiless or embodied, sons think
and dream of their fathers. Thus according to BSBh 4.4.13:

When the physical body along with its sense-organs does not exist, then,
like in the condition of dream (in which the senses are inactive and
objects of the senses do not appear) the longings for a father and such
objects (pitradi-kama) are made of mere perception (i.e. mental only),
so also in the condition of liberation (mokse ’pi) such longings would be
(mental only), made of mere perception (upalabdhi-matra).*

Thus, as far as the old self consists of attachment to one’s father, the
bond of father and son continues into the condition of qualified moksa.
Though this type of moksa is clearly different from the exponent’s ver-
sion of ultimate liberation grounded in the identity of one with the
absolute, Sankara—most significantly—calls it moksa, expressing its
highly elevated mode of being. Sarikara’s bhasya on the following siitra
completes the basic meanings manifest in BSBh 4.4.13. Affection for
one’s father and so on does not contradict the nature and essence of
qualified liberation; on the contrary, if perchance one becomes liber-
ated in an embodied condition, the desire for the father continues in
such a condition:

2 yada tanoh séndriyasydbhavah, tada yatha samdhye sthane Sariréndriya-visayesv
avidyamanesv apy upalabdhi-matra eva pitradi-kama bhavanti, evam mokse pi syur,
evam hy etad upapadyate.
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In the case of the existence (in moksa) of the physical body, if longings
for father and so on exist in a wakeful state, they also exist (embodied)
in liberation.?

Are commentaries such as BSBh 4.4.13-14 voiced by the same author
of the trial (BSBh 2.3.46)? The spirit, vision, and mood of the two
contexts are perceptibly different. And obviously, there is a strik-
ing contradiction between the theory of Advaitic consciousness and
samsaric losses implied by the two references to the latter (accord-
ing to BSBh 2.3.46 and BSBh 4.4.13-14). The transformation into a
moksa-condition described in BSBh 4.4.13-14 implies a mode of
existence and remembrance of the old self totally different from the
mode implied in the description of the experiment (BSBh 2.3.46). Cer-
tain old-self experiences, desires, losses, and memories move into the
new-self condition; the old self seems to be transformed rather than
rejected and denied reality. Under the circumstances implied in BSBh
4.4.13-14, Sankara’s old self would respond violent, would come back
to life in agony if a message such as his father’s death were delivered
in the experiment.

Sankara’s choice of the desire for (re-union) with one’s father or
ancestors and the like as his illustration of the continuity of samsara
and (qualified) moksa is striking. The desire for the company of one’s
father or ancestors seems strangely positive. In order to make his
point, Sarikara has to pick up as an illustration something necessarily
continuous in every state, in dream and wakefulness, in samsara and
in moksa. He chooses yearning for one’s father (apparently absent,
missing, or dead).

Sarikara’s commentary is very close to the overt meaning of the
sitras he comments upon. BS 4.4.13 (tanv-abhave samdhyavad
upapatteh—in the non-existence of the body, by virtue of the pos-
sibility of existing [like in dreams]) and BS 4.4.14 (bhave jagradvat)
provide the core of Sarikara’s vocabulary in his commentaries on these
two sitras. Sanikara’s major addition and contribution consist of the
illustration he gives of the entity desired in all states: the father. Similar
theme and imagery appear in BSBh 4.4.8.

BSBh 4.4.8 deals with the power of will in the condition of (quali-
fied) moksa for one who meditates “on the heart.” Is the mere wish

21 BSBh 4.4.14: bhave punas tanor yatha jagarite vidyamana eva pitradi-kama bha-
vanty, evam muktasydpy upapadyate.
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to bring about “rising of fathers and so on” (pitradi-samutthana) suf-
ficient for such rising to occur? Sankara reflects in BSBh 4.4.8 on
the meaning of ChU 8.2.1, which says: “If he wishes for the world
of the fathers (ancestors), his fathers rise by his mere wish” (sa yadi
pitr-loka-kamo bhavati samkalpad evisya pitarah samutisthante). The
Upanisad refers to many desires, mostly pertaining to relatives (desire
for mother, brother, sister). Is mere willing enough to materialize such
wishes? And who are the “fathers”? In the Upanisadic source, fathers
(in plural, pitarah) may signify ancestors rather than the single bio-
logical father. However, Sarkara’s presentation of the pirva-paksin’s
position points to the nature of the father or ancestors in this con-
text. The opponent thinks that “as in the world” (lokavat), a father’s
presence is materialized by actual going (gamana) (towards him), so
also in the condition of moksa (yatha loke ’smad-adinam samkalpad
gamanddibhyas ca hetubhyah pitradi-sampattir bhavaty, evam mukta-
sydapi syat). Mere will is thus insufficient for meeting with a father and
so on, for the liberated as well as for the ordinary person. Obviously,
the opponent means meeting with one’s living father (rather than with
dead ancestors), an appointment achieved by actually going to him. In
his response, Sankara does not contest this suggestion of the piirva-
paksin but bases his opinion on the difference between a liberated
and an ordinary person; the former’s wish (such as to see his father)
is inherently different in force from the latter’s (prakrta-samkalpa-
vilaksanatvan mukta-samkalpasya). The comparison between the
will of a liberated person and that of an ordinary one is grounded in
the similarity of their objects. In both cases, the biological father is
meant.

Thus, BSBh 4.4.8 is very similar in its basic import and imagery to
BSBh 4.4.13-14. The son is devoted to his father, dreams of him and
wishes to see him, in samsara as well as in moksa. Recalling the absence
(or omission) of any reference to one’s father’s death in the field of trial,
and the devotion to one’s father underlying BSBh 4.4.13-14, Sarikara’s
old self seems very present in the BSBh 2.3.46 experiment. His father’s
memory lingers on, like a defective vision of two moons, his Advaita-
awareness not overwhelming enough to eradicate the action of some
samskaras or vasands born long ago.

We may now return to the congregation at the field of trial, with it’s
various participants, differentiated by incoming messages of fathers’
deaths. Again, Suka hears, understands, and stays indifferent, ever-
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young. His Advaita-consciousness is whole, complete, overwhelming,
new, dissociated. I§vara may watch, but understands nothing. His
Advaita-consciousness is—like Suka’s—whole and secure. Sarikaracarya
(the author’s exponent) stands with I¢vara and Suka; he is whole,
coherent, self-assured. There are many others, infinitely varied.

Presiding supreme over the assembly gathered at the experiment
is Sankara himself, the author. Relentlessly resisting the powerfully
attractive, voracious datman (new self), thus saving a little new life for
the old one, holding fast to memories of mud and water, carpenters
and wooden dolls, attached to his father, Sarikara keeps a balance most
precarious, even painful. Under the force of this unstable balance, he
composes the Brahma-sitra-bhasya.






CHAPTER FIVE

ON DOUBT AND SELF-UNDERSTANDING:
THE OMNISCIENCE OF AN AUTHOR AND HIS
ARCH-EXPONENT

Who was Sarikara, the author of the BSBh? This is the question we keep
asking in this essay. Prudent scholarship requires that we acknowledge
the paucity of external sources in giving a true picture of Sarkara’s life
and circumstances.! Thus, we resist the temptation to draw conclu-
sions about the man in accordance with later traditional scholarship
and hagiographies (of the dig-vijaya type). Let us assume that we only
have definitive, authorized texts at our disposal. Thus, limiting our
investigation of Sarkara to the authorship of the BSBh we ask: who
was he?

Sarikara’s text pits his exponent (the siddhantin) against all sorts
of opponents (piurva-paksins) such as yogins, Buddhists, Jainas, or
inner-circle thinkers who disagree with the exponent on the meaning
of certain Upanisadic words. The exponent wins, the opponents lose.
What can we know of the author of texts such as these (structured as
dialogues between a winner and various losers)? The author allegedly
expresses his thoughts and vision through the exponent’s words. But
the following textual inconsistencies, if we are to call them that, indi-
cate that something else may be happening: sometimes the siddhantin
fails, his arguments patently weak; opponents voice siddhanta con-
tents; there are striking contradictions in the exponent’s position with
respect to the connection between Brahman and the world, etc.; the
siddhantin engages in the critically flawed strategy of interpreting
Upanisadic statements according to their primary meaning (abhidha,
mukhya) whenever it suits him, and relegates other statements to
their secondary meaning (laksand, gauna, upacara); the author richly
evokes the siddhantin’s opponents (with an imaginativeness which the
siddhantin lacks); the author boldly envisages Brahman speaking in
the first-person; and he confesses to doubts which are wholly his own

! “Today there are no extant materials from which to reconstruct his (Sarkara’s)
life with certainty.” Mayeda 1992: 3.
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(never to be shared with his siddhantin); the author allows his self-
awareness as author to emerge in textual play (like imagining Brah-
man as the composer of the Veda or Panini as the composer of the
Astadhyayi). All these are meaningful in terms of Sankara’s author-
ship, but what do these textual eccentricities actually mean?

In my view, textual phenomena such as the above invite resistance to
the notion of conflating author and exponent. An author of Sankara’s
caliber is entitled to a measure of charity on our part—namely, the
charity to see him as conscious of the distinction between himself
and an often-quixotic siddhantin. Thus, we visualize a scholarly art-
ist who peruses manuscripts, reads widely, confesses to doubt in his
own voice; a man of humor and wit, curious about the thoughts of
others, who enjoys what he does; one who is perhaps not a samnyasin
but a city-dweller with the leisure to write using his palm-leaves and
ink. Now, such a man might be different from his staunch siddhantin
(‘crippled by certainty’ as we describe him). The latter, as we have
seen above, reduces notions of coherence and congruity of Upanisadic
speech to the trivial tautology of ahara patram and patram ahara. In
short, as we saw in the previous chapters of this essay, the conflation of
author and exponent does not do justice to the great Sarikara, author
of the BSBh.

And yet, others might argue, although a writer is necessarily differ-
ent from his spiritual hero—as Plato was distinct from Socrates—more
direct evidence should be provided to justify our argument. Otherwise,
it might be claimed that the distinction offered here is not persuasive—
a mere intellectual exercise of no consequence. In view of the appeal
of conflation manifested in traditional and other scholarly literature
there is no sufficient reason, as our interlocutor says, to resist such
conflation. If our author (Safikara) was conscious, even dimly aware of
the distinction between himself and his hero (Sanikaracarya), he must
be shown to express it more directly.

Is there any direct reference to the author’s consciousness of himself
as the creator of his siddhantin? Since Indian philosophy is traditionally
strictly impersonal, there may not be such an explicit reference. How-
ever, there may be indirect references to authorship and composition
which could shed light on what we call the author’s self-awareness.

Let us speculate about the author’s notion (or consciousness) of his
authorship. Our challenge is to understand what we see as the inti-
macy shared between the author and his siddhanta-hero. The author
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may not be identified with his hero, but—on the other hand—he
does choose a victorious exponent; the author’s familiarity with his
siddhantin is thorough and more creative than his familiarity with the
other creations of his mind. Moreover, there is an aspect of spontane-
ous closeness between author and hero. Therefore, we view the author
as an intimate friend (even a devotee) of his exponent. However, fur-
ther evidence such as conscious recognition—on the author’s part—of
a clear distinction between author and hero is also required.

Suppose Sankara endows Brahman with authorship of the Veda;
suppose also that he compares Brahman’s level of knowledge with that
of the Veda; suppose also that he compares the level of knowledge of
a human being (such as Panini) with the level of knowledge expressed
in his creation (the Astadhyayi). Is it not reasonable to assume that
a similar relationship of authorship exists in our author’s mind with
respect to his own relationship with his exponent? Brahman is omni-
scient; the Veda is omniscient; Panini is omniscient; Panini’s gram-
mar is omniscient; the exponent’s (Sankaracarya’s) siddhanta-Advaita
is omniscient; Sankara, the author of the BSBh is omniscient.

As Brahman authors the Veda, and Panini the Astadhyayi, so the
author of the BSBh spontaneously provides the words spoken by his
exponent. And yet, in our exposition, the creator of siddhanta-Advaita
is different from his siddhantin as Brahman is to be distinguished from
the Veda and Panini from his grammar. (The author of the BSBh is full
of doubts and his exponent is ‘crippled by certainty’).

We base our reconstruction of Sarikara’s thought (or chain of asso-
ciations) on BSBh 1.1.3, where Sarikara touches upon two types (or
levels) of knowledge, which he refers to as an “author’s omniscience”
(sarva-jfiatva) and the omniscience manifested in his work. An omni-
scient author, Sankara says, works from a higher level of knowledge
(adhikatara-vijiiana) than the level of the composed text he composes
(the text is a manifestation of a lesser omniscience, as it were). Thus,
Panini, the author the Astadhyayi is omniscient, and so is his work on
grammar.

Badarayana’s BS 1.1.3 (Sastra-yonitvat) sitra is somewhat enigmatic
or ambiguous, as most of the sitras are. It asserts either that the Veda
(Sastra) is the origin of something else (such as knowledge of Brah-
man), or that the Veda has its origin in something else (such as Brah-
man). Thibaut goes for the latter option; he paraphrases the sitra thus:
(The omniscience of Brahman follows) from its being the source of
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Scripture.” Here is Thibaut’s translation of the opening paragraph of
BSBh 1.1.3:

Brahman is the source, i.e. the cause of the great body of Scripture, con-
sisting of the Rg Veda and other branches, which is supported by various
disciplines (such as grammar, nydya, Purana, etc.); which lamp-like illu-
minates all things; which is itself all-knowing as it were. For the origin
of a body of Scripture possessing the quality of omniscience cannot be
sought elsewhere but in omniscience itself. It is generally understood that
the man from whom some special body of doctrine referring to one prov-
ince of knowledge only originates, as, for instance, grammar from Panini,
possesses a more extensive knowledge (adhikatara-vijiiana) than his work,
comprehensive though it be;® what idea, then, shall we have to form of
the supreme omniscience and omnipotence of that great Being, which
in sport as it were, easily as a man sends forth his breath, has produced
the vast mass of holy texts known as the Rg Veda etc., the mine of all
knowledge, consisting of manifold branches, the cause of the distinction
of all the different classes and conditions of gods, animals, and men!*

In the comparison of Brahman and Panini, we notice an uncanny note.
Brahman is of course not a speaker.’ Thus, the association of Brahman
as the source (yoni) of the Veda is somewhat loose, metaphorical as it
were. Panini, on the other hand, is the author of the science of gram-
mar in a primary sense. How indeed did it occur to Sankara to associ-
ate Brahman as the cause of the Veda with Panini as the author of the
Astadhyayi? Is there a link between Brahman and Panini? What could
this link be?

Brahman the absolute is radically different from Panini the person
who produced an exhaustive descriptive grammar of the Sanskrit lan-
guage of his day. How indeed could the author of the BSBh compare
the ‘beyond human’ (apauruseya) Brahman with the man Panini? The
association of Brahman’s yonitva of the Veda with Panini’s Astadhyayi
would be somewhat more explicable if we assume a third, invisible

2 Thibaut 1962: 17.

* yad yad vistardrtha sSastram yasmat purusa-visesat sambhavati yatha vyakaranadi
Paniny-ader jieydikadesartham api sa tato 'py adhikatara-vijiana iti prasiddham
loke.

* Thibaut 1962: 20 (my italics).

> See for example BSBh 1.2.2: although in the Veda, which is not the work of man,
no wish in the strict sense can be expressed, there being no speaker, still such phrases
as ‘desired to be expressed’ may be figuratively used on account of the result, viz.,
(mental) comprehension.” (yady apy apauruseye vede vaktur abhavan nécchirthah
sambhavati tathdpy upadanena phalendpacaryate).
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entity connecting the two. This entity could be a person naturally asso-
ciated with Vedic knowledge; he would be a person and a speaker like
Panini, and also an exponent of Vedic truth (like Brahman). Sankara,
the author of the BSBh is a likely though imperceptible candidate
for the missing link between Brahman and Panini. As Brahman is
intimate with the Veda (its source) and Panini is intimate with his
grammar, so does the author of the BSBh maintain intimacy with his
chosen exponent. They share omniscience but they differ in their level
of knowledge. The author evokes his authorized speaker and in the
process expresses his doubts. He imagines a victorious hero but also
imagines others whose arguments and modes of perception are not
foreign to his own consciousness.

Author and siddhantin are thus intimate colleagues as well as dis-
tinct voices. Both are omniscient, but their respective levels of knowl-
edge are different, and they exist separately. Sarkara’s inner being is
inherently divided; the two levels of knowledge collide; the BSBh dia-
logues are an inner debate of the scale and significance displayed in
the hagiographic literature of the debates.

Tensions between the two are revealed in a leap of imagination
which calls for interpretations in the spirit of dissociation of author
and exponent. Sankara’s presentation of Usasta’s sarcastic challenge
to Yajiiavalkya (BUBh 3.4.2) is telling and bold: Why all this excessive
talk? Man, stop your tricks generated by your desire for cows, and
show us Brahman tangibly (kim bahuna? tyaktva go-trsna-nimittam
vyajam, yad eva saksad aparoksad brahma ya atma sarvintaras tam
me vydcaksvéti). Thus, Usasta accuses Yajhavalkya of lowly, egocen-
tric motivation, hypocrisy, greed, malice, etc. Such accusations are
unexpected and inventive on the author’s part; they are charged with
a somewhat unusual, almost personal, idiosyncratic interpretation.
For of course, one could view Usasta’s challenge to Yajnavalkya in
other ways. One also recalls atman speaking in the first-person to the
manas. “Since I am free of any particular quality, your actions are of
no benefit to me.”® “Your efforts are useless.” “You'd better be silent”
(...prasamaya te hitam).”

Who then is the author who puts such a bitter, sarcastic accusa-
tion in Usasta’s mouth? How can such a leap of imagination on the

¢ Upad 2.8.1, etc.
7 Upad 2.19.3.
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author’s part be explained? Of course, it may be an expression of tal-
ent. But, it could also be an expression of deeply rooted doubt, the core
of Advaita doubt-psychology found in the transition from Upanisadic
verbalization to true self-understanding and spiritual transformation.

Considering evidence such as the siddhantin’s apparent weaknesses,
and the explicit expressions of doubt on the author’s part, how is a read-
ing that conflates author and siddhantin possible? We assume that a
subtle desire for integration and coherence is probably at work. Under-
lying a confluent reading of the BSBh is the following presupposition:
the author/siddhantin of the BSBh is eager to win and persuade using
all means at his disposal. In his eagerness to win he seems forgetful of
his hero’s apparent weaknesses. Such a presupposition diminishes, I
think, our author’s mastery. Through our author’s divided allegiance—
his innermost sense of the absolute (the one atman, which is the self
of everything), on the one hand, and his experience (of multiplicity)
on the other—our author expresses one of the most significant frustra-
tions of a philosopher’s life.

In order to answer questions pertinent to the so-called discovery
of an author’s metaphysics (as distinct from the siddhantin’s), a re-
reading of the entire BSBh is called for. For the distinction between
author and exponent makes a difference with respect to every single
aspect of scholarly research of Advaita. Principles of metaphysics, con-
cepts of truth and truth-values, revelation and reasoning, coherence,
etc. should be rethought on the basis of this distinction. If it is justi-
fied, then current and traditional expositions of Sankara’s Advaita—all
of them somewhat blurred due to conflation—should be clarified by
splitting the two respective Advaitas. Such research and re-writing of
the two (or even three) Brahma-siitra-bhdasyas are beyond the scope
of this volume.

In our view, Sankara’s discussions of inner-circle debates of Vedic
meanings constitute the core of the BSBh. The kernel-bhdasyas of the
BSBh integrate Advaita-Vedanta in terms of epistemology (the exclu-
sive pramanatva of the Veda), ontology (the existence of Brahman or
atman), and soteriology (correct understanding of the Veda being a
necessary and sufficient cause of moksa, or moksa itself ). The status of
the Upanisads as the only means of knowledge (pramana) of the self
(atman) is primary, definitive in any version of Advaita-Vedanta. It is,
I believe, the basis of the intimacy between author and siddhantin. The
difference between the siddhantin and his creator is grounded in their
accord on this fundamental issue.
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However, while Sankara and Saflkarécérya share the assumption
that the Veda is the exclusive authority with respect to the nature of
the one self (atman), the bhasya-kara’s fundamental motif is ‘doubt’
(wonder),® while his siddhantin’s is the expression of certainty. Indeed,
as seen above, inner-circle discussions invariably begin with expres-
sions of doubt regarding the meaning of words in certain Upanisdic
passages, and they end with the author’s assertion of the arch-
exponent’s victory. However, as opponents (piirva-paksins) are essen-
tial within the framework of our author’s condition of doubt, they are
also, in a sense, exponents. (I refer to the siddhantin as arch-expo-
nent; the opponents might be called sub-exponents). Most significant
among the sub-exponents are those committed to the Upanisads as
the source of truth. As repeatedly suggested above, Sarikara the author
of the BSBh expresses doubt exclusively in the presence of such sub-
exponents; no reference to doubt is available in the author’s voice when
he is introducing debates with opponents who deny Vedic authority
(such as Buddhists, Jainas, etc.).

In my view, the depth of the author’s doubt, or the nature of his won-
der are the most interesting issues in the study of Advaita-Vedanta. The
choice the author has made—to use doubt and the questioning mode
as the vehicle of his thought—is an indication of his self-awareness as
author. Assertion of doubt is legitimate in Sarikara’s Advaita-Vedanta.
At other periods in Indian thought, expressing doubt may not have
been legitimate even as a rhetorical option (for example, expressions
of doubt [samsaya, samdeha, cinta] are generally absent in Upanisadic
literature). But here, in Safikara’s writings of the eighth century, doubt
prevails as a privileged mode of self-assertion. One should not, how-
ever, belittle the significance of the author’s choice of arch-exponent.
Neither should the author’s choice of doubt-episodes as a major vehi-
cle for introducing intellectual debates be ignored.

Sankara’s Advaita-doubt is a fertile disease of the soul, as it were,
consisting of two contradictory motions. On the one hand, the author
is deeply familiar with Upanisadic and other Advaita sources, and rec-
ognizes that Upanisadic propositions are the ultimate truth. On the
other hand, there seems to be a sense of failure in the recognition of

¢ There are over 80 explicit references to doubt in the BSBh, including verbal
combinations such as samsaya-karana (1.2.24); samsaya-jiiana (2.2.33); samsaya-
nirnaya; samsaya-matra (3.3.54); samsayddi-vrttikam (2.3.32); sams$ayana (3.2.10);
samsayanativrtti (2.3.24); samsaydnupapatti (1.1.23); samsayavisayatva (1.1.23).
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oneself as the one atman. The disciple’s bitter complaints according to
Sarikara in the prose-section of the Upad revolve around such a sense
of failure. In a sense, the disciple’s feeling of failure is more tangible
(or lively) than the master’s assertions of Upanisadic truth (mainly in
the form of pronouncements or citations). I am one, says the disciple,
and he is another. Cut or burnt I just feel pain, which is my pain.
Such experiences are tokens of doubt, which also find expression in
the dialogical framework of the BSBh. The author, in our view, brings
to life mankind’s primordial anxiety, namely, the tension between the
Upanisadic requirement for truth and individual existence.

Committed readers of Sarikara’s Advaita know that the reading and
apparent understanding of every sentence, illustration, or quotation
in Sankara’s writings does not generate “knowledge of self” or conse-
quent joy. In this regard, the frustration of committed readers resem-
bles Sankara’s own doubt, or discomfort of the soul. (Such distress of
the spirit is experienced by the truly committed, not by mere readers
of the uncommitted type).

Sufficiently close readings of Sarikara’s core-bhdsyas are hard to find.
Enormous cultural differences manifest themselves at each attempt. In
our view, a sufficiently close reading means finding faults with the
siddhantin’s arguments as well as with his inherently doubt-free and
uniform mode of Advaita. We suspect that such faults, fully conscious
on the author’s part, are to be found in each and every core-bhasya.
Dissociation of author and arch-exponent contributes to a clearer
sense of the author’s mastery as well as to his ability to give expres-
sion to one of mankind’s innermost predicaments, namely, the gap
or dissonance between experience and the belief in an absolute truth.
In the context of reading the Upanisads as the exclusive source of
truth about the self, or of the only one that truly matters, the arch-
exponent invariably faces opponents (or sub-exponents) expressive of
the truth of multiplicity and experience. The author knows that his
siddhantin knows the truth of the one and only atman and yet, like
Usasta and Kahola, he experiences the aforementioned distress of the
soul as rooted in the dissociation of truth and experience. Discussions
regarding the meaning and reference of Upanisadic words reflect the
dynamics of the doubt process and its apparent resolution.

At the end of BSBh 1.1.22 the author makes the siddhantin say that
the word akasa (“ether”) in Chandogya Upanisad 1.9 denotes Brah-
man in the same way as the word agni denotes a boy in a sentence
such as agnir adhite ‘nuvakyam (“Agni studies a passage”). As a reader
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replaces, or transcends, as it were, the meaning of agni (fire) in favor
of a boy’s personal name, so one transcends the ordinary meaning of
akasa (ether) in ChU 1.9 in favor of Brahman. This is a curious and
somewhat ambiguous statement. For, as we shall see, the two cases are
patently different.

The Chandogya Upanisad asserts that all creatures emerge from
akasa and merge in dkasa as they die. The Upanisadic intention in
this case is indeed doubtful, says the author. Ether is the more natural,
established meaning (suprasiddha), arising naturally and immediately
(sighram) in one’s mind. Moreover, he says, dkasa denotes ether in
Vedic contexts as well as in conventional language. And yet, sometimes
akasa seems to denote Brahman, and it is also a well-known Upanisadic
proposition that everything comes out of Brahman and dissolves into
Brahman. So, where do all the creatures go as they die, according to
ChU 1.9? Is it ether or Brahman? Having expressed his doubts about
it, the author proceeds to present a pirva-paksa and a siddhanta. The
purva-paksin argues for the elemental ether; the siddhantin argues for
Brahman. The exponent’s major theme is context (prakarana), char-
acteristic marks (linga), and primary subject (prakrta) of the ChU 1.9.
The apparent meaning of akasa is rejected for the powerfully implied
notion of Brahman. On a triumphant note which signifies the resolu-
tion of doubt, the siddhantin asserts that just as the meaning of ‘agni’
(fire) must be rejected in the case of “Agni studies a passage”, so the
notion of akasa as elemental ether must be rejected in ChU 1.9 for the
notion of Brahman. The teacher’s suggestion here is, of course, that
just as doubt about dkasa in Chandogya Upanisad 1.9 dissolves, so in
the course of BSBh 1.1.22 the doubt about the nature of the denotation
of ‘agni’ in agnir adhite ‘nuvakyam, is dissolved.

But the siddhantin’s comparison seems inappropriate; there is doubt
about akasa in ChU 1.9 whereas there is none in “Agni studies a pas-
sage”! Agni is a personal name, and thus completely appropriate in
“Agni studies a passage”; there is hardly a noticeable transition from
agni (“fire”) to Agni (the personal name). The process of interpretation
which commences with doubt and the need for its resolution does not
exist in the case of “Agni studies a passage.” Moreover, the notion of
Agni as a boy’s personal name is well-established (suprasiddha) and
arises naturally (sighram) in the mind—in congruence with the pirva-
paksin’s way of interpreting akasa in ChU 1.9 as ether. Applied to
ether in ChU 1.9 the principle implied by “Agni studies a passage”
would yield ether rather than Brahman.
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One suspects that the author’s underlying idea is that dkasa in ChU
1.9 is unlike “Agni studies a passage.” Since the siddhantin’s illustra-
tion seems inappropriate (there being no room for true doubt), we
tend to assume that the author must have presented it as such. In such
cases, where the exponent is patently unconvincing, one tends to sepa-
rate author and siddhantin. But this method, one might argue, would
allow the author to say whatever came to mind even if it was in strik-
ing opposition to what the siddhantin said! But no—in the author’s
presentation, there is doubt in the case of dkasa in ChU 1.9, whereas
there is none in the case of Agni, etc. The two cases are inherently dis-
similar. Using Sankara’s language (actually, the siddhantin’s), we could
say that the true subject of BSBh 1.1.22 is doubt and its resolution,
and the siddhantin’s somewhat inappropriate, triumphant note at the
end exposes a weakness inherent throughout the author’s presenta-
tions of his doubt-free siddhantin. Indeed, the siddhantin does seek to
experience ChU 1.9 as pointing to Brahman rather than to ether. This
represents the inherently clear-cut, doubt-free siddhanta-Advaita of
the exponent. However, its weakness is inherent in all cases of intimate
discourse with pirva-paksins committed to Vedic pramanatva.

The infected-by-doubt author and the infected-by-certainty arch-
exponent should be viewed with their differing sub-conscious percep-
tions of existence (metaphysics) in mind. Sarkara, the author of the
BSBh, recognizes existence as a connected whole infused by different
intensities of atman’s presence; he refuses to deny existence or reality
to its various levels. Thus, in my view, as repeatedly suggested above,
Sanikara’s intensely felt perception of rival positions has metaphysical
implications. Safikara seems to me keenly interested in what his imag-
ined purva-paksins have to say. Had he been totally preoccupied with
atman’s presence as the only reality or presence, he would not have
been as open to alternative opinions, especially considering that the
verbal exchanges he imagines have emerged from his own mind. Thus
I claim that Sarikara probably recognizes an ultimate atman-presence,
a pure atman, as it were; yet he recognizes the existence of other pres-
ences, however inferior to pure dtman, as also true.

The author voices explicit doubts (samsaya, samdeha, cinta) at the
opening paragraphs of numerous bhdsyas that express his refusal to
deny the presence and existence of entities other than atman. In the
author’s view or Advaita, as I see it, the snake does not completely
disappear. It leaves its trace, lingering on, resurrected and poten-
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tially always there. The siddhantin, on the other hand, accords truth
and reality to atman alone. His sense of totality, atman’s oneness, is
informed by neither doubt nor wonder at multiplicity. In this sense,
I think that Sarikara the author of the BSBh shares the pirva-paksin’s
(Mimamsaka’s) view, expressed succinctly in BSBh 1.1.4. According
to this view the Brahmin who is repeatedly exposed to knowledge of
Brahman is still not transformed and remains in samsara as before
(yatha-purvam). The siddhantin, on the other hand, asserts that once
knowledge of Brahman or atman is achieved, it is inherently transfor-
mational (and irreversible).

The arch-exponent of Sarikara’s Advaita is awe-inspiring; in his
assertion of the oneness of the self and all, he presents humanity with
an irresistibly attractive and courageous vision. It is, however, a fatal
attraction, as it were, for ordinary folks like ourselves, that is, ordinary
readers of the Upanisads and the BSBh. Immersed in illusion and the
petty individualism prescribed perhaps by nature, we keep Advaita at
a distance. In our view, the author of the BSBh shares some traces of
that distance with the rest of humanity. And yet, like atman disturbed
(see above, chapter 3), our author is deeply attached to the Advaita
vision and is pained by the incessant, interminable call of his rivals,
who expose his inner divisions and his gnawing sense of doubt.






CHAPTER SIX

SANKARA’S SANKARACARYA: THE INVISIBLE
AUTHOR OF BSBH AND HIS BELOVED SIDDHANTIN

The author of the BSBh conceived of his spiritual hero—the Advaita-
exponent—as an accomplished winner (siddhantin) in the debates he
composed for the BSBh. Though seemingly only a literary character
and imaginary being (supposedly less real than the author), the figure
of the siddhantin incorporates an entire trajectory of traditional as well
as modern scholarly learning. In fact, almost the whole tradition of
Advaita-Vedanta is founded on the speeches of Sankara’s siddhantin.
This is not a critical weakness in the tradition. The siddhantin is an
enlightened, eloquent and thoughtful figure who articulates the deepest
mysteries and meanings of life (such as the oneness, existence and
identity of atman and Brahman). The other, namely the author, is taken
for granted. Although he is an intelligent and thoughtful commentator
transmitting a body of knowledge, the author functions as a trans-
parent channel of communication. Thus, just as it seems natural that
Don Quixote is for most of the readers more attractive than his creator
Cervantes, so Saikara’s siddhantin is the focus of far more attention
than that focused on his author, Sankara, the author of the BSBh, Upad,
Brhadaranyakopanisad-bhasya and Bhagavadgita-bhasya.

Sankara created an intimate friend or “human ideal” in the figure
of his siddhantin. The author loves his hero, the inherently vulnerable
siddhantin who defends the inconceivable truth of the one, all-inclusive
self, formed of pure consciousness. An Advaita precept such as this
is not easy to defend, and its prevalence within the elite Brahmanical
Sanskrit culture for generations is possibly misleading. I think the
dig-vijaya hagiographic tradition as well as the essential structure
of Sankara’s bhasyas on the Brahma-siitras and the Upanisads con-
tain more than a kernel of truth: opposition to Advaita was intense.
Based on the ancient and often incoherent Upanisads composed about
1300 years before his time, the eighth-century sage imagined a hero
who ceaselessly articulated an ineffable nir-guna-brahman never in
sight, devoid of tangible godly presence, who was not to be found in
temples or elsewhere. Maintaining such a philosophy required extra-
ordinary resistance to ordinary, devotional, or scholarly learning (such
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as Buddhists logic) of that time. Sanikara’s compassion for his imagi-
nary being is thus understandable. Numerous capable exponents and
opponents of many kinds were available. But among all the competi-
tors vying for attention, victory and truth, the author chose one—the
Advaita exponent—as his beloved siddhantin, who—against all odds—
wins all the debates. I am not aware of the author’s own loneliness
in the midst of adverse opposition—reflected, some would say, in his
imaginary hero’s. But the fact that Sanikara’s imaginary siddhantin has
become accepted as the true winner over the course of time should
not make us blind to the initial, essential Advaita position as a truth
not easy to defend. In other words, familiarity with Advaita ideology
and its subsequent dominance within Hindu scholarly community
should not block a vision of its inherently incredible—though perhaps
true—claims. The compassionate Sarkara is aware of this paradox; he
is ambivalent, and numerous opponents co-exist in his mind along
with the winner.'

Let us be less sentimental and more in conformity with scholarship
focused on “impersonal philosophy”, in regard to Sankara’s relation-
ship (love, compassion) with his imaginary siddhantin. Obviously, the
author appreciates and is even committed to his siddhantin’s Advaita
positions, the chosen winner’s stance in the debates with Sankhya-
Yoga opponents, Buddhists, Parva-Mimamsakas, and others. In terms
of philosophy or theology, the author, Sankara, is evidently excited
about Advaita. Though not necessarily an accomplished samnydsin
and knower of Brahman, the author of the BSBh?® retrieves hundreds of
Vedic propositions® and uses his logic and wit extensively to defeat the
siddhantin’s rivals. Thus, the author can be considered a genuine and
resourceful Advaitin. Sometimes he even seems to make his exponent
exaggerate his interpretation of Upanisadic coherence, saying, for
example that all the Vedantic statements (sarvesu hi vedantesu...)*

! The major thesis of this chapter has already been implied: Sarkara the creator
may not be identified with the siddhantin of his imagination. Added to this are refer-
ences to dimensions of the relationship between the two personalities to be distin-
guished. A moment of compassion for the lonely siddhantin is the source of creativity
for an author perhaps as lonely as his imaginary hero.

2 I refer to the Brahma-siitra-bhasya as Sarikara’s definitive work; he is invariably
seen by responsible scholars as (by definition) the author of the BSBh. The authenticity
of his other works is judged with respect to this text.

3 Sankara’s favorite authorities of the Veda are, of course, the Upanisads.
The Brhadaranyaka and the Chandogya are the most frequently quoted.

* BSBh 1.1.4.
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speak of Brahman alone as the cause, subsistence and destruction of
the world (this is an exaggeration since we can be sure that the
Upanisads speak of other matters as well). Such exaggerations might
sound pathetic, a kind of compensation for lurking traces of doubt.
Nevertheless, heeding Sarikara’s volume of creative expression, it is pos-
sible to re-assert that Sankara is passionate about Advaita philosophy
and vision or, at least, that on the level of his relationship with his hero,
the siddhantin, Sankara loves his Advaitin more than he loves the other
purva-paksins in the debates.

Thus, Sanikara’s love or compassion for his chosen siddhantin corre-
sponds cognitively to his excitement about the Advaita vision or under-
standing of reality. How does one commit oneself to the incredible
Advaita truth of the one atman, formed of pure consciousness? Though
the distinction between author and siddhantin generates possible
answers to such questions, only quasi-tautological statements present
themselves to mind at this point. The author’s excitement about
Advaita is palpable in the particular intimacy he shares with his literary
hero. Convinced of the Advaita truth, free of doubt, consistent, deeply
familiar with the Upanisads, the siddhantin expresses knowledge of
Brahman; certainly he is a knower of atman. As the Upanisad says: he
knows Brahman, he becomes Brahman (...brahma veda brahmdiva
bhavati).> The author, it seems, imagines himself as the siddhantin,
thinking perhaps “I myself am my siddhantin” (or, “the siddhanta
winner is my self”). The author loves his hero and is his siddhantin’s
devotee. There is always excitement of the deepest kind associated with
the empathetic experience of emotion such as pain conceived (or imag-
ined) as my pain, pleasure as my pleasure, thought as my thought. On
the other hand, the literary hero in Sarkara’s case is often grotesque;
fighting unlikely opponents, he seems complacent about spurious
victories and is equally complacent about spurious rhetorical coher-
ence. In other words, the author’s compassion is compatible with the
situation. In short, neither identical with his siddhanta-hero nor totally
different from him, the relationship between author and siddhantin
is that of intense intimacy. Thus, let us say that Sankara’s siddhantin
is the author’s intimate companion; no more, no less.

Theoretically, I think, the idealized guru/philosopher, namely, the
Advaita-siddhantin, may be seen as more powerful (even more intelligent,

> Mundaka Upanisad 3.2.9.
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some would say) than his author. Fully grounded in his Advaita vision,
free of doubt, in control of the debate, atman itself as it were, the
siddhantin is truly great (or, some would say, as great as the author
could make him). Thus, the siddhanta imaginary speaker is worthy
of being recorded and studied. And yet, there is also scholarly merit in
attending to the real yet invisible author of the BSBh, whose conscious-
ness contains, as we have seen, traces of doubt, ambiguity, ambivalence,
and complexities of reflection often beyond his characters’ reach.

In addition, there is also the master’s presence, the alleged flesh-and-
blood guru/philosopher who once upon a time (prior to the composi-
tion of the BSBh)® had made an impact on the Indian mind. Distinct
from siddhantin and master alike, the author’s presence qua author
is new to us and worthy of curiosity and attention. Thus, by making
a distinction between author and the siddhanta-exponent I seek to
salvage some notion of the “inconceivable author,” Sankara, the agent
behind the BSBh.

Identification of Sarikara the author of the BSBh with the siddhantin
(Sarikaracarya) is the paradigm that has prevailed unawares in the
study and reading of the BSBh and Sankara’s other works up to this
day. An additional identification is sometimes added; Sankara the
author of the BSBh as well as Sarikaracarya the intellectual winner in
the debates presented therein are identified with a wanderer/master
(henceforth Adi-Sanikaracarya) who had supposedly traveled through-
out the subcontinent of India, teaching Advaita, defeating rivals, and
founding monasteries of research and knowledge. Thus, there are three
theoretical entities that emerge in Sarikara studies (designated here as
“Sanikara,” “Sankaracarya” and “Adi-Sankaracarya”). Some scholars
have resisted identifying Sankara and Adi-Sankaracarya.” However,
the distinction between Sarikara and Sarikaracarya has invariably been
ignored.

In order to illustrate the difference between Sankara’s voice—
which expresses uncertainty—and the Advaita siddhantin’s doubt-free

¢ Independently of the dig-vijayas (hagiographic stories of Adi-Sankaracirya, cur-
rent in India over 700 years after the composition of the BSBh), there is no evidence
of the wandering sage or guru/intellectual.

7 See K. Potter’s argument below. However, he bases his resistance to the iden-
tification of Sanikara and Adi-Sankaricirya on the identification of Sankara with
Sankaracarya (see below).
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expositions, let us closely explore the structure of a typical (or para-
digmatic) bhdsya. In BSBh 1.1.28 Sankara (author, not siddhantin)
expresses uncertainty as he deals with the necessary choice between
four interpretations of the word prana in the Kausitaki Upanisad
3.1-3. According to the story told in the third section of the Upanisad,
Indra tells the warrior Pratardana the means whereby one may kill
one’s father and mother without becoming tainted. Look at me, he
says. | am prana, the inner conscious self (pratyatman); meditate on
me as life and immortality, and so on. The author of BSBh 1.1.28
expresses his doubts: “With respect to this there is the following
doubt (tatra samsayah): in this context, is simple breathing meant by
the word prana, or the self of a certain divinity, or the individual self
(jiva), or the absolute Brahman (kim iha prana-sabdena vayu-matram
abhidhiyata uta devatdtméti jivo 'thava param brahméti)”. This doubt
on the part of the author is now challenged: But it has already been
proved—in BS 1.1.21—that the word prana means absolute Brahman
(athaiva prana ity atra varnitam prana-sabdasya brahma-paratvam).
And in this context as well, characteristic marks of Brahman are speci-
fied, namely “bliss, no aging, immortality” (ihdpi ca brahma-lingam
asty anando ’jaro 'mrtah).

Thus, the “preliminary pirva-paksin” presented in BSBh 1.1.28 aims
at suppressing doubt altogether; he ends his plea for certainty with
the following question: How does doubt become an issue again in this
context (after the meaning of the word prana has already been estab-
lished) (katham iha punah samsayah sambhavati)? But no, says the
author. We say we are in doubt because there are many characteristic
marks of Brahman (some of them possibly incompatible with the ref-
erence of “prana” as Brahman in KauU 8.1-3) (aneka-linga-darsanad
braumah). In our context (KaU 3), characteristic marks of Brahman are
not the only ones mentioned (na kevalam iha brahma-lingam evopal-
abhyate). There are other qualities as well (santi hitara-lingany api).
Thus, for example, Indra’s assertion “You should know me only” (KaU
3.1) expresses a quality of a god’s self (mam eva vijanihitindrasya
vacanam devatdtma-lingam). The Upanisadic saying “Holding this
body, makes it rise up” (KaU 3.3) is characteristic of breathing (prana)
(idam Sariram parigrhyotthapayatiti prana-lingam). The Upanisadic
statement “Let a person know the speaker rather than speaking”
implies reference to the individual self (jiva). Thus, the author sums up
his position on the legitimacy of doubt with the following statement:
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“Therefore doubt is a worthwhile option in this context” (ata upa-
pannah samsayah).?

In fact, the author is an exponent of doubt throughout the Veda-
committed sections of the BSBh. As such, he is remarkably different
from the preliminary opponent who rejects doubt (as in BSBh 1.1.28
above). By the same token, the author is not the Advaita-siddhantin
who wins the debate after the legitimacy of doubt has been recognized.
Indeed, the purva-paksin who opposes the author-siddhantin in the
opening sections of the bhdsyas is by no means the staunch Advaitin
who wins the debate over the non-Advaita pirva-paksins. Thus, the
loser (puirva-paksin) in the preliminary debate over the legitimacy of
doubt becomes the winner (siddhantin) in the latter debate focused
on Vedic intention and the nature of Brahman or atman. The author
maintains distance from loser and winner alike.

The prevailing paradigm based upon integration of apparently sepa-
rate personalities is fascinating (even if fanciful). As mentioned previ-
ously, it seems to express an innate drive towards coherence, richer
Gestalts, fullness of being, etc. And unless forced, as it were, to resist
integration, combination, and false plenitude, the reader is irresistibly
drawn to the beauty of fullness and integration. The following is an
illustration of my own articulation of a typical bhasya in the spirit of
the Sankara/Sankaracarya/Adi-Sankaracarya combination. Integrating
various forces and personalities in the bhdsya-domain is enriching,
attractive and valuable. The dialogical domain, charged by the com-
bined, integrated personality of a spiritual master/guru, forceful logi-
cian, and gifted writer is rewarding, almost irresistible in its display of
human greatness.

In the shade of a tree, seated among close disciples, persons of
the inner-circle, the great master concedes doubt. The Upanisad tells
of ‘space’ (akasa) as the origin of all beings and the final abode and
resting place into which they merge as they die. Does ‘Gkasa’ mean
elemental space, or Brahman, “the absolute”? The audience, those dis-
ciples devoted to the Veda as sabda-pramana, the source of Advaita
insight and experience, who are familiar with knowledge of atman

8 Sankara’s state of mind of doubt is reminiscent of Yudhisthira’s according to the
famous Yaksa’s questions in MBh 3.313. Yudhisthira defines the human condition as
follows: Reasoning has no foundation (tarko ’pratisthitah); scriptures are self-contra-
dictory (srutayo vibhinnah); there is no single sage whose thought is truly authoritative
(ndiko rsir yasya matam pramanam).
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or Brahman, are expectant and anxious; they wait for Vedic joy to
emerge. Indeed, the uncertainty is important; re-enactment of the
Advaita vision is at stake. The presence of another vision embedded
in “ordinary experience” of “real” time and space, duality and trou-
ble, of creatures and objects dissociated from Brahman, looms large;
non-Advaita perception of reality is even ‘natural’ (suprasiddha), ris-
ing quickly and mechanically (sighram) in the mind, as the teacher
admits.’ This, I assume, is the meaning of taking Vedic words such
as ‘akasa’ in Chandogya Upanisad 1.9 in their more ordinary denota-
tion. Rather than academic or intellectual luxury, the choice between
ether and Brahman is one between duality and unity, or if you like, for
the master’s audience, between death and life. As the Veda constitutes
the self of those open to its voice, the interpretation of Vedic words
as pregnant with doubt is highly charged. The disturbing presence of
the ‘mind’ (manas), as we shall see below, is another manifestation of
doubt and its omnipresence, and of the consequent dissonance within
the Advaita universe (characterized elsewhere as “atman disturbed,”
or “atman suppressed”).'

The above is my articulation of the skeletal text of BSBh 1.1.22,
which refers to the meaning of dkasa in Chandogya Upanisad 1.9."
I have added the expectant audience (close disciples), the existential
flavor of Upanisadic semantics, the corresponding inner conflict pres-
ent in the listeners’ souls, and so on. In other words, I have done my
best to make the typical BSBh 1.1.22 into a description of Advaita-
reality in the midst of which stands (or sits) Sankara/Sankaracarya/
Adi-Sankaracarya, the Advaita guru who is a philosopher as well as
a theologian, writer, therapist, and mystic. My attention focused on
the siddhantin, the spiritual hero, arch-speaker in the BSBh, the most
accessible entity in the dialogic domain: a seemingly perfect sage who
knows Brahman. I have assumed the identification of the siddhantin
(Sanikaracarya) with the master attended by his disciples under the shade
of a tree (Adi-Sankarécéya), and also with Sankara, the dark, almost
invisible author and writer of our seminal text, the BSBh. In accor-
dance with the prevailing paradigm, I have not made an effort to refer
to the author of the BSBh. As if he were a perfect, indistinguishable

® BSBh 1.1.22.

10 See discussion of the mind’s disturbing presence displayed in the dialogues of
atman with the mind.

' See previous chapter for a discussion of this section of the BSBh.
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copy of his shadowy creator, the siddhantin absorbs all the attention.
Indeed, if the author and his siddhantin are the same, how can one
distinguish between the two? Questions with respect to the identity of
the master/guru have often been raised. Issues related to the separa-
tion of author and siddhantin have never been discussed.

The context of Sankara’s speech or writing and the nature of his
voice are obviously clues to a good-enough reading of his works.
Sankara’s audience and the cultural and historical setting of the period
condition not only the tone and texture of the author’s voice but also
the meaning of the text. Was Sarikara—author of the BSBh—a scholar
seeking certainty in times of unrest? Did he know the atman, eagerly
seeking to transmit his vision for the release of humanity from bond-
age and ignorance? How and to what extent was Sarikara committed
to Vedic authority? Was he scared of the Buddhists? Was he a mere
scholarly philosopher practicing his logic and talent and somewhat
uncommitted to the Advaita vision and arguments? Did he resist pop-
ular practices at temples, like Rammohan Roy? What, indeed, did he
want? Readers of Sarikara feel the urge to contextualize his speech and
say something of the man; for much of the reading experience (and
interpretation) depends upon the context and “nature of voice.”

Whereas Sarikara, as we speak of him, is indeed—Dby definition—the
author of the BSBh, the identification of author and siddhantin is not
quite as tautological. Indeed, the siddhantin is—of course—an Advaitin.
The author, however, might contain a consciousness significantly
different—more complex, perhaps—than that of his hero’s; theoreti-
cally, he may not be an Advaitin at all.

Since integrating the three Sanikara-personalities fulfils the need
for meaning (and corresponding satisfaction), a sense of loss is felt
when we split the Sankara/Sankaracarya/Adi-Sanikaracarya hero. Such
an integrated man-hero, if he ever existed, was great indeed; spiritu-
ally enlightened, scholarly informed, intent on playful, sophisticated
writing yet also “active in the world,” teaching, defeating rivals, con-
quering the quarters of the earth. Though silent in the presence of the
ineffable Brahman, he is also voluble, hectic in his reasoning, as he
argues for the benefit of mankind and creatively adjusts to the intellec-
tual assumptions of his audience. Greatness, indeed, is often an aspect
of a many-sided, multi-dimensional personality. Moreover, conviction
of a spiritual truth such as the reality of atman (in the presence of
which the world is experienced as a mirage) exerts pressure from
within. One who realizes such a truth would burst with exclamations
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of moksa (“awake, awake!)” The aforementioned conviction (in the
actual being of a universe, formed of consciousness, where men and
women are inherently playful and free), would generate inexhaustible
energy. Eager to share with others such a liberating truth, a combined
Sankara/siddhantin/master would ceaselessly speak, think, study and
write. Such a man is great indeed. Why deprive such an integrated
entity of writer/literary figure/guru-instructor of its greatness (by dis-
section and separation)? Why replace such greatness by a vision of
a secluded scholar and writer inflicted with doubt and passion for
its resolution, insisting on the feasibility of liberation yet allegedly
removed from it? Loss of greatness seems to me a grave danger. And
yet, greatness has many faces; the greatness underlying the composi-
tion of the BSBh could also be that of an invisible author, intensely
alive, committed to logic and doubt, in quest of the full realization of
atman, listening with passion to Upanisadic voices, projecting onto
the siddhantin his hopes and desire for moksa.

The attractions and advantages of combination and integration are
obvious. Every speech-act, every thought, every feeling is a moment
of integration. Meaningfulness implies gestalt and integration, as do
consciousness and “life itself.” Unrestrained combination, however,
might result in a fuzzy, blurred vision. Take for example our case of
the combined Sarkara/Sankaracarya/Adi-Sankaracarya. The author of
the BSBh is a gifted artist, playful, often ironical and humorous in
his references to everyday-life situations as illustrations of the most
abstract and mystical references to the self and Brahman. Identifying
with his hero-siddhantin, he lets him win all the debates. And vyet,
we must not forget: the siddhantin is—by definition—his invisible
author’s invention; and as such, he is different from his creator (as
Ishmael is other than Herman Melville).

The core of the “autobiographical paradigm” which conflates author
and siddhantin (and sometimes master) consists of the author’s invis-
ibility turned into non-existence. The author qua author is invisible
relative to the sensual objectivity of the speaking siddhantin and the
ghost-like reality or potential existence of the master, Adi-Sankaracarya.
Paradoxically, the most real, so to speak, among the three entities
referred to here as Sarnkara, Sankaracarya, and Adi-Sankaracarya
becomes non-existent by virtue of his merger with the more tangible
yet—in a sense—less real personalities of the triad.

In my view, the relation of the author to his imagined siddhantin is
asolid object of scholarly research. The scarcity of information regarding
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eighth-century Indian sages and wanderers, coupled with true thirst
for knowledge of the man and his time, seems to generate a conflated,
unified, attractive and yet somewhat incorrect and misleading vision.
Here is an example provided by one of the most competent scholars
of Sankara in our age, S. Mayeda:

Sarikara would not teach his doctrine to city dwellers. In cities the power
of Buddhism was still strong, though already declining, and Jainism
prevailed among the merchants and manufacturers. Popular Hinduism
occupied the minds of ordinary people while city dwellers pursued ease
and pleasure. There were also hedonists in cities, and it was difficult for
Sarikara to communicate Vedanta philosophy to these people. Conse-
quently he propagated his teachings chiefly among samnydasins, who had
renounced the world, and intellectuals in the villages, and he gradually
won the respect of Brahmins and feudal lords. He made enthusiastic efforts
to restore the orthodox Brahmanical tradition, without paying attention
to the bhakti (devotional) movement, which had made a deep impression
on ordinary Hindus in his age."?

Taking Sarikara, Sarikaracarya, and Adi-Sanikara as the same person-
ality is laudable yet costly. Working within the paradigm of Sarikara/
Sankaracarya/Adi-Sanikaracarya as a single identity, Mayeda seeks
to say something of an author who is inherently invisible, identical
with a siddhantin who is essentially a literary figure, and with a flesh-
and-blood master who teaches Advaita to intellectuals in the village.
Suppose the combination of these personalities is unreal or not true.
The portrayal of the combined personality would necessarily be some-
what untruthful. Indeed, none of Mayeda’s propositions concerning
Sankara’s life are truly warranted. We simply do not know enough
about these things. We do know, however, that the author of the BSBh
is not necessarily the historical master or even the literary spiritual
hero. However, as we shall see further, scholars have done their best
to say something of the Sarikara/Sankaracarya/Adi-Sankaracarya com-
bination. Sometimes they distinguish Adi-Sankaracarya (as a semi-
legendary hero) from Sankara or Sarikaricarya, but as mentioned
earlier, they never make the distinction between the author and his
Advaita-exponent, the siddhantin.

2 Mayeda 1992: 5.
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A strikingly different (yet similarly doubtful) vision of the combined
Sanikara/Sankaracarya/Adi-Sankaracarya’s cultural circumstances is the
following:

The most celebrated Hindu intellectual of the early medieval age, Shanka-
racharya (788-820), made his name during his short life by developing a
Sanskrit high-culture rendition of Tamil devotional poetry, by reconciling
Shaivism and Vaishnavism through a non-dualist Advaita philosophy
that drew on the Upanisads and incorporated elements from Buddhism,
and by traveling from Kerala to Kashmir and back again to establish
monastic centers. Shankara helped to absorb and normalize popular
devotionalism in elite Brahman high culture.”?

The traditional and scholarly fusion of the voice of the author and
siddhantin does contain a significant truth; Sanikara’s identification
with his spiritual hero was obviously deep and thorough, by far exceed-
ing in intensity his cognitive empathy with non-Advaita rivals of many
kinds. And yet, let us note that in the presence of rivals, the existential
situation of author and siddhantin is similar but also inherently differ-
ent. Both author and siddhantin recognize the opponents’ presence and
position. However, necessary asymmetries prevail; the author is free to
look at the siddhantin as one of the opponents (the victorious one);
the siddhantin, on the other hand, cannot see his creator. A measure
of freedom is available to the author; he chooses the pirva-paksins and
makes them speak. At the most basic level, Sarikara’s dialogical bhasyas
signify the difference between the author and the intellectual rivals
of his imagination. By activating the voices and positions of various
opponents, the author is necessarily separated from every participant
in the intellectual battles (Advaita-siddhantin and pirva-paksin). Such
an underlying sub-textual presupposition is perhaps too obvious and
simple to consider. But if heeded, the difference between the author
and his imaginary companions would generate a vision of a new spiri-
tual agent: an author who generates doubt but also seeks its resolution
by choosing a dialogical textual structure.

Herein lies the difference: the Advaita exponent recognizes the pres-
ence and philosophical position of his opponent as given, and responds
with this assumption in mind. Indeed, the siddhantin is bound to
answer his opponent’s statements, establishing thereby a certain cor-
respondence with his rival. The essential working presupposition of

3 Ludden 2004: 55.
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Indian philosophical training is accommodation to the assumptions
of one’s rivals."* By virtue of such philosophical training, a Vacaspati
Misra was possible. Such a presupposition of dialogue and legitimate
communication generates connections and correspondences among
the participants in philosophical or theological debates. But the author
is free from such connections and correspondences; in making atman
and the mind speak in the Upad, he posits himself beyond them both,
above them, as it were, a meta-participant in the universe of discourse
and speech.

Committed to dialogue, and creatively negotiating other states of
mind, the author of the BSBh is able to contain competing systems of
thought and life perspectives. The author’s mode of mind and speech
is inherently open, complex and given to doubt. The mind of the
Advaita siddhantin offers a different perspective; hunting down rivals
and enemies, he is focused on his target, and cannot entertain doubt
and openness as his free-floating creator is at leisure to do. Although
the author invents siddhantin and pirva-paksins of many kinds and is
thus significantly different from both winner and losers in the imagi-
nary debates, he has remained elusive, hidden by the irresistible pull of
reading, and unavailable to the reaches of thought and imagination.

In general, scholarly attention has focused on the distinction between
Sarikara the “real man,” namely, the historical Sarikara, and Sarkara as
he is known from the dig-vijayas, the hagiographic accounts of his life."
In the quest for Adi-Sankaracarya, the distinction between author and
siddhantin becomes even more elusive. See, for example, K. Potter’s
criticism of identifying Sarikara the philosopher (author of the BSBh)
with the mythological Sarikara who is believed to have founded the
mathas. Potter describes the identification of Sarikara the philosopher
with the mythological Sarikara as follows:

According to Dasanami tradition.....their order was founded by the
Advaita philosopher, a young but spiritually advanced person who spent
a good part of his brief 32 years on this earth acquiring disciples and
then, with them in attendance, traveling throughout India establishing
monastic centers at which the foremost among the disciples were installed

14 See Sarikara’s statement in BSBh 2.1.1 about the need to refute others’ positions
without resorting to one’s own assumptions and beliefs.

5 See J. Bader’s excellent exploration of the various hagiographic accounts of
Sankara’s life: Bader 2000.
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as pontiffs. This same person, it is said, also composed hundreds of phil-
osophical works, developing abstruse topics in epistemology and meta-
physics, as well as laying down the fundamental precepts guiding the
social and religious thought of the Dasanami order.'®

Potter thinks that Sankara’s philosophical views preclude the possi-
bility of his being the founder of the centers of learning ascribed to
him. “Sankara the philosopher offers one consistently repeated thesis,
viz., that the only way of getting liberated is by abandoning actions
altogether...”."”” Sankara’s thesis, Potter thinks, has “social implica-
tions...which sit uncomfortably, to put it mildly, with the assumptions
underlying the establishment and maintenance of a group founded on
the principles set forth by Dasanamis as fundamental to their order.”"®
Focusing on the identification of the two Sankaras, he says: “We have
no evidence, save the hagiographical literature...to substantiate the
short life and the identification of the philosopher as the founder of
the monastic order.”" Thus, Potter concludes:

Perhaps there was a man, possibly named Samkara (it’s a common Indian
name), who was a social entrepreneur, an organizer. Advaita tradition
also celebrates an outstanding philosopher, Samkarécérya, whose works,
especially the commentary on the Brahmasutras, have earned him the
serious respect of responsible Advaitins, from his pupils on downward.
The followers of the entrepreneur find it advantageous to take advantage
of the accidental identity of names. Since the general public doesn’t
understand philosophy very well, and since there is a deep-seated ten-
dency within the Indian tradition itself to counter philosophical views of
Samkara’s type with appeals to myth, devotionalism, or social necessity
so as to bring the man-beyond-the-world back into it, this conflation of the
two Samkaras is not difficult. Notice that the authors of the hagiographies
are all separated from the philosopher’s time by at least 600-700 years.
The result is a mythological creation, the philosopher-entrepreneur.?

Thus, the identification of author and siddhantin becomes Potter’s
major (though implicit) presupposition and methodological tool. By
identifying siddhantin and author (merged as “the philosopher”), he is
capable of denying the alleged historical reality of the active philosopher,
the founding father of the mathas. Since the siddhantin asserts the

¢ Potter 1982: 111.
7 Ibid., p. 113.
8 Ibid., ibid.
9 Tbid., p. 111.
0 Ibid., 122-123.

o
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necessity of action-renunciation, the author must be other than the
founder of the mathas* (for they are the same person). But in truth,
of course, if Potter is right on the issue of the siddhantin’s doctrine of
“non-action,” the one who recommends non-action is the siddhantin;
the author of the BSBh could be someone else.”

Let us explore more closely the universe of connections and corre-
spondence between siddhantin and puirva-paksins, a universe created
(imagined) by the author who is, as suggested above, free of the mutual
conditioning of winner/loser. I assume that quixotic aspects in the
positions and arguments of the siddhantin and piarva-paksin point to
the author’s underlying presence, a presence palpably removed from
both intellectual combatants: winner and loser.

By references to episodes of everyday life, Sarikara the author of
the BSBh expresses his wit and talent, concomitantly suggesting his
distinction from both pirva-paksin and siddhantin. The abysmal gap
between the world as conventionally conceptualized (and “perceived”)
and the presupposed reality of nirguna-brahman makes room for the
ironical expression of delicate, scholarly doubts. The author, in my
view, finds it difficult to accommodate normal, samsaric perception
and ontological commitment to the Upanisadic vision. Some scholars
find Sankara’s references to worldly episodes an integral part of his
argumentative structure. Others may think such analogies or illustra-
tions do not constitute real arguments in favor of atman’s or Brahman’s
existence.” Both attitudes to Sarikara’s references to worldly episodes
ignore the overt aesthetic dimension of his writing and its implica-
tions (in terms of the author’s identity). Inasmuch as one focuses on
Sankara’s art of writing, the character of the author as distinct from
siddhantin and purva-paksins alike stands out.

Grass, milk, and cow—what can one learn of the structure and evo-
lution of the world from the relation of grass, milk, and cow? In his
commentary on BS 2.2.1-10 Sankara discusses instances of daily life as
supposedly supporting the dualistic metaphysics of Sankhya.

2 Potter does not heed the (not unlikely) possibility that philosophers may not live
up to their ideas or ideals.

2 Though Potter writes of Sarikara’s establishing of the mathas, his argument may
include other activities of Sarikara’s (such as roaming all over India, writing, speaking).
Thus, according to this logic Sankara might not have written the Brahma-sitra-bhasya
as well.

» See Halbfass 1991: 131-204.
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The grounds for Sankara’s display of talent and wit is the essential
tension between sublime experience of the innermost self where every-
thing, so to speak, is unified and integrated, and ordinary, fragmentary
perception or, in other words, the contradictory nature of Brahman
and the “world.” The underlying theme of the discussion of BSBh
2.2.1-10 is the logical force of observation with respect to metaphys-
ics. What is the value of all sorts of daily episodes in the determination
of the—most abstract—nature of reality? Sarikara is very close to his
siddhantin, and yet, a careful reading reveals a playful attitude towards
his siddhantin whose conception of Brahman and the world turns out
to be similar to the improbable Sankhya conception of purusa and
prakrti (or pradhana).

In BSBh 2.2.2 the siddhantin shares his acceptance of the strict cor-
relation between perceptible phenomena and the nature of abstract
reality with his opponent. “From what is seen one knows of the unseen”
(drstac cadrsta-siddhih). The Sankhya parva-paksin says that the
primordial potential of objectivity (pradhana) evolves spontaneously,
by its own nature, for the sake of the purusa, without any conscious
intention of its own, as milk is generated by the action of grass and
water.”* The following bhdsyas bring in other worldly episodes. Thus,
discussions of grass and milk, magnet and iron, a lame person mounted
on the back of the blind, all delve deeply into details supposedly
relevant to the resolution of the greatest intellectual challenge conceiv-
able—the feasibility of a world emerging from its abstract ground. As
an illustration of this issue of emergence, here is a reconstruction of
BSBh 2.2.5.

Opponent: Pradhdna, the primordial ground of objective existence trans-
forms itself into the visible world as grass transforms itself into milk.
Siddhantin: How do you know that grass transforms itself into milk
without any other cause (katham ca nimittdntara-nirapeksam trndditi
gamyate)?

Opponent: There is obviously no other cause in sight....(nimittantara
nupalambhat).

Siddhantin: But how is this possible? Can grass become milk of itself?

Opponent: Sure it can. For if we knew of any other cause in the production
of milk we, by fetching more grass, could produce it as we like! But

* yatha ksiram acetanam sva-bhavendiva vatsa-vivrddhy-artham pravartate yatha
cajalam acetanam sva-bhavendiva syandata evam pradhanam acetanam sva-bhavendiva
purusdrtha-siddhaye pravartisyata iti.
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of course, we do not do it (yadi hi kimcin nimittam upalabhemahi
tato yatha-kamam tena trnady upadaya ksiram sampadayemahi na tu
sampadayamahe). Therefore, the transformation of grass is due to its
inherent nature merely; and by the same token, the transformation of
pradhana is due to its own nature.

Siddhantin: 1 could accept your point if grass were indeed transformed
into milk spontaneously.

Implied Opponent: Indeed, so it does.

Siddhantin: No. There is another cause (other than grass) (nimittin-
tarépalabdheh).

Implied Opponent: How is this possible? What is it?

Siddhantin: Grass becomes milk only if eaten by a cow® or by some
other female animal. It does not become milk if eaten by a bull or not
eaten at all!

Implied Opponent: But what does it mean?

Siddhantin: If there were no connection with a cow’s body, grass and so
forth would not become milk (yadi hi nir-nimittam etat syad dhenu-
sarira-sambandhad anyatrapi trnddi ksiri-bhavet).

Opponent: But people cannot produce milk as they like (using all sorts
of causes).

Implied Siddhantin: True, people cannot produce milk by their own will.

Implied Opponent: Thus grass becomes milk spontaneously...

Siddhantin: No. That does not mean that milk is produced spontane-
ously from grass.

Implied Opponent: How is milk produced then?

Implied Siddhantin: Sometimes people do produce something. But some-
times there might be other causes involved.

Implied Opponent: Such as?

Siddhantin: Sometimes there are divine causes (daivata) involved in
producing certain effects.

Opponent: How is this connected with the production of milk?

Siddhantin: Milk is not produced by spontaneous transformation of
grass. Sometimes people can affect the production of milk.

Implied Opponent: How is this possible?

Siddhantin: If people give a cow more grass and herbs, it can produce
more milk.

Implied Opponent: And what is the meaning of this?

Siddhantin: The meaning is, that (since grass does not become milk
by itself) spontaneous transformation of pure objectivity (pradhana)
cannot be based upon observations of grass and the like (tasman na
trnadivat svabhavikah pradhanasya parinamah).

» The siddhantin’s assumption is that a cow is an intelligent being. Such an assump-
tion is expressed in BSBh 2.2.3: cows which are conscious beings are seen to produce
milk through their will and love (for their calves) (cetandayas ca dhenvah snehécchaya
payasah pravartakatvopapatteh).
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Professional philosophers would argue that BSBh 2.2.5 illustrates the
basic rule of Indian philosophical dialogue. The Advaita-siddhantin,
they would say, adjusts his arguments to the pirva-paksin’s assump-
tions. This is true. However, the role of the author-narrator may not
be equal to mere presentation of a dialogue between a Sankhya loser-
opponent and an Advaita winner-exponent. Re-labeling the underlying
theme of the discourse, the author places the two participants in the
debate on the same level. The presupposition shared by siddhantin and
pirva-paksin alike is the legitimate use of worldly instances to deter-
mine the origin of the world and its nature. It seems to me that the
author, conscious of himself as neither siddhantin nor puarva-paksin,
ridicules the very presupposition of the debate. Probing into processes
of grass-transformation and milk-production may not shed any light
on the big issues of metaphysics. The presentation of the Sankhya-
opponent as one who does not know that a cow is required for the
process as well as the dead-serious siddhantin’s assertion that a cow is
indeed necessary are both made into objects of fun. The author, though
probably in doubt with respect to the reality of atman, is unambiguous
in his understanding of himself as different from purva-paksin and
siddhantin alike.

In making fun of a Sankhya opponent, Sarkara also seems to
ridicule the siddhantin. In the course of reading a bhdsya such as
BSBh 2.2.5, the gap between the elaborate discussion of cow, milk
and grass and the abstract issue of cosmic origin and essence becomes
conspicuously absurd. The very presupposition of the debate—the
strict correlation between “that which is seen” (drsta) and the validity
of one’s metaphysics—becomes a joke, as it were, implicating the
siddhantin as much as the piarva-paksin. Reading which resists the
paradigm of author/siddhantin identification can do so confidently in
this case. In general, the dialogical situation itself invites differentia-
tion between the author and his official delegate to the debate. As the
siddhantin shares the respective assumptions that rule the debate, his
presuppositions are as unwarranted or as absurd as his opponent’s and
his Advaita-proposition may turn out to be as unlikely. According to
the approach offered here, this must indeed be the case.

However, it is extremely difficult to read the BSBh while keeping
in mind the distinction between author and literary hero. The first-
person speech of both author and siddhantin, the enchanting quality
of the siddhantin’s speech, the coherent, clear-cut commitment to
the Advaita perspective, and the reader’s inner urge for identification
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and merger—all these make the conflation of the voices of author
and siddhantin seem natural. Schechet’s distinction between “the two
readers, one resisting and one complicit, as a text’s ideal or implied
readers...” comes to mind:

The reader I am calling a ‘resisting reader’ is one who is cued by a text
to resist the text’s narrator. The reader I am calling a ‘complicit reader’
is one who is cued to follow a text’s narrator without questioning his/
her reliability.*

While, I think, one should always look for cues conducive to resistance,
the encounter of an Advaitin with certain types of opponents makes
the distinction more discernible or natural. In general, the opponent’s
nature and presuppositions condition much of the siddhantin’s cor-
responding attributes. Sometimes, the opponent’s faults are shared by
the siddhantin as well. In such cases, the voice of Sankara the narrator
is more conspicuously distinct from that of his siddhantin and pirva-
paksin alike. Training in resistance could start with the narrator’s
playful presentations of encounters between his Advaita-hero and the
Sankhya-opponent.

The siddhantin’s assertion (BSBh 2.2.7) that the relationship of purusa
and prakrti is inherently obscure or impossible while the (obviously
corresponding) relation of Brahman and the world (through I$vara’s
agency by the force of illusion) is not, illustrates the siddhantin’s
unhappy situation. He is locked in debate with an unlikely opponent.
The quixotic statement of the siddhantin—that the emanation of the
world from nirguna-brahman by virtue of I$vara’s power of illusion
(maya) is different from the piirva-paksin’s statement of the (inherently
impossible) connection between purusa and prakrti (and the world’s
emanation therefrom)—is patently unconvincing, even grotesque.
Following Sarikara’s scathing criticism of the Sankhya position based
on the (truly) impossible relationship of pure subjectivity (purusa) with
pure objectivity (prakrti), the description of the Godhead as endowed
with the power of mdya must be read as in a tone deliberately witty
and ironical, audibly different from the words of exponent and oppo-
nent alike. In my reading, the narrator is consciously skeptical of
the positions of the two opponents; with winner and loser similarly

26 Schechet 2005: 30.
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implicated in a discussion beyond their conceptual capabilities, the
author remains identified with neither.

The correspondence of siddhantin and piirva-paksin is implied by the
inherently dialogical quality of Sarikara’s work. When the piirva-paksin
is ridiculous or quixotic, so is the siddhantin. Here is a reconstruction of
the bhasya mentioned above (2.2.7), in which the correspondence-in-
nature of winner and loser is conspicuous even with respect to the
validity of their metaphysical positions.

Implied Sankhya opponent: Imagine to yourself a person who can see
but cannot walk mounted on the back of a man who cannot see but
can walk....

Implied Siddhantin: Another bizarre episode of everyday life....

Opponent: Yes. And suppose the one who cannot walk makes the blind
move (pravartayati)....

Implied Siddhantin: Do such imaginary episodes mean anything?

Implied Opponent: Such episodes are pregnant with philosophical
meaning.

Implied Siddhantin: And what is the philosophical meaning of the lame
man mounted on the blind’s back?

Opponent: The purusa, of course, although passive and indifferent,
could move the pradhana.

Siddhantin: The lame could indeed move the blind by speaking to him,
and so forth. But the purusa, devoid of action and empty of any quality,
cannot move anything.

Opponent: But suppose mere proximity between the two (purusa and
pradhana) would do the job.

Siddhantin: If you mean proximity (samnidhi) such as making a magnet
attract iron, this is also not an appropriate illustration of purusa’s
moving power.

Implied Opponent: Why not?

Siddhantin: For by virtue of the permanent proximity of purusa and
pradhana there would follow permanence of motion. This is unlike the
case of the magnet and iron. In this latter case, the proximity is not
permanent, and the action of the magnet depends upon the precise
position of the iron, etc.

Implied Opponent: Is this such a grave problem?

Siddhantin: Of course! If the proximity of purusa and pradhana is per-
manent, moksa would be impossible.

Opponent: And yet, even if the instances of the lame and blind, the iron
and magnet are not perfectly parallel to purusa and pradhana, they are
still valuable...

Siddhantin: No. Let us be straightforward: since pradhana is uncon-
scious and the purusa absolutely indifferent (uddsin) or passive, in the
absence of any third party any relation between the two is impossible!
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(tatha pradhanasydcaitanyat purusasya caudasinyat trtiyasya ca tayoh
sambandhayitur abhavat sambandhdnupapatteh).

Implied Opponent: But what is the difference between our purusa and
pradhana and your atman and the world?

Siddhantin: The highest self is indeed absolutely indifferent by its inherent
nature. And yet, it is endowed with the power to activate by virtue of
illusion (maya). It is therefore superior (paramdtmanas tu sva-ripa-
vyapasrayam audasinyam mayavyapasrayam ca pravartakatvam ity
asty atisayah).

It is noteworthy that Badarayana’s sitra does not mention a lame or
a blind person (it refers to stone [asma] only).” Thus, the addition of
the blind and lame is of Sarkara’s own making. However humorous,
some philosophical points of great interest and importance are also to
be found here. The siddhantin levels a devastating blow at his Sankhya
opponent, a blow consisting of a perceptive, penetrating statement
aimed at the core of Sankhya metaphysics of strict duality. If purusa
is mere consciousness and inherently dissimilar and dissociated from
objectivity (prakrti, pradhana), how could it make them move? And
yet, at the end of his bhasya the author-narrator compares the relation
of nirguna-brahman to the world to that of prakrti and purusa. This is
an interesting comparison. Yet any perceptive reader would sense that
the suggested similarity between the purusa and nirguna-brahman is
telling; both are inherently indifferent yet mysteriously active. The
siddhantin’s assertion of the difference between purusa and atman is
paradoxically juxtaposed with the author’s notion of their similarity,
thus implying the invalidity of a major Advaita principle. In this case,
the author raises a doubt concerning Advaita through his criticism of
an opponent. In my reading, the author’s consciousness of the (per-
haps disturbing) similarity of atman and purusa is translated as the
siddhantin’s proposition of their difference.

By the power of his imagination, the author of BSBh brings the
siddhantin to life along with his rivals. Neither the literary figure of
the Advaita-siddhantin and his rivals, nor the flesh-and-blood master
roaming the country are the same as the creative agent behind it all, the
most real entity in the dialogic domain.

We can now re-approach the combinatory spirit in the various
expressions of the autobiographical paradigm. As seen above, in the

77 BS 2.2.7: purusdasmavad iti cet tathdpi.
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course of traditional and scholarly research of the author’s life and
thought, denominations such as “Sankara”, or “Saﬁkarécérya,” or “Adi-
Sankaracarya” have invariably referred to the combined personality of
narrator/Advaita-exponent (and sometimes also of the master/guru).
See for example G.Ch. Pande, who promises “to reconstruct the life
and thought of Sarikara on historical principles, i.e., to determine the
age and biography of Sarikara and also his original ideas and writings
within this framework” (p. x). Pande asks many questions such as the
following:

When did Sarikara live? What do we know of his history? Which works
did he actually compose? Unless these questions are properly answered
we cannot decide the relationship of Sankara to his ‘contemporaries’ and
would not be able to place his life, work and thought in a meaningful
historical and cultural perspective. Nor would we be able to decide
whether he was simply a dry philosophical commentator or also a saint-
poet of no mean order who composed enchanting, popular as well as
profound, hymns.?

Pande, like others, does provide some of the answers to the questions
he asks. It is somewhat helpful to know that “Sarikara” lived in times of
instability and upheaval.” Perhaps he was poignantly aware of samsara
and its troubles and hazards; perhaps he knew first-hand how inevi-
table death is. However, it seems to me that the respective answers
provided by scholars about the age of Sarikara and the presumed,
general circumstances of his life are insufficient for a determination
of an effective context for a good-enough reading of Sarikara. For the
combined personality of author/literary figure/master could hardly
have existed. The presence of the autobiographical paradigm is most
palpable in Pande’s case; the possibility of a Sanikara different from
his siddhantin does not even occur to him. Whether “simply a dry
philosophical commentator or also a saint-poet,” the author is not
distinguished from his hero, not even analytically. Among the three
personalities set up by the dialogical domain of the text, the author
is—paradoxically—less accessible than the master and siddhantin.

# Pande 1998: ix. Pande surrenders to a curious dichotomy, namely, that Sankara was
either a “dry philosophical commentator” or a “saint-poet.” Pande seems to suggest that
if Sanikara is merely the author of the Brahma-siitra-bhasya and the like (authorized
compositions), he is a dry philosopher, whereas if he is also the author of two hundred
or so compositions of poetry and bhakti, he is a saint-poet.

¥ See Pande 1998: ix.
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Some scholars contextualize Sarikara’s voice and writing by means
of external sources such as historical evidence or the dig-vijaya
tradition, while others resist such contextualization and stick to mean-
ings strictly available in Sarkara’s works. T.S. Rukmani is an eminent
scholar of the first type, combining extensive and reliable analysis of
Sankara’s philosophical writing with alleged evidence derived from
history books and the dig-vijaya hagiographies (to which she refers
as “biographies”). See for example Rukmani’s combination of history
and philosophy:

But Sankara, by his genius, was able to reinstate the Upanisadic heritage
which was almost threatened with extinction due to the efforts of such
stalwarts as Advaghosa, Nagarjuna, Asanga and Vasubandhu, and put
it in a strong logical framework. He was also responsible for taking the
message of advaita throughout the length and breadth of the country.
This is also amazing if one recalls the historical and political conditions
of the country round about the eighth century A.D. At this period in
India’s history the north was reeling under a feeling of deep insecurity.
The last of the emperors, Harsavardhana was himself a Buddhist and the
country had as yet not recovered from the onslaught of the Huns. Though
politically this was not true of South India, the decline of dharma-rajya
with the advent of reform movements like Buddhism and Jainism was as
much true in the South as in other parts of the country. It was perhaps
the strength and vigour of South India between A.D. 550 and 750 which
threw up a leader of Sanikara’s dynamism who with his clear insight was
able to weave the various strands of philosophico-religious thought avail-
able into a single strand, and fit it into the traditional heritage without
appearing to harm its fundamental tenets.”

Using the hagiographical dig-vijaya tradition as a reliable source, Ruk-
mani makes efforts to integrate even minute episodes of the dig-vijaya
with Sankara’s philosophical ideas. Thus, for example, she refers to the
famous encounter of Sarikara with the Candala butcher as incompatible
with his philosophy:

Sarikara in his own life, on one or two occasions, behaved in a manner
which appears incompatible to the philosophy he preached. In the famous
Candala episode immortalized in the Manisa-paficakam, Sankara
behaves like any orthodox Brahmin of that time. He had to be reminded
of his own philosophy by the Candala. Thus the Candala asks Sankara—
O Brahmin, whom are you asking to get away? Your body is the product
of food, so is mine. Are you asking one product of food to clear the way

3% Rukmani 1991: 6.
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for another? Or, are you asking pure consciousness to get away from pure
consciousness? In brief, we are both the same. Then whom are you asking
to clear the way for another?

Immersed in history, philosophy, hagiographies and varieties of bhakti
and poetic texts thought to have been composed by Sankara, Rukmani
summarizes Sankara’s life and thought as an epitome of integration
and combination:

Thus Sankara’s life has many facets. If, on the one hand, he appears
to negate life, and urges one to look for the underlying truth, on the
other hand, his own life is an example of the values that one is asked
to practise in this world in order to make living here and now fruitful.
Qualities of compassion, filial duty,” and simplicity were the hallmarks
of this intellectual giant who strode the Indian scene like a colossus in
the time he lived.”

Whatever differences may existamong scholars of Sarikara’s thought and
life, the presupposition or paradigm underlying the prevalent vision of
his work are rooted in the eager identification of Sankara the author
of the Brahma-siitra with the literary figure of the siddhantin. This
presupposition is of course not necessarily untrue; the entire tradition
of Advaita commentaries (such as Padmapada, Sure$vara, Vacaspati
Misra) is grounded on this prima facie, yet unconscious identification.
But who then is the “invisible author”? Being consistently removed
from siddhantin and pirva-paksin alike, the author’s activity signifies

3 Tbid., p. 20.

32 With respect to Sarikara’s filial duty towards his mother, Rukmani identifies the
following tension and contradiction: “Again Sarikara’s coming back to perform the
last rites of his mother does not fit in with the sannyasa dharma and is also against
the advaita philosophy. He justifies it by the promise he had given her to be near her
during her last days. Perhaps he felt that he had not looked after her when she needed
him.” (p. 21). On the ground of one of Sankara’s alleged compositions, Rukmani
becomes specific about Sankara’s feelings of 1300 years ago: “Is there an echo of sadness
in the verses addressed to Devi where he asks for her forgiveness in the Devy-aparadha-
ksamapana-stotram?

Here in this world, O mother,

Many are thy guileless children,

But restless am I among them all,

And so it is nothing very strange

That I should turn myself from thee

Yet surely it were impossible that thou

Would ever turn away from me

A wicked son is sometimes born but an

Unkind mother there (never can) be.” (p. 21).
% Tbid., p. 21.
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the miraculous emergence of mind, thought and speech from an inar-
ticulate abyss of pre-mind, pre-thought, and pre-speech. Although
very real in the hierarchy of cause-and-effect, the author’s presence is
inherently inaudible, invisible, and mistakenly taken to be unreal as
well.** Classical Indian tradition has often focused on the reversal of
ontological order and priority; the more invisible is the more real. Thus,
by separating the speaker from his speech, we may follow a recom-
mendation of Kausitaki Upanisad 3.8: Let a person know the speaker
rather than speech (na vacam vijijiiasita vaktaram vidyat).*> Speaking,
indeed, is the “miraculous emergence” of something from nothing, as
it were. In this sense, Sarikara’s authorship of the BSBh is not different
from any other episode of emergence of thought and speech (an emer-
gence always mysterious). However, culture, tradition, learning, and
talent constitute an intermediary context within which speech occurs.
While the primordial emergence from the absolute nirguna-speaker
into the BSBh speech-act is beyond comprehension, the transition from
the partly objectified (saguna) author into the act of book writing is
more accessible and tangible. The author’s voice in the opening sections
of the Veda-oriented bhasyas as well as in the composition of dialogues
between atman and mind (manas) in the Upad®® expresses a condi-
tion of Advaita-doubt that consists of being aware of the gap between
full-fledged self-identification with dtman and “mere familiarity”
(however thorough and committed) with the Advaita ideal and goal.

3 Sarkara speaks of the mysterious gap between the invisible agent (visayin) and
the corresponding sphere (gocara) of his perception or referential emergence in the
introduction to his BSBh: Though the agent (visayin) and his objectified field are neces-
sarily disconnected, even mutually contradictory like dark and light, it is an invariable
phenomenon in life that people conflate the two (visayin and visaya) (yusmad-asmat-
pratyaya-gocarayor visaya-visayinos tamah-prakasavad viruddha-svabhavayor itarétara-
bhavanupapattau siddhayam tad-dharmanam api sutaram itarétara-bhavanupapattir
ity ato ’smat-pratyaya-gocare visayini cid-atmake yusmat-pratyaya-gocarasya visayasya
tad-dharmanam cadhyasah, tad-viparyayena visayinas tad-dharmanam cadhyasah, tad-
viparyayena visayinas tad-dharmanam ca visaye ‘dhydaso mithyéti bhavitum yuktam).

% The Upanisad continues: Rather than smell one should seek to know the subject who
does the smelling (na gandham vijijiasita ghrataram vidyat); a person should seek
to know the seer rather than the sight (na ripam vijijidsita drastaram vidyat); One
should not seek to know the sound, but rather the agent who hears; rather than the
taste of food one should understand the subject who tastes; one should not seek to
comprehend the deed but rather the doer (na karma vijijiasita kartaram vidyat); and
$O on.

% See below, Ch. 3.
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And yet, the vision of the Brahma-sitra of an author/Advaita
exegete/guru-master as an intellectual autobiography holds its spell
over the entire scholarly community. For another example of the auto-
biographical approach, see Ingalls’ visualization of a Sarikara identical
with Sankaracarya and Adi-Sankaracaya:

He wandered about India with nothing more than a cloth, a begging-bowl
and a staff. What he wrote is in a language that only a handful of men
still speak and very few men still read. And what he wrote of was not
love or politics or war or any of the other things with which intelligent
people are supposed to concern themselves. What is there here to excite

one’s curiosity? What first excited my own curiosity was the boldness of
Sankara’s thought.”

Ingalls’ references to Sankara’s thought and wanderings encapsulate
the autobiographical paradigm. For Ingalls Sarikara’s thought is that of
author/siddhantin/master (Sarikara/Sankaracarya/Adi-Sankaracarya).
Thus, Ingalls’ Sarikara is a combination of the three speakers; the identity
of author (Sarikara) and siddhantin (Sarkaracarya) is taken for granted.
The key words in Ingalls’ passage are ‘thought,” language’ and ‘wrote’.
Sarkara is an original thinker and scholar as well as a master and wan-
derer. Though wandering under the hot Indian sun, the guru/writer
keeps some palm leaves, ink, and feathers to write, probably early in
the morning. During the day the master teaches and in the course of
his short life he composes hundreds of pages (palm leaves) of eloquent
philosophy. Thus, the siddhantin’s philosophical positions turn into an
author’s autobiographical accounts of his thought and experience.

The autobiographical presupposition (as we see in Ingalls) excludes
reflection on the possible distance between author and hero. Such exclu-
sion may be costly, as issues of doubt and its handling hardly emerge
into consciousness. When the autobiographical approach allows for
doubt in Sankara/Sanikaracarya’s world, it is inherently trivial and
technical, a mode of presentation rather than true doubt concerning
the psychological reality of the Advaita vision.

According to Ingalls’ view, Sarikara is a combination of a brilliant,
thoughtful writer and an Indian sadhu. However, unlike other writing
on Sankara, Ingalls does recognize and acknowledge one of the most
telling features of the author, namely, Sankara’s art of writing:

7 Ingalls 1952: 2.
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Samkara, I think, was not unaware of his literary gifts, but he makes no
needless display of them and purple passages are rare in his works. When
they come, however, their effect is overwhelming. Such are the full-dress
arguments put in dialogue form in the Brhadaranyaka and Brahmasitra
commentaries. Quite aside from the question of philosophy, these dia-
logues simply as dramatic literature are magnificent.*®

Ingalls does well to emphasize Sarikara’s literary gifts with respect to
his major commentaries. Such recognition makes room for fresh obser-
vations and a renewed overall evaluation of Sarkara’s work and status
as an author. The lifestyle of a virtuous author does not, I think, suit
that of a public wanderer. At the very least, a preliminary, prudent
act of scholarship would be to resist the conflation of the author and
the literary figures who speak in his text. And yet Ingalls chooses to
combine the three personalities of the “Sarikara world.” Such a combi-
nation is not necessarily untrue or impossible. Wanderers and mystics
are not lacking in the history of the Indian subcontinent, and Sankara
(author of the BSBh) could be one of them. However, the nature of
Sanikara’s scholarly output—eloquent, well written, structured, and
aesthetic—may well point to directions different from the autobio-
graphical approach.

Most probably there was a great master, Adi-Sankaracarya, who
wandered through the sub-continent living by his begging-bowl,
defeating rivals on the way, and so on. Indeed, the author of the BSBh
could have created his siddhantin in the image of the wandering master
Adi-Sankaracarya. However, the sophisticated, scholarly, often ironical
expression of Sankara the writer suggests an invisible other in the
shape of the author, probably stationary and often alone (like other
great artists).

Who is Sarikara, the author of the BSBh? What is the relation
between the two, author and siddhantin, Sarkara and Sanikaracarya?
Indeed, tradition and scholarly thinking are not totally at fault; the
siddhantin embodies aspects of the author’s active conscience and
innermost calling and articulates the philosophical challenges the
author faced. But, however intimate the relationship between author
and siddhantin, they are not the same. Above all, the doubting author
imagines a hero free of doubt. Indeed, the gap between Sarkara and
Sanikaracarya suggests what we may call “creative doubt in Advaita”.

3% Ibid., pp. 2-3.
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Like Usasta Cakrayana and Kahola Kauéitakeya (BU 3.4-5), Sankara
wishes to be dtman, to know him as one shows a cow by holding its
horns.* The great scholarly author re-enacts an Uddalaka-like Adi-
Sankaracarya, the master who sits in the shade of the tree. Although
deeply familiar with the Upanisadic vision and intensely intimate with
and committed to the existence of the one and only self (atman), the
author shares the lamentation of the disciple in Upad: I am one of
samsara-life (samsari), I am one, and he is another.*

% These are Sankara’s own words in his commentary on Usasta’s and Kahola’s
request to know the atman in its actual presence and clarity (saksad aparoksat).

4 Upad 2.25. The full quotation is the following: anya evaham ajiiah sukhi duhka-
baddhah samsary, anyo ’sau mad-vilaksano ’samsari devas, tam aham baly-upahara-
namaskaradibhir varndsrama-karmabhis caradhya samsara-sagarad uttitirsur asmi,
katham aham sa evéti.






CHAPTER SEVEN

ON RICE AND MOKSA:
A NOTE ON SANKARA’S VOICES AND AESTHETICS

Who was Sankara, the author of the BSBh, BUBh, BGBh and Upad?
If we suppose that Sarikara possesses a particular quality of voice that
is present in every piece of speech or writing and yet is significantly
distinct from that of his sub-heroes (siddhantins and purva-paksins),
let us go further and ask what is the distinguishing quality of this
voice? Let us suppose Sankara was the single author of the composi-
tions mentioned above. Is there a recognizable resonance that emerges
in all of his writings? Just as voices in everyday life gesture to their
sources, the voices heard in literary compositions can be telling with
respect to their authors. Similarly, Sarikara’s writings invite us to listen
to the voices and echoes in his text. They require practice and compe-
tence if one is to hear the particular resonance of their author’s voice.
Sankara is a gifted author who can speak in the name of others and
can instill, as we shall see, Advaita propositions (of the great Brahman,
pure consciousness, the self of all) in the mouth of an opponent, creat-
ing thereby a subtle and complex effect of irony, doubt, and—above
all—self-confidence. Who else but the most self-confident of Advaitins
could imagine Brahman speaking? Who else could tell a joke about
Yajnavalkya’s famous néti néti, or playfully compare the road to moksa
with the cooking of rice? Thus, Sarkara’s approach as an artist and
author sheds light on the nature of Advaita philosophy as a way of life
and experience. The author-Advaitin is a person possessing imagina-
tion, creativity, and freedom of spirit.

A close reading of Sarkara requires, among other things, the separa-
tion and identification of various voices. At least three voices of Sarikara’s
bhasyas are immediately noticeable: the author’s, the siddhantin’s, and
the piirva-paksin’s. These voices are interrelated, unified and embed-
ded or contained within the author’s. Though distinguished from one
another—one is apparently winning, another is losing, a third (the
author’s) transcends them both—they all belong together.

In my view, the closer one reads the bhasyas, the more apparent the
distinction between author and his sub-voices (notably the siddhantin’s)
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becomes. Sometimes the author is closer to his chosen siddhantin;
sometimes he seems to be closer to his chosen pirva-paksin. But who,
then, is the author? Is he an Advaitin? Could a learned, intelligent
city-dweller (nagarika) scholar uncommitted to Advaita metaphysics
and way of life compose the BSBh? According to the principle of “resist-
ing confluent reading as much as possible,” this option is not com-
pletely absurd. Once the separation between the voices of author and
siddhantin is established, one can apply this voice-sensitive approach
indefinitely. However, to assume that the bhasya-kara does not commit
himself to the truth of his chosen siddhantin’s teachings is an unwar-
ranted generalization, in my view. The author is deeply knowledgable
of the atman; he loves the atman and professes to hear its echo every-
where in the Vedanta-texts (sarvesu hi vedantesu).

Our opponent would argue that knowledge of the Vedanta-texts
and professed love for the atman emerge out of the siddhantin’s mind!
If you separate author and siddhantin, he might say, you are bound to
deny everything, and this can result in an overwhelming lack of confi-
dence (sarvatranasasvasa-prasangat). But in fact, we argue that a close
reading of the bhasyas succeeds in shedding light on the forcefulness
and quality of the differentiated chorus articulated by the master-
Advaitin whose depth and complexity of vision exceed those of his
siddhantin’s in gravity and conviction.

In our search for symptoms (or expressions) of the particular quality
of the author’s voice, let us attempt a close reading of a few bhasyas,
such as BSBh 1.1.22, 2.3.45-6, 1.1.4, and 3.2.22. Like other bhasyas,
these sections invite engagement by virtue of their rich texture and
philosophical content.

The underlying topic of BSBh 3.3.32 is the relation of body and
self. The bhasya-kara presents questions about the fate of persons who
know Brahman or the self yet continue to live and act, even taking
upon themselves new bodies till their work in the world is done. How
is this possible? In the course of his composition the author imagines
the siddhantin dealing an allegedly critical blow to his rival. Mockingly,
the exponent takes into consideration the most sacred of Advaita state-
ments, “You are that” (tat tvam asi). He says: This maha-vakya cannot
be assumed to be a reference to the future, namely, to mean: “Once
dead, you will become that (Brahman)” (tat tvam mrto bhavisyasi). The
siddhantin’s allegation is the essence of the purva-paksin’s position.
The apparently absurd paraphrase of tat tvam asi as tat tvam mrto
bhavisyasi is a true summary of the siddhantin’s relegation of moksa to
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a future. Thus, the master author presents the siddhantin (in this case)
as an innocent Advaitin unaware of the true import of his speech. The
apparent winner is here a true loser.

I do not know, of course, whether in the course of composing the
BSBh, Sarkara was playfully aware of himself as a master-writer inher-
ently different from his heroes. One can never be sure whether he
identified with the exponent or the opponent or with neither, or both.
However, my hypothesis in the following discussion is that the struc-
ture and course of the argumentation as well as the content articulated
therein point to a subtle yet tangible presence behind the composition
of the text. Thus, in my view, close reading of the bhdsya corroborates
the proposition that the author must have been intensely aware of the
difference between the Advaita-siddhantin and himself.

BS 3.3.32 says: For those holding particular entitlements (roles, or
assignments), there is maintenance (of the body) as long as the assign-
ment persists (yavad adhikaram avasthitir adhikarikanam). Sankara
the bhasya-kara glosses the siitra, identifies the topic and rephrases the
question: may a liberated “person”—knower of atman—be born in
a new body, or is he necessarily released of his last body (in a state
of embodiment) (viduso vartamana-deha-patananantaram dehdantam
utpadyate?) It is a question related to the very nature of moksa and the
significance of the jivan-mukta in Advaita. Some Advaitins could argue
that the term jivan-mukti (embodied liberation) is self-contradictory.
For the reality of “a liberated person in the body” means that moksa
is not necessarily (strictly speaking) a body-free condition, and that
knowledge of self does not terminate a measure of self-identification
with the body. In this matter we assume that such a measure of self-
identification is necessary for activating the body (voluntary acting in
the body).!

Questions about knowledge of self and embodiment are naturally
present in Advaita-Vedanta thought. Following Badarayana’s siitra,
Sarikara’s BSBh 3.3.32 reflects on such questions. Can liberated
samnyasins be re-born? Can currently true cognitions of the self and the
absolute be translated into future transformation? What precisely does
moksa mean for one’s relationship with the body? On the one hand,

' T wonder whether scientific data (e.g. neurology) are relevant in this matter. My
present intuition, namely, that voluntary action is impossible without a minimal sense
of “I” and self-identification with one’s body, could, perhaps, be corroborated by
neuro-science.
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moksa-transformation implies—by definition—non-identification of
self with the body—asariratvam moksah.? On the other hand, questions
such as Arjuna’s in the Bhagavad Gita—regarding the relationship of
a jivan-mukta with “his” body—necessarily come to mind: How does
a jivan-mukta move? How does he talk?’

The question of liberation and the possibility of a new body origi-
nates on the sitra-level and then surfaces in the bhdsya-kara’s mind,
articulated by the author’s voice. The question presupposes the entire
Advaita universe of discourse; assumptions of atman’s existence,
knowledge of Brahman, and its power of subverting samsdra, re-birth
and embodiment are taken for granted.

The author’s preliminary piirva-paksin seems to undermine the pre-
supposition of the entire discourse. He says: there is no room at all
for doubt. Since knowledge (of atman) is brought about (necessarily)
by certain means, one does not say that the separation of the I from
the body is either accomplished or not (nanu vidyayah sadhana-
bhatayah sampattau kaivalya-nirvrttih syan na véti). There is no room
for doubt in this respect (néyam cintépapadyate). As cooked rice does
not require one to question whether the rice is made or not, and as
there is no question as to whether a person who has eaten is satiated,
likewise there is no room to doubt whether knowledge results in com-
plete disembodiment and cessation of re-birth (na hi paka-sadhana-
sampattav odano bhaven na véti cinta sambhavati. ndpi bhufijanas
trpyeta na véti cintyate).

The preliminary opponent paraphrases the well-known Advaita thesis:
knowledge of atman irreversibly terminates one’s self-identification
with the body. The relation of the self to the body is due to a wrong per-
ception. The individual self (connected with a body) is projected upon
nirguna Brahman as a snake is projected onto a rope. We would expect
that the bhasya-kara would endorse such a view from the very begin-
ning. But no; the author introduces a siddhantin who asserts that there
is room for doubt. Thus, if the author holds the foundational position
with respect to liberation as the necessary termination of embodiment
(self-identification with a body) one suspects that the author shares
the pirva-paksin’s rather than the siddhantin’s position. However, we

2 BSBh 1.1.4.
* See BhG 2.54. sthita-prajiiasya ka bhasa samadhi-sthasya kesava/sthita-dhih kim
prabhdseta kim asita vrajeta kim//
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should notice the author’s caution. The preliminary pirva-paksin does
not assert tautology of moksa and disembodiment but rather a causal,
empirical relation (like cooking of rice which makes the rice cooked,
or eating and satiety). Thus, Sankara the author of BSBh 3.3.32—
presenting throughout the BSBh exponents insisting on the deeply
rooted Advaita truth of liberation as disembodiment—creates an
opening for the debate between siddhanta-Advaita and parva-paksa-
Advaita, while removing himself from both parties to the debate. In fact,
the distinction between siddhantin and purva-paksin is not so clear-
cut. The preliminary pirva-paksin who denies room for doubt is closer,
one would assume, to the author’s position in terms of contents. But
on the other hand, the author’s affirmation of the legitimacy of doubt
nourishes the entire discussion, and is thus of the author’s making.
The author, as we have seen, is in favor of doubt; thus he controls
the discourse. He introduces examples of persons who—though know-
ing Brahman—continue to live in their old bodies or acquire some
new embodiment. Such persons—Apantaratama, Krsna Dvaipayana,
Vasistha, Sanatkumara, Narada, etc., known from the Puranas and the
Mahabharata—are like the sun (savitr), who watches over the worlds for
thousands of eons (yuga) by virtue of its entitlement, or role (adhikara).
Having finally fulfilled its role, the sun enjoys moksa (kaivalyam
anubhavati),* and neither rises nor sets. Likewise, says the siddhantin,
all those sublime persons appointed by I$vara to carry out certain tasks in
the world continue to live in the body, although they know Brahman.
The puirva-paksin responds to the insightful doubt raised by the
preliminary siddhantin (who insisted on the legitimacy of doubt) by
making a somewhat surprising and brilliant move; if what you say is
so, he says, let doubt exist with respect to the power of knowledge to
generate liberation (disembodiment). Then knowledge of Brahman
may or may not produce moksa (tad etesam dehantarotpatti-darsanat
praptam brahma-vidyayah paksikam moksa-hetutvam ahetutvam véti).
Now, the pirva-paksin’s assertion goes deep; he exposes jivan-mukti,
namely, moksa embodied, as not necessarily related to knowledge
of self. His argument is simple: if indeed there are individuals embodied
and knowing themselves as Brahman, and if moksa is necessarily a

* The siddhantin suggests that someone who knows himself to be Brahman may
not “experience moksa” (anubhava). Thus, the experience of moksa (kaivalya) is not,
according to this view, an integral dimension of knowledge of self.
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disembodied state, then knowledge may not be considered a sufficient
cause of liberation, for if it were a sufficient cause, it would invariably
lead to disembodiment (which, according to the siddhantin, is not the
case). Sometimes, argues the pirva-paksin, moksa follows knowledge of
self, sometimes it does not. Thus, the opponent makes use of the
illustrations brought forth by the siddhantin (of Vasistha, Narada,
Sanatkumara, etc.) in order to jeopardize one of Advaita’s central
propositions—the inherent connection between self-knowledge and
liberation. Sarikara the bhasya-kara—if he shares such a central propo-
sition of Advaita—creates the pirva-paksin in his (the author’s) image.

The illustrations offered by the siddhantin highlight another aspect
of his inherent weakness and (consequently) the distance between the
author and his apparent exponent. The distinction between the author-
ity of Sruti (revealed knowledge) and smrti (transmitted knowledge)
is intensely present in Sarkara’s mind.® Man-made smyti-illustrations
from itihasa (Mahabharata) and the Puranas are notably of lesser sig-
nificance. For his siddhantin’s sake, Sanikara the bhasya-kara could
have selected other examples of higher authority (the Upanisads). The
author is explicit with respect to the inferior quality of his siddhantin’s
position. The exponent says: Stories such as those of Daksa, Narada,
etc. are known from mantras and arthavada portions of Sruti (Srutav
api mantrarthavadayoh prayendpalabhyate). The relegation of the
main datum in the siddhantin’s argument to the domain of arthavada
and mantra® bespeaks a somewhat skeptical or ambivalent attitude
toward his chosen siddhantin.

As if in need of further explanation with respect to the possibility
of moksa-life in the body, the siddhantin offers at this point a theory
of karma and causality. There is a condition of unexhausted karma, he
says, like an arrow suspended in mid-air. The tense, apologetic tone
is evident:

And as the present knowers of Brahman reach the state of isolation after
the enjoyment of those results of action, which have begun to operate,
has come to an end, according to ChU 4.14.2—"“For him there is only
delay so long as he is not delivered from the body”; so Apantaratamas

> Thus, reasoning as man-made smyti is explicitly inferior and without foundation,
according to Sarkara. See for example BSBh 1.3.28, BSBh 2.16, 2.1.11. W. Halbfass
1991: 131-204.

¢ One recalls Narada’s confession according to ChU 7.1: T am a knower of mantra
(mantra-vid), not a knower of the self (atma-vid).
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and other Lords to whom the highest Lord has entrusted certain offices,
last—although they possess complete knowledge, the cause of release—as
long as their office lasts, their works not yet being exhausted, and obtain
release only when their office comes to an end.”

The tension embedded in the siddhantin’s stance is obvious. He rec-
ognizes true knowledge of self as the cause of moksa or separation
of self and body (saty api samyag-darsane kaivalya-hetau) and yet
concomitantly endorses the connection of self and body in the lives
of those special persons (I$varas) who are destined to fulfill certain
assignments. A question naturally arises: how can knowledge produce
dissociation of self and body and at the same time preserve such an
association?

The siddhantin proceeds in his selection of illustrations from sec-
ondary sources (smrti). “Smrti tells us, e.g. that Sulabha, a woman
conversant with Brahman (brahma-vadini), wishing to dispute with
Janaka, left her own body, entered into that of Janaka, carried on a
discussion with him, and again returned into her own body.” (The
author of BSBh 3.3.32 is indeed acquainted with yoga traditions of
transference to other’s bodies, and so forth.)°

The opponent’s forceful argument survives while his opponent’s (the
siddhantin’s) appears insufficient, even weak. The author again makes
the purva-paksin raise a proposition about the possibility of fresh
karma generated in the lives of those knowers of self and liberated
personalities mentioned above. If such karma were indeed generated
there would be sufficient reason to cut off the inherent relationship
between knowledge of self and moksa; knowledge of self would in that
case not be a sufficient cause for the attainment of moksa.

If in addition to the works the consequences of which are already in
operation, other works manifested themselves, constituting the cause of
further embodiments, the result would be that in the same way further
works also, whose potentiality would in that case not be destroyed, would
take place, and then it might be suspected that the knowledge of Brahman
may, indifferently, either be or not be the cause of final release.'

7 'Thibaut 1890: v. 2, p. 236.

¢ Thibaut 1890: v. 2, p. 237.

° The BSBh touches here upon a well-known theme of Patafijala-yoga (see YS 3.38)
as well as the famous tale of the dig-vijaya tradition.

10 Thibaut 1890: v. 2, p. 237.
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At this point of the debate, towards the end of the bhasya the siddhantin
brings forth a totally different argument, mentioned above, based on
the foremost of Vedantic statements, tat tvam asi. One does not say
tat tvam asi and mean thereby: you will be that when you are dead
(na hi tat tvam asi ity asya vakyasydrthas tat tvam mrto bhavisyasity
evam parinetum Sakyah). The siddhantin seems to say that liberation
comes about simultaneously with true knowledge or understanding
of tat tvam asi. And this, of course, is the opponent’s major proposi-
tion. The obvious implication is that illustrious figures such as Daksa,
Narada, Vasistha, and so forth had indeed absorbed the sublime
truth of tat tvam asi, but their final disengagement from the body
had been mysteriously relegated (by the exponent) to the future. The
siddhantin’s rephrasing of the opponent’s alleged position as ta ttvam
mrto bhavisyasi seems unfair; after all, the parva-paksin insists that
disembodiment or liberation follow simultaneously upon knowledge
of the self (or understanding tat tvam asi). Relegation of the impact
of Advaita truth to the future is of the exponent’s, not the opponent’s
making.

Thus, the curious statement voiced by the siddhantin seems to
invite further reflection on losing and winning, and the nature of the
siddhantin’s voice. For indeed, the quotation of tat tvam asi in the con-
text of BSBh 3.3.32 bespeaks a remarkable failure on the siddhantin’s
part. At issue is the self-contradictory nature of moksa in the body; if
moksa is a necessary and complete separation of self and body/mind,
correct understanding of tat tvam asi stands in opposition to any
future-life in the body. The continuation of life in the body following
knowledge of atman is a true problem for Advaita theory. The author,
I suggest, shares the piirva-paksin’s position and doubt (with respect to
the possibility of jivan-mukti). Keeping in mind the fundamental posi-
tion of Advaita that the self appears (by virtue of adhydasa or avidya)
associated with a body but is in reality absolutely different from the
body," the author of BSBh 3.3.32 favors the piirva-paksin rather than
the siddhantin.

Close reading is critical to making the distinction between author
and siddhantin alive and tangible. If the apparent winner is unrespon-
sive to the true philosophical challenge put forth by his rival; if he loses

11 See for example BSBh 1.4.20-22, where Sankara reviews three possibilities with
respect to the relation of the individual self to the one atman.
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the debate; if his argument is patently inconclusive, and rests on sec-
ondary, inferior sources (smrti)—then the distinction between Sarikara
the master Advaitin and his sub-voices is compounded.

Currently, readers and scholars regard the difference between the
voices of author and the siddhantin as insignificant; the author seems,
according to their view, truly identical with his chosen siddhantin. The
different registers in the voices, though undeniable—the author intro-
duces both exponent’s and opponent’s positions—is no more than a
literary device. Yet we have seen that the author’s voice is different
from his Advaita sub-voices; Saikara’s art of writing seems to require
a corresponding art of listening.

The presupposition underlying listening of this kind is as follows:
voices are different from abstract (unvoiced) overt contents. Under cer-
tain circumstances, the effective philosophical unit is explicitly voiced.
In other words, in this context, truth-value belongs to vocal speech-
acts. Vocalization is philosophically significant. Thus, as we shall show
below, an Advaita message put in the mouth of a Mimamsaka exponent
may be false, and—by the same token—an Advaita message gener-
ated by an Advaitin who is a parva-paksin’s piirva-paksin may also be
significantly false. The voice is an integral dimension of the message.

Let us assume then that Sanikara’s writing is inherently philosophy-
in-context, namely, voiced and origin-dependent, etc. What does this
mean? An assumption like this initiates a quest after Sankara, the
somewhat distant, obscure, inherently free and highly imaginative
author of the BSBh, who has remained largely unknown. And yet, in
a sense he is, and remains, the true Advaitin, the channel through
which Advaita-Vedanta has been conceived in history.






CHAPTER EIGHT

ON MUD, NEGATION AND THE HUNGRY SPACE

The greatest Upanisadic sage, Yajiavalkya, points to the one self as
“not this, not this” (néti néti) (BU 2.3.6). Yajiavalkya seems to point to
a frustration inherently pertinent to knowledge of the so-called abso-
lute, nirguna-brahman (or atman). What does it mean to know some-
thing which is by definition beyond word and mind? For Sarkara,
author of the BSBh, this is an occasion to introduce Advaita-discourse
focused on negation, its scope and philosophical meaning. He creates
a dialogue in which a siddhantin and opponent have important things
to say. Thus, the exponent says that any act of denial implies recogni-
tion of (an existing) something else; the opponent asserts that an entity
allegedly existent but by definition inaccessible to speech and thought
might be denied existence altogether.

The Advaita-discourse of negation concerns a foundational idea
underlying the Advaita perspective on experience and life: the force and
quality of empty space opened up by negation (or resistance). Transla-
tion of atman-knowledge into referential subject/predicate language
is inappropriate; thus says Yajiavalkya in his néti néti, according to
Sankara’s two debaters (siddhantin and opponent) displayed in BSBh
3.2.22. The quality of empty space thus focuses the attention of author,
exponent, and opponent. A hungry space opens up (it is assumed by
the three voices), in which unfamiliar phenomena of consciousness
might happen. How empty are spaces generated by all sorts of nega-
tion? How hungry is the empty space of which Yajiavalkya speaks
in his néti néti proposition? The opponent says that—possibly—the
empty space suggested in Yajiavalkya’s vision is of infinite depth;
Brahman itself, the allegedly ultimate reality is negated, subverted, as
it were. However, like his creator the opponent is apparently open-
minded, heeding various possibilities; if one has to accept something
real, namely, if complete, total negation “of everything” is impossible,
let objects of sense and reasoning exist. The author’s consciousness has
room for the ideas of both opponent and exponent. He is, as repeatedly
suggested above, in doubt. However, the siddhantin’s choice should
not be ignored; Sankara the philosopher, author of the BSBh finds
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immeasurable attraction in negation of the familiar and visible in favor
of touching the unfamiliar, unseen Brahman (the self).

Freedom from the familiar won by the force of negation (applied to
duality, multiplicity and congealed boundaries “of the world”) seems
to be the essence of the Upanisadic experience. Freedom, however, is
of many kinds; for the Upanisadic sage, says Sarikara in his introduc-
tion to the BSBh, it is freedom from the mysterious and false fusion
of subject (visayin) and object (visaya), of misconception (avidyad) in
the form of adhyasa (projection of subject on object and object on
subject). For our author of the BSBh, we suggest, it is also freedom
from complete self-identification with his hero (the siddhantin). In
both cases a modulation of fusion or conflation conditions the flavor
of freedom or of auspicious empty space.

Since Sarikara’s text is the only source by which we can derive our
notion of the author’s identity, the meaning of the text cannot be
informed by the identity of its author. In other words, if the author’s
nature is conceived after the text, then any notion of the identity of
the author would be patently derivative and of no value insofar as
the meaning of the text is concerned. In these circumstances, a read-
ing that conflates author and exponent is natural and legitimate. And
yet, as we have seen, the author is a palpable presence in the text;
his point of view, his talent and imaginative power, his freedom of
spirit, his scholarship—all are worthy of attention. Here is a schol-
arly sage capable of imagining the atman more vividly and anima-
tedly than anyone has ever done before him: both as terribly real and
yet as significantly distinct from himself. The author of the BSBh is a
sage who boldly utilises the existential or philosophical doubts gnaw-
ing at him to create a dynamic and unexpected dialogic exploration of
Advaita—Vedanta thinking. Thus, a new personality emerges; a great
philosopher, Sankara the author of the BSBh, is an arch-adversary (or
rival) of the familiar in favor of the unfamiliar and real.

Indeed, the more familiar a phenomenon is, the more it needs to be
resisted. I take resistance to mean energetic negation, saying “No” (in
our case, to the familiar). Handelman and Shulman articulate in the
following the particular force of creative resistance (negation):

A violent negation effectively nourishes and affirms. Creation itself
seems to proceed, in such a cosmos, in the sudden twists and involutions
of generative rejection, or of an emphatic ‘no’ that gives life. The very
energy that moves this cosmos through its constant turns is somehow
produced out of the act that denies its wholeness, or that, negating, emp-
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ties out its partial or superficial forms. More precisely, ‘no’ takes away,
opening space that can now become full (of god).!

Indeed, Advaita-Vedanta is about negation. An underlying question of
this tradition would be, using Handelman’s and Shulman’s phrase: how
violent can negation be? And what precisely is negated? In Advaita,
acceptance of plurality or duality is negated. The title of this tradition,
advaita, posits negation as the apex of liberating knowledge. This is,
according to Sarikara,? the Upanisadic function. An opponent in BSBh
1.1.4 proclaims that since Brahman is not an object, the Veda may
not be the source of the desired knowledge (namely, the Veda cannot
teach but of Brahman devoid of any trace of objectivity) (avisayatve
brahmanah $astra-yonitvanupapattir). The intention of the Upanisads
is to remove the notion of “difference” (bheda), namely, plurality,
which is considered wrong metaphysics, the essence of avidya (avidya-
kalpita-bheda-nivrtti-paratvac chastrasya). In other words, the Veda
teaches about the one self (Brahman, atman) by stimulating resistance
and instigating negation. Vedic power is the power of negation.

The author of BSBh 3.2.22 treats Upanisadic negation in its most
explicit occasion, namely, Yajnavalkya’s “not this, not this” (néti néti)
proposition. In response to the opponent’s claim that this saying
negates Brahman (but not the world!) the siddhantin cites a mundane,
everyday cliché:

For, as the common saying goes, better than washing it is not to touch
dirt at all (praksalanad dhi pankasya durad asparsanam varam).’

This witty truism is voiced twice, first by the exponent and then by the
opponent. In both cases, we sense the presence of an author different
than his two sub-voices.

Sensing the presence of an author gifted with humor, irony, free-
dom of mind and literary talent, readers feel pleasure; the juxtapo-
sition of sublime teaching with a mundane illustration is hilarious.
Our partial reconstruction of the bhdsya points to the quality of the

! Handelman and Shulman 2005: 35. And elsewhere: (‘no’) is thus the creative word
par excellence (p. 104).

? Note that I, too, do not always distinguish between Sankara the author of the
BSBh and the siddhanta-exponent. I assume a measure of intimacy between the two:
both author and siddhantin are exponents of Advaita.

* The cliché is also found in the Hitdpadesa 1.181. dharmdrtham yasya vittéha
varam tasya nirthata/praksalanad dhi pankasya dirad asparsanam varam//
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Advaita discourse; in some respects, the exponent and opponent share
their being; dialogue is real, and so is Sarikara’s presence as the gifted
author of the BSBh.

Opponent: Yajnavalkya’s statement (néti néti) negates the two modes of
Brahman (miarta and amirta) as well as Brahman itself.

Implied Siddhantin: How do you reach such a far-fetched interpretation?

Oppponent: By a method you yourself often make use of.

Implied Siddhantin: And what is this method?

Opponent: By force of context (prakarana-samarthyat).

Implied Siddhantin: What is the context you have in mind?

Opponent: Look. The word “no” is uttered twice. This means that there
are two negations involved (dvau cditau pratisedhau dvir néti-sabda-
prayogat).

Implied Siddhantin: What could these two negations be?

Opponent: As I suggested above, one negation of the two is of the
cosmic material nature (form) (saprapasica) of Brahman; the other
negates that which has this form, namely, Brahman itself.

Implied Siddhantin: But the second “no” is for emphasis only.

Opponent: Very well; Yajiavalkya’s néti néti negates Brahman itself
only (athava brahmaiva riipavat pratisidhyate).

Implied Siddhantin: Are you serious?

Opponent: Yes, I am.

Implied Siddhantin: Your proposition is audacious and unwarranted.
After all, all the Vedanta texts assert the existence of Brahman which
is the self, one without a second!

Opponent: Since the Upanisads assert that Brahman is beyond speech
and mind, its very existence might be negated (van-manasatitatvad
asambhavyamana-sad-bhavam pratisedhdrtham).

Implied Siddhantin: If the existence of Brahman is negated, what is left?

Opponent: The entire universe accessible to sense-perception and the
other means of knowledge (such as reasoning) may not be negated (na
tu ripa-prapaiicah pratyaksadi-gocaratvat pratisedhdrham).

Implied Siddhantin: You accept sense-perception and deny the author-
ity of the Veda!

Implied Opponent: I did not say that. I said that Brahman is beyond
speech and mind; this is a major tenet of the Veda.

Implied Siddhantin: Ah! Does Brahman exist or it does not? Dare you
say that Yajiavalkya denies the existence and reality of Brahman,
which is atman, the self of everything?

Implied Opponent: I followed your suggestion that Yajnavalkya’s sec-
ond “no” is for emphasis only. That’s why I said that Brahman alone
should be negated. For the world accessible to sense-perception may
not be denied reality.

Implied Siddhantin: So what about the second “no”?

Opponent: As you yourself have suggested, it might be taken as mere
emphasis. Brahman alone is negated in Yajiavalkya’s néti néti
proposition.
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Siddhantin: 1 have had enough. Following your talk, I shall give you a
decisive response (evam prapte briimah).

Implied Opponent: What can you say?

Siddhantin: It is impossible to deny Brahman and the world. If you
deny the existence of both (Brahman and the world), a false theory of
emptiness is implied (na tavad ubhaya-pratisedha upapadyate Sinya-
vada-prasangat).

Implied Opponent: Are you suggesting that I am a Buddhist?

Implied Siddhantin: Yes, I am.

Implied Opponent: I only interpreted Yajiavalkya’s néti néti the best I
could. After all, he did say “not this, not this,” which means that he
denies existence of everything!

Siddhantin: If we deny something as unreal, we accept something else as
real (kimcid dhi paramartham alambydparamarthah pratisidhyate).

Implied Opponent: Give me an example.

Siddhantin: The existence of a (real) rope is concomitant with the denial
of a snake (yatha rajjv-adisu sarpadayah).

Implied Opponent: What is the meaning of this particular illustration?

Siddhantin: As 1 said, whenever you deny the existence of something
you approve of the reality of something else. In the denial of a snake’s
existence, one approves of that of a rope.

Implied Opponent: And so?

Implied Siddhantin: You cannot deny everything.

Implied Opponent: I have not denied everything.

Siddhantin: Yes, you did. In your denial of Brahman and its forms, what
other thing is left? (ubhaya-pratisedhe tu ko ‘nyo bhavah parisisyet).

Implied Opponent: I have not denied everything.

Siddhantin: And if you deny everything, and nothing is left, then
you cannot deny anything else since there is nothing left to
approve of! (apariSisyamane canyasmin ya itarah pratiseddhum
arabhate pratiseddhum asakyatvat tasydiva paramdarthatvipatteh
pratisedhanupapattih).

Implied Opponent: But I have not denied everything. I have my doubts
about the existence of Brahman.

Siddhantin: You cannot deny the existence of Brahman (ndpi brahma-
pratisedha upapadyate).

Implied Opponent: As I said, it is reasonable to deny the reality of Brah-
man after Yajiiavalkya’s emphatic negation (“not this, not this”).

Implied Siddhantin: Your statement is absurd.

Implied Opponent: Why?

Siddhantin: 1t blatantly contradicts the opening statement of the pas-
sage (BU 2.1.1); “I am going to tell you about Brahman” (brahma te
bravani).

Implied Opponent: A single statement is not enough.

Implied Siddhantin: All the Vedanta texts speak of Brahman which is
atman, the self of everything.

Implied Opponent: Do you really mean that the one and only object of
the Upanisads is Brahman and atman?
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Siddhantin: Yes, I do. See Taittirlya 2.6.1:—“Whoever conceives of
Brahman as non-existent becomes non-existent himself” (asann eva
sa bhavati asad brahméti veda cet).

Implied Opponent: This is frightening indeed.

Implied Siddhantin: You’d better take care of yourself.

Implied Opponent: Please tell me more.

Siddhantin: Kathdpanisad 2.6.13 asserts: “Brahman should be conceived
as ‘He exists’” (astity evopalabdhavyah).

Implied Opponent: Sometimes, indeed, the Upanisads speak of Brahman.
Sometimes they deny the existence of Brahman (as in Yajiavalkya’s
néti néti).

Siddhantin: No, no. If you ever deny the existence of Brahman, you
contradict all the Vedanta! (sarva-vedanta-vyakopa-prasarngat).

Implied Opponent: But Brahman is beyond speech and mind!

Siddhantin: Brahman is indeed beyond speech and thought but that
does not imply its non-existence! (van-manasititvam api brahmano
nabhavabhiprayenabhidhiyate).

Implied Opponent: If something cannot be touched by the senses or
thought, it is as if it does not exist.

Siddhantin: No. If the Vedanta texts assert so many times that Brahman
exists; see for example the following statements of Taittirlya 2.1.1—
“The one who knows Brahman obtains the highest” (brahma-vid
apnoti param); “Brahman is truth, infinite knowledge” (satyam
jAanam anantam brahma).

Implied Opponent: And yet, I have my doubts.

Siddhantin: Considering the sublime Upanisadic propositions concern-
ing the reality of Brahman as the pure, eternal, infinite ground and the
self of everything, which is one, made of consciousness (knowledge),
one cannot all of a sudden negate its existence. Indeed, it is better not
to touch mud than to wash your hands of the dirt.

Implied Opponent: Please explain.

Implied Siddhantin: The Veda asserts the existence of Brahman; it does
not contradict itself by negating the same.

Implied Opponent: Do you deny the force of Upanisadic negation?

Implied Siddhantin: No. I am only saying that Yajnavalkya denies cer-
tain attributes of Brahman, but not Brahman itself.

Implied Opponent: Who is Brahman?

Implied Siddhantin: Brahman is pure consciousness, eternal, omni-
scient, the origin of the world, the cause of its subsistence as well as
of its imminent destruction...

Implied Opponent: But Brahman itself is said to be beyond speech and
mind.

Implied Siddhantin: I am doing my best.

Implied Opponent: Why do you speak of Brahman’s attributes and then
deny that any attribute belongs to Brahman? It seems better to stay
clean rather than touch mud and then wash your hands.

Implied Siddhantin: True.
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Implied Opponent: Is not Yajhavalkya’s statement néti néti like washing
one’s hands (after having touched dirt)? It is apparently better not to
describe Brahman than to touch dirt afterwards.

Along with an abstract, liberating metaphysics of the one reality which
is the self, the author of the BSBh inserts the worldly mud-cliché. Com-
bining the utterly familiar with the unfathomable, incredible truth of
the one self is a characteristic feature in Sanikara’s art of writing.

The opposite of the familiar is the incredible. In some circumstances,
especially where the familiar is untrue in significant ways, truth is a
hallmark of the incredible. See, for example, Freud’s association of
truth and incredibility:

There is a very convenient method by which we can sometimes obtain
a piece of information we want about unconscious repressed material.
‘What,” we ask, ‘would you consider the most unlikely imaginable thing
in that situation? What do you think was furthest from your mind at that
time?’ If the patient falls into the trap and says what he thinks is most
incredible, he almost always makes the right admission.*

But the universe of negation is immense and varied. Notwithstand-
ing Freud’s fascinating discovery of a transformational negation, the
Upanisadic negation discussed below is inherently different from the
neurotic negation discussed by Freud. We can accept Freud’s proposi-
tion that “negation is a way of taking cognizance of what is repressed’
(p. 438), but the challenge to be met is the nature of that which is
affirmed by transformational negation in different contexts of nega-
tion.® We must also concede that Sankara, the author of the BSBh,
uses a different type of negation (let us name it the Upanisadic ‘no’),
which offers a significant clue to the nature of Vedic power conceived
by Sarikara (above) as the negation or removal (nivrtti) of plurality.
Thereare, for Freud, significant negations whereby hidden (repressed)
contents are suggested. But could atman, the one and only self, be the

* Freud 1984: 437.

* In some places Freud suggests that negation is not only a hallmark of repression
but a precondition of thought and thinking: “affirmation—as a substitute for unit-
ing—belongs to Eros; negation—the successor to expulsion—belongs to the instinct
of destruction. The general wish to negate, the negativism which is displayed by some
psychotics, is probably to be regarded as a sign of a diffusion of instincts that has taken
place through a withdrawal of the libidinal components. But the performance of the
function of judgment is not made possible until the creation of the symbol of nega-
tion has endowed thinking with a first measure of freedom from the consequences of
repression and, with it, from the compulsion of the pleasure principle...” (p. 441).
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repressed emerging from the Vedic negation of plurality? Is atman the
incredible-yet-true Advaita? The Advaita idea of the one true self is
grounded, as suggested above (BSBh 1.1.4), in resisting familiar plural-
ity; and it is incredible indeed. And, in a sense, as a vehicle conducive
to the emergence of truth, negation or resistance seems to be recom-
mended by Sarkara and Freud alike.

Indeed, Sankara the author of the BSBh was, according to our view,
a resisting agent (he resists the necessity of committing to the reality
of everyday life—samsara, autonomy of reasoning, etc., as well as self-
identification with his chosen siddhantin). Could he have composed
the BSBh without such resistance? Could he take into consideration
his siddhantin’s weaknesses without being detached, separate from
his hero?

As we see in the passage just cited, sometimes the siddhantin fails.
Sometimes the winner’s argument is inherently the loser’s. Sometimes
apparent messages change voice. Sometimes an author’s voice is disso-
ciated from the dialogue between exponent and opponent. The closer
and more resistant our reading, the more palpable becomes our per-
ception of the autonomous, independent author’s point of view.

Let us explore the subject-matter of our author’s negation and
resistance (to his hero) in more detail, looking further into Sarikara’s
bhasya on BS 3.2.22. The opening paragraphs are set out in the author’s
voice, the author who presides over the siddhantin and his opponent,
who imagines the winning exponent as well as his rivals. The author
presents the Upanisadic teaching of the two modes of Brahman—with
form (mirta) and without form (amiirta), and introduces the scope of
negation as the issue:

Now we know that the word “so” (iti) is used with reference to approxi-
mate things, in the same way as the particle evam is used; compare,
e.g. the sentence “so (iti) indeed the teacher said” (where the “so” refers
to his immediately preceding speech). And, in our passage, the context
points out what has to be considered as proximate, viz. the two cos-
mic forms of Brahman, and that Brahman itself to which the two forms
belong. Hence there arises a doubt whether the phrase ‘Not so, Not so!’
negates both Brahman and its two forms, or only either; and if the latter
whether it negates Brahman and leaves its two forms, or if it negates the
two forms and leaves Brahman.®

¢ Thibaut 1890: v. 2, 167.



ON MUD, NEGATION AND THE HUNGRY SPACE 109

BSBh 3.2.22 recapitulates the general pattern of Veda-oriented
bhasyas. It opens with the uncertainty generated by three possible
(apparently legitimate) interpretations of a Vedic statement. Thus, the
author of BSBh 3.2.22 considers three objects of negation intended
in Yajhavalkya’s néti néti; the two forms of Brahman, and Brahman
itself.

The opponent suggests that Brahman itself—with form and without
form—is negated by Yajhavalkya’s néti néti. We notice the breadth
and freedom of his mind and his ability to express more than one
legitimate interpretation of the néti néti assertion. In this respect, he
is significantly closer to the author than the siddhantin (who never
expresses doubt or more than one interpretation). Considering the
various options, the opponent goes for the most violent negation:

As the word ‘no’ is repeated twice, there are really two negative state-
ments, of which the one negates the cosmic form of Brahman, the other
that which has form, i.e. Brahman itself.

Thus, the author lets the opponent resist the apparently most familiar
presupposition among Vedanta sages: the very existence of the abso-
lute. Indeed, the piirva-paksin puts forth a most straightforward state-
ment: since Brahman is beyond speech and mind, it cannot be said to
exist as all!

This is a moment to diagnose and assess the nature and signifi-
cance of the opponent’s stance as articulated by the author. His asser-
tion that Yajnavalkya’s néti néti negates the existence of Brahman is
of two parts; in the first he says that Brahman is beyond speech and
thought (van-manasdtita) and (therefore) its true existence should be
negated; in the second he concludes that in contradistinction to the
objects of perception, Brahman does not exist (van-manasdtitatvad
asambhavyamana-sad-bhavam pratisedhdarham/ na tu ripa-praparicah
pratyaksadi-gocaratvat pratisedhdrhah). On the surface, the opponent’s
two-part statement is well taken; anything unperceived cannot be said to
exist. And yet the opponent’s statement is seemingly self-contradictory,
for if Brahman is beyond thought and speech, it must exist. How-
ever, the opponent might say that the reference to Brahman’s inacces-
sibility is suggestive of a deeper-level idea with respect to the proper
means of knowledge (pramana); sense-perception (pratyaksa) is the
only true means of knowledge. However, the opponent does not say
anything like this; he is committed to the validity of the Veda as a
means of knowledge and he denies—concomitantly—the existence
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of Brahman (the main principle of the Upanisads). Indeed, readers
experience a strangely double sensation from the self-contradiction
embedded in the parva-paksin’s statement. The first part is an exem-
plary Upanisadic definition of the essence of Brahman (inaccessible
to speech and ordinary mind) (see TU 2.4); the second is a blatant
denial of Vedic authority. Thus, the opponent’s statement contains a
contradiction of central importance within the universe of Indian dis-
course of knowledge and adequate means of knowledge (pramana);
if one accepts the Upanisads as an authoritative means of knowl-
edge (acceptance implied by the proposition about Brahman which is
beyond speech and thought) one cannot deny the existence of Brah-
man. The reader knows, as the author must have been aware, that
underlying the Upanisadic statement of Brahman’s inaccessibility is
the recognition of its very existence. For Indian thinkers and even for
the “educated public” of the eighth century A.D. the opponent’s pre-
supposition of the validity of “sense perception” as the only means of
right knowledge is naive or unwarranted. The inaccessibility of Brah-
man or datman to speech and thought is not evidence of non-existence
but, on the contrary, a major sign of reality; the apparent plethora
of worldly phenomena contacted by the senses and mind—subject to
incessant change—occupies a much lower position in the hierarchy of
being and existence than inaccessible atman or Brahman.

Then who is the piarva-paksin here? He is a joker, conspicuously
unrealistic and even grotesque. He may not be a Buddhist (for he
accepts the Veda); he may not be an Advaitin (for he denies Brah-
man). He is not a serious logician (tarkika, for he contradicts him-
self so blatantly), nor a materialist (lokayata, for he implicitly accepts
the authority of the Veda). As a “self-contradictory opponent” he is
patently unidentified or unreal. Heeding the opponent’s non-identifi-
cation and unreality, a question arises with respect to the siddhantin.

Who is the siddhantin? And how does the piirva-paksin’s unreality
affect the siddhantin’s nature? And what does it all mean in regard to
the relationship of the author with the “creatures of his mind”? I sug-
gest that the split between exponent and opponent is not as radical
as it appears and that the pirva-paksin’s nature in fact corresponds
with that of his rival, the Advaita-siddhantin. The particularly quixotic
quality of our siddhantin, ‘crippled by certainty,” becomes evident. He
supports the teaching of the principal Upanisads, of the oneness of
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everything, of the underlying ground and essence of existence which is
the self (atman—a great discovery indeed) by the truism of the mud-
cliché; better not to touch mud in the first place than to touch it and
then wash your hands.

The siddhantin commits himself to the authority of the Veda (as
means of true knowledge) and concomitantly brings forth an illustra-
tion from a conspicuously mundane occurrence. Thus the most essen-
tial, central, elemental of the Upanisadic teachings (that atman exists)
is exemplified—supported—by a drstanta of a particularly low order, as
it were. Tension and beauty are obvious. As seen above, the quotations
from the Brhadaranyaképanisad, Taittiriyopanisad, and Kathopanisad
are well known, inherently familiar and authoritative for any audience
receptive to Advaita sources. The addition of the low-order illustration
is strictly unnecessary, almost inappropriate, vulgarizing, one could
say, the knowledge of Brahman. The authorship of the BSBh is behind
the strictly unnecessary addition; opponent and siddhantin are some-
what unlikely figures of the author’s sophisticated, playful mind.

The gap between the sophisticated author and the two creatures
of his mind is made evident by further consideration of the mud-
illustration in the context of commenting on the Upanisadic néti néti.
The mud-drstanta joke seems to hit at Yajhavalkya’s own néti néti;
for why negate the world and saguna-brahman (by néti néti) rather
than directly affirm the existence of nirguna Brahman? Why, indeed,
wash one’s hands rather than avoid dirt altogether? In this context, I
think, the mud-drstanta is subtly suggestive of Vedic insufficiency as
an effective means of knowledge. Thus, the siddhantin becomes some-
what self-contradictory (like the pirva-paksin).

Changes of voice are succinct expressions of the content-free
dimension of the author’s voice. Thus, the author feels free to embed
the mud-cliché in the opponent’s mouth. The opponent—wisely and
deliberately—makes use of the cliché for his own purpose; if the Veda
endorses the two modes of Brahman—with and without form—why
should it negate the same? The siddhantin asserts that Brahman is not
an effect but rather the real ground and cause of everything. As such
it cannot be negated.

Effects we know to have no real existence, and they can therefore
be negated; not so, however, Brahman, which constitutes the neces-
sary basis for all fictitious superimposition. The siddhantin’s assertion
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of the scope of negation sounds throughout the BSBh. For example,
heeding the inherently subjective nature of Brahman (made of self), the
author introduces a statement such as “I do not exist” (ndham asmi)’
as an impossibility (na ndham asmiti). Thus, the siddhantin’s opening
statement is truly profound, and echoes some of the prevailing themes in
Sankara’s work. Resistance to multiplicity breeds affirmation of oneness;
negation of the seen or familiar brings about knowledge of the unseen,
etc. But why indeed wash one’s hands rather than remain unsoiled? The
opponent has his own sense of humor. Embedded in the siddhantin’s
voice, namely, within the winner’s position, the opponent asserts that
the Veda contradicts itself; and he makes ironical use of the cliché:

Nor must the question be asked here, how the sacred text, after having
itself set forth the two forms of Brahman, can subsequently negate them,
contrary to the principle that not to touch dirt is better than bathing
after having done so.®

The voice uttering the mud cliché the second time is thus patently
different from the first voicing of the utterance. In the first occur-
rence it is the exponent’s voice (saying that it is inconceivable that the
Upanisads negate the existence of Brahman after having established its
existence throughout). In the second occurrence it is the piirva-paksin
who makes use of the cliché, apparently much loved by the author.
He says that the Upanisad cannot negate the two forms of Brahman
after having established their existence. Thus, the proposition of both
exponent and opponent is apparently the same; it is unlikely that the
Veda contradicts itself. If the Veda asserts the existence of Brahman
(says the siddhantin), it cannot negate this existence by Yajnavalkya’s
neéti néti.

The mud-cliché is ultimately a blatant denial of the value of nega-
tion. Better to affirm initially rather than to lose oneself in the com-
plexities of negation-affirmation. The logical force of the cliché implied
by exponent and opponent alike seems to be grounded in the notion
of coherence; to negate something assumed elsewhere to have a mea-
sure of existence implies a contradiction (rather than transformation).
Thus, the mud-cliché voiced by the exponent as well as by the oppo-

7 See BSBh 1.1.1. This is “Sarikara’s cogito” argument.

8 Ibid., p. 168 (na catréyam asarika kartavya—katham hi Sastram svayam eva
brahmano ripa-dvayam darsayitva svayam eva punah pratisedhati—praksalanad dhi
parkasya dirad asparSanam varam iti).
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nent is incompatible with Yajhavalkya’s néti néti and with Sankara’s
(the author’s) view of transformational negation.

As seen above, the author of the BSBh (1.1.4) suggests that Vedic
power as a reliable means of knowledge (pramana) consists in negat-
ing (removing) plurality (rather than straight affirmation of Brahman).
Sankara, as we have seen, recommends positive, transformational
negation, which generates truth, or affirmation of Brahman or atman.
Keeping in mind Freud’s evaluation of negation as a move toward
discovering deeply buried truths, we observe that the author’s relation-
ship with his exponent is infused with ambivalence. The exponent,
to be sure, holds a position which is very close to that of the author,
asserting that Yajnavalkya’s néti néti negates everything but (nirguna)
Brahman. However, his doubt-free expression and the apparently
inappropriate use he makes of the mud-cliché suggest the author’s
dissociation from his chosen siddhantin. Embedding the cliché into
the arguments of the siddhantin as well as the pirva-paksin suggests a
palpable gap between the author and his characters.

Thus, if the author’s voice is to be distinguished from those of his
various sub-heroes’, who is the author? Was he an energetic scholarly
sadhu of the eighth century, a hectically active personality, who came
to dominate the intellectual life of the Indian subcontinent, unifying
India under the flag of Advaita-Vedanta? In that case, we could assume
that the text would include notes of urgent communication and would
reveal an awareness of his audience. Was the author a lonely mystic
intoxicated with the discovery of the Self? Was he a scholar immersed
in texts and polemics and tormented by far-reaching doubts? In my
view, these questions are pertinent and need to be raised. However, the
circumstances of Sankara’s childhood, adolescence, education, even
the date and place of his birth are shrouded in uncertainty. Informa-
tion about such circumstances is unavailable, or flimsy.

And yet, we have at our disposal a solid start: The author of the
Brahma-sitra-bhasya, Upadesa-sahasri, etc. was the author of the
Brahma-sitra-bhasya, Upadesa-sahasri, etc. The process of composing
such works presupposes an author who imagines a variety of charac-
ters, winners and losers, more or less clever. The author’s imagination
of his exponents and opponents is, in fact, our only clue to the other-
wise invisible source of the BSBh and Sankara’s other works. Suppose
for a moment that the Upad is Sankara’s work; the following first-
person statement (Upad 2.7.2), verbalized by the absolute self himself,
becomes an example of a telling statement in regard to the author:
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AsIam the witness (saksin) of everything whatsoever, I see others’ objects
of thought as I see my own. I may neither be rejected nor approved of.
Therefore I am supreme ( yathdtma-buddhi-caranam saksi tadvat paresv
api/ ndivapodhum na vadatum sakyas tasmat paro hy aham//).

The siddhantin’s mind, we suggest, could by no means produce such
a statement. As we read the BSBh, BUBh, and Sarnikara’s other works,
we become attuned to the differing registers and resonances of the
multiple voices. The voice of atman speaking in the first-person has a
very different tone from that of the siddhantin’s staunchly Advaitin,
doubt-free and seemingly uni-dimensional exclamations.

But even if we resist including the Upad among our author’s works,
we see that the definitive bhasya-kara of the BS provides us with clues
to his rich, complex, somewhat liberated identity, significantly free
from the dichotomy between winner and loser. The mud-cliché, as
we have seen, used by both exponent and opponent, is a “negation of
negation” (namely, denying the value of negation). Contrary to both
his exponent and opponent, the author seems to say that it is better to
get dirty and then wash one’s hands than to stay out of the mud and
thereby make no use of the transformational power of negation.



CHAPTER NINE

ADVAITA MESSAGES AND FOREIGN VOICES:
SOME PHILOSOPHICAL MEANINGS OF
SANKARA’S ART OF WRITING

The distinction between author and siddhantin raises questions about
the author; who exactly was he? The author, some would argue, is
inherently unknown; Sarikara the writer of the eighth century is
beyond our reach. So why raise questions about an unknowable
author? Thus, under the circumstances of the “inherent unknowability
of the author,” the mechanical identification of author and siddhantin
underlies any speech-act about Sarikara the author of the BSBh. And
yet, the composition itself reveals aspects of the author lurking behind
the interplay of voices. The masterly creation of the voices of exponent
and opponents, the wit and nature of the text’s scholarship, the role
of reasoning and its relation to Upanisadic origins, the relationship of
message to source—all these are signposts to the author’s presence, his
point of view, his metaphysics. Thus, “the author of the BSBh is the
author of the BSBh” is far from being an empty tautology.

Sarikara’s creation is evidently scholarly and based on written texts.
Like Badarayana, Sankara studies the Upanisads (and Badarayana’s
Brahma-siitra as well). Sankara’s written composition is a quest after
coherence and inter-textuality and leaves no doubt with respect to the
scholarly, literary nature of Sarikara’s work. Thus, Sarikara the author
of the BSBh is grounded in study as “extended sequential analysis.”* If
Sarikara was ever a sage speaking to an audience, the BSBh does not
show any evidence of that; the BSBh is essentially a study of the BS and
the Upanisads. There is no trace of orality in the BSBh. “Human beings
in primary oral cultures, those untouched by writing in any form,
learn a great deal and possess and practice great wisdom, but they do
not ‘study.”> However, the distinction between the orally transmitted
and the written text does, I think, present itself in Sarikara’s writing.
Quotations from the Veda, particularly from the Upanisads and also

' Ong 1982: 9.
? Ibid. ibid. Close reading means enhanced attention to multi-vocality.
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from smrti compositions such as the Bhagavadgita, seem to be deeply
ingrained, memorized, internalized and ready for use.

The complexity of the composition is striking; quotations from
the Upanisads as well as illustrations from everyday life are brought
together by the author’s rigorous reasoning and the inherent multi-
vocality of the text, suggesting an intense imagination controlled by a
synthesizing aesthetic drive. Bakhtin sums up the difference between
an author’s truly dialogical mood and a philosophical monologue:

In an environment of philosophical monologism the genuine interaction
of consciousnesses is impossible, and thus genuine dialogue is impos-
sible as well. In essence idealism knows only a single mode of cognitive
interaction among consciousnesses; someone who knows and possesses
the truth instructs someone who is ignorant of it and in error; that is, it
is the interaction of a teacher and a pupil, which, it follows, can be only
a pedagogical dialogue.’

Consider, for example, the multi-vocality in the piece of literature to
be discussed below (BSBh 1.1.4). The exponent’s opponent introduces
the exponent’s position in a subdued voice; a Mimamsaka asserts that
statements of fact are subordinate to imperative ones. Indicative state-
ments which do not serve some imperative—statements such as “This
king marches on” or “There are seven continents in the world”—are,
he claims, insignificant and ineffective. But, says the exponent in his
purva-paksin’s role, sometimes statements of mere facts do have some
use; thus, for example, “This (apparent) snake is (really) a rope” is a
statement effective in the removal of fear (of the snake). Very nice,
says the victorious siddhanta-purva-paksin, I concede such a possi-
bility. But statements of Brahman’s being are not like this. A Brah-
min who listens to such statements (such as tat tvam asi) remains the
same, untransformed, as he had been before (yatha-purvam), affected
by pleasures and pains.

Embedding the winner’s voice in the loser’s one reveals a simple
truth: here is a writer who lets his chosen siddhantin lose the battle,
at least for the length of a long paragraph. Witty, enjoying himself,
the author allows philosophical foreplay to unfold. Stitching voices
together, the author of the BSBh stands apart from the sounds and
voices he plays with.

3 Bakhtin 1993: 81.



ADVAITA MESSAGES AND FOREIGN VOICES 117

Sankaracarya is known to have been a good writer. Even scholars
who conflate the voice of author and siddhantin recognize his great-
ness. In Ingalls words:

Sanikara, I think, was not unaware of his literary gifts, but he makes
no needless display of them, and purple passages are rare in his works.
When they come, however, their effect is overwhelming. Such are the
full-dress arguments put in dialogue form in the Brhadaranyaka and
Brahmasutra commentaries. Quite aside from the question of philoso-
phy, these dialogues simply as dramatic literature are magnificent.*

What, then, is the philosophical meaning of Sankara’s art of writing? Is
the author’s metaphysic different from that of his chosen siddhantin’s?
Is there, as we have asked previously, a particular quality of voice pres-
ent in the various compositions ascribed to Sankara?

But then one could argue that the author of the BSBh is not the one
who composed the Upad or the BUBh. In response, I would say that
we trust the work of great scholars and authorities such as Ingalls, S.
Mayeda, H. Nakamura, and others, who like other serious scholars,
identify the author of the BSBh with the author of the BUBh, BGBh,
and Upad.

Yet there are controversies with respect to many issues in Sankara’s
authorship. Take, for example an eerie statement such as Upad 2.7.1: “I
am the supreme Brahman, omniscient, omnipresent” (param brahma
sarva-jias casmi sarva-gah) or “Since I am free of any particular qual-
ity, I have no benefit whatsoever from your doings.” The statements
are unlikely to have been composed by a sober theologian and logician
of Sankara’s nature; the author of the BSBh never speaks in the first-
person from the datman’s point of view. But, an opponent’s opponent
would say, is it really so unlikely? Though Brahman is inherently, nec-
essarily silent, a great and gifted writer, confident of his vision and art,
could have been creative enough to imagine the one self speaking. This
first-person speech is a radical and effective technique. Atman, the
motionless, self-sufficient innermost self rebukes the congealed, ego-
centric, unceasingly active individual self as a nuisance! This is new,
revealing an Advaitin’s inner thinking (or psychology); his atman is
disturbed, as it were (see above, Ch. 3). However, if we require consis-
tency with the strict philosopher/theologian Advaitin figure, Sankara

* Ingalls 1952: 1-14.
5 Upad 8.2.
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the author of the BSBh may not be the author of the Upad (or of some
portions thereof).

Let us, then, renounce the identification of the author of the BSBh
with the author of the Upad. Let us suppose only that the author of the
BSBh is the author of the BSBh. Who was he? But, an opponent could
say, why identify the author of the first adhyaya with that of the sec-
ond adhyaya? Why, in other words, consider the author of the BSBh
as one agent? Let it be so (we say). Let us address only one paragraph
as Sankara’s. Well done and said, says the opponent. What portion
would you choose? I would go for BSBh 1.1.4, opening with statements
of the omniscient and omnipotent Brahman, which is the cause of the
emergence, existence and disappearance of the universe, to be known
by means of the Upanisads only. It then proceeds to reflect on the
difference between “acting” and “knowing”, and various expressions
of the abysmal split of dharma and moksa, of natural existence and
liberation, disembodiment as a definitive aspect of moksa, and so on.

Thus, our initial question is rephrased as follows: who was Sarikara
the author of BSBh 1.1.4?

BSBh 1.1.4 is Sankara’s longest commentary on Badariyana’s
Brahma-siitra. 1t is rich in metaphysical content, offering Sarikara’s
entire metaphysics of the unity of self; there is no principle of phi-
losophy absent in this large bhdsya. It is also one of the most success-
ful artistic expressions of Sankara’s bhdsya. In its reflections on the
relevance of voice to the location of Vedic truth (and the nature of
“knowledge”), it is also philosophically significant.

In Sankara’s BSBh 1.1.4, centered on the efficacy of Upanisadic
speech, an Advaitin and a Mimamsaka express similar statements
about Brahman or atman. The atman is eternal (nitya), pure, free.
However, as Sarikara suggests, the force of the knowledge of Brah-
man manifested in the Mimamsaka’s verbalization is strikingly differ-
ent from that (knowledge) verbalized by the Vedantin. At the climax
of the debate, the Mimamsaka says that knowledge of atman does not
make one free of samsara. Therefore, he concludes, it is and should be
subordinate to the prescriptive mood of the Veda, a mood grounded
in a vision of multiplicity. However, according to Sarikara’s Advaitin,
the Vedantin’s knowledge of Brahman and atman, while apparently
similar (in its verbalized references to Brahman), is totally differ-
ent in force from the knowledge possessed by the Mimamsaka. The
Vedantin’s knowledge is powerful, liberating from samsdra. Manipu-
lating rival speech through an aesthetically rewarding presentation of
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voices, Sankara says something about the force of Vedic speech, its
potency suggested in voice no less than in content.

What is the difference between an Advaita proposition articulated
by an Advaitin and the “same” proposition uttered by someone else?
Perhaps we should preface this question with another: Is there a dif-
ference between an Advaita idea expressed by a “primary Advaitin”
and the “same” idea offered by a “secondary Advaitin” (created by a
non-Advaitin as a purva-paksin)? Such questions are of philosophi-
cal significance; they raise issues of language, truth, meaning, and the
adequate voice of liberation. Underlying such questions is the assump-
tion of the possible distance between oneself and one’s speech, and
the relevance of voice as a dimension of authority and truth. Under
some circumstances the linguistic unity pertinent to the discourse is
voiced, and its truth-value is qualified and conditioned by its auditory
dimension. Thus, Sarikara, I suggest, deals with auditory dimensions of
speech and truth in his artful exposition of encounters with opponents
who speak of the self and the absolute as if they shared knowledge
of Advaita, and likewise with opponents who invoke their shadow-
Advaitins who speak, as Advaitins should, Advaita messages of atman
and Brahman.

The potency of metaphysics is a major underlying theme of San-
kara’s philosophical interests. Since Advaita metaphysics is—if truly
understood—inexorably powerful, metaphysical discussion is fateful.
Vedic speech, according to Sankara, highlights and creates a new self,
atman. Sacred speech correctly understood (absorbed in its true voice)
thus carries a benevolent, healing truth. If misunderstood, establishing
a false or liable-to-sorrow self, the Veda may bring terrible pain. Thus,
for example, says Sankara, if by hermeneutical accident one concludes
that scripture upholds a dualist (Sankhya) vision of existence, along
with a particular self-understanding commensurate with it, disaster
awaits.® The power of Vedantic speech, however, is associated with its
being uniformly, inherently, and necessarily true.

Intellectual disputes, dialogues with opponents (piirva-paksins), are
foundational to Sankara’s exposition of Advaita discourse and Advaitic
views. The opponents’ presence is essential, inherent in Sarikara’s pre-
sentation and production (performance) of the Vedantic voice. None
of the Brahma-siitra-bhasyas is opponent-free. As Advaita messages

¢ See, for example, BSBh 1.1.7.
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dubbed in conventional meanings of words may be materialized by
foreign voices, the difference between an “authoritative Advaitin” and
his opponent cannot be exhausted by reference to conventional mean-
ings alone. Some sort of “Vedic intention” must be assumed to exist
in Sankara’s horizon if he embeds Vedic meanings within his oppo-
nents’ voices. Such meanings must be allowed to be untrue if dissoci-
ated from the “right voice.”

Indeed, the structure of the purva-paksin’s assertions reveals the
coherence of Sankara’s argument. Evidently, the pirva-paksin’s is by
definition a loser’s voice, and as such cannot carry truth (even if lit-
erally “correct”). Thus, the “primary purva-paksin” (the Mimamsaka)
is explicitly incapable of performing (expressing) Vedic truth (if only
for the reason that such performance undermines his very existence
as a Mimamsaka). The Vedantin as “secondary pirva-paksin” (pirva-
paksin’s pirva-paksin) is also necessarily a loser, reacting to, adjusting
himself to his opponent’s vision (grounded in the perspective of mul-
tiplicity). The piirva-paksin’s subordination in the debate reflects the
necessarily inferior quality of his voice. It is necessarily weak, subdued,
untrue. Vedic truth thus—and this is one major philosophical signifi-
cance of “Sarikara’s art of writing”—abides in adequately voiced, register-
bound propositions rather than in abstract, voiceless sentences.

In the course of BSBh 1.1.4, Sarikara creates two contexts of incon-
gruity between voice and message. In one, a Mimamsaka asserts
Vedantic messages; thus, for example, in section 53 of my translation
(below): “As you know, the Veda teaches us all that Brahman is eternal,
omniscient (sarva-jiia), existing everywhere (sarva-gata), ever-content,
inherently and always pure, conscious, free (nitya-suddha-buddha-
mukta-svabhava); it is consciousness, joy, and so forth.” Such state-
ments are naturally understood as “Advaita messages.” Sanikara embeds
them in the Mimamsaka ‘s voice, creating thereby an aesthetic effect
(the reader’s pleasure).

The second context of incongruity between voice and message
is somewhat more difficult to notice. It is the incompatibility of an
Advaita message which, while pronounced through an Advaitin’s
voice, is spoken in his loser’s (pirva-paksin’s) role. I will attempt to
illustrate this incongruity through the creation of “implied” speak-
ers alongside the actual textual voices, trying thus to tease out textual
voices which are present, though not spoken. For example, according
to statements 41-49 (below):
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41) Mimamsaka: If you accept—as you hopefully do—that Vedanta is
necessarily connected with (underlying) prescriptions, then just as
sacrifices like the agnihotra are means for people desiring condi-
tions such as heaven (svargddi-kama), the knowledge of Brahman is
prescribed for one who wishes for immortality (amrtatva)!

42) Advaitin: Yes, but there is still a difference concerning the thing
to be known. For in the Karma-kanda the thing to be known is
dharma, which may come into being (bhavya) (but is not neces-
sarily existent), whereas here (in our Vedanta texts) what is to be
known is Brahman, always existent (nitya-nirvrtta), which is an
established reality (bhiita).

43) Implied Mimamsaka: [And yet, the Veda is one, and as such is
necessarily instrumental in achieving results.]

44) Advaitin: But due to the difference in the nature of Brahman and
dharma, there must be a difference in the fruits resulting from the
knowledge of dharma (dharma-jiiana-phala) and those consequent
upon the knowledge of Brahman (brahma-jiiana-phala). It is only
appropriate (to respect the aforementioned difference in this way)
(tatra.. ... bhavitum arhati).

45) Mimamsaka: No; it is inappropriate (ndrhaty evam bhavitum).

46) Implied Advaitin: [Why?]

47) Mimamsaka: For the Veda teaches of Brahman as connected with
actions according to prescription.

48) Implied Advaitin: [But Vedic statements of fact are distinct from
prescription! Especially with respect to Brahman—as I have already
said—there is not even a touch of prescriptive attitude visible in the
Veda! The Vedanta texts are in danger of being utterly useless.]

49) Mimamsaka: Oh, no. Please notice the following assertions: “The
atman, lady, should be seen” (BU 2.4.5); “This atman, free of any
blemish, is what should be sought after, that which should be
known” (ya atma ’pahata-papma so ‘nvestavyah sa vijijiasitavyah)
(ChU 8.7.1); “let a man meditate on the atman only” (BU 1.4.7);
“let a man meditate on the world as the atman only” (atmanam
eva lokam upasita) (BU 1.4.15); “whoever knows Brahman becomes
Brahman” (brahma veda brahmdiva bhavati) (MU 3.2.9). [You
see, the knowledge of Brahman embedded within the prescriptive
mood of the Upanisads, expressed in the gerundive (anvestavya,
vijijiiasitavya) and optative (updsita) endings, naturally and beauti-
fully makes sense.]

This presentation has a significant shortcoming; it suppresses the dis-
tinction between the siddhantin and the purva-paksin, a distinction
foundational and evident in reading Sarikara. While the transitions of
thought are made more apparent and clear-cut (aided by the inser-
tion of “implied speakers”), the distinction between the siddhantin and
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purva-paksin is somewhat blurred. Especially in cases—such as BSBh
1.1.4—when piurva-paksins and siddhantins speak similar “truths”
(such as that of the immortal atman), it is strictly necessary to listen to
their respective voices. Consequently, a representation of the Advaitin/
Mimamsaka exchange such as the above, mitigating the distinction
between primary speaker and pirva-paksin is significantly misleading.
However, the clear-cut distinction is always there in Sankara’s bhdsyas,
as G. Thibaut’s excellent translation of the same text (sections 41-49
in our presentation) clarifies:

(The Mimamsaka speaking): “Hence the Vedanta texts also as likewise
belonging to the Veda can have a meaning in the same way only. And
if their aim is injunction, then just as the agnihotra-oblation and other
rites are enjoined as means for him who is desirous of immortality.—
But—somebody might object—it has been declared that there is a differ-
ence in the character of the objects enquired into, the object of enquiry
in the karma-kanda (that part of the Veda which treats of active religious
duty) being something to be accomplished, viz. duty, while here the
object is the already existent absolutely accomplished Brahman. From
this it follows that the fruit of the knowledge of duty which depends on
the performance of actions.—We reply that it must not be such because
the Vedanta texts give information about Brahman only in so far as it
is connected with injunctions of actions. We meet with injunctions of
the following kind, ‘Verily the Self is to be seen’ (Br Up ii.4.5); “The
Self which is free from sin that it is which we must search out, that it is
which we must try to understand” (Kh. Up viii.7.1); ‘Let a man worship
him as Self’ (Br Up i.4.7); ‘Let a man worship the Self only as his true
state’ (Br Up i.4.15); ‘He who knows Brahman becomes Brahman’ (Mu
Up iii.2.9).”

Thibaut beautifully presents the Advaitin in his role as pirva-paksin;
“—But—somebody might object—"). The “somebody” is obviously
the Advaitin in his parva-paksin’s weak, subdued, loser’s voice. The
Mimamsaka controls the debate. Pleading for the unity of the Veda,
he generously offers a big benefit for the knowledge of Brahman
(immortality). Moreover, he cites well-known Upanisadic passages, all
of them very close to Sankara’s heart. The Advaitin’s response is infe-
rior in voice. He suggests a difference between the jiigna-kanda and
the karma-kanda, rejecting the Mimamsaka’s graceful offer of mean-
ing and purpose for knowledge of Brahman. While insisting on his
views, the Advaitin (as the Mimamsaka’s “somebody”) is invoked by
his rival and is defeated in due course. Closely listening to the relation-
ship of the speaking selves to the contents of their speech, one realizes
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that Sarikara’s art of writing reflects on the significance of voice in the
adequate reception of Vedic truth.

For most philosophers, truth abides in voiceless, register-free
propositions or texts.” The philosopher’s voice is made to sound con-
sciously abstract, scientific, clear: “Entification begins at arm’s length;
the points of condensation in the primordial conceptual scheme are
things glimpsed, not glimpses.” Such a statement appears context-
free, voiceless; it has a seemingly objective, autonomous meaning in
the sense that it may in principle be read in silence in one’s room,
recited in the presence of a devoted student, uttered in a classroom
or elsewhere. Its validity is explicitly independent of the context of its
production or performance. Prevailing philosophical discourse rests
upon reduction in the dimensions of speaking. It is thus grounded
solely in the use of clear-cut language and on the power of argument.
For example:

The I think must be capable of accompanying all my presentations; oth-
erwise something would be presented to me which could not be thought
at all, which means no less than: the presentation could be either impos-
sible, or at least nothing to me.... Consequently every manifold of per-
ception has a necessary relation to the I think, in the same subject in
which the manifold is found.’

But as suggested above, according to Sankara’s presentation, Vedic
truth may abide in fuller, multi-dimensional speech, not necessarily
in abstract propositions received solely by attending to conventional
meanings. However, representations of “Indian philosophy” have often
reflected premises of the voicelessness characteristic of philosophical
expression. An aggressive orientation has often accompanied such
decontextualization of Vedic speech, and the results have sometimes
been of a somewhat denigrating nature. This is how A.B. Keith sums
up the teaching of the Upanisads (along with his evaluation):

But the identity of the self and the absolute is based merely on the abstrac-
tion of the self as subjectivity, and that of the absolute as subjectivity,
and the identity is therefore meaningless and a mere matter of words."

7 L. Wittgenstein, in his Philosophical Investigations, challenges context-free phi-
losophizing.

8 W.V.O. Quine, 1973: 1.

° E. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 108, B 131, in S. Korner 1982: 61.

10 Keith 1925: 593.
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Thus, the momentous discovery of Upanisadic culture—the unity,
identity of pure subjectivity with the—seemingly, mistakenly, allegedly
objective—essence of the “world”—becomes void under the scorching
eyes of the philosopher. But is not Keith’s rendering of the Upanisadic
essential statements of identity (such as tat tvam asi) too harsh? In
Keith’s mode of analysis, any statement of identity may be said to
be “a mere matter of words”. However, the tautology “The morning
star is the morning star” and the meaningful “The morning star is the
evening star” (a real discovery) are patently different.!" Why reduce
the tat tvam asi to tautology? Though the reference of tat and tvam
may be the same (and this is the apex of the Upanisadic discovery),
the meanings of these terms (as the vehicles to reach the moment of
identifying their respective references) have attracted the attention and
concentration of the best minds in the history of Indian reflection on
such statements of identity.

However, it is also important for Sarikara that before one can properly
execute such an analysis of the sentence “That thou art” one must first of
all, as with the analysis of any sentence, call to mind the correct mean-
ings of the individual terms. This process of recollection involves the
application of the method of retaining what is constant and abandon-
ing what is not constant (anvaya-vyatireka) in order to determine the
proper sense of the word tvam. Once accomplished, this automatically
makes the proper sense of the word tat clear and, in turn, leads to the
possibility of understanding the meaning of the sentence “That thou art”
in the correct manner.*?

Vedic statements such as tat tvam asi may be more fully contextu-
alized.” The semantics of Advaita messages may not be enough—in
Sanikara’s view—to move the listener to a full understanding of the
message.

Can the highest truths of Vedanta be significantly voice-free?
Would Sankara consider anybody’s recitation of tat tvam asi—say in a

! This is a well known illustration dealing with the difference of meaning and refer-
ence, found in G. Frege’s “On Sense and Reference.” See Frege 1952.

2 Kocmarek 1985: 23-4.

3 See Paul Ricoeur: “...if a text can have several meanings, for example a historical
meaning and a spiritual meaning, we must appeal to a notion of signification that is
much more complex than the system of so-called univocal signs required by the logic
of argumentation....the very work of interpretation reveals a profound intention, that
of overcoming distance and cultural differences and of matching the reader to a text
which has become foreign, thereby incorporating its meaning into the present com-
prehension a man is able to have of himself.” (Ricoeur 1974: 4).
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classroom—as asserting tat tvam asi? As suggested above, in his BSBh
1.1.4, Sarikara points out the importance of voice (a type of context) by
his art of writing centered in the presentation of the dialogue between
the Advaitin and his (Mimamsaka) opponent.

As noted above, Sanikara’s Brahma-sitra-bhasya is the norm of
his authority and authorship; all other works ascribed to Sankara are
measured against the BSBh. However, the BSBh reaching our eyes is
a skeleton, abstracted from rich, fulfilling exchanges of thought and
emotion, and thus in need of clothing, re-enactment, embodiment,
fulfillment, and interpretation.'* Such re-embodiment is concomitantly
an unearthing, as it were, since the flesh in this case is less accessible
than the skeleton, consisting of fundamental yet less accessible differ-
ences in vision.

In this chapter I offer close reading of Sankara’s longest bhasya—
1.1.4—in the spirit of embodiment and “fulfillment.” One of its expres-
sions is the identification of the “main concern” of the text (dialogue).
Though the ideas and various contents discussed in BSBh 1.1.4 are
numerous, it is possible to locate the true center of the verbal exchange
between the two rivals, the real issue of the fight. The focus of the
debate between the Advaitin and the Mimamsaka is the commensura-
bility of Vedanta (and the knowledge of Brahman) with the universe
of multiplicity grounded in the distinction between agent, action, and
result. According to both (Advaitin and Mimamsaka), if truly potent,
knowledge of Brahman is incompatible with Vedic prescriptions of
dharma and adharma, prescriptions rooted in embodiment, plea-
sure and pain, and multiplicity (samsara). The essential disagreement
is whether knowledge of Brahman is indeed truly potent. Since it is
not, says the Mimamsaka, Vedanta is compatible with (“subordinate”
to, part of) the prescriptive Veda. Since it is (truly potent), says the
Advaitin, it is incompatible with Vedic prescriptions of dharma and
adharma, with embodiment, pleasure and pain, multiplicity, and
samsara. The issue is thus an aspect of the nature of knowledge of
Brahman, an aspect different from the merely conceptual contents of
such knowledge, since the Advaitin and Mimamsaka seem to share
such contents while differing radically in other respects.

'* These were David Shulman’s instructive words, addressed to me some 15 years
ago, in the course of a talk on the nature of Sanikara’s texts and their availability to
us. It is now obvious to me that close reading of Indian philosophical masterpieces
(such as Sankara’s BSBh) implies recognition of their skeletal presence, and a spirit of
clothing, “fulfillment,” etc.
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The dialogue opening BSBh 1.1.4 is rich in content; the nature of
Brahman, Vedic authority, the relationship of “knowledge” to pre-
scription, the relationship of revelation to reasoning (anumana), the
scope and essence of moksa—these are among the topics discussed.
Most of these issues have been raised in the opening bhdsyas (BSBh
1.1.1-3), especially in the bhasya preceding BSBh 1.1.4 (namely, 1.1.3).
In particular, topics especially pertinent to the Advaitin/Mimamsaka
dialogue, such as the Veda’s primary mood (prescriptive or indica-
tive), are salient in BSBh 1.1.3. Such topics may be considered as
background to the debate unfolded in of BSBh 1.1.4. Thus, even if
reformulated in BSBh 1.1.4, they may still be regarded as an active
context for the new and attractive underlying theme suggested in the
long opening section of BSBh 1.1.4.

In Sankara’s presentation unfolded in BSBh 1.1.4, the core contro-
versy between a Parva-Mimamsaka and an Advaitin is the assessment
of the efficacy and force of Vedanta assertions about the self. It is an
occasion to express a typically dramatic aspect of metaphysical dis-
course in India; differences of outlook are often seen to involve differ-
ences of experience and vision inadequately mediated by reasoning.
Specifically, the subject discussed in Sarkara’s presentation of BSBh
1.1.4—the rivals’ differing assessments of the force of Vedic speech
(and therefore the nature of “knowledge”)—nicely illustrates charac-
teristic aspects of Indian philosophical discourse. The apparent simi-
larity between the rivals’ surface-meanings (“knowledge”) concerning
atman and Brahman highlights, somewhat paradoxically, vast experi-
ential differences. As seen above, the Mimamsaka concedes that the
Vedanta texts speak of atman as eternal, pure, omniscient, bliss. How-
ever, he maintains that such Vedantic references to Brahman are weak,
unable to overrule the viable vision of reality of multiplicity based
on distinctions such as those between agent, action, and results. In
contrast, the Advaitin considers Vedantic speech as inherently effec-
tive, sufficiently powerful to undermine the reality of the distinctions
(necessary for the Mimamsaka’s universe of instrumental sacrifice to
exist). Thus, the Advaitin negates the possibility of co-existence with
the Mimamsaka, since knowledge of the absolute makes the culture of
dharma, sacrifice and its agents and fruits futile, or even impossible."

"> Such a possible interpretation of the tension between action and knowledge
is succinctly expressed by K. Potter: “As he (Sankara) sees it, an agent cannot have
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The Mimamsaka shares with the Advaitin the impossibility of their
mutual co-existence (if knowledge of self is powerful as the Advai-
tin proposes). However, he argues about the force of knowledge pro-
vided by the Vedanta-texts. At the climax of the dispute articulated
in BSBh 1.1.4, the Mimamsaka asserts that Vedanta is incapable of
delivering the end of samsara. Though having heard about Brahman,
one remains deeply mired in the sorrows and joys of transmigra-
tory existence. Unlike statements such as “This is not a snake, but a
rope”—assertions patently effective under certain circumstances—
the propositions of Vedanta are not potent enough to change one’s
vision of reality. In Sankara’s pirva-paksin’s (Mimamsaka’s) language,
if Vedantic speech were indeed like the statement of the snake and
the rope, it would undermine (nivarteta) samsara. However, it does
not (na tu nivartate)! This exchange of attitude over the efficacy of
Vedantic knowledge is the new, exciting theme developed throughout
the opening section of BSBh 1.1.4. Indeed, this moment in the course
of the Advaitin/Mimamsaka encounter according to BSBh 1.1.4 is the
apex of Sankara’s playful, artistic enterprise.

What is the nature of the Mimamsaka’s negative appraisal of the
efficacy of Vedantic knowledge of the self? Although hearing of Brah-
man, one stays as before (yatha-pirvam), attached to pleasures and
woes in samsdra, says the Mimamsaka. Such a statement—the alleged
climax of the Advaitin/Mimamsaka encounter—is an occasion for
“fulfillment” of the skeletal presentation of the debate. The first ques-
tion to be raised concerns the identity of the unregenerated person
presented by the Mimamsaka as proof (or illustration) of the inefficacy
of Vedantic knowledge. Who is the poor Brahmin unable to extricate
himself from samsara (though hearing of Brahman so many times)? Is
it anyone and everyone (including the Vedantin)? Or is the poor Brah-
min the Mimamsaka himself, confessing his failure (assessing it as of
universal significance with respect to the power of Vedantic speech)?

knowledge, and a true knower cannot act. Thus, it is knowledge which leads to the
abandonment of action, not the reverse. Nonattached action is always action, and
actions breed karmic consequences inexorably. The only way finally to destroy all
actions is by gaining the knowledge which makes acting impossible—the awareness of
the lack of distinctions in reality. ‘Nonattached action’ is a contradiction in terms for
Sarikara—action must involve intentionality, the purposive interest of an agent for a
distinct outcome to be gained through a specific activity. Only the realization that all
these distinctions are illusory can undermine karma-producing activity; as a result of
knowledge one can get nonattachment, but only so.” Potter 1982: 113.
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I believe the latter interpretation more appropriate, and aestheti-
cally more satisfactory; in his very person the Mimamsaka illustrates
the Advaitin’s allegations that whoever does not understand Vedanta
remains as he was. Taken as a confession, the Mimamsaka attests to his
own failure! However, the Mimamsaka’s assertion is of double mean-
ing; he confesses to being a samsarin (though having often heard of
Brahman), but he also blames the Vedanta texts for their impotence. It
is a complex moment of apparent victory and actual defeat, terminat-
ing the Mimamsaka’s role as a siddhantin (see below).

For his part, Sarikara’s Advaitin asserts that a true understanding of
Vedanta propositions transforms one’s vision of reality. Such proposi-
tions do—irreversibly!—remove the vision of agents, actions, and con-
sequences. The Advaitin’s obvious suggestion is that if the Mimamsaka
understood Vedanta, he would not be a Mimamsaka. Thus the true
center of the Advaitin/Mimamsaka dispute is the transformative power
of Vedantic speech. No compromise on this issue seems possible for
either of the rivals; one of them must be a more adequate exponent of
Upanisadic meanings.

In order to facilitate discussion of Sarkara’s “art of writing” I have
reconstructed the opening section of BSBh 1.1.4, emphasizing the
theme I consider as underlying Sarikara’s presentation of the Advaitin’s
encounter with his Mimamsaka opponent (the force of Vedic voice).
In order to embody the skeletal exchange between the two rivals and
to elucidate its structure, I have written this opening section of BSBh
1.1.4 as a “philosophical play.” To account as much as possible for
every transition of thought in the course of this seemingly repetitive
debate, I have inserted “implied” Mimamsakas or Advaitins to amplify
unspoken voices in the exchange. I think this insertion is in the spirit
of Sarikara’s own (however concise) invocations of pirva-paksins. It is,
however, advisable to consult Thibaut’s translation in order to experi-
ence more fully, if desired, the status (siddhantin, pirva-paksin, pirva-
paksin’s puirva-paksin) of the speakers involved.

1) Implied Mimamsaka: [The Veda prescribes actions to be undertaken
or avoided. This is the fundamental sacred presence underlying all
Vedic speech. If there were any assertion devoid of direct or indi-
rect imperative mood, it would be useless. Under no circumstances
is the universe, structured by distinctions among agents, actions, and
results, undermined; for multiplicity is ultimately real, underlying
and implied by the imperative mood of the Veda.]
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Implied Advaitin: [But the Vedanta texts are non-prescriptive
statements about Brahman. Dare you say that they are useless or
impotent?]

Implied Mimamsaka: [No. The Vedanta texts are meaningful. Yet,
insofar as they refer to entities such as Brahman or any deity they
imply prescription of actions such as meditation (updsana). Other
than that kind of exhortation to action, what could the Vedanta
texts say in a purely non-prescriptive way?]

Adpvaitin: Brahman is omniscient and omnipotent, the cause of the
creation, continuity, and dissolution of the world. This Brahman is
known only by the Veda (and is indeed its only concern).
Mimamsaka: But how do we know this? [The Vedantic texts speak
on many subjects other than Brahman. Why select Brahman as a
particularly significant reference of Vedic speech?]

Advaitin: By virtue of the connection (commensurability—anva-
ya—of all Vedic propositions). The statements in all the Vedantic
texts follow this very meaning with the same intention of transmit-
ting the teaching of Brahman. Numerous sayings in the Upanisads
attest to this message; “One only, my dear, was in the beginning,
one with no second,” (ChU 6.2.1), “The one dtman only was here
in the beginning,” (AitBr. 2.1.1), “This Brahman is without anything
prior to it, highest, eternal, with no interior and exterior, seeing
everything” (BU 2.5.19), “This immortal Brahman is before” (MuU
2.2.11), and other phrases like these. [These statements are all purely
matter-of- fact references to Brahman.]

Implied Mimamsaka: [These may be some instances where the
Veda speaks, indeed, on Brahman. But there are other assertions
not connected with Brahman at all!]

Advaitin: As the reference of these Vedic sentences in their entirety
has been ascertained to be Brahman, any idea of another reference
is improper; for such an idea would entail the fault of forsaking
a scriptural meaning in favor of an unscriptural one (Sruta-hany-
asruta-kalpana-prasangat)

Implied Mimamsaka: [Be it as you say. But even the assertions
apparently pointing to Brahman express the vision of plurality, a
multifarious reality in which there are agents, actions, results].
Advaitin: No, no! For by no means can the import of these state-
ments of the Veda be thought to involve agents, actions, and results;
for there are explicit Vedic statements such as in BU 2.4.13: “By
what can it see whom?” and so forth which deny (any association
of Brahman with) agency, action, and results. [The knowledge of
Brahman is necessarily accompanied by the cessation of the vision
of plurality. If only you understood this, you could not stay a
Mimamsaka!]

Implied Mimamsaka: [But how is it that I do not grasp Brahman?
If you, the Vedantin, insist that Brahman is an extant entity, it must
be perceived somehow!]
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12) Advaitin: Though Brahman is a well-established entity (parinisthita-
vastu), it cannot be grasped by the senses; (for only scripture can
testify): tat tvam asi (ChU 6.8.7); there is no other means of knowl-
edge but the Veda to teach of Brahman.

13) Mimamsaka: But pending reference to (actions) prescribed or pro-
hibited, scriptural teaching would become useless! [Given that the
essential mood and presence of the entire Veda is the imperative,
speech dissociated from this presence and mood would be nothing
but digression].

14) Advaitin: No, this is not a real fault. For man’s highest success—
accompanied by forsaking any weakness or blemish—consists of
the understanding of Brahman as not susceptible to being associ-
ated with anything to be done or to be avoided. [True knowledge of
Brahman is not connected at all with the imperative mood; it is the
end of the universe of means-and-ends (sadhya-sadhana-bhava).

15) Implied Mimamsaka: [But the Veda prescribes meditation on vari-
ous deities.]

16) Advaitin: Even Vedic teachings of deities to be meditated upon do
not involve any contradiction. [Knowledge of Brahman is essen-
tially different from the relationship with any deity.]

17) Implied Mimamsaka: [Why not? After all, even Brahman is a kind
of deity, having a role in the context of prescription. For the Veda
prescribes meditation on Brahman and other deities.]

18) Advaitin: No; by such meditations, Brahman does not become sub-
ordinate to the prescription of meditation (na tu tatha brahmana
upasana-vidhi-sesatvam sambhavati).

19) Implied Mimamsaka: [But whence the distinction between Brah-
man and other deities? Commitment to the dual nature of reality
is assumed by knowledge of Brahman as well as by meditation on
any other deity].

20) Advaitin: No; (knowledge of Brahman is inherently different from
meditation on any deity). For in the arousal of the insight of unity,
by the (understanding of) the complete non-association of Brah-
man with anything to be done or avoided, the (previous) vision
of duality—accompanied by distinctions of agent, action and so
forth—is destroyed (ekatve heybpdadeya-sinyataya kriya-karakadi-
dvaita-vijianépamardépapatteh). [Knowledge of Brahman and the
perception of multiplicity in reality cannot co-exist.]

21) Implied Mimamsaka: [However, even if the vision of unity arises
once—like in a trance—man may awake again to normal reality,
which is essentially dual, in which agents, actions and fruits thereof
are discernible].

22) Advaitin: No; by the established insight of unity, the destroyed
vision of duality does not rise again. [Transformation into Brah-
man knowledge is irreversible.]

23) Implied Mimamsaka: [Let it be so. Yet, knowledge of Brahman
makes Vedic prescriptions more pervasive; the existence of atman
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provides confidence in future benefits of present performances of
Vedic sacrifices.]

Advaitin: (No. Since knowledge of Brahman sublates duality, it can-
not subserve any existence based upon such duality.) In this way,
the Veda teaches the non-subordination of the knowledge of Brah-
man to any prescription.

Mimamsaka: In some parts of scripture, Vedic authority does not
exist apart from the connection with prescriptions.

Advaitin: This does not invalidate the authoritativeness of the
Veda in the contexts where it refers to Brahman; for knowledge of
atman has its own end (and cannot be conceived as means to other
ends).

Implied Mimamsaka: [But even if Vedic testimony does not directly
imply sensual perception, yet the use of reasoning (anumana)—
obviously a mode of speech underlying the scriptures—does depend
upon observed instances (significant in the course of reasoning).]
Advaitin: Nor does Vedic authoritativeness consist in the power of
arguments (anumana), depending on instances observed elsewhere
(beyond Vedic assertions). Therefore, it is established that the Veda
is (the sole) authority with respect to Brahman (depending on noth-
ing else).

Mimamsaka: All this is true, and the Veda does teach us about
Brahman. Yet, it teaches about Brahman as an object of certain
commands or prescriptions (not as an entity valuable on its own).
Thus, for example, the Veda informs us about the sacrificial post, the
ahavaniya fire, and other things irrelevant in the course of everyday,
profane transactions.

Implied Advaitin: [Indeed, the Veda gives us information about
entities!]

Mimamsaka: However, the Veda does give us such information
only in correlation with certain prescriptions (not, of course, for
information’s sake) (yatha yiapahavaniyadini alaukikany api vidhi-
Sesataya Sastrena samarpyante tadvat).

Advaitin: How do you know this? [Why do you judge the subordi-
nation of knowledge to prescription?]

Mimamsaka: We do know this since the Veda (essentially and
always) prescribes either action or restraint from action (pravrtti-
nivrtti-prayojanatvdc chastrasya).

Implied Advaitin: [On what grounds do you base such an overall,
simplistic and uniform interpretation of Vedic speech?]
Mimamsaka: We have our authorities knowledgeable about the Veda
and its meaning. Thus the commentary on Jaimini’s siitra 1.1.1 says:
“The goal of the Veda is known to be prescription of actions”; and
the same commentary on sttra 1.1.2: “Prescription means assertions
driving to action.” Jaimini’s sttra 1.1.5 asserts that “the knowledge
of this (dharma) comes from prescription.” Jaimini’s satra 1.1.25:
The assertions referring to those things should be connected (with
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the appropriate verbal imperative) which has action (to be under-
taken) as its goal. And finally, Jaimini’s siitra 1.1.2: The meaning of
the Veda is action; whatever does not aim at action is meaningless.”
From all this it follows that the Veda has a single purpose: to drive
man to certain actions and to restrain him from other actions.

36) Implied Advaitin: [But what is thus the fate of all the Vedanta texts
which refer to matters of fact such as Brahman?]

37) Mimamsaka: No need to worry; such Vedanta texts do—of course—
have their meaning (and are never meaningless), since they are part
of the Veda!

38) Implied Advaitin: [But what role can be assigned to our Vedanta
texts?]

39) Mimamsaka: Being parts of the Veda, they must be understood as
complementary to commands of actions to be done or actions to
be avoided.

40) Implied Advaitin: [Be it as you say. But sometimes Vedantic asser-
tions do not seem to have any purpose. How would we then con-
strue them as meaningful?].

41) Mimamsaka: If you accept—as you hopefully do—that Vedanta is
necessarily connected with (underlying) prescriptions, then just as
sacrifices like the agnihotra are means for one desiring conditions
such as heaven (svargddi-kama), the knowledge of Brahman is pre-
scribed for one who wishes for immortality (amrtatva)!

42) Advaitin: Yes, but there is still a difference concerning the thing
to be known. For in the Karma-kanda the thing to be known is
dharma, which may come into being (bhavya) (but does not nec-
essarily exist), whereas here (in our Vedanta texts) what is to be
known is Brahman, always existent (nitya-nirvrtta), which is an
established reality (bhiita).

43) Implied Mimamsaka: [And yet, the Veda is one, and as such is
necessarily instrumental towards the achievement of results.]

44) Advaitin: But due to the difference in the nature of Brahman and
dharma, there must be a difference in the fruits resulting from the
knowledge of dharma (dharma-jiiana-phala) and those emerging
from the knowledge of Brahman (brahma-jiiana-phala). It is only
appropriate (to respect the aforementioned difference in this way)
(tatra...bhavitum arhati).

45) Mimamsaka: No; it is inappropriate (ndrhaty evam bhavitum).

46) Implied Advaitin: [Why?]

47) Mimamsaka: Because the Veda teaches of Brahman as connected
with actions to be done according to prescription.

48) Implied Advaitin: [But Vedic statements of fact are distinct from
prescription! Especially with respect to Brahman—as I have already
said—there is not even a touch of a prescriptive attitude visible in the
Veda! The Vedanta texts are in danger of being utterly useless.]

49) Mimamsaka: Oh, no. Please notice the following assertions: “The
atman, lady, should be seen” (BU 2.4.5); “This atman, free of any
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blemish, is what should be sought after, that which should be
known” (ya atma ‘pahata-papma so ‘nvestavyah sa vijijiidsitavyah).
(ChU 8.7.1); “let a man meditate on the atman only” (BU 1.4.7);
“let a man meditate on the world as the atman only” (atmanam
eva lokam upasita) (BU 1.4.15); “whoever knows Brahman becomes
Brahman” (brahma veda brahmdiva bhavati) (MU 3.2.9). [You
see, the knowledge of Brahman embedded within the prescriptive
mood of the Upanisads, expressed in the gerundive (anvestavya,
vijijiidsitavya) and optative (updsita) endings, naturally and beauti-
fully makes sense.]

Implied Vedantin: [But knowledge has nothing to do with pre-
scription and effort! What possible use could there be for prescrip-
tive pressure in arousing knowledge! Suppose you look at a post.
Knowledge of the existence or nature of the post cannot be pre-
scribed or affected by will or effort; it depends solely on the object
(post). It thus either comes into being or not, independent of any
action whether prescribed or not!]

Mimamsaka: (Vedic prescriptions, as always, do have their uses.)
As the prescriptions offered above (from major Vedantic sources)
become noticed, questions pop up in one’s mind: Who is this atman
(ko ’sav atma); what is this Brahman (kim tad brahma)? With
respect to this desire (to know Brahman/atman), all the Vedanta
texts are committed to teaching of Brahman by references to its
essential nature.

Implied Advaitin: [But what, in your opinion, is this nature of
Brahman taught by the Veda?]

Mimamsaka: As you know, the Veda teaches us all that Brahman is
eternal, omniscient, omnipresent (sarva-gata), ever-content, inher-
ently and always pure, conscious, free; it is consciousness, joy, and
so forth.

Implied Advaitin: [This is, indeed, precisely what we Vedantins
consider the nature of Brahman to be! But the effortless openness to
the nature of Brahman—followed by mere recognition of matter-of-
fact Vedic speech—is evidently enough for obtaining moksa. Nay,
it is moksa itself!]

Mimamsaka: (No; an effort—following the prescription of the
Veda—is needed.) By the force of meditation on this (Brahman)
the unseen liberation made known by scripture—(similarly to the
unseen (adrsta) outcome of sacrifice)—will follow as the fruit (of
meditation) (tad-upasandc ca Sastra-drsto ‘drsto moksah phalam
bhavisyati).

Implied Advaitin: [But mere openness to and understanding of
Vedic statements of fact is evidently the means of knowing atman
and thus the means to liberation!]

Mimamsaka: No. If there is no prescription of actions to be done
or avoided, in the absence of any command to mandatory action, in
the mere indifferent mood of statements of fact....
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Implied Advaitin: [But statements of fact are exciting, bursting
with their own meanings!]

Mimamsaka:...indeed, like the following statements of fact: “The
earth consists of seven continents” (sapta-dvipa-vasumati), “this
king is walking (rdjdsau gacchati)...” (These, indeed, are your state-
ments of fact, “exciting, bursting with meaning...”).

Implied Advaitin: [But pray, do you suggest that our Upanisads
consist of such useless statements of fact?]

Mimamsaka: Oh, no. However, if you do insist that the Vedanta
statements are like the mere statements of fact cited above, then
your Vedanta texts would be useless all the same! (... ityadi-vakyavad
vedanta-vakyanam anarthakyam eva syat).

Advaitin: (But there are statements of fact which are evidently not
useless). Even though a statement such as “This is a rope, not a
snake” is a mere statement of fact, it obviously has value and impact
through removal of the fear generated by the mistaken perception
(of the rope being a snake).

Implied Mimamsaka: [But what does it have to do with the power
of Vedanta—statements? These—unlike statements about snakes and
ropes—do not of course address any matters of fact in the world.]
Advaitin: The case of our Vedanta statements of fact is exactly simi-
lar to the case of statements concerning the snake and the rope.
Although mere statements of fact, the Vedanta texts, by mere telling
of the facts concerning the nature of atman as inherently differ-
ent from samsara, remove the wrong notion concerning the real-
ity of samsara, and thus (our Vedanta statements) obtain their use
and value (tathéhapy asamsary-atma-vastu-kathanena samsaritva-
bhranti-nivartanendrthavattvam syat).

Mimamsaka: This indeed could be as you say if the wrong notion
about samsdara were removed (nivarteta) by merely hearing (of
Brahman), as the wrong perception of the snake is removed by
merely hearing about the rope.

Implied Advaitin: [So, if samsdara were removed (nivarteta) upon
hearing of tat tvam asi.. ]

Mimamsaka: But it (samsdra cognition) is not actually removed (na
tu nivartate) (by the statements of Vedanta).

Implied Advaitin: [Pray, how do you know this?]

Mimamsaka: Well, it is well-known that even though someone lis-
tens to the matter-of-fact statements of Brahman, he is found to be
in samsara, along with its sorrows and pleasures, and remains the
same, as before! (Sruta-brahmano ‘pi yatha-piarvam sukha-duhkhadi
samsari-dharma-darsanat).

Implied Advaitin: [Do you suggest that Vedic speech of matters of
fact invariably fails to abolish samsara?]

Implied Mimamsaka: [Of course. Reality consists of agents, actions,
and results. Vedic teaching is necessarily founded on such a reality.
You do not expect the Veda to undermine its own basis!].
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72) Implied Advaitin: [But then there would be no sense in one’s
mere openness to Brahman through hearing Vedic matter-of-fact
propositions...]

73) Implied Mimamsaka: [That is true.]

74) Implied Advaitin: [How will the Veda address us then in matters
concerning our self?]

75) Mimamsaka: You know, it is explicitly prescribed in the Brhada-
ranyaképanisad 2.4.5: “This self should be heard about, should be
thought over, should be contemplated.” Thus, you see, it is estab-
lished that thinking and contemplation must follow the hearing about
Brahman. [Thus, the invariably prescriptive mood of the Veda—in-
cluding Vedanta—is always primary and present. It is inconceivable
that a subordinate portion of Vedic speech—indicative references to
Brahman—would be detrimental to the overall, primary prescrip-
tive presence of the Veda]

76) Implied Advaitin: [But what would in this case be the power of
scripture to teach about Brahman?]

77) Mimamsaka: Brahman is thus taught by the authoritative Veda
only as it is referred to by Vedic prescription. Vedic voice is nec-
essarily prescriptive [and thus upholds the true reality of agents,
actions, and fruits.]

78) Advaitin (Summary of the main body of BSBh 1.1.4): Your
Mimamsaka’s arguments are not valid, on account of the differ-
ence between the results of dharma and those of the knowledge of
Brahman. Dharma is conducive to pleasure, adharma to pain. The
embodied condition is the ground of both pain and pleasure, and
thus of dharma. Moksa, on the other hand, is a disembodied state,
and thus beyond pleasure and pain, and has nothing to do with the
knowledge of dharma.

With respect to the Mimamsaka’s assertion that though one has heard
about Brahman he yet remains as before in samsara: this is impos-
sible, since Vedic speech, correctly understood, is effective. Insisting
on the inefficacy of Vedic speech implies contradicting the authori-
tative Veda, which asserts that the nature of being in samsara can-
not be applied to one who has understood his self to be Brahman
(navagata-brahmatma-bhavasya yatha-purvam samsaritvam Sakyam
darsayitum, veda-pramana-janita-brahmadtma-bhava-virodhat). There
are observations of worldly phenomena that illustrate the power inher-
ent in changes of mind akin to the conversion from being immersed
in samsara to obtaining knowledge of Brahman. A rich and conceited
householder is greatly disturbed over losses of his property. But if he
renounces his conceit (abhimana), he is no longer as troubled over
such losses. Similarly, one may find great pleasure in having beautiful
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earrings. However, such pleasure vanishes when one loses the earrings
or renounces conceit. Thus, the Upanisads tell us that one free of the
body is free of both pleasure and pain (priydpriya).' One is wrong to
think that disembodiment is obtained by death; for the condition of
being embodied is grounded solely in wrong knowledge (sariratvasya
mithyd-jiiana-nimittatvat). As soon as the insight of the unity of Brah-
man and the self arises, expressed in the sentence “I am Brahman”
(aham brahmdsmi), all the agents, actions, conceptions of body, rela-
tives, etc., come to end. Even ordinary means of knowledge produc-
tion cease to function. Since knowledge of Brahman, which is moksa,
implies a disembodied state inaccessible to considerations of dharma
and adharma, pain and pleasure, a state in which action is impossible
(at least in so far as action constitutes a universe of distinctions), such
knowledge of self is utterly incompatible with the prescriptive pres-
ence of the Veda. Indeed, knowledge of atman is inherently different
from so-called knowledge generated by ordinary means of knowledge;
knowledge of self is a condition in which elephants, pride, action,
dharma, texts and Mimamsakas lose their foundation.

Sankara’s playful orchestration of the voices of Advaitin and
Mimamsaka underlies the obvious similarities between the “philo-
sophical contents” of the two rivals in the section from BSBh 1.1.4
studied above. Looked at closely, differences in content between the
two positions seem rather inconspicuous. The Mimamsaka and the
Advaitin accept the authority of the Veda, of course. The Vedantin does
not deny that the Veda includes prescriptive components (say in the
Karma-kanda); moreover, he does not contest the allegedly prescrip-
tive assertions of Vedanta (such as: the atman should be searched for;
anvestavya). Such prescriptive statements divert one’s attention from
worldly phenomena. Thus, the Vedantin accepts that human curios-
ity with respect to the atman may arise in the context of prescription;
“The atman should be heard about,” says BU 2.4.5. The apparent pre-
scriptive tone may well serve the Vedantin’s case, for implied by such
prescriptive language is the utmost importance of knowledge of self.
The Mimamsaka concedes that knowledge of the atman is very impor-
tant and duly prescribed by the Vedanta texts. The Mimamsaka recog-
nizes the nature of Vedanta as consisting of numerous matter-of-fact
assertions concerning Brahman/atman. He agrees with the Vedantin

16 Sankara quotes here ChU 8.12.1: asariram vava santam na priydpriye sprsatah.
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about the major attributes of Brahman, referring to it as eternal, omni-
scient, joyous, ever-existent, and so forth.

As seen above, Sankara inserts the dearest, most beloved words
of Advaita in a foreign, opponent’s voice. The opponent praises the
atman/Brahman just as an Advaitin would. The reader, however, rec-
ognizing inter-textuality and an “original voice” (an Advaitin’s, reso-
nant as primary and victorious in many other texts), remains aware
that the “Advaitin himself” has planted these cherished code-sentences
in a rather hostile context. He feels a touch of pleasure; conscious-
ness of inter-textuality has aesthetic value in this context. The reader
experiences the difference between the message and its somewhat
incongruous context, and he shares with the author the efficacy of this
technique of foreign-voice contextualization.

To be sure, the author is helpful on the level of the verbalized mes-
sage, inserting somewhat unusual characterizations of Brahman among
some other, more familiar ones. In BSBh 1.1.4, Sankara’s opponent
depicts Brahman as omniscient, eternal, ever-content (nitya-trpta),
inherently ever pure, conscious, free (nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta-
svabhava), etc. Most of these epithets of atman do appear elsewhere in
Sankara’s bhasya."” However, the characterization of Brahman as ever-
content (nitya-trpta) is somewhat unusual. It is found in Bhagavadgita
4.20, but is of use neither in the Upanisadic literature nor in Sarikara’s
BSBh (apart from the context of the Mimamsaka’s attributes of Brah-
man in BSbh 1.1.4). There is thus a slight touch of otherness in the
false Advaitin’s voice.

The Advaitin is necessarily invisible to the Mimamsaka. Not only is
a subject inherently unheard; the Advaitin’s “visibility,” in Sankara’s
view, his being fully understood, implies the Mimamsaka’s destruc-
tion. This is the underlying theme and issue behind the repeti-
tive talk of the subordination (Sesatva) of the teaching of Brahman
to the prescriptive mood of the Veda, its being or not being a part
of the teaching of dharma and sacrifice. Indeed, the Advaitin is dan-
gerous for any resistant samsdrin eager to remain in samsdara, who
uses his brain to “subordinate” the Vedic voice of liberation to con-
texts and voices where it becomes weaker and ineffective. Channeling

17" See, for example, BSBh 1.1.1; BSBh 1.3.19; BSBh 2.1.22; BSBh 3.2.22; BSBh 4.1.2.
Slight variations of this expression are found in BSBh 2.1.14, BSBh 1.1.2, BSBh 2.3.40,
and more.
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Advaita messages into foreign voices—be it the opponent’s or that
of the Vedantin as pirva-paksin—is the main purpose of Sarikara’s
Mimamsaka, struggling for his existence, according to BSBh 1.1.4.

Sankara’s insistence on the uniform reference of the Vedanta (to
Brahman) suggests resistance to the ambiguity that normally contami-
nates human speech. The voice of the other-than-human (apauruseya)
Veda is necessarily unambiguous, leaving no distance between self and
speech. This voice only, according to Sarikara, can highlight and create
the new self (atman).



CHAPTER TEN

COMMENTATOR’S ADVAITA, EXPONENT’S ADVAITA

In the course of my studies in Sankara’s Advaita (or Viveka-Vedanta),
it dawned on me that the author of the Brahma-sitra-bhasya (BSBh)
and his dialogical hero, the winner-exponent (siddhantin), could be
viewed as separate entities on a number of different levels. To distin-
guish a gifted writer from the creations of his mind (including an ever-
winning exponent) is in a sense trivially true; an author cannot help
being other than his hero. This is especially true of an author who, by
his very act of imagination and his dialogue-bound discourse, is aware
of an ice-cold vision of the utterly lonely one self, a seer dissociated
from any trace of relationship with objective reality. As repeatedly sug-
gested above, this is the core of the author’s voice in the introduction
to the BSBh.

Having distinguished the author and the “creatures of his mind,”
we made room for questions regarding to the author and his voice.
The author’s confessions of doubt, we argued, should be accepted
in earnest, and his viveka-metaphysics present most palpably in the
introduction to the BSBh is the essence of his innermost voice. As a
staunch vivekin, Sankara differs from his exponent in some important
respects. Following his focus and emphasis on the difference between
seer and seen he rejects Upanisadic theories of creation (and con-
sequently the absolute authority of the Veda), he lives by a (poetic)
figurative state of mind, sharing in earnest his exponent’s assertions
of doubt rather than his alleged victories, and so on. Thus, everything
depends upon the separation of Sarikara the author of the BSBh from
his verbalized hero.

However, our suggested separation of voices in the case of Sarikara
(author) and his chosen winner has at least two apparent shortcom-
ings. First, to distinguish author and siddhantin seems opposed to the
entire volume of traditional and scholarly study. The apparent negation
of the fruitful paradigmatic conflation of author and exponent implies
the attempt to resist or renounce the rich findings accumulated within
this paradigm. Thus, complete resistance to the allegedly inappropriate
author/siddhantin combination would be very costly. Second, in the
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light of our recommended distinction, Sankara’s work would seem less
coherent, and would consist of varying incompatible visions of reality.
Cogently integrated ideas and a coherent world-view are obviously of
great value; they allow for complexity and depth. However, the com-
bination of substantially different voices sometimes results in a blurred
vision. By splitting the voices of a mixed vision of unified Advaita, we
can generate a clearer, more focused vision of Advaita philosophy. In
theory, we conclude that the distinction between author and hero is
a worthy presupposition. The hero may represent his creator’s ideal,
his dream, his mask. Indeed, he shares with his siddhantin the vision
of the one self (atman) expounded in the Upanisads. However, in his
wonder over the reality of objectivity, living the paradoxical, poignant
condition of living in a body he stands for himself. In our case as
in others, the author is not necessarily identical with his exponent;
though seemingly invisible, the composer of the BSBh exists some-
where as a separate entity.

Sarikara the commentator on the Upanisads and Badarayana’s
Brahma-sitra is crucial to the Hindu tradition. Deeply familiar with
Hindu scriptures and schools of thought, Sarikara is a great scholar; but
he is seemingly a commentator on the work of others. Even an appar-
ently independent work such as the Upad is not truly independent. It
seems a commentary on a specific, though implicit, body of knowledge,
which is present before the commentator’s eyes. Being explicitly aware
of his dependence on other people and other texts, the commentator
openly declares his dependence or inter-dependence; his is an inher-
ently humane discipline. But through his commentary he also imbues
these texts with an implicit yet real difference. Sankara’s method of
employing rhetorical tools such as dialogue, questioning, doubt, and
imaginative projections significantly distinguishes the author of the
BSBh from his exponent, who is bound by incessant certainty. If we
allow for the commentator’s distinct identity, a more intelligent, alive,
probing persona emerges. At the very least we become aware of a
commentator who offers a metaphysics of wonder and a recalcitrant
sense of plurality concomitant with a comprehensive familiarity with
Upanisadic knowledge of the one and only self (atman), etc. Should
we ignore such a complex metaphysics of viveka, wonder and doubt?
The authority of the text might perhaps be enhanced if fusion of
author and exponent were assumed. However, such a fusion detracts,
as Bakhtin says, from the aesthetic value of a work of art:
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If, in a monologic world, an idea retains its power to signify as an idea,
then it is inevitably separated from the fixed image of the hero and is no
longer artistically combined with this image; the idea is merely placed
in his mouth, but it could with equal success be placed in the mouth of
any other character. For the author it is important only that a given true
idea be uttered somewhere in the context of a given work; who utters
it, and when, is determined by considerations of composition, by what
is convenient or appropriate or by purely negative criteria: it must not
jeopardize the verisimilitude of the image of him who utters it. Such an
idea, in itself, belongs to no one. The hero is merely the carrier of an
independently valid idea; as a true signifying idea it gravitates toward
some impersonal, systematically monologic context; in other words, it
gravitates toward the systematically monologic worldview of the author
himself.!

Still, a sensitive reading of the bhasya also means recognizing the close
relationship between the voices of the author and his arch-exponent.
Sometimes, of course, the author explicitly merges his voice with that
of his exponent’s. This uniformity of voice is most visible in the open-
ing paragraphs of major sections of the BSBh, wherein the author/
siddhantin seems to sum up his achievements in the previous section.
See for example a characteristic passage (BSBh 2.1.1):

It has been shown in the first adhyaya that the omniscient Lord of all
(sarvésvara) is the cause of the origin of this world in the same way as
clay is the material cause of jars and gold of golden ornaments; that by
his rulership he is the cause of the subsistence of this world once origi-
nate, just as the magician (mayavin) is the cause of the subsistence of
the magical illusion; and that he, lastly, is the cause of the emitted world
finally reabsorbed into its essence, just as the four classes of creatures are
reabsorbed into the earth. It has further been proved, by a demonstra-
tion of the connected meaning of all the Vedanta texts, that the Lord is
the Self of all of us.

However, we know that the author of the BSBh rejects the Upanisadic
theory of creation, and in the light of his “secret teaching” would not
accept that “the omniscient Lord of all (sarvésvara) is the cause of the
origin of this world in the same way as clay is the material cause of jars
and gold of golden ornaments”. And yet, the voices of the author and
the siddhantin sound inseparable and unified in this excerpt (BSBh

! Bakhtin 1993: 79.
2 Thibaut’s translation, v. 1, p. 290.
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2.1.1), as they do in other introductory statements to major sections.
In such passages, the author reinforces his choice of siddhantin. Thus,
throughout the BSBh (and Sarikara’s other works) the author chooses
his Advaita exponent. That is why, we say, both (author and siddhantin)
are Advaitins. And yet, the author’s Advaita is moderated by his bold
version of Viveka-Vedanta, along with continual allusions to doubt (or
wonder) expressed in dozens of references to uncertainty (samsaya,
samdeha, cinta) in the opening paragraphs of so many bhdsyas. Seen
in conjunction, they point to the presence of an author whose underly-
ing metaphysics (or perception of the real) is somewhat different from
his exponent’s.

It is often a matter of choice whether to separate author and
siddhantin or to conflate them. This essay is devoted to the explora-
tion of the first option, namely, the viability of reading works such
as the BSBh and Sankara’s other works in the light of the distinction
between author and exponent.

The author of the BSBh is occupied with commentary, namely, the
articulation and interpretation of the thoughts and writings of oth-
ers. Listening to the thoughts of others—whether of opponent or
exponent—he gives voice to the dialogues resounding in his mind.
There is a dialogical quality to the commentator’s thought or process
of thinking. As a thinker, philosopher and writer, Sarikara cares about
the textures of dialogue, eloquence, coherence and beauty. He uses
humor, sarcasm and witty illustrations from everyday life (often strictly
unnecessary, even patently redundant within a given structure of argu-
ment) in order to make his point. His main business is the description
of a hero who knows a profoundly important Advaita truth of the
self (atman). We assume that the commentator shares the notion of
the revolutionary force of Advaita with his siddhantin; like the author
himself, the exponent thinks that knowledge of self is the only thing of
true value. Moreover, knowledge of this one self generates knowledge
of everything, says the exponent,’ following in the steps of Uddalaka
(ChU 6). The exponent’s foundational recommendation or challenge
to mankind is thus the following: the self (atman) is the only subject
worthy of attention. The opponents, however, whoever they are, do not
share the same opinion. Some of them (Buddhists, Jainas) oppose the
exponent altogether. Others (Sankhyas, Mimamsakas, Yogins, etc.) are

? See for example BSBh 1.4.21, BSBh 3.3.17, etc.
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not as harsh in their opposition; they share with our exponent some
principles or attitude (such as, e.g. the authoritativeness of the Veda).
None of the opponents concedes to the siddhantin’s insistence on
consciousness associated with the connectedness of everything (Brah-
man or atman) as the only issue dealt with in the Veda; none of them
consider the one primordial self the only subject worthy of attention.
Thus, opponents who accept the authority of the Veda propose that
scriptures such as the Upanisads speak of many entities (breath, light,
ether, pots, the individual self, etc.) other than datman the one self.
In this sense, by his vision of viveka, the unabridgeable gap between
self and non-self the commentator shares the views of his siddhantin’s
opponents in acknowledging an objective presence, thinking that
many things other than Brahman or atman are significant, worthy of
attention. He considers other voices and positions, and as commen-
tator he is bound to contain the dialogical structure (or essence) of
thought and, in this respect, is his exponent’s opponent. But, our own
opponent might interpose, the exponent responds to his opponents’
charges and propositions and thus, too, attends to things other than
atman! In this respect, indeed, we say, the commentator creates his
hero in his own image. The siddhantin, if left to his own devices (or
by remaining true to his basic commitment regarding the one thing
worthy of attention) would never attend to his pirva-paksins’ asser-
tions. But he does, and thus makes the BSBh possible.

The scope of one’s resistance to the conflation of author and expo-
nent is thus an object of attention or research, and a matter of choice.
Choices are made in every act of reading. Primary among them is
how we read the relationship between the author and the creation of
his mind, his alleged spiritual hero, the siddhantin. One may reason-
ably choose to envision the author as a veiled and inherently invisible
commentator, of no standing whatsoever as an independent point of
view. It is, however, more intriguing from a scholarly perspective, to
distinguish the two voices. This is, of course, the case if we accept the
suggestion made above concerning the exponent’s foundational axiom
(that the atman is the only worthwhile object of attention). Upon such
a reading of the exponent’s vision or encounter with the Upanisads,
the viveka-commentator who considers so many things other than
the dtman is necessarily his exponent’s other. Commenting on texts
such as the BS, the Upanisads and the Bhagavad-gita, he also com-
ments on the veracity and coherence of the various participants in
the debates. The commentator on Badarayana’s Brahma-sitra is also
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a commentator on Sankhya, Yoga, the Buddha, and so forth. And he
(also) comments on his siddhantin, the exponent of Advaita-Vedanta.
There is, of course, a judgment in favor of Advaita, but, in our view,
the siddhantin’s proposition that dtman is the only entity worthy of
attention becomes subordinated to the recurring doubts that arise
regarding this very subject. Thus the author’s measure of freedom is
expressed in the dissociation of the commentator from his favorite
exponent.

The author imagines a doubt-free, coherent, ever-winning exponent,
a victorious siddhantin who is often extremely forceful and penetrat-
ing but, sometimes, less than convincing. The author who imagines
his exponent comparing someone’s remaining, unexhausted karma to
a king’s servant left after many years of service with only an umbrella
and a pair of shoes may be seen as subverting his exponent’s ideol-
ogy or cogency of argument (see discussion of BSBh 3.1.8, below).
Similarly, as we have seen, when the commentator announces that a
sentence such as ‘bring the pot,” ahara patram and patram ahara, ‘the
pot, bring it’ has the same meaning, he leaves the reader wondering
about his intentions.

A major motive for investigating the author’s invisibility (or pres-
ence) is indicated by his own confessions of doubt or wonder. As
discussed above, such confessions are numerous and particularly sig-
nificant. The author of the BSBh discusses doubt (samsaya, samdeha,
cinta) and the resolution of doubt in contexts that I consider to be
the core of Sanikara’s writings; these are his playful presentations of
inner-circle debates with opponents committed to the Upanisads as
means of knowledge (pramana) with respect to Brahman or atman.
Such opponents allow for alternative meanings of words in reference
to Brahman or atman. The significance of the opponents’ view in
such inner-circle contexts of interpreting sruti passages of the sacred
Upanisads is the recognition of their relevance to worldly phenomena.
While the siddhantin, crippled by certainty, accords reality to Brah-
man alone, inner-circle opponents (and, in my view, also the author
voicing his uncertainty) ascribe presence and a measure of truth and
reality to plurality. Thus, the opponents who consider ether, light or
breath as references to Upanisadic speech articulate an aspect of the
commentator’s being.

The verbal confrontation between the siddhantin and the inner-
circle opponents recapitulates the primary theme of mysticism on the
textual level—perception of the beyond; the inter-connectedness of
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meanings (anvayatva) parallels the interconnected-ness of the world.
As the words become meaningful in accordance with their connected-
ness (context, prakarana,* underlying subject of the passage—prakrta,
relationship to other occurrences in different contexts—vakya-sesa) so
too is the universe unified in the one atman. But doubt persists; for the
words have conventional meanings which are difficult to transcend in
favor of the one atman.

The word ‘doubt’ (samsaya, etc.) provokes some thought; what does
it mean in the context of the BSBh? To be sure, it means full recogni-
tion of Vedic authority regarding the oneness of atman followed by
a composite flavor of intense expectation, attraction, and an impulse
towards understanding. Secondly, it implies a flaw, a vacuum made of
the inexplicable gap between seer and seen, which desires to be filled
through articulation, imagination, thought. Let us suppose that our
author’s self-understanding finds expression in words such as samsaya
occurring at the initial paragraphs of inner-circle debates. Since inter-
pretation of Upanisadic words is the means of knowing Brahman or
the self, we must assume that correct interpretation allegedly generates
correct vision, or is in fact such vision. The puirva-paksin can hardly
resist interpreting Upanisadic words by their conventional meanings.
The siddhantin adheres to Brahman and atman as his sole reference
for establishing the meanings of numerous nouns such as prana, jyo-
tis, akasa, and so on. The commentator, I think, stands in the middle,
aware of the other-than-atman presence, open to the ideas of plurality
and ‘conventional perception’ articulated by the various opponents.
Thus, wonder articulated as doubt keeps coming to the fore; how can
the one become many? How is the one present in the many? Or, in a
more personal vein: Am I inflicted by adhyadsa? The author’s credo or
cry of wonder is thus: How is the world possible? Committed to his
secret teaching of viveka, namely, of the unabridgeable gap of seer and
seen, the author of the BSBh keeps wondering over the viability of his
own living experience “in the body”: what is this connection of worldly
plurality to the one Brahman? How is everything felt to be unified
in the one truly existing self? Is this world connected with Brahman,

* Since rejection of ordinary meanings (in favor of Brahman or atman) is a major
move in Sankara’s writings, the semantic field associated with ‘context’ (as a means to
replace conventional denotation) is very rich. See for example prakarana-samarthya
(BSBh 3.2.22, BSBh 3.3.49, BSBh 3.4.14, and more. Also prakarana-vasa (BSBh 2.4.6),
prakarandntara-karana (BSBh 1.3.39), and more.
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or with something else? What then is the connection between Brah-
man and allegedly objective reality? It seems impossible to know, says
Sankara the author of the BSBh. (kim brahmana sambaddham, kim
anyena kenacit sambaddham iti na sSakyam niscetum).’ The siddhantin,
however, provides answers of many kinds. Brahman is the cause of the
world; Brahman is a juggler (mdydvin). Brahman is real but the world
is unreal. The sense of questioning and wonder behind the BSBh is the
commentator’s, not the siddhantin’s.

In his imaginative evocation of the siddhantin’s rivals, of worldly
phenomena vaguely or otherwise connected with Brahman as the pure
abstract subject completely dissociated from any trace of objectivity
yet the forceful origin of the world (according to the Upanisads), in
his portrayal of the exponent’s weaknesses and so on the commentator
reveals a theoretical boundary between himself and his hero. While for
the siddhantin conventional perception (implying committed accep-
tance of plurality) is an utter illusion, a dream, entirely untrue, for
his creator, it seems, it contains a trace of disturbing truth or real-
ity. That is how “atman himself” (if we are allowed to use the term)
appears, disturbed at the sight or presence of the mind (manas), in the
Upad (see chapter 3). Thus, though he apparently shares almost every
principle of Advaita ideology and knowledge (and the fundamental
belief in the Upanisads as the only source of such knowledge) with the
siddhantin, the author’s wonder and doubt imply metaphysics differ-
ent from his confident siddhantin’s. The metaphysics of the latter (the
exponent) are explicit, while the metaphysics of the author are implicit
in the act of imagination and composition.

The only methodology available for assessing the intensity of the
author’s presence is a close reading of the bhdsyas. For in terms of
voice-free philosophical contents we perceive the two allies (author and
exponent) as highly similar. However, a close reading of the compari-
son made between the Sankhya-made relation of purusa and prakrti
and the relation of Brahman and the world (see chapter 5) reveals
doubt in relation to the positions of both the siddhantin and pirva-
paksin. Though apparently in agreement with the winner’s position,
the author remains aloof, playfully expressing his reservation about
the explication of any relationship between an invisible Brahman and
a perceptible world (also, of course, about any possible relationship of

> BSBh 1.1.2.
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subject [purusa] and objectivity [prakrti]). A close reading of Sarikara’s
reflection (BSBh 3.2.22) on Yajnavalkya’s néti néti reveals a playful use
of the mud-cliché (“better to stay clean of mud rather than wash it”)
(see chapter 8). The author identifies himself with neither the winner
nor the loser. Likewise, in discussing his view on the possibility of life
in the body after attainment of knowledge of self (BSBh 3.3.32), the
commentator remains skeptical, expressing doubts about the cogency
of his exponent’s integration of liberation with a continuous sense
of active agency (see chapter 7). By embedding Advaita messages in
an opponent’s mouth (see chapter 9) the author reveals a measure of
inner freedom unavailable to his (content-bound) exponent.

And yet: is there really sufficient reason to divide the author from the
siddhantin? Paradigmatic reading, conflating author and siddhantin,
has been useful and, as previously mentioned, the author’s voice is
often seen to merge with the siddhantin’s. After all, the siddhantin is
the winner who champions Advaita. By definition, the denomination
‘Advaita’ is Sarikara’s exponent’s Advaita. Why, then, violate the con-
vention of author/siddhantin identification?

As stated at the outset (see Chapter 1), we accept in earnest Sarikara’s
confessions of doubt in the opening paragraphs of what we consider
his core-bhasyas. (The “secret teaching” forcefully embedded in the
introduction conditions the sense of doubt but is not, strictly speaking
identical with it). The paradigmatic conflation of the voices of author
and exponent is grounded in the didactic nature of articulating doubts
(samsaya, samdeha, cinta) and questions. The author, it is assumed,
does not really ask questions or use the va operator with respect to
the meaning of certain Upanisadic terms. Rather than reflecting on
existential issues, questions and disjunctions (va-uses) are common
modes of presenting intellectual situations or debates. The author is
moved to action (for composition is action) by conviction and prob-
ably compassion, not by doubt or wonder. Fully secure in his read-
ing of the Veda and perception of ultimate reality, he knows himself
to be the atman, speaking solely for the benefits of others. Though
reading Sarikara like this is not necessarily unwarranted or wrong, the
alternative, namely, taking the author’s questions and doubts seriously
should also be considered. After all, the Advaita theory of the illusion-
ary boundary between the individual self (jiva) and the one atman is
in a sense incredible. Every “I” speech-act in everyday life bespeaks
an experiential incredibility. In his author’s imagination, even the one
and only self (atman) speaks in the first-person in the presence of
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another, thus acknowledging a measure of ignorance about his alleg-
edly one true self.® The familiar notion of the separate existence of
the lively individual self (jiva) forcefully resists rejection; it is perhaps
the most recalcitrant root of samsara. In BSBh 1.3.19 Sankara jokes
about the doubts which spring to mind incessantly in regard to the
individual self (an entity resisting disappearance or merger in the one
atman); the author compares a pirva-paksin’s recurring doubt in this
respect to ambrosia (amrta) sprinkled on a dead person (athédanim
mrtasyévamrta-sekat punah samutthanam jivasankdayah kriyate). In
our view, the author of the BSBh is familiar with doubts about the
true non-reality of worldly plurality, and especially of the individual
soul (jiva).

The author’s doubt and wonder-informed creativity differs from his
exponent’s unwavering certainty, invariably articulated as a response
to an opponent’s challenge. To be sure, the author and his creation are
both Advaitins. They share a deep commitment to the Upanisads. And
yet the siddhantin never uses the ‘or’ (va) component in his speech,
while the va attitude is inherent to the author’s stance or being. In a
sense, the siddhantin is the true successor of the great Upanisadic sages.
For indeed, Uddalaka and Yajnavalkya never use the va operator.

The question of identifying or distinguishing the voices of author
and exponent is sometimes context-dependent and sometimes a mat-
ter of choice. Let us take the example of Sarikara’s commentary on
the famous dialogue between Yajiiavalkya and two sages who chal-
lenge his knowledge of the Veda (BU 3.4-5). The two sages, Usasta
and Kahola are familiar with the Upanisadic teaching of Brahman and
atman, but they avoid identifying themselves with the atman. Accord-
ing to our exposition of the commentator’s self as charged by doubt
or wonder, we choose to identify the author with the two sages who
challenge Yajiavalkya (rather than with Yajhavalkya himself). A con-
flated author/siddhantin, on the other hand, would read the dialogue
between Yajnavalkya and Usasta and Kahola (BU 3.4-5) as the com-
plaints of weak-minded disciples or rivals who miss the main point
of Yajnavalkya’s teaching (namely, that the one dtman is their own).
But if Sankara the composer of the BSBh shares these doubt and is
reluctant to know that he knows the atman, he would expose his frus-

¢ See the metrical part of the Upad discussed above, chapter 3.
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tration at Yajiavalkya’s teaching. Consider the vividness of Sankara’s
articulation of Usasta’s complaint to Yajnavalkya:

Why all this excessive talk? Man, stop your tricks generated by your
desire for cows, and show us this Brahman—which is the self (atman)
within everything—clearly, in a tangible and lucid way (kim bahuna?
tyaktva go-trsna-nimittam vyajam, yad eva saksad aparoksad brahma ya
atma sarvantaras tam me vyacaksveéti).

It is, as suggested above, a matter of choice. The commentator (Sankara)
can be seen to present Usasta’s challenging phrase as illegitimate. But
we choose to see Sankara’s articulation of Usasta’s complaint as reen-
acting his own mode of existence. It is, according to our speculation,
revealing of a complex life-style consisting of a committed reading of
the Upanisads and full-fledged acceptance of Upanisadic contents or
principles (such as the oneness of Brahman which is the atman), while
also admitting to a certain lacuna or emptiness which generates the
impulse towards wonder or doubt.

But what, our audience would like to know, is the exact nature of
this lacuna or empty space, which contains or is the author’s wonder
or doubt? What is its origin? Whence does it arise? As one can say that
Usasta is familiar with the teaching of the atman (the self within all)
but does not know that he knows, so one can say the same of Sarkara,
the author of the BSBh.” Thus, the recognition of one’s individual self
as the one datman is the core of the Upanisadic norm as well as the ori-
gin of Sanikara’s wonder. Though you know, as the master says to his
disciple in the Upad, you think you do not. Like Usasta’s and Kahola’s
complaint, the disciple’s statement is also lively and true; I am one,
he says, and he is another. This vivid articulation of doubt in Usasta’s
voice is strangely resonant. It seems to be a personal matter shared by
numerous Advaitins. The difficulty in recognizing the individual self
within the great oneness of atman points to the origin of an Advaita
sense of wonder.

Like the ‘or’ (va) stance, the question is the author’s distinctive
speech-act. Indeed, in a sense, the author of the BSBh is his exponent’s
disciple; the siddhantin answers the author’s questions as the master

7 Yajfavalkya’s response to Usasta’s challenge is noteworthy. The only addition to
Usasta’s succinct summary of the Upanisadic norm (of the one atman within all) is
the enclitic ‘te’ (your). This Brahman which is atman is your self, he says.
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does in Sankara’s Upad. The disciple asks: how can I, who am differ-
ent from this Brahman (tad-vilaksana), I who live in samsara, I who
am attached to numerous aspects of samsara, consider myself as the
ultimate self? It is as if I see fire devoid of heat!®

Unacknowledged assumptions in reading may sometimes be chal-
lenged. We are tentatively resisting the assumption that the author of
the BSBh, as distinct from his exponent, is inherently invisible. Yet
the question arises: How may an author be as invisible as Sarikara has
been made to be?

This slim volume consists of a few studies inspired by the author’s
visibility or presence in the BSBh. The very distinction of author and
siddhantin points to the reality of the human being who produced the
BSBh; he must have lived somewhere at some point in time. However,
the texts he composed are the only evidence at our disposal.’

Of course, valuable observations can be offered without references
to the distinction made here. The ‘Sarikara’ denomination may often
be used indiscriminately, and there are many contexts in which the
distinction between author and siddhantin is not worth applying. See,
for example, the following passage (BSBh 2.1.6), in which a Sankara/
Sanikaracarya integrates intense reasoning with openness to axiomatic
authority of the Veda:

And if it has been maintained above that the scriptural passage enjoining
thought (on Brahman) in addition to mere hearing (of the sacred texts
treating of brahman) shows that reasoning also is to be allowed its place,
we reply that the passage must not deceitfully be taken as enjoining bare
independent ratiocination, but must be understood to represent reason-
ing as a subordinate auxiliary of intuitional knowledge. By reasoning of
the latter type we may, for instance, arrive at the following conclusions;
that because the state of dream and the waking state exclude each other
the Self is not connected with those states; that, as the soul in the state of
deep sleep leaves the phenomenal world behind and becomes one with
that whose Self is pure Being, it has for its self pure being apart from the
phenomenal world; that as the world springs from Brahman it cannot be
separate from Brahman, according to the principle of the non-difference
of cause and effect, etc."

8 katham tad-vilaksano ’aneka-samsara-dharma-samyuktah paramatmanam atmat-
vena ca mam samsarinam paramdtmatvendgnim ivasitatvena pratipadyeyam?

° As]. Bader says: “This text (the Upadesa-sahasri) and the commentaries comprise
a substantial and coherent body of work from which we can derive a clear picture of
the nature of Sankara’s thought, but not of his life.” Bader 2000: 18.

10 Thibaut’s translation. P. 307-8.
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On the other hand, the author’s presence often requires attention. The
interpretation of specific words in Upanisadic passages are particularly
significant in this respect; in our view, such examples are the stuff
of Sankara’s core-bhasyas'' and invariably begin with questions and
doubts. BSBh 1.1.22 is one of these bhasyas; we read it as a work of
art that ends on a note of ambivalence. The winner announces that the
word adkasa in Chandogya Upanisad 1.9 means Brahman, not ether, as
the opponent asserts. It is, he says, like a sentence such as “Agni stud-
ies a passage” (agnir adhite ‘nuvakyam). Although the conventional
meaning of agni is fire, within the verbal environment of “Agni studies
a passage” the word agni must be taken as a personal name. An imme-
diate association is rejected in favor of a meaning implied by context.
Indeed, the interpretation of Agni (as a personal name) arises imme-
diately (Sighram) and naturally (prasiddham) in the reader’s mind.
But ether—rather than Brahman—arises in the mind (in Chandogya
Upanisad 1.9) naturally and immediately (in the opponent’s view).
And moreover, unlike the Agni-illustration, the conventional meaning
of akasa (ether) remains legitimate and viable even after the possibil-
ity of reading Brahman for dkasa has been presented and defended.
There is thus a significant difference between the agni-illustration and
what is illustrated. But there is no doubt with respect to “Agni stud-
ies a passage;” fire cannot read and therefore cannot be the subject of
the sentence. In the case of the Upanisadic text, doubt lingers on with
respect to the reference to akasa. Moreover, akasa as ether remains the
more natural and immediate reading of ChU 1.9. One could ask: if the
Upanisad points to Brahman, why the use of dkdsa? Why not simply
use the word Brahman? In terms of worldly existence and plurality, it
seems that recognition of the individual soul (jiva) never vanishes.
In the paradigmatic conflation of commentator and siddhantin, the
weakness inherent in the siddhantin’s comparison of akasa and agni is
shared by the commentator. According to such a reading, every weak-
ness of the siddhantin’s is necessarily the commentator’s as well. In our
view, this major presupposition does not do justice to our author. Pre-
serving a boundary between himself and the exponent, he is capable
of commenting on the latter. Think about the author of this argument.
The exponent is not wholly ridiculous (for fire cannot read a passage

1 See above, chapter 1.



152 CHAPTER TEN

and context often defeats a word’s primary meaning). The commenta-
tor, we argue, is aware of his siddhantin’s weaknesses.

What then, is the timbre of the voice heard in the concluding state-
ment of BSBh 1.1.222 Is it the voice of a truly victorious exponent? Or
is it the voice of an author expressing his wonder at the connectedness
of meanings, or the connection of Brahman and apparent plurality in
existence? In our view, the author’s awareness of his exponent’s weak-
ness and his ability to distance himself from his subject constitute the
most individual expressions of the commentator’s creativity.

As a bhasya presenting a siddhantin who is bound to reject an
ordinary meaning or denotation in order to apply another (atman
or Brahman), BSBh 1.1.22 is characteristic of the core-bhdsyas of the
BSBh. Moreover, I consider such a bhdsya a reenactment of the funda-
mental challenge faced by Advaitins of many kinds (and humanity at
large as well); namely, the challenge of coping with the immediacy and
ease of taking in the world in its plurality. Parva-Mimamsakas insist
upon the force of the conventional perception of plurality, a percep-
tion impossible to reject or overcome (which is also true perception).
Indeed, Sankara himself insists that the Veda does not deny the valid-
ity of sense-perception (pratyaksa); the Veda does not assert that fire
is cold.

Still, however lively and visible the author of the BSBh may become
in such a reading, the exponent should not be disregarded. He is
truly remarkable as an ideal guide to the forceful theory of Advaita-
Vedanta. Almost everything achieved in the study of Sankara’s output
applies to the siddhantin’s Vedanta. Though we sometimes speak of
him as ‘crippled by certainty’, somewhat invalidated by his incapacity
to question and express doubt, he is still superb in the effects he exerts
on so many minds and hearts. After all, he is the one who envisions
horizons of liberation, the renunciation of self-identification with the
body, salvation of the non-instrumental mode of being, the freedom
of nature, and so on. Scholarship, traditional and otherwise (including
that of our commentator), has invariably been attracted to the expo-
nent’s teaching of one datman as the only reality. Thus, for example,
J. Bader’s articulation of the siddhantin’s attraction:

Perhaps Sarikara’s presence makes itself most strongly felt when old age
approaches, and people find it difficult to avoid the fact of their own
mortality. At this time the atavistic call of the forest rsis is more easily
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heard, and there is impetus for reflection on the ancient ascetic values,
which Sankara represents.'?

True, the author of the BSBh and his exponent are Advaitins whose
visions—however different—appeal to an older generation. A call
for recognition of a life-giving, exceedingly subtle omnipresent self
(atman), a sense of intense reality associated with this self made of
freedom and consciousness, and acceptance of the Upanisads as the
exclusive means of knowledge, are some of the preeminent attitudes
shared by the bhasya-kara and his siddhantin. Such attitudes and prin-
ciples make for a palpable intimacy between the two speakers. For
all sorts of practical reasons, the difference between an author’s voice
charged by wonder (‘doubt’) and that of a winner—siddhantin voice
‘crippled by certainty’ is not complete or final. However, for scientists
of the true self, or for those curious about Advaita forces in action,
or simply in the variety of Advaita visions and experiences, the dif-
ference between the Advaita of the author and that of his exponent
is not trivial. The author’s Advaita is presented here as consisting
of wonder—which means the recognition of worldly phenomena as
inherently significant (as well as the variable presence of Brahman),
and the acceptance of a multiplicity of truth-values.

The author’s presence is felt throughout the BSBh; his is a playful
imagination, which allows for the emergence of uncertainty and yet
yearns for true knowledge of the self, or self-identification with the
one atman (the nature of such oneness is perhaps the greatest mystery
in life). The author is not as invisible as one may at first assume. Ana-
lytically, at least, he differs from his hero. Perhaps, an opponent would
say, the author imagines his hero in perfect resemblance to himself
(and thus is as visible as his exponent is, or invisible if conceived as
different). But we return to our argument; whatever the perfect resem-
blance between author and siddhantin may signify, the very act of cre-
ating and imagining the siddhantin means that the author maintains a
type of existence or level of being beyond his creation.

The outlook of Viveka-Vedanta generates doubt and wonder; the
cognition of the void existing between seer and seen is hard to maintain
as life goes on. Thus, one can say that the choice is between certainty

12 Bader 2005: 5.
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and coherence, on the one hand, and levels of doubt and ambivalence,
on the other. The crux of the Advaita vision is the connection of Brah-
man or datman with the world of plurality. In terms of Advaita meta-
psychology, it is the power of Vedic speech to ‘sublate’ or transform
one’s committed acceptance of a world of plurality. Conflation of the
voice of the author and siddhantin finds its tangible expression in
scholarly literature in the subconscious assumption of omnipresent
coherence. Coherence in this sense means a one-voice speech-act. With
his usual philosophical acumen, W. Halbfass senses a possible ten-
sion between the autonomy of the worldly means of knowledge (such
as pratyaksa and anumana) and the power of the Veda to transform
‘worldly plurality.” Committed to the purpose of the uniform, coher-
ent, doubt-free voice of the author/siddhantin, Halbfass integrates the
two principles (autonomy of the diverse means of knowledge and the
power of the Veda) into one synthetic whole. On the one hand, Halb-
fass asserts that Sarikara accepts that the Veda does not contradict
sense perception, but on the other hand, of course, Halbfass’s Sarnkara
asserts that the Upanisads have the power to affect a radical change in
one’s vision of the world (informed by recognition of Brahman).

In Sanikara’s view, the Vedic revelation negates the ultimate truth of plu-
rality, the framework in which it appears and in which worldly ascer-
tainment is possible. But this does not mean that it concerns only the
ultimate metaphysical status of the world of plurality, without affecting
its own internal conditions. Insofar as it speaks about transcendence,
the Veda also speaks about what has to be transcended. There are no
strict borderlines. The Veda ‘reveals’ reality as well as appearance in its
soteriologically relevant details; and it precludes a systematic and unre-
stricted usage and development of the worldly means of knowledge even
within this world."

But how can the Veda touch a world that is only reached through
reasoning and the senses? In my view, such a question expresses
wonder and the power of doubt to generate metaphysical energy.
Under the spell of strict content-coherence and a conflated author/
siddhantin’s certainty, Halbfass, the best of scholars, can hardly answer
such a foundational question about Sarnkara’s Advaita. His cautious
and eloquent rephrasing of Sarikara’s Advaita is ultimately blurred,
even self-contradictory. For in terms of contents, the Veda is not pure

13 Halbfass 1991: 152.
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metaphysics, nor does it change sense-perception (fire stays hot). It
interferes with worldly plurality yet leaves it as it is. Our sense of won-
der at Sankara’s wonder reenacts Sarikara’s own.

As suggested above, consequent upon the distinction between San-
kara the bhdsya-kara and Sanikaracaya, the winning siddhantin, is the
renunciation of much scholarly work on the eight-century sage. For if
Sankara’s and Sarikaracirya’s theories of totality and the nature of its
oneness, notions of the self (atman) and its relationship to the indi-
vidual soul, etc. are to be distinguished, then much that has been said
about Sankara’s Advaita can be seen to reflect a vision that is blurred
in significant ways. Therefore, though one must tread carefully here
and distinguish between author and siddhantin only when it is pos-
sible to reap substantial benefits, there are reasons to resist the current,
paradigmatic conflation of author and siddhantin.

We have a choice to make. The Advaita symphony consists of sev-
eral discernible voices: the strains of the Advaita message (such as
the oneness, omniscience, eternity of the self) echo differently if they
emerge from the mouth of the loser than if voiced by the siddhantin
(this topic is further discussed in chapter 9). And a winner’s victorious
concluding statement has a different cadence if it is questionable or
unconvincing (our argument in Chapter 2). The author is aware of the
play of these voices in his text; through their juxtaposition he creates
a space where his own doubts are articulated. The siddhantin rejects
plurality but the author does not know in what sense. Ultimately, what
emerges is an author who becomes visible through his literary expres-
sion and expressiveness—a great scholar, energized by wonder and the
yearning for truth, who recognizes the relevance of worldly phenom-
ena and accepts the multiplicity of truth-values, while still recognizing
Brahman’s ultimate reality. But what makes Sarikara’s suprising act of
imagination possible? A siddhanta-Advaitin would never say drstac
cadrsta-siddhih (the unseen is known from what is seen). Neither
would he imagine (as Sarikara does) the positions of his rivals as fully
as he images those of his siddhantin. Sarikara’s Advaita metaphysics is
that of wonder, not that of certainty.

Upon the collapse of conflation, the nature of the author comes to
the fore along with the complex and intimate relationship between
him and his siddhantin. The sense of struggle is tangible, but the
emphasis is on the organic, all-encompassing dimension of existence
within which worldly phenomena and conventional multiplicity still
leave their trace. Pirva-paksins, like snakes, do have a vital presence of
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their own. The author resists, as it were, immersion in the unchange-
able self or Brahman. He is a philosopher asserting the difference of
visayin and visaya, the two concomitant types of existence. It is impos-
sible to identify the siddhantin’s eternal Brahman as the sole reality
with the author’s imagination. The author’s is one, and the exponent’s
is another. The forceful act of imagination is the clue to Sarkara’s
Advaita or Viveka-Vedanta; basing himself on a deep commitment
to Upanisadic truth and the corresponding attraction of the one self
(atman), he still allows the play of wonder, curiosity and doubt to
emerge and make their imprint.

The most important Advaita truth imaginable pertains to the rela-
tion of the individual soul (jiva) to the one omnipresent atman. In
my view, the source of the author’s Advaita lies in the attempt to piece
together the puzzle of the (impossible) connection of the individual
soul with the one atman. In other words, brooding over this connec-
tion generates the author’s so called ‘doubt’ and engenders wonder,
ultimately becoming a source of energy. In the process, Sarikara, the
author of the BSBh, preserves his sense of an individual self, as do
Usasta and Kahola. He fails, as it were, to lose that boundary between
his dynamic, changing self and the eternal, unchanging atman.

Sanikara the author of the BSBh lives an apparent impossibility;
though the world of plurality cannot co-exist with the oneness of
atman-being, it is very much alive in the author’s mind. Like a lamp,
his vital imagination illuminates the world of plurality with a vivid-
ness and concreteness that is aware of itself, allowing us to witness the
workings of a mind reaching toward wonder and truth.



EPILOGUE

THE USELESS KNOWLEDGE OF SELF AS THE HIGHEST
GOOD: A NOTE ON SANKARA’S SECRET TEACHING
OF VIVEKA-VEDANTA

If we heed the distinction between Sarkara and his multiple voices
(in the shape of exponents and opponents), it is possible to assess the
overall relationship between the author and the various creatures of
his mind.!

As in the life of ordinary people, the real self of a pure Vivekin is
often in need of concealment. Or perhaps there exists in men and
women a measure of caution exercised from within, an expression of
ambivalence regarding the truth of a real self that is extremely difficult
to contain. The case of Sarikara is no different; a free thinker and great
scholar, he seeks a truth that is very difficult (for others as well as,
perhaps, for himself) to accept. The ultimate truth he speaks of is the
unbridgeable difference between the oneness of the self and everything
else (the objective world). It is an ice-cold negative proposition, as it
were, and nearly impossible to maintain. Truth is incompatible with
life as we know it. Like life itself, Sankara’s own speech-act in this asser-
tion is self-contradictory. Only by means of an erroneous metaphysics
can life go on and on. To assert that knowledge of the self (atman)
is, strictly speaking, true imagination made of a complex mode of
consciousness (double attention) that has no use (anupayoga) in this
world—this is Sankara’s “secret teaching.”? The existential implication

! Since both exponents and opponents are Sankara’s “creatures of mind,” we
would expect that sometimes the opponent (piirva-paksin) rather than the exponent
would express his master’s voice. Moreover, if this is indeed the case, the most secret
or hidden part of the author’s vision could be found in an opponent’s view. I sug-
gest that this is the case of Sarikara’s view of the autonomy of reasoning (tarka). See
BSBh 2.1.11.

2 Sankara’s secret teaching and innermost voice consists of the following four prop-
ositions: 1) consciousness-made imaginations are the only reality; 2) true imagination
is the one and only thing that may and should be known; 3) the distinction (viveka)
of seer and seen underlies true “daylight consciousness,” which is different from a
blurred, “twilight state of mind” (see below); and 4) true imagination of oneself as
Brahman (“knowledge”) does not serve any other purpose.
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is as obvious as it is tantalizing: either live in error or do not live at
all. Adhyasa, the superimposition of the self on the non-self and vice
versa, is as wrong as it is life-giving. Even speech is self-defeating. Such
a realization of truth generates the experience of an irreducible gap, an
experience we label viveka. It is a subtle message, yet one of apparent,
misleading simplicity, and trivially true, as it were.

One of the well-known propositions of the Upanisads is that knowl-
edge of the real self is of paramount importance. One should listen
to, think of, meditate on the self;> whoever knows the atman satisfies
every desire;* the self is the subtle, the real,’ and so on. Obviously,
Sankara’s conception of self (inherently dissociated from worldly
apparition) is different from the Upanisadic notion of self as the pri-
mordial cause and origin of plurality. While the Upanisads state that
knowledge of self is highly desirable, they also address numerous other
topics. The connection of the seen with the primordial seer (atman)
provides an opening for much speculation and many observations.
The majority of Sarikara’s siddhantins express the Upanisadic vision
of the self. Sarikara’s innovation is the framing of his particular version
of the Upanisadic self as the vantage point from which everything else
is assessed, judged, and perceived.® Such framing implies a great deal.
It means above all a dissociation of knowledge from any in-the-world
goal (including the elimination of suffering and the achievement of
immortality).” Knowledge of the self is not just very good and desirable,
it is the only good. It is never a means to attain other goods in life but
an end in itself.* True imagination of Brahman, significantly unspeci-
fied, is the highest good, independent of any purpose other than itself,
as the siddhantin asserts in BSBh 1.1.1: nihsreyasa-phalam tu brahma-

* BU 2.4.5.

* CU8.7.1.

> CU6.8.7.

¢ The cure of conventional, worldly existence (samsara) is denied on this framing of
true imagination as the exclusive perspective to assess the human condition.

7 Although immortality is a characteristic feature of true imagination of self, the
siddhantin portrayed in BSBh 1.1.4 refuses to acknowledge instrumentality of true
imagination in this respect. The Mimamsaka opponent suggests that as the agnihotra
ritual relates causally to gaining access to svarga, so the imagination of Brahman/
atman brings about immortality. The siddhantin opposes this suggestion, insisting (in
his master’s voice) that knowledge of self is inherently non-instrumental.

¢ The universe created by true imagination is beyond the domain of means and
ends (sadhya-sadhana-bhava).
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vijianam na canusthandantardpeksam.® In this sense, Sarikara is a true
philosopher and lover of wisdom.'

Rather than surrendering to innate drives for unity and integration,
the philosopher exercises viveka, separation and distinction. Thus, in
my view, Sankara is a Viveka-Vedantin (rather than an Advaitin). The
argument, based on the introduction to the BSBh, is simple: If mis-
perception or wrong knowledge (avidya) consists of adhydsa, then its
opposite, viveka, or separation of the metaphysical subject (visayin,
saksin, atman) from objective reality (visaya, drsya), is true “knowl-
edge” (jiana, vijiana, vidya, samyag-darsana). The differentiating
vision produces a quality of resistance that emerges from the empty
field between the metaphysical subject (dtman) and everything else. It
is perhaps the deepest and most disturbing challenge offered by phi-
losophy to mankind.

The subtlest kind of separation is that which exists between the
individual soul and the metaphysical subject. As purusa is infinitely
different from the sattva-component of prakrti, so the metaphysical
subject is infinitely different from the jiva. Viveka means negation,
resistance. Negation is not as satisfactory as integration. The philo-
sophical mood wins over the innate drive for satisfaction. Sankara
inherits Yajhavalkya’s neti neti rather than Uddalaka’s tat tvam asi
(tat tvam asi expresses the drive for unity rather than separation).

Given the exclusive nature of viveka, imagination of self and non-
self, the author’s state of mind is necessarily gauna, or “metaphorical,”
to be distinguished from a “merely erroneous” state of consciousness,
which is characteristic of the rest of humanity. A new concept of truth
and falsehood emerges; apparently erroneous (adhyasa-inflicted) state-
ments such as “I am sick,” “I am going home,” “I am thin,” voiced by
ordinary people are indeed “merely erroneous.” Voiced by an Advaita-
connoisseur, however, they are gauna-statements (true, although of

° Thibaut’s translation at this point is somewhat misleading. Taking nihsreyasa-
phalam as a bahu-vrihi, he translates: “The enquiry into Brahman, on the other hand,
has for its fruit eternal bliss...” (Thibaut 1891: 11). Thus, according to this translation,
knowledge of Brahman is instrumental in bringing about the condition of so-called
“eternal bliss,” a psychological condition of alleged happiness or joy. However, in
my view, as suggested above, Sarikara’s intention is to assert that knowledge of Brah-
man is the highest good (nihsreyasa) (implied as a consequence of learning about
Brahman).

1 Knowledge of dharma (bhavya, action to be performed) is of excellent conse-
quences (abhyudaya-phalam, BSBh 1.1.1), but knowledge of Brahman is not of this
kind.
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“secondary meaning,” or figurative, as it were). Sankara’s simile of
twilight as a moment of inadequate consciousness is telling; blurred
and incapable of allowing one to make the distinction between the
witness (saksin) and the witnessed, people live in confusion, mixing
light and darkness, like one who gazes at a post (in twilight) thinking
it is a man." Even learned sages who allegedly distinguish between self
and non-self “confound the words and ideas as common shepherds
and goatherds do.”*? Keeping in mind the vast difference of visayin
and visaya (see below), Sarikara is, in his own eyes, of a metaphorical,
even poetic state of mind.

Separating consciousness from any trace or domain of an “in-the-
world” dimension, the Advaita theory focuses on “true imagination” of
the self; it is more coherent and forceful than illusory imaginations," a
mode of consciousness essentially “ineffective” (yet the highest good)."
A reference to Sanikara’s recurring association of magic and imagina-
tion" is in place here. A real magician (paramartha-riipa) standing on
earth is different from a false one climbing on a string to the sky and
holding a shield and knife (yatha mayavinas carma-khanga-dharat
sutrendkasam adhirohitah sa eva mayavi paramartha-riipo bhiimistho
‘nyah).' Keeping in mind the abysmal, irreducible difference between
the witness (saksin) and every other phenomenon, the real magician is
a poet who is aware of standing in the world. According to Sarikara’s

"' BSBh 1.1.4. yatha mandandhakare sthanur ayam ity agrhyamana-visese purusa-
Sabda-pratyayau sthanu-visayau.

12 BSBh 1.1.4. Thibaut 1891: 43.

1 Sankara uses the term apavdda to denote replacement of a wrong conception
(mithya-buddhi) by another, correct one (yathdrtha). Thus, in BSBh 3.3.9: “We, in
the second place, have apavada when an idea previously attached to some object is
recognized as false and driven out by the true idea springing up after the false one.
So, e.g., when the false idea of the body, the senses, and so on being the Self is driven
out by the true idea springing up later—and expressed by judgments such as “Thou
art that'—that the idea of the Self is to be attached to the Self only.” (Thibaut 1891,
v. 2: 197).

14 T think Sankara is indebted in this respect to the Sankhya conception of purusa,
the inherently ineffective, unchanging subject.

15 Scholars often do not distinguish between mdya as so-called “cosmic illusion,”
apparently unreal, and true imagination, which is reality. Thus, for example, A. Fort
says: maya both conceals and misrepresents Brahman, but is (inexplicably) derived
from it, as unreal appearance requires a real basis” (Fort 1990: 5). Reflecting on true
imagination, D. Shulman says: “It is the imagination that conjures up the real, pen-
etrating past its outer guise, working on—actually half-dispelling—its surface mani-
festation with words” (“Rethinking the Imagination in Sixteenth-century South India:
Notes on Ratnakheta Srinivasa Diksita’s Bhavana-purusottama,” Diacritics, in press).

16 BSBh 1.1.17.
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own analysis, Advaita attention is of a double nature; a successful
Advaitin maintains awareness of the real self and of worldly phenom-
ena as two distinct entities. This is how speech and play are made
possible.

Considering its meaning and implications, Sarikara’s message of the
highest good must have been kept secret, or at least somewhat con-
cealed by the author’s art of writing."” A so-called secret teaching is
not so much secret as it is a mode of consciousness difficult to express
(or contain) under certain circumstances. Lost among voluble scholars
who speak of atman and anatman and yet, living a twilight-conscious-
ness, are incapable of truly making the distinction, Sarikara is a vivekin
living in constant awareness of a world inherently unrelated to the
“metaphysical” subject (atman, Brahman). Devoid of the recognition
of self and non-self, unable to recognize their true being in relation to
these two poles, and immersed in confluent, false conditions, people
are cut off from their realities. Indeed, the vast majority of Sarikara’s
exponents (siddhantins) as well as opponents (pirva-paksins) should
be considered “functional false selves.” Such selves reveal but also hide
various aspects of the most precious and, in some respects, vulnerable
real self.’® In a sense, the false selves’ propositions, though apparently
mistaken, are metaphorical insofar as they preserve a measure of the
real self’s truth.” One recalls a statement of a leading psychologist of
our time: “The False Self has one positive and very important function:
to hide the True Self, which it does by compliance with environmental
demands.”*

We do not know much of Sankara the man, yet if he had asserted
that knowledge of self, in its absolute dissociation from the world,
is the only worthwhile purpose in life* and is the ultimate good, he

17 See L. Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing, 1969. I am indebted to Naph-
tali Meshel, who insisted that Strauss’ conception is relevant in this respect of hiding
an author’s true intentions. Instead of speaking of persecution and, consequently, of
contradiction and irreducible tension, I tend to speak of a positive relationship, a
particular kind of protection, between false and true selves. See below.

18 Secondary meaning (gauna, laksana, upacara) is one of Sankara’s primary meth-
ods of articulating his so-called secret teaching. Metaphor both hides and reveals ulti-
mate truth. See below.

19 The difference of error and gauna is of crucial importance for Sarikara. See
below.

* Winnicott 1965: 146-7.

! Consciousness of Brahman, says the siddhantin in BSBh 1.1.1, is the goal of man
(brahmavagatir purusarthah), because of its power to destroy completely the useless
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would have been in need of a measure of false appearance, a sort of
concealment. A position such as Sarikara’s pristine Viveka-Vedanta
is hard to maintain openly while living in cultural environments that
are inherently therapeutic (Bauddha, Sankhya-Yoga)* or otherwise
instrumental in their underlying presuppositions and promise (Purva-
Mimamsa). Indeed, such a teaching requires a very special audience,
mumuksus of proven despair (with respect of “life in the world”),”
committed to the truth of imagination and freedom (moksa). A poetic
audience such as this is rare indeed and mostly unavailable. In fact,
the text we have tells us of this intellectual situation, sometimes by
explicitly replacing the siddhanta-positions,** sometimes by pregnant
silence,” and sometimes by the innermost voice when speaking of the
principle of non-adhyasa, or of attention concomitantly focused on
the self and non-self in their difference.

A sense of freedom and choice informs Sankara’s exclusive selec-
tion of the Upanisadic message with respect to the imagination of self.
Visualization of self is potent and free; its truth cannot be judged by
correspondence to “external reality” or other types of imagination (or
visualization). Freedom embedded in and implied by the nature of
imagination constitutes the ground of Sankara’s creativity.? Consist-

illusory cognition which is the seed of samsara (nihSesa-samsara-bijavidyady-anartha-
nibarhanat).

2 The opening proposition of I¢varakrsna’s Sarikhya-Karika epitomizes the con-
troversy between Sanikara and Sarikhya-Yoga: Opposing (counteracting) the suffering of
three kinds, the quest for knowledge arises (duhkha-trayabhighataj jijidsa).

2 See the opening section of the prose part of the Upad. “We are going to explain
the method of liberation for the benefit of those spiritually fervant, desiring liberation
(atha moksa-sadhanopadesa-vidhim vyakhyasyamo mumuksinam Sraddadhananam
arthinam arthaya).

# According to BSBh 2.1.33, a siddhantin in favor of creation (of plurality from
the one Brahman) is replaced by another (higher voice, as it were) who judges Vedic
theories of creation as untrue and made of illusory cognition (avidya-kalpita). Such
replacement of a siddhanta-position means, among other things, that the distinction
of exponent and opponent is not clear-cut; a siddhanta-position becomes a purva-
paksa. The higher voice, the ultimate siddhanta, as it were, is the author’s.

» There are different degrees of so-called pregnant silence. In some contexts, such as
silence maintained over the potency of Advaita imagination in the removal of duhkha
(heard in the controversy with the Buddhists), silence is dense and strikingly tan-
gible. In other contexts, pregnant silence is of a more subtle quality. The philosopher’s
(tarkika) assertion in BSBh 2.1.11 (see below) that groundlessness (apratisthitatva)
of reasoning is a big advantage (alamkdra) generates a pregnant silence of the more
subtle type.

* Imagination consists of two fundamental flavors: discovery and creativ-
ity. Sankara’s reflection on “knowledge of self” integrates these two dimensions of



THE USELESS KNOWLEDGE OF SELF AS THE HIGHEST GOOD 163

ing of modes of attention and consciousness that are less complex than
Viveka-Vedanta, other imaginations of self are more vulnerable and
less viable than an adhydsa-free state of mind. Imagining the imagina-
tions of his opponents and exponents, Sarikara recommends choosing
what he considers the true, essential Upanisadic imagination of the self
concomitant with utter negation of any trace of objectivity. There is,
however, a major difference between the Upanisadic conception of self
and Sankara’s own. In a nutshell, the Upanisadic vision is creation-
ist, based upon the transformation (parinama) of the one primordial
atman into a this worldly condition of plurality. Sarikara focuses on
the irreducible difference between dtman and worldly apparitions of
plurality. In his view, I dare say, the Upanisadic theories of creation
are of the twilight quality, adhyasa-driven. His own state of mind is of
the vivarta type of relationship between atman and the world, a rela-
tionship in which freedom of imagination is palpably accessible. The
freedom to imagine one’s self is perhaps the hallmark of being truly
human or conscious, in Sankara’s mind.” It is also, perhaps, the most
difficult freedom to exercise.

In addition to the flavors of discovery and creativity that are mani-
fest in imagining (“conjuring the real”), disembodiment (asariratva) is
a third flavor of much importance in Sanikara’s secret teaching of the
self.® The association of disembodiment with true knowledge of self
and freedom (moksa) is undeniably a feature of true imagination.” A
primary exercise of avidya is the superimposition of bodily attributes
on the self.”

Choosing imagination is, in Sankara’s experience, the most impor-
tant exercise of freedom in a man’s or woman’s life. Implied by his
theory of adhyasa (the core of his secret teaching), visualization of

imagination. On the one hand, a sense of discovery is implied (see, for example the
siddhantin’s insistence on knowledge of Brahman as vastu-tantra, dependent solely on
the nature of the object to be known). On the other hand, absence of a correspond-
ing, out-of-consciousness criterion of truth implies a measure of inherent freedom in
creating one’s self.

7 See the discussion below on “beastly adhydsa,” according to the introduction to the
BSBh. Beasts and human beings are the same in their exercise of superimposition.

2 Sankara’s intention is that for embodied people (including scholars), an Advaitic
imagination is of no use insofar as these people insist on “staying embodied.”

¥ See BSBh 1.1.4; 1.3.19; 1.3.40; 4.2.14; 4.4.2; 4.4.12.

% See Sankara’s introduction to the BSBh: Attributes of the body are superimposed
on the Self, if a man thinks of himself (his Self) as stout, lean, fair, or as standing,
walking, or jumping” (Thibaut 1891: 8-9).
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the true self is a matter of life and death, as it were. Such an asso-
ciation comes to mind in Sarkara’s reflection on a passage from the
Chandogyopanisad 8.12.1, brought forth by a siddhantin portrayed in
BSBh 1.1.4. The Upanisadic passage refers to the disembodied condi-
tion of one who is free of both pleasure and displeasure: “Pleasure
and displeasure do not touch one who is disembodied” (asariram
vava santam na priyapriye sprsatah). However, says an opponent
(BSBh 1.1.4), only a dead person could be said to be disembodied
(Sarire patite Sariratvam syat, na jivata iti)! But no, says a siddhantin.
Only by virtue of wrong imagination does one identify oneself with a
body (sasariratvasya mithya-jaana-nimittattvat). It is not possible to
attribute embodiment to one who has renounced the wrong imagi-
nation of being a body (na hy atmanah Sariratmabhimana-laksanam
mithya-jiianam muktvanyatah sasariratvam Sakyam kalpayitum).’!

The choice of imagination implies rejection of one possible world
for the sake of another, more viable (and true) universe.”> Renun-
ciation of one type of imagination is necessary in order to conjure
up another; the co-existence of Advaitic imagination and plurality
is strictly impossible. This is the core of Advaita psychology. In this
context, Sankara’s elaboration of the difference between the lower and
higher imaginations is important. The highest (nihsreyasa) truth is
one; numerous are the lesser, environment-sensitive truths articulated
by siddhantins and purva-paksins.

Indeed, Sankara’s siddhantins speak in many voices and are engaged
in various environments that are different in tone and contents. Some-
times, for example, a siddhantin speaks of the one strictly impersonal
atman or nir-guna Brahman, devoid of any characteristic sign (liriga) as

31 The dissociation of body and imagination (and dream) is closely related in the
Upanisadic literature to self-understanding. See, for example, Indra’s search for the
self through the conditions of embodiment, disembodiment in dream-states (svapna),
disembodiment in dreamless sleep (susupti), and disembodied, playful existence
(ChU 8.7-12). The Chandogya is explicit in its association of true imagination of self
with freedom of embodiment. Prajapati sums up the teaching of the self in the fol-
lowing passage (ChU 8.12): “This body, Maghavan, is mortal; it is in the grip of death.
So, it is the abode of this immortal and nonbodily self. One who has a body is in the
grip of joy and sorrow, and there is no freedom from joy and sorrow for one who
has a body.....the wind is without a body, and so are the rain-cloud, lightning, and
thunder.... the life breath is yoked to this body, as a draft animal to a cart” (Olivelle
1998: 285).

2 Conceptualization of true (Advaitic) imagination is free of contradictions; that
of untrue imagination is self-contradictory. Under this presupposition, the exercise of
reasoning by exponents and opponents continues unabated.
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the origin and cause of the world.*® Sometimes he speaks of I$vara, an
allegedly personal entity that is capable of delivering grace (prasada)*
as the creator and origin of the world.” Sometimes Brahman is the self,
and sometimes it is I$vara.*® From one perspective, there is a difference
between Brahman and the individual soul (jiva);”’ from another, there
is no difference. Sometimes, the logical force of the Upanisadic quo-
tations is compelling, bearing directly on the nature of the Absolute
or the self; sometimes, such quotations seem to be merely associative
or of an illustrative impact, a kind of textual exemplifcation. Some-
times, the siddhantin asserts that dharma is of value, so that a Sidra
may not approach the Veda; sometimes, dharma is of no significance
(as a dimension of samsara). Sometimes, an exponent speaks of the
elimination of duhkha due to the knowledge of self as being of pri-
mary significance,”® and sometimes he sees such knowledge of self as
the highest good in life, with merely cognitive parameters, of no other
purpose (prayojana), and hence having no real impact on everyday
life (vyavahara).” Sometimes, the Veda is of absolute authority, and
sometimes, it is made of avidya (avidya-kalpita), of mere instrumental
significance. Sometimes, the world emerges from Brahman and hence
is somewhat similar to it; sometimes, the absolute is totally unrelated
to the world.

When we heed the numerous shades, hues, and philosophical posi-
tions voiced in the course of the BSBh, a question arises: Is the BSBh
self-contradictory? Such a proposition is premature and obviously
unwarranted. There seems to be a unified intention behind the compo-
sition of the BSBh; a certain sense of coherence does prevail in the text.
But what is it? Strict, logical coherence is hard to find. Viewed accord-
ing to their respective contents, different siddhanta-voices (engaged in
various environments) would appear contradictory. In search of coher-
ence among the multitude of Vedic expressions and positions, Sarikara
himself addresses issues related to contradiction and coherence:

3 BSBh 1.1.4.

3 BSBh 1.1.5.

% BSBh 2.1.33.

3 BSBh 2.1.1.

37 BSBh 1.2.8.

3% BSBh 2.3.45-47.

% BSBh 2.1.33. See below.



166 EPILOGUE

....Sankara emphasizes repeatedly that the Veda itself adjusts its teach-
ings to different levels of understanding and qualification, that it uses
different methods of instruction, and that it addresses different inter-
ests and capabilities. The whole “work section” (karma-kanda) applies
to those who are still in the network of “work orientation,” that is, of
reward-oriented nescience; but also within the “knowledge section”
(jiana-kanda), that is, the Upanisads, it speaks at different levels. It
offers various meditational and devotional methods and “symbolic”
devices (pratika), such as the om, to those who are of slow or mediocre
understanding (manda-madhya-pratipattim prati).*°

Sanikara’s vision of Vedic adjustment to different environments and
needs could be applied to Sankara’s own literary expression. It is,
as Halbfass suggests, a legitimate notion of coherence applicable to
Sankara’s use of “examples” (drstantas) and other means of instruc-
tion and persuasion (such as metaphor).*

Suppose then that environments count and that a plurality of voices
is assumed. Is there not an environment-free context in Sarikara’s writ-
ing in which the author of the BSBh speaks self-consciously in his own
voice? Indeed, Sankara’s introduction to the BSBh is an environment-
free speech-act; no scholastic pirva-paksin is in sight.*? Even the Veda
is not quoted. The introduction is devoted to one and only one topic:
the difference between true and illusory knowledge (avidya). The dif-
ference between true and distorted cognitions is the underlying and
explicit theme, the subject of the entire introduction. The author dis-
cusses at length the nature of the major dynamics that are generative
of illusory imagination (adhydsa, “superimposition” of self on not-

0 Halbfass 1991: 57.

41 Halbfass’ meticulous reading of Sankara, although essentially conflating author
and siddhantins, recognizes the variations in these voices and creates a softer sense of
coherence in the BSBh, a sense receptive to variations in environment and audience.
See Halbfass 1991: 131-204.

2 The only opponent present in the introduction raises a question that the
siddhantin is unable to answer in a satisfactory way: “But how is it possible that on
the interior Self, which itself is not an object, there should be superimposed objects
and their attributes? For everyone superimposes an object only on such other objects
as are placed before him...and you have said before that the interior Self, which is
entirely disconnected from the idea of the Thou (the Non-Ego), is never an object”
(Thibaut 1891: 5). The siddhantin’s response is somewhat ambiguous: “It is not, we
reply, non-object in the absolute sense. For it is the object of the notion of the Ego,
and the interior Self is well known to exist on account of its immediate (intuitive)
presentation” (ibid.) (na tavad ayam ekantendvisayah, asmat-pratyaya-visayatvat,
aparoksatvac ca pratyag-atma-prasiddheh).
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self and vice versa),” the beastly nature of ordinary men and women
afflicted by adhyasa, and the status of the Veda as a means of knowl-
edge.* There is no mention of suffering to be avoided or eliminated.
The cognitive, scholarly, philosophical bent and essence of Sarikara’s
teaching succinctly shows at the end of his introduction:

Thus, there goes on this natural (naisargika) adhydsa of no beginning
and end. It shows in the form of wrong conception (mithya-pratyaya-
ripa) and is the cause of individual souls appearing as agents and
enjoyers (kartrtva-bhoktrtva-pravartaka). Such illusion of knowledge is
seen to be the lot of everyone (sarva-loka-pratyaksa). In order to have
a release (prahandya) consisting of true knowledge of the oneness of
atman (atmaikatva-vidya-pratipattaye), a release of the cause of non-
sense (anartha-hetu), all the Vedanta-texts are introduced (sarve vedanta
arabhyante). This is the purpose of all the Vedanta-texts, and we are going
to show this with respect to this text called the Sariraka-Mimamsa.

Thus, free of the siitra-kara’s presence, the introduction expresses the
author’s true being as a philosopher who is intoxicated with the truth
of the separation of seer (visayin) and seen (visaya),* maintaining a
“pregnant” silence over other purposes in life. Knowledge of self is
thus inherently useless by virtue of its being the exclusive and only
good.*® Such knowledge heals cognition, namely, the disease of fusion,
adhydsa, the dynamics of wrong imagination.

It is, I think, noteworthy that the author makes exhaustive use of
the concept of adhydsa only in the introduction to the BSBh; other

# The author provides four definitions of adhydsa and discusses the meaning of his
decisive intellectual move (to see in adhydsa the only topic which matters).

# Scholarly fusion of author and exponents is another case of “wrong imagination,”
superimposition (adhydsa).

* Wonder over the relationship of the seer and seen (and the irreducible difference
of the “metaphysical subject” from the world) finds expression in some of L. Wittgen-
stein’s notes on the subject. Thus, in the Tractatus:

5.632: The subject does not belong to the world: rather, it is a limit to the world.
5.633: Where in the world is a metaphysical subject to be found?
You will say that this is exactly like the case of the eye and the visual field. But really
you do not see the eye. And nothing in the visual field allows you to infer that it is seen
by an eye (Wittgenstein 1972: 117).

The philosophical self is not the human being, not the human body, or the human
soul, with which psychology deals, but rather the metaphysical subject, the limit of the
world—not a part of it (ibid.: 119).

% Prakéananda, a follower of Sarkara, was of a similar view, according to S. Das-
gupta: “Prakasananda holds, however, in his Siddhanta-Muktavali, that Brahman itself
is pure and absolutely unaffected even as illusory appearance, and is not even the
causal matter of the world-appearance” (Dasgupta 1997: 469).
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references to this concept are few and casual.* In its style and straight-
forward assertion, the introduction stands apart as the most intimate
testimony of “Sarikara’s secret teaching.”*® Together with other seg-
ments of this teaching, such as the pregnant silence over duhkha in
the exchange with the Buddhists, the relegation of Vedic theories of
creation to the domain of lesser truths of illusory imagination, and the
resistance to the Mimamsaka’s wish to subordinate knowledge of self
to the imperative mood or to gaining immortality, the introduction
to the BSBh is definitive in its constitution of the author’s innermost
voice, or perfectly genuine, teaching.

Towards the end of the introduction, Sanikara compares people to
animals in two regards: in favoring safety and pleasure to danger and
pain, and in the exercise of adhyasa. On the one hand, they are similar
in their avoidance of danger and attraction to friendly offerings. Cows
welcome a person with fresh grass in his hands and run away from one
who is shouting and holding a knife. People behave likewise; they are
attracted by pleasure and avoid risk and pain. This is sober, conven-
tional wisdom. The secret teaching is different, strikingly unfamiliar,
grotesque, almost bizarre: people and beasts are the same, since both
kinds exercise adhyasa, or the superimposition of self on not-self, and
vice versa.

Now it is well known that the procedure of animals bases on the non-
distinction (of Self and non-Self); we therefore conclude that, as they
present the same appearances, men also—although distinguished by
superior intelligence—proceed with regard to perception and so on, in
the same way as animals do.*”

The apparent categorical mistake of “beastly adhydsa” invites a pause
for reflection. What seems to be the highest achievement of mankind
(knowledge of self, free of adhydsa) divides the creatures into those
who do not exercise adhyasa (a negligible minority of Advaitins like
Sarikara) and those who are deluded, constantly superimposing subject
on object and vice versa; the latter are no different from beasts. We see
how deeply ingrained is the so-called secret, idiosyncratic conviction

47 See BSBh 1.1.24; 3.3.9; 4.1.5.

8 The space occupied by Sankara’s secret teaching in the BSBh is not great. Impor-
tant concepts appearing in the introduction, such as visayin (seer) and saksin (direct
visionary witness), are not present elsewhere in the BSBh.

* Thibaut 1891: 8. atah samanah pasvadibhih purusanam pramana-prameya-
vyavahdrah. pasvadinam ca prasiddho ‘viveka-purahsarah pratyaksadi-vyavaharah.
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of Sankara, in that he dares to make this categorical mistake of con-
sidering animals to be capable of superimposition. The secret teaching
implied is the framing of true knowledge of the self as the highest and
only good. Pending such knowledge, nothing really matters; all sorts of
differences—so meaningful by conventional standards—are insignifi-
cant. Sankara repeats that human beings are of superior intelligence
(vyutpatti-mata), and yet, bereft of true imagination of self, they are
like beasts. Such is Sarikara’s harsh judgment of the human condition.
It is concealed by a more conventional comparison with respect to
similar patterns of the conditioning of human beings and beasts.

Of what character is an adhyasa-free state of consciousness and ver-
bal expression? How does Sarikara speak in his own voice? Second-
ary meaning, or “metaphor” (gauna, laksana, upacara), is a concept
central to Sarikara’s self-understanding and a vehicle of the distinc-
tion between truth and falsehood. A metaphorical state of mind, says
Sankara in his real voice, is making an apparently false statement with
true sounds. Combining adhyasa theory with the notion of gauna,
Sankara provides a key to reading the entire BSBh. The presence
of gauna in Sankara’s mind is made tangible throughout the BSBh.
Indeed, almost every instance of Vedic speech is false if taken in its
primary or literal meaning (mukhya) but true if meant metaphori-
cally. As we have seen above, if the Upanisadic teaching of creation is
taken literally, it is false (avidya-kalpita); if it is taken as a secondary
meaning (gauna) and a corresponding state of mind, it is correct, a
worthy means of knowledge. Thus, the role of “secondary meaning”
in Sankara’s mind is obvious;* it is a primary mode of access to Vedic
speech as well as to an Advaitic consciousness of man and woman.
Free of the primordial confusion of visayin and visaya, the success-
ful Advaitin is either silent or speaks through secondary meaning, as
if oblivious to the respective distinction. The Advaitic jivan-mukta
speaks and lives as an ordinary person, but awareness of the irre-
ducible difference of subject and object makes his or her speech true
rather than false. In my view, reflecting on the distinction between
error (mithya-jfiana) and secondary meaning (gauna), Sarikara speaks
in his innermost voice, expressive of his real self. In BSBh 1.1.4, he

% See BSBh 1.1.4; 1.1.5; 1.1.6; 1.1.7; 1.1.22; 1.1.2; 1.2.6; 1.4.15; 1.4.22; 2.1.17; 2.3.3;
2.3.5;2.3.7;2.3.8; 2.4.1; 2.4.2; 2.4.3; 3.1.4; 3.1.22; 3.1.25; 3.2.9; 3.2.3; 3.2.34; 3.3.8; 3.3.16;
3.3.34; 4.1.6; 4.1.3; 4.1.16; 4.4.4.
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inserts the key to reading the entire gamut of voices by exponents and
opponents voices in the BSBh:

This objection we invalidate by the remark that the distinction of derived
and primary senses of words is known to be applicable only where
an actual difference of things is known to exist. We are, for instance,
acquainted with a certain species of animals having a mane, and so on,
which is the exclusive primary object of the idea and word ‘lion,” and we
are likewise acquainted with persons possessing in an eminent degree
certain leonine qualities, such as fierceness, courage, etc.; here, a well
settled difference of objects existing, the idea and name ‘lion’ are applied
to those persons in a derived or figurative sense. In those cases, however,
where the difference of the objects is not well established, the transfer of
the conception and name of the one to the other is not figurative, but
simply founded on error.”*

The as if existential condition inherent in figurative speech and a figu-
rative state of mind is protective of the real self and has tangible liber-
ating effects. Thus, in the adhyasa-free, gauna state of consciousness,
we find the key to Advaita speech, spirituality, and theory of truth.
Having cultivated an enhanced awareness of an existing, unchang-
ing ground for the metaphysical subject (atman)—absorbing the
Upanisadic notion of dtman—an awareness concomitant with acute
recognition of the complete, paradoxical dissociation of self and non-
self (which is Sankara’s contribution to Advaita theory), Sankara, the
viveka-poet, comes to life. The author’s voice is true either by virtue
of primary meaning (mukhya) or by metaphor. The author, commit-
ted to his secret teaching, aware of the identity and oneness of Brah-
man/datman—the author who distinguishes Brahman from anything
else and remains firm in the conviction of the useless knowledge of
self as the highest (and only) good—looks perhaps like everybody

°' BSB 1.4.1; Thibaut 1891: 40-1 (dehddi-vyatiriktasyatmana atmiye dehadav
abhimano gauno na mithyeti cen na, prasiddha-vastu-bhedasya gaunatva-mukhyatva-
prasiddheh. yasya hi prasiddho vastu-bhedah, yatha kesarddi-manakrti-viseso ‘nvaya-
vyatirekabhyam simha-$abda-pratyaya-bhan mukhyo ‘nyah prasiddhah, tatas canyah
purusah prayikaih kraurya-Sauryadibhih simha-gunaih sampannah siddhah, tasya
puruse simha-sabda-pratyayau gaunau bhavato naprasiddha-vastu-bhedasya. tasya tv
anyatrdanya-sabda-pratyayau bhranti-nimittav eva bhavato na gaunau. yatha man-
dandhakare sthanur ayam ity agrhyamana-visese purusa-sabda-pratyayau sthanu-
visayau, yatha va Suktikayam akasmad rajatam iti niScitau Sabda-pratyayau,
tadvad dehadi-samghate ‘ham iti nirupacarena Sabda-pratyayav atmanatmaviveke-
notpadyamanau  katham gaunau Sakyau vaditum. atmdnatma-vivekinam api
panditanam ajavi-palanam ivaviviktau Sabda-pratyayau bhavatah. tasmad dehdadi-
vyatiriktatmastitva-vadinam dehadav aham-pratyayo mithyaiva na gaunah).
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else. In this sense, his figurative speech protects his real self, veiling
the difference between one who truly knows (imagining oneself) and
others who do not. While speaking of wives and sons, pleasures and
displeasures, jars and carpenters, servants and kings, spiders and cows,
arrows and oil, he knows all this to be speech (and thought) other than
those used by the rest of humanity. Given the fundamental distinction
(viveka) of seer (visayin) and seen (visaya), every speech-act betokens
avidya (adhyasa). Given the distinction between a real and a false self,
and the corresponding difference between secret and overt teachings,
siddhanta positions are often metaphorical, while piirva-paksa posi-
tions are often “simply wrong.” The author stands apart from both.
In his self-understanding, he is the only ultimate vivekin, the free
magician® standing on earth, silent amidst rather noisy siddhantins
and parva-paksins. “Deliciously free,” playful, enjoying the protec-
tive as well as the liberating effects of gauna speech, he celebrates his
separation from the rest of humanity, which is afflicted by adhyasa
(avidya) and unaware of the falsehood of an ordinary, non-gauna state
of mind.

52 The relation between the Advaitic separation of atman and the empirical ego and
the notion of freedom and playfulness is beyond the scope of this essay.
> D. Shulman’s expression.
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