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PREFACE

This book is one of many attempts to make some sense of Hinduism as a living
tradition, which is now joining into a globalizing world. This particular attempt is
centred on the philosophy of Advaita Vedanta, so it provides only one of many points
of view. Each view has its insights to contribute for a general audience, including
those who might see things quite differently.

A general reader will notice that diacritical marks are often used, to transliterate
words that come from Sanskrit. These marks show how to pronounce the Sanskrit
letters, as indicated roughly in the footnote below.' The reader need not worry too
much about this, because English equivalents are provided repeatedly, to help avoid
the need for Sanskrit terms.

In the end, it doesn’t really matter whether Sanskrit terms are used or avoided.
What matters is a willingness to investigate beliefs and assumptions that are taken
blindly for granted, by force of unexamined habit, in one’s own language and ideas
and attitudes.

' First, when there is a bar above a vowel, it shows that the vowel is long. Thus, ‘i’ is pro-
nounced as in the English ‘hit’, but ‘T’ is like ‘ee’ in ‘sweet’; ‘a’ is like ‘v’ in ‘hut’, but ‘@’ is
like ‘a’ in ‘father’; ‘u’ is like ‘u’ in ‘put’, ‘0’ like ‘00’ in ‘root’. The vowels ‘e’ and ‘0’ are
always long, like ‘ay’ in ‘day’ and ‘0’ in ‘go’.

Second, when there is a dot underneath a consonant, it shows a retroflex version of the
consonant, with the tongue doubled back and touching the top of the palate. So ‘t’ is like the
soft Italian ‘t’ in “pasta’, but ‘t’ is more like the hard English ‘t’ in ‘table’. Similarly, ‘d’ is
pronounced as in the Italian ‘dolce’, ‘d’ more like in the English ‘desk’.

Third, the letter ‘h’ is always used to indicate a breathy ‘h’ sound. Thus ‘th’ is not pro-
nounced like ‘th’ in ‘this’. Instead it is like the ‘th-h’ in ‘bath-house’. And ‘th’ is like the ‘t-h’
in ‘goat-herd’.

Fourth, ‘§’ and ‘s’ are each pronounced like the ‘sh’ in ‘shine’; ‘c’ like ‘ch’ in ‘chat’; ‘r’
and ‘I’ like ‘ri’ and ‘li’ in ‘Krishna’ and ‘clip’; and ‘i’ followed by a vowel like ‘ny’ in
‘banyan’.






Part 1 — Learning from the Past

HISTORY AND LEARNING AMONG HINDUS

Living History

Hindus have a strong sense of history. Their past goes back a long way; and they
often think of it, in the present. However, there is a complication. The Hindu tradition
tells us many stories about its own past; but these stories are not plain history. They
are not plain records of past events. As the stories were told, a large element of myth
and legend was intimately woven in.

This was of course an imaginative device, which was used to convey many subtle
kinds of knowledge. Today, we live in a kind of society that depends on printing and
other modern media, to organize information and to spread it widely among different
classes of people. In this modern kind of society, an intellectual education is far more
widely available than it could be in traditional times, before the introduction of
printing. Then, of necessity, the ability to think in abstract terms was confined to an
elite few. So there was far more use of myths and legends. They were used as creative
metaphors — to represent an underlying subtlety of knowledge, in a more concrete way
than the abstractions of intellectual thought.

In the Hindu tradition, this mythical element was particularly strong. It helped to
pass on knowledge; but it complicated the recording of ordinary facts in the external
world of physical space and time. As compared with the West or the Middle East or
China, the Hindu tradition provides us with little by way of chronicles that are plainly
and straightforwardly historical.

Before the nineteenth century, Hindus did not take much to the habit of writing
plain history, with the primary purpose of chronicling their lives and times. They
passed down many myths and legends, many inspiring works of art, some profound
ways of thought, many practical techniques for the cultivation of mind and body, and
many idealized prescriptions of how things ought to be done. But, in this rich heri-
tage, there is a curious lack of plain description, to tell us ordinary facts about histori-
cal persons and the events that took place in their lives.

For chronicles of Hindu history, we often have to rely on the accounts of travellers
to India. For the early classical period of the Mauryas and their successors, we have
ancient Greek and Persian accounts, from Alexander’s invasion and the contacts that
it opened up. For the later classical period of the Guptas and their successors, we have
the accounts of Chinese pilgrims, who came to visit the birthplace of the Buddha. For
the medieval period, we have accounts by Islamic historians and scholars, who were
associated with invasions from the Middle East. And for the colonial period, there are
Christian and European accounts, which have set out a modern framework for writing
Indian history.

But these are all accounts from the outside. They describe the Hindu tradition
through foreign eyes. That leaves us with a delicate question. How does the tradition
tell its own story? Where can we ask how it sees itself, from the inside?

One answer is simple and obvious. We can look in the living tradition, as it is prac-
tised today. Through rituals and exercises, through questions and discussions, through
stories and values, the tradition has a long history of handing over knowledge, from



person to person. That knowledge is very much alive in those individuals who take to
it and make it their own today.

It is here that Hinduism comes to life and tells its own story: as a tradition of
knowledge that keeps renewing itself, from generation to generation. That is its living
history, telling us of a long past where knowledge has similarly been kept alive.

‘Heard’ and ‘Remembered’ Texts

According to an old convention, the Hindu tradition is founded upon a collection of
texts called Sruti. The word ‘$ruti’ means “direct hearing’ or ‘immediate listening’. It
implies that these texts had a special religious status. They were not meant to be read,
as the written-down records of various personal authors. Instead, they were meant to
be heard, as direct expressions of a divine principle that speaks through them sponta-
neously. They were meant for direct listening — to a timeless principle that is always
fresh and alive, beyond all time-worn records of passing events and persons.

Of the Sruti texts, the earliest are the four Vedas. Their main use was for chanting,
in the performance of Vedic rituals. This ritual performance and its results are de-
scribed in a second set of Sruti texts, which are called the Brahmanas. In a third set,
called the Aranyakas, the rituals are interpreted as symbolic, of a deeper and broader
meaning that involves the entire universe. And finally, there is a fourth set of Sruti
texts, called the Upanisads, where the rituals are left behind. They are seen as outward
acts — directed towards temporary and superficial results — in a questionable world. So
there is a reflection back, to ask for clear knowledge of underlying truth.

The Sruti texts are very old. In classical times, they were already old; and they
were seen as representing the authentic source of true knowledge. From this basic
source, further systems and branches of learning were developed: as ways of explain-
ing and supplementing the fundamental principles that the Srutis had already revealed.
These further systems and branches of learning were described in a second category
of texts, which were called Smrti.

The word ‘smrti’ means ‘memory’ or ‘calling to mind’. It implies the indirectness
of recalling something from the past, and having to interpret it in the present. The
Smrti texts were recognized as personal and cultural compositions, created by various
authors. And it was recognized that these texts were indirect, that they depended upon
interpretation. The interpretations were made in a wide range of disciplines that
developed along with the texts.

We can think of the texts as having three main uses. First, they codified customs
and prescribed systems of practice: as for example in the codes of conduct called
Dharma-$astras, or in Patafijali’s Yoga-siitras. Second, they analysed ideas and built
intellectual systems: as in the schools of philosophy called Dar$anas. And third, they
recorded the telling of imaginative and instructive stories: as in the Ramayana and the
Mahabharata epics, or in the religious myths of the Puranas.

For a modern reader, the distinction of Sruti and Smrti can be rather puzzling. Why
were the Sruti texts so special that they were supposed to be heard directly from a
divine principle? Why refuse to accept that they must be interpreted as the composi-
tions of various personal authors, just like the Smrtis or like any other text? Clearly,
this is a traditional convention which a modern reader does not have to take literally.
But then, what does it show?

In the first place, it shows a distinction between two kinds of knowledge: direct and
indirect. Direct knowledge was represented by the Sruti texts. As founding texts for



the whole, diverse tradition, they stood for a central source and a common basis that
underlies all experience. And, in calling them ‘$ruti’ or ‘immediate listening’, this
common basis was identified as direct knowledge — where no uncertain faculties of
body or mind, nor any cultural constructions can get in the way of clear truth.

The Smrti texts were recognized as cultural compositions, built by our partial fac-
ulties of feeling, thought and action. By calling them ‘smrti’ or ‘memory’, they were
identified as indirect and partial expressions, which need interpretation through a
variety of disciplines. So they stood for differing ways of approach, towards an
ultimate truth that was also their common foundation. In a direct sense, they did not
represent knowledge itself, but only ways of expressing it.

By Word of Mouth

In actual practice, both Smrti and Sruti texts depended upon a more immediate source,
as the texts themselves often acknowledge. That source was the living knowledge of
an individual teacher, who used the texts to pass the knowledge on.

As the terms ‘$ruti’ (hearing) and ‘smrti’ (memory) show, this was primarily an
oral tradition. The emphasis was not, as it is today, on reading and writing; but instead
on listening, reciting and remembering. A teacher would recite some passage of text;
the students would listen carefully and recite after. And the recitation would be
repeated, until it was committed to memory. In the course of such education, a stu-
dent’s memory would get more and more trained, so that less and less recitation
would be needed to remember.

For the Sruti texts, there was a traditional ban on using any written texts when
passing them on. They were meant to be learned entirely by hearing and recitation,
without reading or referring to anything written. For the Smrtis, written texts could be
used, but they were so hard to come by and so cumbersome that they were used for
occasional reference only. So, for both Sruti and Smirti texts, by far the greater part of
learning was through hearing and recitation.

In short, the traditional method of education was predominantly oral. It did not de-
pend upon written texts or printed publications or audio or video recordings or elec-
tronic and computer media, to anything like the same extent as the modern education
that we take for granted today. In traditional education, there was far less use of
libraries and publications media. And hence, there was far less use of organized
institutions — to collect and maintain libraries, and to prepare and distribute publica-
tions through various kinds of media.

With far less use of media and institutions, traditional learning depended more in-
tensively on person to person contact. Methods and systems of learning were suited
for passing on from individual teacher to individual student, with relatively little use
of written texts or libraries or academic organizations. For a traditional student, the
individual teacher loomed far larger than we are used to today. A very large part of
the student’s horizon was filled by the texts that the teacher recited and by the expla-
nations and instructions that the teacher gave. There wasn’t much alternative to learn
from. There was far less to read, far less available information, far less contact with
people from other places, far less access to other teachings and teachers than we take
for granted now.

This emphasis, on oral learning and the individual teacher, is generally found in
many traditions before the widespread use of printing. It is not found only in India,
but also in Europe and elsewhere. In Europe, printing took root in the fifteenth cen-
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tury and went on growing after that. So its impact on the European and Western
tradition is more than 500 years old. In India, it was only in the nineteenth century
that printing began to have a significant effect upon the Hindu tradition. So here, the
impact of printing is much more recent. It is somewhere around a century and a half
old.

In the late nineteenth century, modern schools began to be developed by Hindus,
teaching in their own languages and making use of printed books. The traditional
system — of oral reciting — continued alongside the developing modern system, until
after the middle of the twentieth century. Till then, many Hindus were still tradition-
ally educated, either as an alternative or as a supplement to the new kind of education
that was spreading fast through modern schools and colleges.

Traditional Authority

Thus, in the Hindu tradition, the old ways of learning are much less in the past than in
Europe and the West. This has the advantage that we can look at these old ways more
closely. They went along with old attitudes and manners of expression that are no
longer appropriate, to the rather different way in which we learn and understand
things today. So we also have a problem. The Hindu tradition is still expressed in
unfamiliar ways that confuse us and are difficult to understand. The old texts and
teachings need reinterpretation in familiar, modern terms whose meaning we can
understand more clearly.

In particular, the old texts were expressed in a rather condensed way — so that more
could be said, with less labour of recitation and memorization. Such a condensed
expression was often didactic and cryptic. It often took the didactic form of short and
bare assertions, which were not immediately understood. They had to be accepted on
authority, without at first much explanation why or how.

That required an attitude of faith and obedience, to undertake the labour of memo-
rizing long passages of incomprehensible text whose value had to be taken on trust.
The attitude was: ‘First do as you are told. Keep on reciting the texts. When explana-
tions are given to you, listen very carefully. Then keep reflecting, on what has been
said. Recite, listen and reflect, over and over again. Keep on repeating this, without
giving up. Eventually, little by little, the riches of meaning will dawn.’

In the modern world, we take quite a different approach. Because information and
explanations are so freely available, we can encourage questioning right from the
start. Our approach is to ask immediately for the meaning of what we read or hear,
and to remember it for the sense that it makes to us. We try to make sense of things,
and our memories follow after that. In short, we first ask and then remember.

The traditional approach was just the reverse. It was: ‘First remember, repeat and
listen, intensively. Then, when you are ready for it, reflect and ask.” Traditional
learning was a highly repetitive and laborious affair. The repetition and the labour
were needed to pass on the texts, from person to person, with minimal use of written
books and records. For, before printing, such books and records were too cumbersome
to reproduce and to use extensively.

Of course, both modern and traditional education have the same final goal, of in-
vestigating and understanding. But in modern education, the approach is extensive: by
reproducing and spreading information widely, through the mechanized use of exter-
nal media. In traditional education, the approach was intensive: through the personal
labours of teacher and student. The texts described and represented the formal com-



11

ponents of learning, as encapsulated in highly condensed forms of expression. They
were passed on, explained and brought to life by the individual teacher, who embod-
ied the informal essence of knowledge.

An Individual Emphasis

However great the authority ascribed to the texts, it was always external. In actual
practice, all texts depended upon their use and interpretation by a living teacher. The
teacher’s individuality was the immediate centre of the tradition, for each student.
And that remains the same, very much so, today.

Through this individual emphasis, the Hindu tradition can be seen as many-centred.
It has many versions — each of which may be seen as the best, for those who have
taken to it. For someone who looks through a particular version, that version is central
and the others are peripheral. Such an attitude, of cultural relativism, runs through the
Hindu tradition. It is found in many texts, starting with the earliest that we know, the
Rg-veda. And the same relativism is acknowledged as a basic ideal by a great many
Hindus today.

According to this ideal, different views — and differing cultures — provide us with
alternative and complementary approaches. One needs to be fully committed, to the
approach that one currently takes, in order to take it seriously. Such a full commit-
ment is needed, for each particular approach, in order to make a proper use of it. But
as a particular approach is made, that approach becomes central. So each approach
results in a particular centre — which seems different from other centres, resulting
from other approaches.

A question then arises, of how these different centres are to be reconciled. This
question runs through the Hindu tradition, along with the ideal of cultural relativism.



SOCIETY AND CASTE

Social Classes — Jati and Varna

In Hindu society, there was a coalition of different groups, called ‘jatis’. A jati was a
hereditary group — a group into which a person was born and then remained for life,
till death or excommunication or voluntary renunciation (sannyasa) of normal worldly
society. Generally, one inherited one’s jati from one’s parents, sometimes from one
parent only.

Each jati had its special customs and conventions, its special myths and beliefs, its
special rituals and gods — which set it apart from other jatis. But, among different
jatis, culture was also shared in common, to a greater or lesser degree. There was thus
a sensitive balance — between keeping the jatis apart and relating them into a common
society of shared interests, in villages, towns, kingdoms and broader cultural regions.

In early myths from the Rg-veda, three social classes are mentioned, each with its
place in human society:

» First, there were the priests, who chanted the sacred verses and performed the
rituals, so as to mediate between human beings and the divine.

* Second, there were warriors and nobles, who took to arms and ruled, for the sake
of honour and justice. They were described by the word ‘ksatriya’, which means
‘sovereign’ or ‘ruling’.

* Third, there were the common people, who came under the protection of ksatriya
rule. This third class — of commoners — was described by the word ‘vi$’, which has
many implications. It means ‘entering’ or ‘pervading’, and hence ‘being common’.
It also means ‘settling down onto’, and hence it implies ‘property’ or ‘wealth’. In
early Vedic society, the majority of common people were probably farmers, arti-
sans and traders. Evidently, the ideal was that they should produce goods and ser-
vices, in settled lives of growing wealth and prosperity, under the protection of a
just ksatriya rule.

In a late hymn from the Rg-veda (10.90), a fourth class was added to the previous
three. The hymn describes a universal spirit, called ‘Purusa’. The word ‘purusa’
means a ‘man’ or a ‘person’. In particular, it refers to an essential spirit which is
expressed in each of our personalities. In this hymn, a universal ‘Purusa’ or ‘Person’
is mythically described. Here, ‘Purusa’ is an undying spirit whose body is the whole
universe, and whose actions are everything that happens:

Purusa is truly all of this:

whatever has been, whatever will be.

That is the Lord of deathlessness — from which,

through food, it grows beyond [expressed outside,

here in the world of change and death]. -10.90.2

The hymn goes on to describe the cosmos in its various aspects: the regions of space,
the cycle of seasons, human society and culture, celestial bodies and gods. Each
aspect is described as a cosmic sacrifice of the one Purusa, thus creating divisions and
differences. For the aspect of human society, Purusa is pictured as a human body,
which was sacrificed by dividing it into parts. The hymn says:

12
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Its mouth was the brahmin.

Of the arms, the ruler was made.

Of its thighs, the vaisya.

From the feet, the Sudra was born. —10.90.12

This stanza describes a division of society into four classes. They are clearly ranked
according to status, from high to low. The first three have already been mentioned in
the early part of the Rg-veda. The priests are called by the name ‘brahmin’ (‘brah-
mana’ in Sanskrit). Next come the ruling ksatriyas. The third class is called ‘vaisya’,
which is a different form of the word ‘vi§’. But this is no longer the lowest class. So
there is a shift of emphasis — away from the implication of ‘common’ people, towards
a higher status that came to be associated with wealth and commerce.

The fourth group, called ‘Sudra’, is not mentioned in the early Veda. In this late
Vedic hymn, the §udras are pictured metaphorically — as the ‘feet’ of society, thus
implying an ideal of service and support. There is of course a dark side to the meta-
phor. It indicates that the sudras were in a ‘fallen’ state, of servitude to the classes
above them. What sort of servitude was it? How far was it like the subjugation and
exploitation that we have recently seen, in nineteenth and twentieth century India? It
is all too easy to jump to conclusions. But for ancient India, particularly for the Vedic
period, we can only guess and surmise. We do not have the historical records to give
us a reliable picture.

We do not even know how far these four classes were jatis (or hereditary groups),
at the time of the Vedas and the early Upanisads. We know of jatis only later, when
we have more records. In classical times — when Hindu kingdoms and empires flour-
ished — we have a few, rather sketchy indications. In the medieval period — when
Hindu society continued developing under the political supremacy of Islamic con-
querors from the Middle East — we learn a little more. But fuller records, which flesh
out the picture, come only with modern communications — during British rule and
Indian independence — in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

As Hinduism grew and spread, a great many jatis were formed, in a variety of dif-
ferent ways. Some jatis were formed by warrior tribes and peoples, who adopted
Hindu ideas and accepted the ritual authority of brahmin priests. For example, in
north-western India, many invaders and conquerors were assimilated, to form the
rajput clans. And, in southern India, brahmins from the north were welcomed by local
rulers and martial tribes, who took to Hindu ways. They used brahmin rituals to
legitimate their power, they acquired Sanskrit learning, and they formed jatis of their
own.

Some jatis were formed by migration; as, for example, various brahmin jatis were
established in southern India by migration from the north. Some jatis were formed by
trade and occupation, as for example the various jatis of traders and artisans and other
specialists that are found all over India. The lower jatis were of course regarded as
degraded peoples — who had fallen into subjugation and servitude, through a combina-
tion of human failing, military conquest and economic exploitation.

Many jatis were ethnically formed — as various local and regional groups adopted
classical Hindu ideas and Sanskrit forms, on top of their ethnic customs, their folk
culture and their vernacular languages. Some jatis, like the lingayats in Karnataka,
were formed by religious affiliation: as the followers of a particular teacher or reli-
gious sect.
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There were a great many jatis, in a social system that could be very complex. On
the one hand, different jatis depended on one another, in an overall exchange of goods
and services. On the other hand, over the generations, there was a natural drive for
each jati to claim more power and status, in competition with other jatis. In this long-
term competition, power and status were acknowledged through the old idea of the
four classes, which took its authority from an ancient, mythological past.

In Sanskrit, the four classes were called ‘varnas’. In English, the word ‘varna’ is
usually translated as ‘caste’. Thus, we speak of the ‘four castes’. A reader may won-
der why the word ‘caste’ has been avoided. The problem is that the Sanskrit word
‘jati’ is also translated as ‘caste’. So, when applied to Hindu society, the word ‘caste’
can mean either ‘varna’ or ‘jati’. The two meanings are quite different.

» There were an indefinite number of jatis. They were social groups into which
people were born. Each jati had its own history, which gave it an ethnic flavour of
its own. In traditional Hindu society, a person’s jati provided the intimate cultural
environment of family life and upbringing. And it also provided a network of
community relationships. Through this combination of family culture and commu-
nal networking, the jati was — for its various members — the effective base from
which they conducted their social and worldly affairs.

» Unlike the jatis, the number of varnas was essentially fixed. According to ancient
tradition, fixed by the authority of the Vedas, there were just four varnas. This was
not a plainly historical description, of actual social groups. Nor was it a straight-
forward code of conduct, to anything like the same extent as the legal and institu-
tional codes that govern a modern society. Instead, the fourfold varnas were a
highly mythical set of ideals, which had to be interpreted in very flexible and deli-
cate ways.

As Hindu society developed, it became more and more complex; so that its mythical
ideals required a more and more flexible interpretation. In course of time, the society
gradually outgrew its traditional ideals and conventions. They became increasingly
artificial, and were threatened by the very flexibility that was needed to apply them.
To protect themselves, they developed artificial rigidities, in proportion to their
increasingly complex and often devious application.

The caste system is a prime example of how the tradition outgrew some of its an-
cient ideals. We have our usual problem here, with the history of Hindu society. Until
the nineteenth century, when Hindus began keeping more plainly historical records,
our information is very patchy. So, for a fuller knowledge of ancient and medieval
history, we have to do a lot of interpreting back, from the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. But, by the nineteenth century, Hindu society was in a rather decadent state
— at the end of a long medieval period in which the classical systems had been decay-
ing for over a thousand years.

In the caste system, there was a somewhat corrupt and hypocritical disjunction be-
tween the current practice of jatis (hereditary groups) and the ancient varna ideal of a
fourfold hierarchy. In its details, the situation differed considerably, from one part of
India to another. But the basic pattern was similar, stemming from a shared tradition.
So, for a concrete example, let us consider the social system in southern Kerala, in the
princely states of Travancore and Cochin — which remained under a traditional and
well-administered Hindu rule, until Indian independence in 1947.
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In ritual status, the highest group were the nambudiri brahmins. Next were other
groups of brahmins, in particular the Tamil-speaking brahmins from the neighbouring
state of Tamil Nadu. Though these different groups were all ranked ritually as brah-
mins, they were separate jatis, who did not marry amongst each other.

Below the brahmins, there were a variety of ‘temple-servant’ castes. As their name
implied, they were traditionally occupied in relation to the temples, and they some-
times had priestly functions. But they were not ranked as brahmins. In fact, they were
not acknowledged as any one of the four varnas. Ritually, they had an intermediate
status: below the brahmins, but above the next group, who were the nayars.

The nayars were the warrior class, from whom the kings and the ruling nobility
came. They were educated in Sanskrit and followed ksatriya ideals; but they were not
given the ritual status of ksatriyas. For the brahmins ranked them as $tidras.

Below the nayars came a group called the ‘Travas’. As their name implies, their
traditional occupation was to tap toddy. From this association with an intoxicating
drink, their ritual status was low and polluting. They were not even ranked as $tidras.
Instead, they were ranked below all four varnas: as outcastes and untouchables. And
yet, there were families among them who had prospered: who engaged in trade and
commerce, owned reasonably prosperous estates, contributed warriors to the army,
and were educated in Sanskrit.

Besides the 1ravas, there were a great variety of groups who were ritual outcastes
and untouchables, ranked below the four varnas. But, in actual practice, these ‘out-
caste’ groups were often integrated into Hindu society. They depended on the society;
and the society depended on them, all too often at the cost of their exploitation.

Moreover there were non-Hindu groups. In particular, there were various sects of
Syrian Christians, who had been established in Kerala for well over a millennium and
a half, since the early centuries of the Common Era. They were well-integrated into
the social system, as respected members of society. They had some education in
Sanskrit; and they were often part of the landed aristocracy, with the same sort of rank
as similarly landed nayars.

This is only a general and rather simplified picture; but it is enough to show an ob-
vious disjunction between the varna ideal and the social practice that it was supposed
to regulate. Ritually, only two of the four varnas were recognized. The nambudiris
and some other groups were recognized as brahmins. But no groups of warrior nobil-
ity were recognized as true ksatriyas. No commercial and professional groups were
recognized as vaiSyas, though the actual society of Kerala was thriving in trade and in
professional skills. Besides the brahmins, the only varna recognized was that of the
sudras. According to the varna ideal, this was the class of uneducated labourers. And
in this menial class was placed the nayar aristocracy — including the highest nobility
and even the kings of the realm, despite the historical fact that the nobles and kings
were highly cultured and educated.

In fact, there was a glaring discrepancy between ritual and social status. Though
the nayars had a low ritual status as $udras (or menial labourers), they had a high
social status as warriors and nobles and kings. It was in regard to this social status that
they followed ksatriya ideals.

Moreover, there were some Tamil brahmins who were traditionally employed as
cooks by the aristocracy, because their high ritual status meant that the food they
cooked would not be polluting to any caste. But then, as employees and cooks, their
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social status was lowered — beneath that of their employers, who could be of lower
ritual status.

In practice, even the nambudiri brahmins acknowledged the social status of the
nayar aristocracy, through a curious custom called ‘sambandham’ or ‘relationship’.
The relationship was between a nambudiri gentleman and a nayar lady. It was not
quite a full-fledged marriage, but it was accepted as a respectable relationship. The
nayar lady would stay in her joint family home, which would become a sort of second
home for the nambudiri. The children were perfectly legitimate, and belonged to the
nayar family. But neither the nayar lady, nor the children, could visit the nambudiri at
his joint family home. Nor could they associate with his family. For that would be
polluting to the nambudiris.

In this quasi-marital relationship, the nambudiri gentleman would have to visit his
wife and children at their home. And when he did so, he was ritually polluted by his
contact with them. Before performing any rituals or before returning to his ancestral
home, he had to take a ritual bath, to cleanse himself of the pollution. There was thus
a ritual divide — between the father on the one side, and the mother and children on
the other. This could of course be cruel, on both sides. It made the mother and chil-
dren feel inferior and unwanted. And it made the father feel coldly distanced — as he
remained something of an outsider, among those who could otherwise have been his
closest family.

But this custom had two important functions, in Kerala society. On the one hand, it
helped the nambudiris to maintain their excellence in culture and learning, by prevent-
ing the break-up of their ancestral estates. In nambudiri families, it was customary
that only the eldest son should take a nambudiri wife and have nambudiri children.
The other sons would enter into relationships with nayar women, so that they would
not produce a potentially divisive proliferation of nambudiri offspring.

And, on the other hand, these same relationships helped to pass on classical learn-
ing from brahmins to nayars. Over the generations, this was one of the ways in which
the nayar nobility had become so highly educated, and had come to the position of
joint partners in learning with the brahmins. Some brahmins even entered into such
quasi-marital relationships with the more prosperous of irava families, thus helping to
pass on classical education to them as well.

To a modern reader, the caste system can seem merely awful and inhuman. It raises
barriers between different classes of people; and it gives those barriers a supposedly
divine sanction, by ritualizing them. Then, to get past the same barriers, it adopts
devious means, like the quasi-marital relationships described above.

However, the ideals of caste had also a positive side. At their own historical time,
they played a useful and necessary part in the functioning of Hindu society. This was
a time when learning could not be passed on extensively, through mechanized media
like printing. Texts and pictures could not be reproduced by automatic machines and
widely distributed through society. Information and learning were conveyed through
intensive personal labour — from person to person, from teacher to student. So educa-
tion required an attitude of reverence and obedience, in order to undertake the intense
and sustained effort that was involved in personally reproducing and learning the
traditional forms of expression. And such an education could only be passed on to a
favoured few.

In that historical situation, knowledge was pursued esoterically, in restricted and
revered groups of people, who were kept specially free from distracting intrusions.
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Barriers of ritual purity, and of social class, were maintained in order to keep special
areas free for the pursuit of knowledge and excellence, in personal and social life.
Such barriers had their costs; but they also brought returns, both to individuals and to
society as a whole.

Today, the negative side of caste has naturally come into focus — as an outdated
social system that is now giving way to something more democratic. But, to under-
stand Indian history, it helps to get past one’s modern prejudices; and thus to look also
at the positive side of caste ideals. For each of the four varnas was associated with a
positive ideal which Hindus have looked up to, for some thousands of years.

Brahmins

The brahmanical ideal was one of sacred knowledge. First and foremost, the brahmins
were priests, who cultivated a sacred knowledge of the divine. A brahmin boy was
trained to recite the sacred chants. In particular, he was trained to recite one or more
of the four Vedas. That entitled him to receive the initiation which made him a full-
fledged brahmin. Only after that was he instructed in classical Sanskrit, so as to
receive an intellectual education.

But the brahmins were not quite like Christian priests, who belong to some insti-
tuted church. Nor, like Jain or Buddhist monks, did they belong to monastic organiza-
tions. Brahmanical traditions did not centre primarily upon broadly organized institu-
tions, but rather upon particular lineages of learning.

In Sanskrit, such a lineage is called a ‘parampara’. It is a line of teachers who have
handed learning down, in an unbroken chain of direct personal contact. Each teacher
has received learning directly, face to face, as the student of a previous teacher. This
kind of lineage was emphasized because it represented the unwritten essence of
knowledge. It represented the informal part of learning — the part that requires a subtle
and delicate communication from person to person, beneath the gross forms of words
and other external expressions.

There is of course an inbuilt limitation here. The traditional pararmpara (or teaching
lineage) was a formalized representation of something that is essentially informal.
Thus, inevitably, it had its limitations and its biases. In particular, it had a tendency to
stay restricted within particular families and ethnic groups; and it discouraged the
brahmins from forming more universal organizations — in the way that Jain and
Buddhist monks formed sanghas, and that Christian priests formed church communi-
ties. In this sense, the brahmins were priests without a church.

In the absence of a universal church or sangha, brahmins continued to formalize
learning through myths and legends that were idiosyncratic to particular lineages. This
is one evident reason for the lack of historical writing in the Hindu tradition. When
different kinds of people join together, to form broader organizations like a church or
a sangha, that is a major incentive for writing historical records. There is a certain
self-consciousness about such an organization; so it is encouraged to write down how
it was founded, what its constitution is, and how it grows. Moreover, as such records
are written, they require agreement from the different groups who are being organized
together; so there is a tendency to strip away the idiosyncrasies of myth and legend,
and thus to write plainer history.

Such a development, of historical recording, took place in Christian Europe, in the
Islamic middle east, and among Jains and Buddhists in India. It took place rather less
among Hindus, whose written records are somewhat less plainly historical than Jain
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and Buddhist records in the same country. For Hindu accounts of the past were
written by brahmins — who had a tendency to stay centred upon their particular line-
ages, instead of forming more universal organizations.

This tendency gave the brahmins a special flexibility, which was crucial to Hindu
society and politics. They did not band together politically, to form a centralized body
like the Christian church. Their political connections were highly decentralized, with
local rulers and nobility. Instead of forming a separate political body, they served as
priests and advisers to the ruling nobility. Here, the ideal was that the brahmin’s
sacred knowledge should educate those who ruled, and should thus ground the rulers’
decisions in the underlying justice of a divine order.

Ksatriyas

The ksatriya ideal was one of true justice. At the centre of this ideal, there is a basic
question. In a world of conflicting powers and mixed interests, how can what is true
and right be told apart from what is false and wrong? Thus the question of true
knowledge was fundamental to brahmin and ksatriya alike.

But where a brahmin was trained in sacred chants and rituals, a ksatriya was
trained in courage and skill at arms and in determination and judgement at statesman-
ship. So, while the brahmin was inclined towards formal learning and symbolic
religion, the ksatriya was inclined to a more practical and direct engagement with the
secular world of ordinary affairs. These two approaches were complementary; and
they led to an inherent partnership of brahmin and ksatriya.

In the political sphere, the partnership is obvious. The brahmin provided religious
legitimacy and learned advice, for the military force of the ksatriya. In return, the
ksatriya provided patronage and protection, for the brahmanical development of
learning and culture.

But the partnership went much further than that. It was intimately involved in the
pursuit of knowledge. The brahmins composed most of the texts in which the tradition
has been recorded. However, a tradition is not just an accumulation of texts and
records carried passively along, like some ceremonial procession of mummified
corpses and relics carried by mourners in remembrance of their dead. More vitally, a
tradition lives and grows through face to face teaching and discussion — as situations
and issues arise, and as questions are asked and answered in the course of current life.

Here, through living discussions and teachings, the ksatriyas played a major role —
as partners who had much to contribute, in the tradition of learning that the brahmins
were codifying and recording. In the Vedas, with their religious and ritual emphasis,
this ksatriya role is not much described. But it is prominent in the Upanisads, which
turn towards philosophical enquiry. Here, there are many discussions between ksatri-
yas and brahmins; and the discussions are by no means one-sided. The brahmins are
supposed to know more, but the discussions often show that they do not. Surprisingly
often, it is a ksatriya who teaches the highest truth, and a brahmin who learns.

The Upanisads thus show an ideal of true knowledge in which both brahmin and
ksatriya share. The same ideal is shown in the Ramayana and Mahabharata epics, and
in the more mythological Puranas. It has continued into modern history, as for exam-
ple in the princely states of Travancore and Cochin. There, in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, the ruling nobility were fine scholars and poets. In response to the
changing times, they collaborated with both brahmins and Christian missionaries, to
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lay the foundations of a modern educational system that has proved remarkably
successful.

VaiSyas

The vaiSya ideal was one of productive enterprise. So the vaiSyas were wealth crea-
tors, engaged in a variety of highly skilled professions. They produced goods, through
agriculture and craft; and they traded for profit. Part of that profit was taxed by the
state; but enough was left for many to amass commercial fortunes — as landowners,
merchants and financiers. To promote their interests, they organized themselves
across family and communal divisions, in professional and commercial guilds (called
‘Srenis’).

Like brahmins and ksatriyas, the vaiSyas were greatly concerned with skill and
knowledge. But their approach was pragmatic, through the achievement of profit and
its accumulation into lasting wealth. This vai§ya aim of profit was decidedly ranked
lower than ksatriya and brahmin aims of just power and sacred truth. But it had
several advantages.

Economically, the vai§yas made money — which could be contributed as patronage
to brahmins, or to Buddhist or Jain monasteries, or to any cause that the giver found
appropriate. Politically, the vaiSyas could leverage position and power, by acting as
financiers for the projects and the treasuries of ruling governments. And socially, the
vaiSyas developed extensive networks of trade and industry; thus opening up contacts
between different regions and peoples, with their differing cultures.

Beyond these economic, political and social factors, how far were the vaisyas di-
rectly involved in the pursuit of knowledge? Again, there is the problem of recording,
even more so than with the ksatriyas. Since the vaiSyas were more distanced from the
brahmin recorders of tradition, their association with learning is further in the back-
ground of recorded descriptions. But there is an indication that this association may
run a little deeper than is immediately apparent.

In the Hindu social system, the theory of karma was crucial. It enabled people to
accept their very unequal positions. But its whole approach is one of profit and loss —
resulting from a person’s actions and accruing over the course of time. This approach
is clearly connected with the vai$ya ideal; and it does show a tradition of learning in
which there was room for those who practised the ideal.

In recent history, no less a person than Mahatma Gandhi was of vaiSya stock. He
was a baniya from Gujarat, famous for his pragmatic intelligence and practical ethics,
which bore the clear stamp of his social origins. In his own way, he was very much a
man of knowledge, as can be seen from the title of his autobiography: My Experi-
ments with Truth.

Suidras
The $udra ideal was one of faithful service. A §udra was supposed to labour, in ser-
vice to those of higher station. And the higher classes were supposed to have the
resources and the judgement to reward that labour with an appropriate return. It was
not for the §udra to demand; but to serve in a spirit of obedience and faith, towards
those who were fit to be served.

Of course, such an attitude can seem quite repugnant, to a modern, democratic
view. It can seem no more than self-serving hypocrisy that the upper classes should
have insisted on such undemanding obedience, towards themselves. And it can seem
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no less than inhuman that the lower classes should have been forced into a grovelling
acceptance of their inferiority and their loss of personal freedom.

But it would be wrong to conclude that the $udra ideal was only negative. What
upsets us is its acceptance of personal dependence. Today, we have come to develop a
new kind of society, which is centred upon an ideal of individual freedom. But tradi-
tional societies were different. They were unable to provide the growth of individual
opportunity that we take for granted today. So they had a tendency to emphasize an
ideal of acceptance and personal surrender. In its proper context, that surely is a
positive ideal, at the centre of traditional religion.

In Hindu society, of classical and medieval times, that positive ideal was exempli-
fied by the lowly status of the sudra. In fact, the ideal was not restricted to sudras, but
was central to personal relationships throughout society. In an ideal sense, each
person was in a relationship of trusting obedience towards someone higher. A child
was in such a relationship with a parent or elder, a student with a teacher, a wife with
her husband, a vassal with his lord, a subject with the king, a devotee with God. In the
traditional hierarchy, everyone was meant to serve with faith and devotion. Each lord
served overlords; and in the end each king, like every subject, was the mere servant of
a divine principle that transcended all social distinctions.

Over the last two thousand years or more, the religion of the Puranas has developed
progressively, as a popular movement of religious devotion. Here, the lower classes
were not excluded; but played a vital and increasing part, as saints and devotees.
Traditionally, this is a way to truth that has been open to everyone, regardless of caste.

And in modern times, closely connected ideals of devoted service have inspired a
great variety of social organizations, religious and secular, to work for the uplift of
disadvantaged communities.

Outcastes

Taken together, the four varnas made up an ideal model of human society, as sanc-
tioned by the authority of Vedic tradition. Of course the ideal did not quite fit. There
was society outside the tradition and its mythically stylized ideals.

First, there were foreigners with different languages and cultures, associated with
distant lands. There was a certain prejudice against them, indicated by calling them
‘mlecchas’ or ‘barbarians’.’ But there was also a constructive engagement with
foreigners: both through trade and travel abroad and through the assimilation of
foreign communities in India. Sometimes, like the rajputs, such communities could
become assimilated to the extent of forming Hindu jatis that accepted Vedic authority.
Or, like many Greek, Christian, Islamic, Parsi, Jewish and Chinese communities,
there could be an accommodation that gave the community an effective status of
social and cultural respect; though ritually its position remained alien, outside the
sanction of the varna hierarchy.

* In Sanskrit, the word ‘mleccha’ means ‘indistinct’ or ‘unintelligible’, and it is associated
with a ‘mlecch’ sound that Indian ears still tend to hear in foreign tongues. Similarly, the
Sanskrit ‘barbara’ means ‘stammering’, and it is associated with an unintelligible ‘bar-bar’
sound — like the cognate Greek word ‘barbaros’, from which the English ‘barbarian’ is
derived.
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Second, there were highly civilized communities, like Jains and Buddhists, who
were of local origin but who did not accept Vedic authority. They shared with Hindus
a common tradition of language and regional culture; but they followed different
teachings and they recognized the authority of different texts and teachers. The result
was a vigorous interaction, including both competition and co-operation; so that
Buddhists, Jains and Hindus all played a vital part in developing a common tradition
that each could draw upon. Buddhists and Jains did not follow the ritual hierarchy of
varna, but they did manage to live with Hindus — in a common society that gave them
a respected place, as active participants in it.

Third, even within the Hindu fold, most groups of people were not adequately de-
scribed by merely identifying them with one of the four varnas. This problem was
often approached (as in the codes of conduct recorded in the Dharma-$astras) by
elaborating the four-varna ideal. Thus, sub-castes could be considered, as subdivisions
of each varna. And there could be intermediate castes, with a status somewhere in
between two varnas. Then there was the problem of different castes getting mixed, by
intermarriage or adultery. Such indiscriminate mixing was regarded with some horror
— as subversive to the whole hierarchy, and to the purity that it was supposed to
maintain. So the children of mixed unions were supposed to have a low status, often
below the level of §udras. In this and other ways, by virtue of defiling origin or
actions, a number of groups were considered outcastes. They were lower than the
lowest varna, beyond the margins of civilized society; though that society made use of
them, to perform the most defiling tasks.

And fourth, there were tribal peoples, deep in untamed jungles or far out in wild
mountains and deserts, quite independent of civilization. Towards such tribal peoples,
there was a curious ambivalence. On the one hand, they could be subjugated and
exploited inhumanly, as little better than animals. Then they were seen as subhuman,
and reduced to the status of outcastes. But on the other hand, they could be respected
for their wild independence, as expressing a divine spirit beyond all the conditioned
refinements of culture and civilization.

Thus, in the Ramayana epic, much emphasis is laid on the independent spirit of a
monkey people who ally themselves with Rama, the human incarnation of God. One
of the monkey chiefs, Hanuman, is often worshipped as Rama’s great devotee, and
hence as a form of God in his own right.

Or, to take an example from the Mahabharata epic, when the hero Arjuna is medi-
tating in the depths of a secluded jungle, the great God Siva comes to him in the form
of a tribal hunter. At first, Arjuna’s attitude is one of arrogant dismissal. But then
there is a fight; in which Arjuna is thoroughly humbled, despite his great resources of
strength and courage. Eventually, from the depths of utter defeat, Arjuna realizes his
mistake and sees the hunter more truly: as manifesting that one spirit which is the
source of all respect.

Renunciation

There was one special kind of outcaste, who was greatly respected and who played a
major part in the tradition. This was the sannyasi — who had renounced ordinary life
and society, in order to focus energy and attention upon the search for truth.

Sannyasa (or renunciation) was the last of four stages in life, which were pre-
scribed for individuals of all classes. The prescription was again a highly stylized
ideal, very flexibly applied in practice. The first stage (called ‘brahmacarya’) was one
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of education as a student, with ideals of innocence and simplicity. The second stage
(called ‘garhasthya’) was one of engagement in the world as a householder, with
ideals of practical responsibility. The third stage (called ‘vanavasa’) was one of
retirement into a gentle forest retreat, with ideals of harmonious tranquillity. And the
fourth stage (called ‘sannyasa’) was one of full-fledged renunciation, with a radical
ideal of complete freedom from all restraints and conditions.

A sannyast (or renouncer) was thus a voluntary outcaste, seeking to break free
from all social and personal conditioning. In an obvious sense, this was a negative
approach, which rejected the conditioned aims and wishes of ordinary people. But,
beneath the obvious rejection, there was a positive aim. It was to clarify knowledge,
beneath the obscuring prejudices of social and personal belief.

A sannyast’s outward renunciation, of normal customs and beliefs, was meant to be
symbolic. It was meant to express a deeper detachment, from the sannyasi’s own
culture and personality. Thus, the basic aim was an unconditioned depth of experience
— where knowledge is impartial and unlimited, in everyone.

From that depth, a sannyast could return to interact again with society — as a guide
or a teacher or as a founder of tradition. In the history of Hinduism, we hear story
after story in which sannyasis play that sort of role. And the stories tell us of an
intimate connection between such highly regarded sannyasis and other kinds of
outcastes who were regarded in quite the opposite way.

One great sannyasi was Sri Sarikara, a central figure in the philosophy of Advaita
Vedanta. Despite his importance and the many works attributed to him, we do not
know quite when he lived and taught. Many modern scholars place him somewhere
towards the end of the classical period, usually in the eighth or ninth centuries CE
(though more traditional datings are earlier). From legendary biographies and from a
poem (Manisa-paricakam) attributed to him, we hear of an encounter that he had with
a particularly polluting kind of outcaste, called a ‘candala’.

Sri Sankara was walking with some disciples in the city of Kasi (Benares), when
they saw the candala approach. There were four dogs with him, and he carried a pot of
toddy on his head. For Sri Sankara and his disciples, this was a picture of defiling
pollution — not only from the candala, but also from the dogs and the intoxicating
toddy. According to custom, the candala should have stepped off the path and re-
mained at some considerable distance from it, in order to avoid polluting SrT Sankara
and his party as they passed. But this candala kept coming at them. Sr1 Sankara was a
nambudiri brahmin by birth and upbringing. As the threat of pollution loomed closer,
his social conditioning made him cry out: ‘Move off! Move off!’

The candala’s reply is reported in Manisa-paricakam:

Sir, when you say ‘Move oft! Move off!’,

is it matter that you wish

to distance from matter,

or consciousness from consciousness? -1

Is the sun any different,
reflected in the river Ganga,
or in a stream that flows
through a candala settlement?
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And is pure space made different
because it’s not just in a pot
of clay, but in a vase of gold?

In truth itself, found in the
waveless ocean of uncaused joy
inherent in experience,

what is this big discrimination
spinning drunkenly around?

“This here,’ it says, ‘is born a brahmin,
high and wise. But this, here born
to feed on dogs, is mean and low.’ -2

These words made it clear that the candala was a knower of truth. Immediately, Sri
Sarkara put aside his social conditioning and bowed before the candala, in a tradi-
tional gesture of the utmost respect. For caste did not apply to truth. In the sphere of
truth, the candala was a teacher, and Sri Sarkara treated him as such. The stories go
on to report a further discussion between the two, with St Sankara receiving some
useful advice about his future work.

In recent times, sannyasi ideals and institutions have played a major role in the
process of modernization. Many movements, of self-respect and social uplift, have
been inspired and led by sannyasis: like Cattambi-svami among the nayars of Kerala
state, and Narayana-guru among the Travas. Moreover, sannyasis have been moderniz-
ing their own organizations, with an increasing emphasis on active social service and
democratic reform.



CHANGING VIEWS OF EARLY INDIA’

When and Where?

As we try to make sense of India’s old traditions, we have to negotiate a rather tricky
contrast. On the one hand, there is a vast accumulation of old texts, which continue to
be interpreted by a vigorous proliferation of living teachings and retellings. But, on
the other hand, it is difficult to place the texts historically, in an external context of
physical space and time. In sharp contrast to the rich profusion of texts and teachings
and stories, we are rather short on plain historical facts.

When were the texts composed and written? Who were their authors? Where were
they composed? In what historical societies and circumstances? To what actual events
do their myths and legends refer? To these questions, our answers are remarkably
uncertain. In particular, for early Indian history, as its ancient and classical traditions
formed, our basic picture is very much in doubt.

Among many modern scholars, there is a currently established picture that the
Hindu tradition was formed by an immigration of ‘Aryan’ peoples into India, some-
where around 1500 BCE. According to this picture, the immigrants came over the
mountains of Afghanistan, into the north-western plains of the Indian subcontinent.
Here, they came upon the remains of the Indus valley civilization, which had rather
suddenly declined a few centuries before, around 1800 BCE.

As the Aryans settled in India, they established their dominance, while assimilating
many elements that were inherited from the old Indus civilization. During this period
of settlement and assimilation, the Vedas and subsequent texts were composed. So the
Hindu tradition was formed through a process of cultural fusion, between the immi-
grant Aryans and the remains of an older civilization. In India, our first major written
records are Asoka’s edicts, inscribed on stone in the third century BCE. That was a
little more than a millennium after the Aryans are said to have immigrated into India.
By then, the resulting fusion of cultures had developed into a classical civilization that
had spread through north India.

However, there is a growing unease about this picture of an Aryan immigration.
Some scholars are proposing an alternative picture, that the Vedas were composed by
inhabitants of the Indus civilization. But that would push back the dating of the
Vedas, by many thousands of years.

Horses and Immigrations

One major reason for an Aryan immigration theory is the importance of horses in the
Vedic texts. There is a wealth of archaeological evidence to show that horses were
native to Central Asia, and were domesticated there from very early times. By con-
trast, there is far less evidence of horses and their domestication in the Indus valley
civilization. The evidence for horses becomes more certain and more plentiful rather
later on, when the Vedas had already been composed in their present form.

* Much of this chapter is adapted from an internet article (Vedic Aryans: Horse-Borne Immi-
grants or Ancient Educators?) written by the author and published by Sulekha.com on 8 May
2003.
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So it is evident that horses were far fewer in early India than elsewhere; and their
Vedic importance does evidently show a cultural influence that came into India from
outside. But here, there is a tricky question, which can be answered in rather different
ways. How did that influence from horse-centred cultures come into a geographical
region where horses were not quite so commonly available and so much used?

Before the current immigration theory, there was an older version of it, which said
that the Aryans invaded India with devastating force, overwhelming whatever civili-
zation they found here. This is a rather crude answer to the question of cultural influ-
ence. It tells us that the Vedic tradition was carried in as a foreign import, imposed by
invading conquerors upon the lands they came to dominate. This invasion theory was
extensively developed by some two hundred years of modern academic scholarship,
since William Jones pointed out our common Indo-European heritage, at the end of
the eighteenth century.

But recently, in the last few decades, archaeology has shown that the invasion the-
ory does not properly account for the decline of the Indus civilization. Its cities were
not destroyed by invading conquest, but instead abandoned by their inhabitants. So,
what used to be an Aryan invasion theory is now being refined into a more complex
picture that cultural influences came into India through a number of horse-borne
immigrations, perhaps in small groups of people, perhaps over an extended period of
time. This refinement is clearly an improvement, taking a closer look at the process of
cultural influence; and it is natural to expect that quite a bit of influence did come in
thus, through immigrating groups.

Knowledge and Travel

But immigration is still a rather crude way of accounting for cultural influence. If we
think that the Vedic tradition was to a large extent brought in by immigrants, we are
still thinking of it as a possessed commodity, which is ethnically owned and carried
and transacted by immigrating groups. Cultural influence does of course take place at
this level of ethnic immigration and transaction, but there is also a further and deeper
level that needs to be considered as well. That further level is concerned with knowl-
edge, and its communication between those individuals who are interested in it.

Such a concern, with knowledge and education, is fundamental to the Vedic tradi-
tion. The very word ‘veda’ means ‘knowledge’. And the knowledge meant is very
definitely not a possessed commodity, transacted between persons or groups. Instead,
it is an impersonal concern — intimately shared by different people, across personal
and community differences. Here, an educated knowledge is meant to be conveyed in
a spirit of impersonal dispassion, through a direct learning that is communicated face
to face, from individual to individual. The Vedic tradition tells us that it is essentially
‘apauruseya’ or ‘impersonal’. And it essentially implies a direct, face to face commu-
nication, between individuals who share a special interest in the impersonality of
knowledge.

So, for the history of the Vedic tradition, it is only reasonable to look beyond inva-
sions and immigrations, so as to consider individual journeys as well. In the ancient
world, travelling to distant lands took far more time of course than it does today; but it
did take place, both for the sake of trade and for the communication and learning of
knowledge.

During the classical period of Indian civilization, we know that individual travels,
by knowledge specialists, played a major, long-term part in the movement of cultural
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influence: as for example in the spread of Buddhism northwards to China, and in the
southern and eastward spread of Sanskrit learning into south India, Shri Lanka and
Southeast Asia. These influences were not mainly carried through military or political
invasion, nor through the social immigration of ethnic peoples, but rather more
through monks and brahmins making individual journeys for the sake of conveying or
learning knowledge.

And this communication had a two-way effect. It stimulated journeys in the reverse
direction as well: in particular the famous journeys of Chinese travellers to India. It is
from a few of these journeys that we get some of our best chronicles of classical
India.

There is no good reason for us to rule out such individual journeys between India
and the West, and at earlier times that included the Harappan and Vedic periods. In
fact, we do have indications that such journeys did take place. In the New Testament,
there is of course the story of wise men from the east. From classical Greece, we have
old accounts of India and of Indian philosophers who had travelled west. In pre-
classical Greece, there may well be indications of an Indian connection, shown by
Pythagorean and Orphic conceptions that are strikingly similar to corresponding ideas
in India. And for the ancient civilizations of the Middle East and Egypt, there is both
archaeological and cultural evidence of a flourishing trade and a mutual communica-
tion of ideas and learning with India.

Thus, it may not have needed ethnic invasions or immigrations to bring informa-
tion and culture into ancient India. It may well have been through individual travellers
that the composers of the Vedas were open to cultural influences from beyond their
immediate circumstances. From what the Vedas tell us, their composers were indi-
viduals of deep insight and powerful imagination. The Vedas are highly imaginative
documents: using symbols primarily for their imaginative appeal and for an esoteric
or spiritual significance, much more so than for any factual description of external
events.

So, when we consider that the Vedas give a special significance to the horse,
mythically and ritually, this does not have to mean that there were many horses in the
society where the Vedas were composed and handed down. Strictly, it only tells us of
a keen imaginative interest and conceptual knowledge concerning horses, and it only
requires the presence of a few horses used in special Vedic rituals. In fact, it is quite
possible that a scarcity of horses in ordinary life and common usage should actually
increase their imaginative and ritual interest. It is even possible that horse-like substi-
tutes were used in Vedic rituals at places and times where actual horses were not
available. Such are the often paradoxical ways of mythic imagination and ritual
practice.

Energy and Inner Light

In the Vedas, the horse is a symbol of moving and forceful energy, associated with the
wind-god, Vayu. The horse is thus treated with some awe, as a special animal with an
extraordinary potency. But there is a complementary conception, represented by
another animal, which is described with a much gentler sense of loving and familiar
homeliness.

Where the horse stands for dynamic and disruptive power, the cow represents a
life-giving nourishment that comes from underlying knowledge. In particular, the cow
is a symbol of awakening light, associated with the dawn-goddess Usas and the sun-
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god Surya. The ‘herds of dawn’ are metaphorically conceived as the emergent stir-
rings of awakening rays that come forth from primal light.*

This poetic metaphor shows a fundamental conception — of knowledge as an inner
ground of self-illuminating light, inspiring all stirrings and changes of manifested life
and energy. That subjective ground is essentially native and familiar, for everyone. It
is a home ground of continuity and settlement, from which all disruptions of motive
energy arise and where they are all taken in. They are its outward and changing
expressions. It is their home ground of intimate and ever-present light, remaining
always close at hand.

Vedic Texts and Archaeology

Thus, if we look closely at the meaning of the Vedas, the horse could be associated
with a sense of awe and wonder, at something relatively foreign and unfamiliar. And
the cow could be associated with a sense of loving fondness, for something closer to
home. Then it would not be unreasonable that the Vedas could have been composed
and compiled in the Indus civilization, for which the horse was a relatively uncom-
mon and exotic animal. The early Vedic Samhitas (the mythic and poetic texts before
the ritualistic Brahmanas and the philosophical Upanisads) look rather more pastoral
than urban in their character; so their composition would then be associated with the
pre-urban phase of Indus civilization, before the mature Harappan period.

Of course, the dating and geographical location of the Vedas is a physical question,
which properly belongs to quite a different level from philosophical considerations of
what the Vedas mean. But, while such considerations can’t directly determine dating
and location, they can help indirectly, by giving us some indications about the nature
of Vedic language and education. That language and education were both rather
special. They were not meant for ordinary usage at the popular level of everyday life,
but only for the special use of those with a particular interest in knowledge.

Vedic language does use what at first seem to be ordinary words, like ‘cow’ or
‘horse’ or ‘sun’ or ‘dawn’ or ‘wind’. But the words are used in a metaphorical and
often cryptic way, which enables them to encode special kinds of knowledge and
learning. The Vedas are thus composed in a very special language of education, which
rather cryptically condenses knowledge and learning into its chanted texts.

This was, however, a rather different kind of education from what we are used to
now. The Vedas were not written down in any early documents that could help us to
date or to locate them. Instead, we have inherited them through a living tradition that
has been reciting and memorizing them from generation to generation, for several
thousand years. Amazingly, this memorized recitation has been so careful, with such
rigorous safeguards against misremembering, that their textual accuracy is not seri-
ously in doubt. There is very little variation in different versions of Vedic Samhitas
that have been passed down through different lines of tradition, in widely different
localities that were not organized to create an artificial concordance by checking with
each other.

So we are pretty sure that the Vedas have been accurately transmitted to us. But it
is far less clear when or where they were composed and compiled in their present
form. The problem here is the essential character of the Vedic texts. They are centred

* See Aurobindo 1999 (in the Bibliographic References at the end of this book).
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upon a spiritual and philosophical teaching that is somewhat esoterically removed
from the material level of outward life and culture. Since our archaeological records
consist essentially of material remains, we cannot reasonably expect them to reflect
such a spiritual and philosophical knowledge in some simply literal and direct way.

It is true that the Vedas were associated with special rituals, which are described in
the Brahmana texts and which come down to us in the living religion of Hinduism
today. But, such Vedic rituals are not those of any temple or monumental religion.
They do not involve temples and statues and idols and other material monuments or
artefacts of a kind that may be expected to leave much by way of easily identifiable
and conclusive remains in the archaeological record. (It is reported that some remains
in Harappan sites could have been ancient Vedic altars’, but the interpretations here
are not indisputably conclusive.)

In this respect, the Vedic tradition fits in rather well with the Indus civilization. We
know of them rather differently: the Vedic tradition through orally transmitted texts
and the Indus civilization through archaeological remains. And yet, in either case,
there is an evident sophistication of knowledge combined with a curious lack of
material monuments and written records.

From remaining artefacts of the Indus civilization, in particular from the Indus
seals, we do have evidence that writing was known and used, and we also have rather
fragmented indications of what seems to be a popular iconic religion. As archaeolo-
gists point out, such an iconic religion is rather different from the animistic way in
which Vedic deities are conceived. So, if the Vedic tradition were present in the Indus
civilization, it would have to be interpreted more deeply, beneath the iconic level of
popular religion; just as the idol worship of modern Hinduism has to be interpreted
more deeply today, beneath the merely popular level, in order to see the Vedic princi-
ples that still underlie it.

In the end, archaeology alone cannot be expected to determine the dating and loca-
tion of the Vedic tradition. It also matters crucially how we interpret the knowledge
that the Vedas express. And since that kind of interpretation is rather open to question,
we need somehow to account for our different historical pictures and our uncertainties
about them. Currently, the uncertainties are huge, with a rather heated dispute be-
tween two broad pictures that are very different.

The Current Immigration Picture

The first picture is the one of Aryan immigrations into India, envisioned to be mainly
after (and perhaps also during) a major decline in the cities and towns of the Indus
civilization. Archaeological evidence tells us that by about 1800 BCE, major Indus
cities had substantially declined. And the current immigration theory says that the
Vedic tradition resulted from an invigorating mixture of Aryan immigrant culture
with what continued from the decline of Indus civilization.

In this theory, the distribution of Indo-European languages, through Europe and
Asia, is explained to have been brought about by language-carrying migrations whose
southern branches passed from Central Asia into Iran and India. From Turkey and
north Syria, south of the Black Sea, we have written records on clay tablets which
refer to ‘Mitra’, ‘Indara’ and ‘Aruna’ as gods of the Mitanni kingdom, and which use

* See Klostermaier 1998.
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Sanskrit-related words like ‘aika’ (one) and ‘satta’ (seven) in connection with the
training of chariot horses. A link with Vedic deities and language is too clear to be
ignored.

These tablets are reliably dated by archaeologists to around 1400 BCE; and their
evident linkage with the Vedic tradition is explained as the result of branching migra-
tions which had first come southwards together, from Central Asia. One branch had
then gone west, through Iran, to have an effect upon the Mitanni kingdom in north
Syria. And another branch had proceeded eastwards into the Indus region. By working
backwards from the Mitanni dating, the migrations before the split are estimated to be
earlier than 1600 BCE. That, in turn, gives an estimate that the earliest Vedic text, the
Rg-veda, was composed in the period between 1500 and 1000 BCE; by which time the
eastward-branching migrations would have come to India, and the process of interac-
tion and assimilation with the indigenous inhabitants would have been taking place.’

As this use of the Mitanni dating shows, the immigration picture is derived in a
very indirect and complicated way, interpreting a vast range of highly circumstantial
evidence and involving many assumptions about the spread and development of
language and culture. So, while an immigration picture clearly has its uses and may
rightly tell us many things, its conclusions on their own can hardly be so certain and
so definite as to rule out a consideration of other pictures that arise from different
points of view.

The immigration picture is an external one, viewing culture as an ethnic commod-
ity made up of external objects and behaviours that are carried physically from place
to place, by migrating communities. But, for a tradition of living knowledge, there is
another point of view that needs to be considered as well. As a tradition expresses
knowledge, it tells us something about itself and thus gives us a picture of its own
history. In particular, the Vedic tradition very definitely gives us a picture of its past,
in many ways. And currently, there is a major problem here. As the Aryan immigra-
tion theory stands at present, it still flatly contradicts the view that we get from within
the Vedic tradition. That internal view is still largely ignored and dismissed by many
academics who favour the current immigration picture.

Such a dismissal is of course a problem for those of us who take the tradition seri-
ously, as one of living knowledge. The problem is not basically a nationalistic one, of
which region or which people can lay claim to have composed the Vedas. For a
tradition that views its true authorship as ‘apauruseya’ or ‘impersonal’, geographical
location and racial or ethnic possession must necessarily be incidental and peripheral.
What’s more significant are the continuity of traditional learning and the time-scale of
its development.

Time-scales of History

All major traditions in ancient India — Buddhist, Jain and Hindu — describe a continu-
ity of culture that has been developing over very long periods of time. In particular,
the Hindu tradition gives us a historic time-scale that would date the compilation of
the four Vedas at somewhere around 3000 BCE, along with the Mahabharata war.

° For how the Mitanni evidence gives a Rg-veda dating, see Ratnagar 1996 and 2000. Particu-
lar thanks are due to the author for very generously sharing information with someone whose
views are rather different from hers.
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(This Vedic compilation and the Mahabharata epic are both associated with a sage
whose name is ‘Vyasa’, meaning the ‘arranger’ or the ‘compiler’.) And going further
back, several thousand years before the Mahabharata events, we are told also of a
preceding epic age — when Lord Rama was king of Ayodhya, as described in the
Ramayana.

This time-scale is much longer than most modern academic datings, and it is often
dismissed as completely fanciful. But do we have to dismiss it in this way? Not
necessarily. True, we should not take this time-scale too literally, since it is described
in the Puranas and other such texts that are largely mythical. But the epics and the
Puranas were most definitely intended to tell history, even though that history was
dramatized by mythical elaboration and imagination. So there may well be a frame-
work of historic fact, fleshed out by dramatic imagination. And the factual framework
might well include much of the genealogy and dating and the story outlines, while
spectacular descriptions of horses and chariots and amazing weapons and palaces and
cities might belong to the mythical dramatization.

Thus, it is possible that the Ramayana and Mahabharata events could have oc-
curred historically at very early times, when horses and chariots were not actually
used; though these and other elements were later added on, imaginatively, for the
dramatic appeal of epic and mythical storytelling. It may even be significant here that
in the epics and the myths, mention of horses and chariots is largely confined to war
and fighting, with little mention of them in connection with travel and ordinary life, to
an extent that one would not expect from a culture which actually used horses very
much. It may well be that it is horses and chariots which tend to be the fanciful
elements of Hindu myths and legends, while the genealogies and time-scales are more
historical.

In fact, there is some good evidence to indicate that there may be something in the
longer time-scales described in the Puranas. In the Vedas, and in Hindu astrological
texts and tables, there are references to astronomical constellations going back to
4300 BCE and perhaps even earlier. Such constellations depend in a somewhat com-
plex way upon the various orbits of the planets and the moon, and also upon the
gradual wobbling of the earth (whose axis wobbles as it rotates, like a spinning top).
Through modern physics and mathematics, we can easily calculate when particular
constellations occurred. Traditional astronomy was able to calculate a little, but not
nearly well enough to calculate the constellations to which the texts refer. Accord-
ingly, the constellations must have been actually observed and somehow recorded or
remembered, so as to pass down into the texts.’

This is clear evidence that there was continuity on a time-scale that goes back, as
the Puranas suggest, to a period long before the Indus cities and any subsequent
immigrations. And this continuity is very much part of the Vedic tradition, however it
may have been assimilated.

Another Picture, from Old Riverbeds

Moreover, there is some geographical and geological evidence which strongly rein-
forces the indications of a long-term and substantial continuity extending well back
into the history of the Indus civilization.

"Elst 1992.
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In general, the Vedas describe a geography that corresponds quite well to the north
Indian plains. Nearly all the major rivers are named identifiably — including those that
flow south-east, through the Indus plain, and those that flow south-west, through the
adjoining Ganga plain. But there is a striking exception to this geographical fit. The
Vedas give great prominence to a major river called the Sarasvati, which isn’t found
in north India today.

Instead, we find the dried beds of a great river that once flowed down the eastern
side of the Indus plain into the gulf of Kutch. In course of time, over some thousands
of years, tectonic changes altered the levels of the earth’s crust so as to deflect the
river westwards, towards the Indus. Thus deflected, it kept changing its beds and then
joined the Indus, of which it became a tributary. Eventually it lost its own tributaries,
which were deflected towards other rivers; and it was reduced to what is now the river
Ghaggar. This is today a very minor, seasonal river that does not reach anywhere near
the sea. Instead, it dries up in the Rajasthan desert, far inland. But it is a river that has
been traditionally identified with the Vedic Sarasvati; and it was once a major river,
with many tributaries and an abundant, perennial flow of water from the Himalayas
down to the Arabian sea.

Accordingly, there is a quite reasonable and plausible theory that this once great
river was indeed the Sarasvati. Along its dried beds, there are many archaeological
sites, showing that it was an important part of the Indus civilization. And it is pretty
clear that this great river dried up substantially at about the time when the Indus cities
declined. In the aftermath of the Indus civilization, it was no longer the abundantly
flowing river that the Vedas describe.’ So, if the Sarasvati theory is correct, it associ-
ates the Vedas with the long continuity of the Indus civilization, which dates back
archaeologically to early settlements in 6000 BCE or maybe even earlier.

The Sarasvati theory thus provides a second picture of early Indian history. In this
second picture, the dating of the Vedic tradition is pushed back by several thousand
years, a huge increase that accords rather better with the time-scale that the Puranas
describe. Instead of the Rg-veda being composed in 1500-1000 BCE, through a hy-
bridization of immigrant and native cultures in the aftermath of Harappan decline, the
roots of Vedic composition are conceived as extending back at least to the beginnings
of Indus civilization, currently dated at around 6000 BCE.

Encoded Knowledge

But why this fuss about Vedic civilization and early dating? Is it just a chauvinistic
wish to prove that Indian texts belong to India, or that they are older and better than
other texts? Again, not essentially. Beneath the obvious chauvinist appeal, there is a
more basic concern that applies to ancient and sacred texts in general, not just to
Indian texts like the Vedas or the Puranas. That deeper and broader concern is to
understand such texts as encoding and expressing knowledge, not just as poetic and
fanciful formulations of archaic superstition, speculation and belief.

The fact is that ancient texts and chants were able to encode some quite sophisti-
cated and far reaching knowledge in a very condensed way. For example, the ancient
syllable ‘om’ has long been analysed into three component sounds: ‘a’, ‘v’, and ‘m’.
These three sound-elements are taken to represent three states of experience, corre-

* Frawley 1993.
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sponding to three levels in our perception of reality. ‘A’ is the state of waking: where
reality is seen through our external senses, at an outer and superficial level of material
objects. ‘U’ is the dream state: where reality is seen through mind, at an intermediate
level of conceiving thoughts. And ‘m’ is the state of deep sleep: where reality is seen
through pure insight, at an underlying level of quiet, unaffected consciousness. Thus,
in a single syllable, there was encoded a deeply reasoned philosophical enquiry —
which came to be explained and elaborated later on, in many subtle and complex
systems of analytic and practical investigation.

This kind of coding greatly complicates the way that ancient texts are interpreted
and understood. The syllable ‘om’ is a fairly clear example, because there is so much
discussion of it in subsequent texts and in the living tradition of Indian philosophy
today. Naturally, we cannot expect that all such coding would be similarly well
explained; but traditional scholars tell us that this kind of coding is quite common in
Vedic texts, which thus express a wealth of scientific and technical and artistic knowl-
edge.

Much of the encoded knowledge may now be lost, and the encoding difficult to
interpret; so more work is clearly needed to investigate this aspect of ancient learning,
in the context of modern science and education. Some work has begun in this direc-
tion; and it does give initial indications of a highly sophisticated and long-evolved
ancient knowledge that needs to be taken more seriously, particularly in the fields of
philosophy, linguistics, psychology, biology, astrology, astronomy’ and mathemat-
ics".

There is thus a fresh consideration of an ancient view that early knowledge is not
essentially less true and more ignorant, but rather that its expression tends to be more
condensed and less explained. In this view, knowledge is knowledge, no matter when
or where expressed. What differs and changes is only the expression of knowledge, in
different, long-evolving traditions.

Uncertain Pictures

In the history of early texts like the Vedas, the importance of long continuity is to
allow time for the evolution and development of their encoded knowledge. If there is
a wealth of knowledge encoded in them, that would imply both time and continuity
for such a cultural development. Moreover, since the continuity is one of knowledge,
it would also have extended across different traditions, through individuals travelling
and communicating between different places. Though such communications were

’ Kak 1994,

" See Klostermaier 1998. He says: ‘One of the reasons for considering the Indus civilization
“Vedic” is the evidence of town-planning and architectural design that required a fairly
advanced algebraic geometry — of the type preserved in the Vedic Sulva-siitras. The widely
respected historian of mathematics A. Seidenberg came to the conclusion, after studying the
geometry used in building the Egyptian pyramids and the Mesopotamian citadels, that it
reflected a derivative geometry — a geometry derived from the Vedic Sulva-sitras. If that is
so, then the knowledge (“Veda”) on which the construction of Harappa and Mohenjo Daro is
based, cannot be later than that civilization itself.” (References to Seidenberg’s work are given
as in Seidenberg 1978 and 1983.)
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slow, they could well have been important in long-term developments of culture,
across extensive regions.

To an immigration picture of ancient history, these considerations of knowledge
add two complicating factors: first, the sophisticated encoding of ancient texts; and
second, the communication of cultural influence through travelling specialists. The
complications could be major, to the extent that their admission might seem to open a
Pandora’s box of loose speculations and ill-considered claims; thus hopelessly confus-
ing the scientific study of linguistic and cultural behaviour that ethnic communities
develop and carry along with their migrations. This is clearly a useful level of consid-
eration in which much careful research has been systematically invested, with obvious
benefits and contributions which have their place and which are not to be dismissed
without good reason.

However, there is also a place for considering a more subtle level of investigated
knowledge and educated learning, not only today but in the ancient world as well. For
ancient India in particular, such considerations of knowledge do not fit well with the
current Aryan immigration picture; so that an alternative is being attempted, with
quite a different time-frame and quite a different interpretation of ancient texts and
learning. The implications are not just particular to India, but apply to ancient tradi-
tions in general, on a global scale.

There are thus two very different pictures of early Indian history, neither of them
proved conclusively. Their contradictions leave us with a huge uncertainty, amounting
to several thousand years in our datings of early texts and of legendary events that
may be more or less historical.

To a great extent, the different pictures arise through different approaches and pre-
sumptions, from which the same evidence gets differently interpreted. On both sides,
the presumptions are of a kind that do not readily and simply get disproved by exter-
nal evidence. So the dispute may well continue for quite some time.

Meanwhile, it is only fair that each picture should be dispassionately described, in
its own right, with an open admission of our uncertainty about how far either of them
may or may not be right.

History and Living Knowledge

Our major uncertainty in early Indian history, with its two very different pictures, has
a knock-on effect. It doesn’t just affect the Vedas, but also the dating and the context
of later texts, like the epics and the Puranas, and the various treatises and commentar-
ies of the $astras (the traditional sciences and intellectual systems). Their dates and
their historical circumstances may also turn out to be somewhat different from our
recent estimates.

How far does this uncertainty affect our interpretation of the texts? It greatly af-
fects the kind of modern scholarship that focuses on linking texts to the particular
circumstances of their history. This kind of scholarship is obviously useful: to build
an accurate picture of the past, and to help us take into account the various historical
contexts in which the texts were composed and handed down.

But here we must come back to the fact that the Hindu tradition was not centrally
interested in handing down an externally accurate picture of its historical circum-
stances. That is not what the tradition has to tell us, not at least from its own point of
view. For a very long time, its focus has not been on past circumstances, but instead
on the current knowledge that it keeps handing down. And that remains its focus, very
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much so, today. In this sense, it is rather like a modern science, in particular like
modern physics. It keeps throwing away its past, to reinvent itself in the present.

How does one understand such a tradition? As with modern physics, two ap-
proaches are involved. And they complement each other:

* On the one hand, there is a past, from which the tradition has come. To understand
that, we examine old records and improve our historical pictures. The pictures pro-
vide a context in which past knowledge is understood, as belonging to another age.

* On the other hand, there is the current knowledge that the tradition presents to us
today. As we understand this, our reconstructions of the past must retreat into the
background. In this approach, one is not describing what other people did or
thought or believed in the past. Instead, one is asking what we can learn from the
tradition now. This is a more direct approach: of listening to a tradition for what it
has to say in the present.

For a tradition of living knowledge, like modern physics, the historical approach can
of course be useful; but in the end it is peripheral to a more direct understanding of
current knowledge. If one studies some subject in the history of physics, then clearly
that study is going to be centred (implicitly or explicitly) upon one’s present under-
standing of physics. In so far as that understanding is mistaken, it will surely com-
promise one’s historical study.

It is the same with the Hindu tradition. Though a historical approach is clearly use-
ful, it is in the end peripheral. Hindu texts are not centred upon history, but upon a
human and philosophical knowledge that is very much alive and current today. In so
far as that knowledge is misunderstood, the misunderstanding must inevitably com-
promise our historical studies of the tradition.

So, alongside a historical approach, which reconstructs the past, we also need a
more direct investigation of traditional ideas: to ask what knowledge they have to
teach us, in modern terms. In this kind of investigation, we are looking for a knowl-
edge that is common to past and present. We are looking for a continuing knowledge
that is differently expressed in differing circumstances. Here, we are interested in the
historical context only to allow for its idiosyncrasies; and hence to look beyond it, for
a knowledge that is independent of historical and cultural differences.

Like modern physics, the Hindu tradition is centred upon a search for independent
knowledge, beyond the idiosyncratic circumstances of history and culture. So, to get
past our uncertainties about Indian history, it may help to ask how Hindus have
looked for such independent knowledge, just as they continue to look for it today.



FOUR AIMS

In the Hindu tradition, there is an analysis of four main aims that motivate human
beings. They are called ‘kama’ or ‘desire’, ‘artha’ or ‘wealth’, ‘dharma’ or ‘well-
founded order’, and ‘moksa’ or ‘freedom’. They form a progression that leads to the
independent knowledge of moksa. And this progression can be interpreted as uncover-
ing a series of levels that go down to the basis of human motivation. An illustration is
given in figure 1.

Figure 1

PER-
SONAL
DESIRE
(KAMA)

CULTURAL VALUE
(ARTHA)

NATURAL ORDER (DHARMA)

UNCONDITIONED FREEDOM (MOKSA)

Kama — Desire

The word ‘kama’ implies a personal desire for some object of passing fancy. This is
the most superficial level of motivation. It refers to a person’s desire for some narrow
object which gets to be fancied at some particular moment of experience. Such per-
sonal, narrowed desire is essentially variable and unstable. For the narrowness of
personally desired objects means that different persons desire different things; and
each person’s objectives change in the course of time, as desire turns from one narrow
object to another.

Artha — Wealth

The word ‘artha’ implies achievement in general. In particular, it implies the kind of
achievement that accumulates into a store of meaningful wealth. This wealth may be a
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store of material goods; or it may be a store of more subtle merit: such as fame and
honour, or learning and skill, or good habits and virtuous character.

Such a store of wealth is not just personal. It has a broader, cultural value — which
gives it meaning and enables its merit to accumulate. Because of its cultural value, it
is a broader and more lasting aim than the immediate satisfaction of personal desire.

Accordingly, the achievement of artha is an intermediate level of motivation. It
refers to the culturally conditioned values through which personal desire is formed.
Such cultural values have a relative degree of breadth and stability. They are broader
and more enduring than personal desires; because they are shared in common by
different people, in a community that continues, while particular persons come and
go.

In the course of community life, cultural values are developed; by attributing them
to various objects of continued use: like money, or property of various kinds, or works
of art, or observed phenomena, or ideas. Thus, personal desires are based on systems
of cultural value, which define the physical and mental ‘wealth’ of a relatively endur-
ing community.

Dharma — Well-founded Order

The word ‘dharma’ is usually translated as ‘duty’, ‘virtue’, ‘morality’, ‘justice’, ‘law’,
‘religion’. These various translations can be useful in particular situations, but they
unfortunately mask an essential core of meaning that is common to them all.

Literally, ‘dharma’ means ‘supported’ or ‘held’ (from the root ‘dhr’ — meaning to
‘support’ or to ‘hold’). It is etymologically akin to the English word ‘firm’. As this
derivation suggests, the concept of ‘dharma’ refers essentially to something that is
properly supported or well-founded. When the performance of a duty is described as
‘according to dharma’, it is implied that the performed duty is well-founded, upon
firmly established principles. And the same is true when the word ‘dharma’ is used to
describe a quality of virtue, or an ethical injunction, or a dispensation of justice, or an
articulated law, or an act of religious faith.

Thus, the concept of ‘dharma’ is inherently reflective. It implies a reflection back
to the root level of motivation, going down beneath the relativity of cultural condi-
tioning. When any object is desired or valued, it implies a question of ‘What for?”’.
Because an object is only an incomplete piece of a larger world, any desire or value
for it implies a larger, more basic function or purpose, through which the object fits in
with other things. Such a broader function or purpose is what makes a particular
desire or value ‘well-founded’, by supporting it in a more stable order of things.

In this sense, the word ‘dharma’ refers to a universal order of nature, through
which are supported all particular objects and relationships, all particular actions and
motivations.

The trouble with cultural systems is that they are all limited constructions, built
artificially from limiting names and forms and qualities. Each cultural system pro-
vides only a partial and one-sided view — with something always left out, to be seen
through other views. Within such a limited system, the question ‘What for?” can never
be fully answered. Any answer can only describe some larger objective, but the
limitations of description prevent the objective described from being complete. And
the incompleteness gives rise to another ‘What for?’.

Despite the limitations of cultural description, people do have the sense of a ‘natu-
ral order’ that is somehow complete and is shared universally in common, beneath our
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partial and differing views of it. When a particular object or action is perceived, there
is naturally inborn with it a sense of its place in a common order that relates it to other
things. This underlying sense — of a common, natural order — is expressed in all our
cultural systems: of science, or management, or art, or ethics, or religion. When we
perceive how objects are related or how actions are motivated, we understand these
relationships and motivations as part of a natural order that we somehow sense,
beneath our limited cultural expressions of it.

In traditional times, this ‘natural order’ was usually conceived in terms of religious
metaphor, as a ‘divine harmony’. Here is a characteristic description from Shake-
speare’s Merchant of Venice (act 5, scene 1):

Sit, Jessica. Look how the floor of heaven

Is thick inlaid with patens of bright gold.

There’s not the smallest orb which thou behold’st
But in his motion like an angel sings,

Still quiring to the young-eyed cherubims;

Such harmony is in immortal souls,

But whilest this muddy vesture of decay

Doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it.

In the modern world, through the growth of science, emphasis has shifted from
religious metaphor to a more direct, analytic enquiry. But the sense of an underlying
harmony in nature remains fundamental. As Albert Einstein put it:

You will hardly find one among the profounder sort of scientific minds with-
out a religious feeling of his own. But it is different from the religiosity of the
naive man. For the latter, God is a being from whose care one hopes to benefit
and whose punishment one fears; a sublimation of a feeling similar to that of a
child for its father, a being to whom one stands, so to speak, in a personal rela-
tion, however deeply it may be tinged with awe.

But the scientist is possessed by the sense of universal causation. The fu-
ture, to him, is every whit as necessary and determined as the past. There is
nothing divine about morality; it is a purely human affair. His religious feeling
takes the form of a rapturous amazement at the harmony of natural law, which
reveals an intelligence of such superiority that, compared with it, all the sys-
tematic thinking and acting of human beings is an utterly insignificant reflec-
tion. This feeling is the guiding principle of his life and work, in so far as he
succeeds in keeping himself from the shackles of selfish desire. It is beyond
question closely akin to that which has possessed the religious geniuses of all

11
ages.

The above quotations are of course from the European tradition. But they aptly show
the Hindu sense of ‘dharma’: as a universal harmony that is naturally expressed in the
world outside and in our bodies and minds as well. The problem is that our bodies and
minds are incomplete. As we see the world through them, they produce a superficial
show that doesn’t tell us everything. This leaves us uncertain and confused, in our

" Einstein 1989.
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physical and mental perceptions of the world. So we do not rightly see the harmony
that is expressed. And we often get out of touch with it.

Through duty, ethics, virtue and religion, the aim of dharma is to get back in touch.
This aim is inherently reflective, as can be seen from the English word ‘religion’. It
comes from the Latin ‘religare’, which means to ‘bind back’. It implies a reversal of
direction: from the divided and passing aims of cultural value and personal desire,
towards a secure grounding in the natural order of some more fundamental principle
that different motivations share in common.

Moksa — Freedom

The word ‘moksa’ implies a complete freedom from all the limited and uncertain
conditions that affect our bodies and minds. That freedom is sought at the ground
level of motivation: where the roots of conditioned manifestation have been followed
back, into the unconditioned and unmanifest ground. In the spiritual search that
follows back down the roots, a distinction is sometimes made between ‘dharma’ and
‘dharmt’:

* ‘Dharma’ means ‘that which is supported’. It refers to the whole order of nature, at

the roots of changing manifestation.

e ‘Dharmi’ means ‘that which supports’. It refers to the supporting ground — from
where all aims originate, and where they must eventually return.

Thus moksa (as pure freedom) is both goal and source. As the aim of moksa is at-
tained, all desires and values are returned to that originating ground from which they
come. In that one origin, there are no divisions, no constraints. There are no partiali-
ties that cloud pure knowledge and obscure plain truth. There, knowledge is found
free of ignorance, as unconditioned truth. And there is nothing further to desire or to
value. That is the final aim: where unaffected freedom is realized, by returning back
to source.

However, this is only one way of describing a final aim that is approached in many
different ways. As the Hindu tradition developed, it did not focus on any one ap-
proach. Instead, it considered all actions, thoughts and feelings as intermediate steps
that lead eventually to one, same truth. So, in the course of Hindu history, a whole
range of differing approaches have been developed and passed down to us today. It is
in these many approaches that the tradition consists. Their differences are manifest.
Their unity is to be found, in what they each express and seek.



Part 2 — Authority and Power

CREATION IN THE VEDAS

Subjective and Impersonal

What gives the Vedas their traditional authority? In practice they were learned and
used as ritual chants, valued for their power of chanted sound. In chanting them, or
hearing them, the prime concern was not their intellectual meaning. Instead, it was an
unseen benefit that was supposed to come from chanting them, and listening to them,
in the right way.

And yet, the word ‘veda’ means ‘knowledge’, quite straightforwardly. It comes
from the root ‘vid’, which means to ‘know’. It is thus related to the English words
‘wit’ and ‘wisdom’; and to words like ‘vision’ and ‘video’, which come from the
Latin ‘videre’ — to ‘see’. The knowledge implied is a direct, immediate seeing. It is
the seeing of pure insight: beneath theoretical constructions and beyond abstract
analysis.

In Sanskrit, ‘veda’ does not mean constructed theory or knowledge in the abstract.
Grammatically, the word ‘veda’ is not just a noun. It is also the first person singular of
the verb ‘vid’, in what is called the ‘perfect’ tense. In this sense, ‘veda’ means: ‘I
know.” And the perfect tense is significant, because a perfection of knowledge is very
definitely implied.

According to traditional grammarians, the perfect tense is used to describe a com-
pleted fact that has not been witnessed by the person who is describing it. Thus, the
word ‘veda’ may be interpreted to mean ‘I know’ as a complete fact of knowledge
that has not been witnessed by the person who is speaking. This ‘I know’ is an essen-
tial fact of knowing that has never been seen objectively, as an observed action.
Instead, it is realized subjectively, as an inner illumination. It is not seen as any kind
of act; but only found by joining back within, beneath all acts and functions of out-
ward personality.

Hence knowledge is conceived as both subjective (atmiya) and impersonal (apau-
ruseya). Its essence is an inmost ground of pure spirit, beyond all differences and
variations of personality. From that unchanging ground, the Vedas draw their power
and their authority. They are thus sacred speech: drawing from that ground and
leading back to it. As it is said in the Rg-veda 1.164.45-46:"

The word is measured out in four.
Those steps of speech are known to them
of broad and deep intelligence.

Three are laid down concealed.
These three are not articulated forth.
Of speech, the fourth is what men speak. —45

" The translations in this book are rather free, each showing only one among many possible
interpretations.
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They speak of ‘Indra’ (Chief of gods);
of ‘Mitra’ (Friend); of ‘Agni’ (Fire);
of ‘Varuna’ (the All-enveloping);

and of fine-feathered ‘Garutman’
(Celestial bird of prey).

Of one same being, those who are
inspired speak, in different ways.

They call it ‘Agni’ (Burning fire),
or ‘Yama’ (Death of changing things),
or ‘Matari§van’ (Subtle energy). —46

In a way, this passage summarizes what the Vedas do. They use myth and ritual to
connect two aspects of experience: microcosmic and macrocosmic. Here, in the above
passage, the microcosm of individual experience is analysed into four levels of ex-
pression: three of them laid down ‘concealed’, the fourth articulated into apparent
form. The macrocosm of the outer universe is represented by mythic names of gods,
who manifest the cosmic powers of nature. And we are told that all these manifesting
powers are only ways of speech. They are only differing expressions of a single
source. That is their common inspiration: in everyone’s experience, and in the world
outside.

As the Vedas are chanted, they are meant to inspire nature’s powers — evoked by
sounds of mythic incantation, and by ritually enacted forms. Such inspiration may be
conceived to rise from deep within the chanter’s or the listener’s experience. It starts
unseen, beneath the mind; and rises up into feelings, thoughts and perceptions, at the
changing surface of physical and mental appearance.

In each individual’s experience, it’s at the changing surface that the world appears.
In effect, for every individual, there is a microcosmic creation of the world’s appear-
ances, as they keep rising up into the surface of conception and perception in our
minds and senses. Thus, when we speak of ‘creation’, we can use the word in two
ways:

* On the one hand, we can speak of a subjective creation from within: expressing
consciousness through living personality. This is the kind of creation that imagines
pictures, tells stories, invents new ways of doing things.

* On the other hand, we speak of an objective creation in the world outside, through
processes of interaction between external things. This is the kind of creation that
forms stars and galaxies, solar systems, planets, clouds and storms, wind and rain,
lightning, fire, rivers, oceans, land and mountains, rocks and earth.

In the modern world, we have developed very elaborate descriptions of the second
kind of creation; and we tend to separate it from the first. In the Vedas, there is an
opposite tendency: to describe both kinds of creation together, through an intimate
connection that is seen between the inner microcosm of subjective experience and the
outer macrocosm of the universe.
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A Skeptical Creation Hymn

In the late Rg-veda, there are a number of creation hymns where mythical cosmology
is used to ask some fundamental questions, about the nature of experience. In one of
these hymns (Rg-veda 10.129), the questions asked are deeply skeptical:

Non-being then was not, nor being.
There was no changing atmosphere,
affected by conditioning;

nor any changeless sky beyond.

What was comprehended? Where?
On whose support? What depth of
potency was there, unmanifest? ~1

There was no death, nor deathlessness.
There was no sight of night or day,
no breath of wind-blown air.

The one lived by itself, desireless.
Beside it, there was nothing else. -2

A driven blindness, from the start,
has been concealed, by driven blindness.

All this entire universe

has been an unseen, surging flood.
And that, as it has come to be,

has been superimposed, by empty
pettiness and vanity.

All that is just the one, born forth
through the unbounded energy
of thought intensified as power. -3

Right from the start, upon that one
desire has turned entirely.
That has been mind’s primal seed.

Searching heart with mind intent,
inspired seers, in non-being,
have found out the bond of being. -4

Their radiance has spread out, across.
Has it been deep? Has it been high?

They have been deeply seminal,

and have transcended pettiness:

established in themselves beneath

and driving forcefully beyond. -5

Who truly knows? Who speaks out here?
From what has this, seen world been born?
From what is it created forth?
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The gods have come from its creation.
Then, who is it that knows
from where this has arisen? -6

From where has this creation come to be?

Has it been established, or has it not?

Only its witness in the highest heaven

truly knows it, or knows if it is not. -7

This hymn is part myth, part philosophy. It starts (in stanzas 1 and 2) with a story of
the world’s creation, at a mythical time of origin. At this time, the story goes, there
was no non-existence, no existence, nor air or sky, no death, no deathlessness, no
night or day. But, as the story is told, there is an immediate questioning. What was
there at this time of origin? What supporting depth was there, before the world ap-
peared? That depth is described as the ‘one’, living by itself.

As the story goes on (in stanza 3), it describes the process of creation. It all starts
with a driven blindness (tamas), which gives rise to a surging flood (salila). But the
flood is inherently undifferentiated and unmanifest (apraketa). As it surges forth
unseen, it gets covered up, by pettiness and vanity (tucchya). All this, says the story,
is the ‘one’: as it has been born forth, through the boundlessness (mahima) of its
intensity (tapas).

But this is not just a story, of some past process in time. It may also be interpreted
as a philosophical description: of appearance and reality, in present experience. As we
look at the world, we do not see it directly. Instead, we look through our limited
senses and our fanciful minds, which produce a somewhat partial and distorted show
of what they see. The show is not reality, but only a superficial covering, superim-
posed by the pettiness and vanity of our personal faculties.

Beneath the surface, there is a much greater world of unmanifest happening that is
not apparent to our senses and minds. That unmanifest happening is like a surging
flood — which carries along our little bodies and our minds, and all that they perceive.
Beneath their petty and vain perceptions, they are just driven blind: pushed from
somewhere else, like everything in the created world.

Thus, in the creation story, earlier stages of creation can be interpreted as deeper
levels of manifestation, which are found to underlie the pictured surface of physical
and mental perception. And the source of creation, called the ‘one’, can be interpreted
as an underlying ground: of plain, uncompromised reality, beneath all differentiated
picturing.

By thinking back in time, to an uncreated and timeless beginning, the story implies
a reflection down, to an unconditioned and changeless ground of present experience.
Since the ‘one’ is prior to time, it is unaffected by change. By trying to imagine such a
prior unity, at the start of the world’s creation, there is also a reflection down: to the
same unity that now underlies one’s own experience, in the immediate present.

Accordingly, the hymn turns next (in stanza 4) to our subjective experience of
mind and desire, which are described as centred upon the ‘one’. And we are told of
inspired seers: who have searched intently back, from outward appearances, into the
inner core of subjectivity. There, beneath the emptiness of outward show, they are
said to have found out a common, central unity — which joins all different-seeming
things together.
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That common centre is at once subjective and impersonal. It can be found subjec-
tively, by reflecting back within, beneath all outward show. As the reflection returns
to source, it must transcend all seeming differences, of outward personality and world.
The aim is thus an inmost centre that all experience shares in common: no matter in
whose personality, nor at what time or place in the world.

It’s from that inmost, common centre that the Vedas are supposed to draw their
inspiration. They are conceived as the inspired sayings of authentic seers: who have
found that centre and who stand established there. From there, seeing is direct, with
the immediacy of pure insight. In the Vedas, such a seer is called a ‘rsi’ or a ‘kavi’.

A ‘rsi’ is a pure see-er, with a direct insight into ‘rta’ or ‘nature’s underlying truth’.
A ‘kavi’ is a ‘poet’: from the verb ‘ku’, whose meaning is associated with the ‘coo’-
ing cries of birds and the humming of bees. This implies a direct expression — which
arises, quite spontaneously and naturally, from beneath the deliberations of thought. A
‘kavi’ is thus one who is inspired, from beyond the partial and biased promptings of
mind and personal ego.

The hymn goes on (in stanza 5) to describe the effects of this inspiration, on culture
and society. We are told of a subtle radiance that spreads out from the authentic vision
of inspired seers, through their seminal creativity and their far-reaching capabilities.
Here, another question is raised: of whether this radiance is deep or high, immanent or
transcendent. And an answer is suggested that it can be seen both ways. On the one
hand, it expresses an immanent potential: as it arises, of its own accord, from the
underlying source in which the seers are established. On the other hand, it is transcen-
dent: in the sense that it drives forcefully upwards, from within their personalities, to a
far-reaching influence upon learning and tradition in the world outside.

Up to this point, the hymn has described the ‘one’ in a rather general way, as an
underlying source that is shared in common, by everyone and everything. But then,
how can this source be found? How can one look for it, in particular? The hymn ends
(in stanzas 6 and 7) by suggesting such an enquiry, which questions how the world is
known. It asks: ‘Who truly knows?’ And it points out that even the gods arise from
creation. They are dependent parts of a created world; so we cannot look to them for
an impartial knowledge of what is really true.

To understand this questioning, we need to take another look at the Vedic concep-
tion of a ‘deva’ or a ‘god’. The word ‘deva’ is related to the English ‘divine’. It
implies a sacred light, shining out into the manifested world. In the Vedas, the gods
are not just supernatural persons, ruling nature from outside. Instead, they are shining
spirits, manifesting nature’s varied powers and aspects, from within. In the macro-
cosm of the external world, the gods are personified descriptions of subtle energy:
manifested in the natural phenomena of land, water, fire, atmosphere and sky. In the
microcosm of individual experience, the gods shine out as our own living faculties:
manifested in our feelings, thoughts, perceptions and our external acts.

So, when the gods are questioned in the Vedas, this isn’t just a skepticism of some
outmoded superstitions that are no longer taken seriously. The Vedas are quite serious
about their gods. Thus, when the gods are questioned, the questioning is radical. It
amounts to a complete skepticism of all belief in anything created in the world, or
anything constructed and construed in anyone’s experience.

This doubt applies to everything in the external world and to all our faculties of
mind and sense. All objects and energies, all persons and all faculties arise from
creation. No matter how subtle or powerful they may be, they are still dependent parts
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of a created world. They are thus compromised, by dependence and partiality. That
leaves us inherently in doubt: about what they really are, and what they tell us.

With all creation thus in doubt, the hymn suggests a way out. It speaks of a tran-
scending witness, in the highest heaven. Only that witness, it concludes, can know
truly, whether the world exists or not.

What sort of conclusion is this? From the phrase ‘in the highest heaven’, it may be
taken as an affirmation of religious belief. But it may also be interpreted as pressing
on, beyond all mere belief, with a thoroughly skeptical questioning.

There is in fact a problem of translation. The English phrase ‘in the highest heaven’
is a translation of the Sanskrit ‘parame vyoman’. ‘Parama’ means ‘supreme’ or
‘furthest beyond’. ‘Vyoma’ means ‘heaven’ or ‘pure space’. For both words, the
essential sense is not physical height, but a more subtle transcendence. Most obvi-
ously, ‘vyoma’ is the sky above; but more essentially, it is the unaffected pervasion of
pure space, through all the changes and differences of conditioned things.

When our eyes look up towards the sky, they see a variety of changing sights: like
birds that fly, mists and clouds that gather and disperse, the sunlight that appears by
day, the moon and stars that shine by night. These are sights that come and go, against
the background of the sky. Looking up into the sky, we are struck by a vast back-
ground of space and time — which continues on and on, containing everything. The
sky thus represents a background continuity, which transcends the changes that appear
and disappear in it.

In the Vedic concept of ‘vyoma’, the sky is used as a cosmic symbol. It does not
only represent the physical sky, seen through our eyes and senses. Nor does it only
represent some pictured heaven, conceived on the basis of belief. More fundamen-
tally, it directs attention in a search for truth, beyond all physical and mental pictures.
In this search, ‘vyoma’ represents a transcendent background that continues through
all experience: through all perceptions, thoughts and feelings of a physical or mental
world.

What then is meant by ‘parame vyoman’ or ‘in the highest heaven’? Through a
little reflection, it can be seen to signify a background that is utterly beyond all
change. That background is the same throughout experience, entirely detached from
all changing actions in the world. By speaking of a witness there, in that changeless
background, the Vedic hymn suggests an ultimate standpoint: of complete detachment
from body and mind. It is only from there that knowledge can be true.

Looking In

Since our bodies and minds do not know fully, they inevitably introduce a confusing
and distorting element of ignorance. So, to attain clear knowledge, one has to stand
back from them and all their biased faculties. One has to stand as an unaffected
witness: quite unprejudiced by all the partial feelings, thoughts, perceptions and
activities through which the world appears.

Is such detachment possible? To know the world, each person depends upon a
body and a mind that are called ‘mine’. Without this body and mind, a person cannot
do anything, nor even experience anything, in the physical and mental world. So,
body and mind seem indispensable. Together, they make up one’s personality, which
thus appears at the centre of their physical and mental activities in a surrounding
world. All of one’s actions, observations and enjoyments are theirs. How then can one
detach oneself from them and all their partialities?
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An answer is suggested by the very word ‘mine’. When a person speaks of ‘my’
body or ‘my’ mind, that implies a sense of self, to which both body and mind belong.
In the Hindu tradition, that self is called ‘atman’. It is conceived as pure spirit, found
at the inmost core of personal identity. In search of it, one’s own identity comes into
question: as one distinguishes an inner source, of pure seeing, from which all outward
faculties arise. Such a search is described in the Rg-veda 1.164.37-39:

I do not know this that it seems
I am. Concealed, tied up
by mind, I wander.

When the first-born of nature’s truth
has come to me, then alone may I
receive a rightful share of speech. - 37

It goes turning back and forth,
self-empowered from within:
the undying issued forth
together with the dying,

from one common origin.

Those that get diverted turn

in different ways, continually.

They always look at some one thing,

and do not see some other thing. - 38

All gods (and all the faculties

they represent) are seated finally

in that transcendent background which
continues changeless through the chants.

What will someone, who does not

know that, do with the chants?

They who know it are themselves

at one, established here. -39

This passage is concerned with our experience of individuality. First (in stanza 37), it
describes the appearance of a seeming ego. Entangled in mind, uncertain of itself, the
ego wanders, somewhat helplessly. Its only rightful meaning is to share in the expres-
sion of nature’s underlying truth.

Next (in stanza 38), the ego is described as a mixture of two parts, one deathless
and the other dying: both issued forth together, from a single origin. The undying part
is empowered from within, as it keeps reflecting back into its source and emerging
forth again. As it emerges, it appears together with a dying personality: perceiving
other dying things outside. Thus, in all appearances of personal ego, a self-
empowered, deathless life is seen inevitably compromised: shown always mixed with
driven, dying things. The mixture is unstable, made up from changing faculties which
keep on getting diverted in different directions: producing partial views that each see
something, but leave something else unseen.

Finally (in stanza 39), a common basis is identified. It is a transcending back-
ground, to which all Vedic chants aspire: the same, unchanging background where all
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powers and energies are seated. A knowledge of that background is essential to the
chants. What use are they, it is asked, to ‘someone who does not know that’? The
purpose of the Vedas is thus made quite explicit. It is to know the changeless back-
ground from which all change arises. And, to know that background is to stand
established in it: as one’s own, true individuality, shared in common with all else. As
the Veda says (at the end of stanza 39):

They who know it are themselves
at one, established here.



REBIRTH AND DISSOLUTION

The Mantra ‘Om’

In the Vedas and the Upanisads, the source and background of creation is described as
‘aksara’ or ‘changeless’. And the same word ‘aksara’ can also mean a ‘letter of the
alphabet’ or a ‘syllable or word of spoken sound’.

Of course, as a person speaks, letters, syllables and words are heard as passing
sounds, which keep on changing all the time. But, as such sounds of language pass,
each represents a changeless something — which can later reappear, as a repetition of
the same thing. We imply such a changeless something every time we recognize some
sound as a letter or a syllable or a word that we have heard before. It is then the same
letter or the same syllable or the same word that has already been heard — though
spoken differently — on previous occasions. Thus, behind the passing sounds of
speech, we somehow recognize particular letters, syllables and words that stay the
same. This ‘sameness’ is essentially implied, whenever the word ‘aksara’ is used.

One syllable, in particular, is described as ‘aksara’. It is the aksara: the one, un-
changing syllable that signifies all speech, all expression and creation, all experience.
That syllable is ‘om’. In the texts, the actual sound ‘om’ appears first in the early
Upanisads; but traditional scholars say that the practice of reciting ‘om’ goes back
much further than that. It is taken to be implied in many Vedic passages where the
word ‘aksara’ occurs (including the Rg-veda 1.164.39, the last stanza translated
above).

What makes the word ‘om’ interesting is that its recitation is a living practice, very
much in active use today. And this practice tells us forcefully how chanted sound has
long been used to convey knowledge: in an extremely condensed, though rather
cryptic way.

On religious occasions, ‘om’ is often used as an affirmation of faith, at the begin-
ning or end of many chants. It is then a kind of ritual punctuation, showing where a
chant arises into manifestation or returns to origin. In this ceremonial use, ‘om’ is
somewhat similar to the Latin ‘amen’.

However, there are also more intensive practices, where the sound ‘om’ is repeated
by itself, over and over again. And here, the shape of sound is intimately linked to an
encoded meaning.

Phonetically, the sound is analysed into three elements: ‘a’, ‘v’ and ‘m’. ‘A’ is pro-
nounced as ‘-er’ in ‘father’ (without any ‘r’ sound). ‘U’ is pronounced as ‘00’ in
‘good’. ‘M’ is pronounced as a humming sound ‘mmm...”. This analysis is not just
theoretical. ‘Om’ can be pronounced in a prolonged way: with an initial ‘a’ sound
merging gradually into an ‘v’ and then into an ‘mmm..."’, which fades finally into
silence. The ‘a’ and ‘u’ sounds coalesce to form an ‘o’ and then join into the
‘mmm...", thus forming ‘om’.

But, in pronouncing ‘om’, the coalescence of sound and silence is even more cru-
cial. The initial ‘a’ emerges imperceptibly out of silence, as it merges with the subse-
quent ‘u’; and the ‘mmm..." is a gradually fading sound that carries on from the ‘u’,
into an imperceptible merging with a final background of pure silence. The whole
point is to emphasize a sense of background continuity, which carries on quite undis-
turbed, beneath the rising and falling of changing sound.

47
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In this experience of progressing sound, the coalescing elements may be inter-
preted philosophically, as different states of experience:

* ‘A’ represents the waking state: where our minds and senses see objects, in an
outside world. Here, experience has an outside and an inside. There is a world of
space and time outside, perceived through a stream of perceptions, thoughts and
feelings in each person’s mind.

» ‘U’ represents the dream state: where our minds imagine an apparent world, made
up of their own thoughts and feelings. Here, experience has an inside, but no out-
side. All objects in a dream are in the dreaming mind. There is no world of space
and time outside, but only a succession of dream appearances that come and go in
mind.

* ‘Mmm...” represents the deep sleep state: where there are no appearances, neither
in an outside world, nor within some inner mind. Here, there is no sense of outside
or inside, no distribution of objects in space, no flow of happenings, no passing
states of time. There’s only pure experience, quite undivided and undisturbed by
any seen activity.

Viewed from the waking state, deep sleep can be quite paradoxical. On the one hand,
it seems to be quite blank and empty, and therefore negative. But on the other hand,
there must be something positive in its quiet experience; because we keep returning
there, to relax from physical and mental activity. As we fall into deep sleep, our
thoughts and minds become dissolved in it; and we often wake refreshed, with a
clearer and more settled understanding. That’s why we sometimes talk of ‘sleeping
on’ a problem, as a way of solving it.

Thus, despite the seeming blankness of deep sleep, it has an intimate connection
with the absorption of perceptions, thoughts and feelings into settled understanding.
Beneath its negative appearance, the deep sleep state has a profound capacity for
assimilating mental activity into a quiet understanding that continues at the back-
ground of experience. From a subjective point of view, deep sleep is just that state
where all changing activities become absorbed into their continuing background.

That is why, as ‘om’ is chanted, the deep sleep state is represented by the ‘mmm...’
sound, which merges into a background of quiet stillness. As the sound trails off and
merges into stillness, attention is supposed to follow it and thus reflect into the
changeless background.

Here, the syllable ‘om’ is being used as a ‘mantra’. Literally, a ‘mantra’ is an ‘in-
strument of thought’ or a ‘mental device’. In particular, when some chanted sound is
called a ‘mantra’, it is implied that the shape of sound is being used as a device to
direct attention and mental energy, in order to achieve some desired effect. The verses
of the Vedas are thus called ‘mantras’, and so are other chants whose shapes of sound
are valued for their special effects upon the chanting and the listening mind.

As a mantra, ‘om’ is called the ‘pranava’; from the verb ‘pranu’ which means to
‘reverberate’ or to ‘make a humming or droning sound’. In the chanting of ‘om’, the
shape of sound has a precisely focused use. It is meant to draw attention through the
initial ‘a’ and ‘v’ into the droning ‘mmm...", and thus to take attention down from
chanting mind into the underlying background of experience.

As the chanting is repeated, sound rises up from that same background and returns
back there again. As the repetition is sustained, it is meant to emphasize a positive
emphasis upon that background: through a repeated reflection that keeps returning
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back there. All sounds and all appearances are to be seen as mere expressions of that
inner background, reverberating out from there. The mantra ‘om’ thus represents a
dissolution back into a changeless source, from which new appearances are born.

This cycle, of dissolution and rebirth, is called ‘sarhsara’. It refers to any coherent
experience of change, where different elements are joined together in transforming
happenings. In the Hindu tradition, such experience is described as a repeating cycle:
of emission and absorption, creation and dissolution, birth and death. All changing
flow is conceived to manifest this cycle — continually repeated at different scales of
time.

Krama Srsti — Cyclic Cosmology

At a macrocosmic scale, many myths describe the universe as a vast process of
pulsating emanation.

This process starts with an inherent paradox — as the passing of time and the dif-
ferentiation of space have somehow to be born, from an undifferentiated timelessness
that underlies them. But, once time and difference have paradoxically begun, there is
a procession of macrocosmic ages in which we find ourselves now, seeing only a very
small and limited part of the whole process.

Through our human personality and our resultant failings, we represent a destruc-
tive tendency that must eventually engulf the whole created universe. This destructive
tendency proceeds through change and difference; but all its passing changes and its
conflicting differences keep taking it inevitably on to an eventual dissolution, where it
must get taken back into its timeless source. From there, the cosmic cycle of creation,
development, destruction and dissolution will repeat; as it has been repeating in the
past, before the universe we see today was born.

This kind of creation is called ‘krama srsti’. It represents a temporally ordered
process (krama) of emanation (srsti) through which the universe recurrently develops,
towards a recurrent dissolution, in the course of repeating time. The process thus
described is clearly meant to be quite universal: including all created beings and all
events that anyone perceives, from any point of view. But here, as in all such descrip-
tions of universality, there is a tricky problem. Though what’s described is meant to
be universal, the descriptions made of it are not. They have their idiosyncrasies,
depending on their points of view.

In the Hindu tradition, this problem of idiosyncrasy is freely admitted, by present-
ing an extraordinary variety of macrocosmic myths. The myths are clearly idiosyn-
cratic: meant for the various needs of different groups and individuals who use them.
Their users recognize them as stories that are told and retold differently, in various
versions. And in effect, through all the differences, the stories have a common pur-
pose. They are each designed to encourage an expanded contemplation, beyond some
current narrowness of personal and cultural perception.

As a religious myth describes the universe, it tells a story of some contemplated
deity. The contemplation is designed to help transcend the narrow limitations of the
audience for whom the myth is meant. But, for a myth to work effectively, it must
appeal to its audience, through just those narrow limitations — of perception and
insight — that it is trying to transcend. To make its broadening appeal, each myth is
idiosyncratically described, to suit the particular needs of its intended audience. So, a
mythic deity is represented in some idiosyncratic form: as playing some appealing
part, in the manifestation of the universe.
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In classical and medieval times (as represented in various Smrti texts), Hinduism
developed a broad pantheon of religious deities: who are conceived to play their
various parts in the functioning of cosmic manifestation. The pantheon is headed by a
trinity: of Brahma (the Creator), Visnu (the Preserver) and Siva (the Destroyer).
Represented thus, these gods are masculine; but they each have a feminine aspect,
represented by female partners who are often worshipped and contemplated in their
own right. Brahma’s partner is Sarasvati, the goddess of creative inspiration and
learning. Visnu’s partner is Laksmi, the goddess of prosperity. And Siva’s partner is
both Sakti and Kali, the goddess of life-giving power and all-consuming death.

Beyond this trinity, further aspects of divinity are represented by a great number of
associated gods and incarnations, which may in turn be worshipped and contemplated
in their own right. There are thus many variations of worship and contemplation, and
the variations can differ greatly from one another. They go along with many very
different myths and stories, about the life cycle of the universe. The idiosyncrasies of
human aspiration here take rather different paths, in these attempts to look beyond
what sense and mind immediately perceive.

But, beneath these differences of cosmic myth, there is a common metaphor. Their
description of the universe is biological. Each deity implies an underlying spirit,
somehow expressed throughout the universe; and that expression makes the universe
alive. All such myths describe the universe as a living organism, whose unity ex-
presses an organic functioning of self-renewing life. Even when the universe is utterly
destroyed, an essential principle of life remains, though it is then unmanifest.

In that unmanifested state, life is present, though unseen: just like the unseen es-
sence of life within a tiny seed. This conception is described in a story from the
Chandogya Upanisad. Here, Svetaketu is being taught by his father (who speaks
first):

‘Bring a fruit from this nyagrodha tree.’
‘Here, Sir.’

‘Break it.’

‘It is broken, Sir.’

‘What do you see in it?’

‘These seeds, Sir, like tiny particles.’
‘Well, break one of them.’

‘It is broken, Sir.’

‘What do you see in it?’

‘Nothing at all, Sir.’ ~6.12.1
Svetaketu’s father said to him:

‘Truly, dear son, this subtlety

which you do not see,

truly dear son, of this subtlety

the great nyagrodha tree thus stands.

Be sure of this, dear son.’ -6.12.2
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‘That which is this subtlety
is that “this-itself’-ness
which is all this world.

‘That is truth. That is self.
Svetaketu, you are that.’ — from 6.12.3

In this illustration, the tree represents the entire universe, as we see it grown today,
with all its vast size and mind-blowing complexity. And it is said that like the tree, the
manifested universe consists of nothing more than the unseen subtlety of life that’s
found within each tiny seed. Before the universe was born, it was this subtlety un-
manifest. Now that the universe has grown, it is in essence this same subtlety of inner
life, seen manifested into outward form.

According to the Chandogya Upanisad, that essence is an inmost self — which lives
throughout the universe, and in Svetaketu’s personality. That, in truth, is the life of all
the universe, and Svetaketu’s life as well. It is from there that all renewal comes:
throughout the manifested happenings of space and time, and in each individual’s
experience.

Karma — Transmigration and Psychology

At the scale of a person’s lifetime, dissolution and rebirth are described by the theory
of transmigration.

In this theory, a person’s body is conceived as a physical rebirth, expressing a more
subtle mind that is reborn in it. The mind has been through many previous births: in
previous bodies that were born into the world, where they grew up, matured, decayed
and died. A person’s current mind and body are thus seen as the result of a long
development, extending back through many previous cycles of bodily rebirth and
death.

When a person’s body dies, how can the mind continue to another birth? This ques-
tion is answered by a sophisticated conception of action, as manifesting different
levels: gross and subtle.

» The gross level is that of material bodies, seen by our physical senses. Through
their material actions upon each other, gross bodies give rise to other bodies, at a
material level of causation. It is at this level that the body of a child is born, from
its material parents.

» However, as we understand the world, material bodies and their actions are inter-
preted to express more subtle levels that our minds conceive. Through such inter-
pretation, we can find more meaning and coherence than our unaided senses see. It
is at these more subtle levels that we understand a child’s intelligence and aptitudes
and character.

In Sanskrit, the general word for action is ‘karma’. It comes from the root ‘kr’, mean-
ing to ‘do’, to ‘make’ or to ‘act’. When the word ‘karma’ is used, it carries two kinds
of implication. On the one hand, it refers to an apparent act or an objective perform-
ance, like a ritual or a duty. But, on the other hand, it refers to a pervasive process of
subtle causation — which is conceived to underlie our physical and mental acts and
their continuing results, in the formation of our personalities and our experience of the
world. A person’s karma is the cumulative effect of previous actions, shaping how
that person acts today and what that person will experience in the future.
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As a child is born and grows, two levels of causation come together:

» At the gross objective level, a child receives an inheritance from its parental
family. This inheritance is partly genetic, from the parents’ bodies; partly social
and economic, from the family’s status and wealth; and partly cultural, from the
behaviour learned through family upbringing.

+ But, beneath the family inheritance, there are more subtle tendencies and aptitudes
and dispositions with which a child is gifted (or sometimes burdened, as the case
may be). These are conceived to be inherited from previous births: resulting from
past actions and experiences in previous bodies, before the present child was born.

The second level of causation is purely mental. Here, cause does not work through the
actions of one body upon another, in any physical space. Instead, it works essentially
in mental time — through after-effects that have been left behind, by previous mental
states.

The transmigrating mind is reborn in a new body. In this new state, effects remain
from previous mental states that have now vanished. These effects are called ‘sam-
skaras’ (trainings) or ‘vasanas’ (residues). And they are conceived as seeds — which
have been sown by previous actions. In the course of continuing experience, such
seeds of karma keep on being sown, and then continue in the mind unmanifest: as
unseen potencies that later on get activated into manifestation.

As a biological and psychological description, this conception of karma is just
common sense. If we consider the process of our lives, as each of us experiences the
world, then it is only common sense that our actions and experiences result in per-
sonal tendencies and inclinations which go into the make-up of each person’s charac-
ter. As we go about our lives, our actions take us through a succession of experiences
— which keep on passing by, appearing and disappearing at the surface of our minds.

But, though they disappear at the surface, our experiences get somehow absorbed
into longer lasting attitudes and traits of character and stores of memory, which
continue underneath. Thus, as our experiences pass by, they leave their effects behind:
in a subtle assimilation of experience that continues unmanifest, beneath the surface
of our minds. Through that underlying assimilation, we develop a psychological and
human potential — which is expressed in further actions, and takes us on to further
experiences.

In short, the theory of karma is a description of living development. And the ap-
proach it takes is psychological. It says that living creatures develop through subtle
inclinations that their actions leave behind. These subtle inclinations, called ‘sam-
skaras’, are primarily mental. They are inclinations of intention, thought and feeling,
which result from previous actions and experiences. In the course of our lives, as we
pass through many different experiences, these subtle inclinations are assimilated at
the depth of our minds, into a developed potential that manifests itself from there.

In this psychological description, our mental processes are not based on any brain
or nervous system that manipulates information behind the scenes, like a computer
making calculations behind a video screen. Nor are mental processes based finally on
any language that uses particular symbols and symbolic structures to articulate ideas.
Instead, all mental processes are based upon an underlying continuity that carries on
through changing mental states. That continuity is a subjective ground: deep within
our minds, beneath the changes of apparent objects that come and go at the surface.
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It’s at this underlying ground that actions and experiences leave their effects be-
hind. And it is from this ground that future actions and experiences arise, to carry on
the process of experience. Thus, when an action comes to end, its energy becomes
absorbed into an unmanifested potency, which emerges in some later action, some-
where further on. This is a common psychological experience: of subtle influences
coming from the past, to motivate some present action. From here, the theory of
karma goes on to a more radical position. It says that the whole universe is driven by
the same subtle energies and influences that we find within our minds. Just as subtle
influences of feeling, thought and intention are found expressed in our living bodies
and their actions, so too such subtle influences are expressed throughout the universe.

In this conception, the entire universe is a living organism with two aspects: gross
and subtle. The gross aspect, consisting of material bodies, is only a crude and super-
ficial appearance, seen by our gross senses. Material bodies are only crude coagula-
tions of subtler flows of energy, which we can see more subtly by looking back into
our minds. As we fall deeper back into our minds, gross bodies and their actions can
be interpreted as expressions of a more subtle flow of influence and happening.

For example, when a child is born, not only its mental disposition but also its
physical embodiment can be interpreted as showing the influence of its past lives.
Thus, its capabilities of body, its genetic inheritance, its social and economic circum-
stances, the family in which it’s born and the upbringing it receives can all be inter-
preted as manifesting a human potential that it has been developing through a succes-
sion of past births. This kind of interpretation is perhaps most famously illustrated in
the story of the Buddha, whom Hindus revere along with Buddhists.

But on what basis can such an interpretation be made: of subtle energies and influ-
ences, behind the objects that our senses see? How can one find out more about the
outer universe, by reflecting deeper back into one’s own experience? If a reflection
deeper in can help one find out more outside, then there must be some common
ground which one’s own experience shares with outside things.

In the Hindu conception of karma, it’s from this common ground that all birth and
all experiences arise. As Varuna tells his son Bhrgu, in a story from the Tuaittiriya
Upanisad, knowledge is attained by investigating back to that supporting origin:

Truly, that from which these beings are born,
that by which born beings live,
that into which those who depart dissolve,

that you must seek to know.
That is all reality. — from 3.1

Yugapat Srsti — Creation All at Once

In the experience of our minds, each succeeding moment may be conceived as an
instantaneous rebirth, following upon the dissolution of the past.

At each present moment, previous moments have now passed, and future moments
have not come. Only the present state of mind appears, as an instantaneous thought. In
the immediate present, there is just this appearance — which we may call a single
thought. If one considers only what is immediate in present mind, there is no time to
analyse it and divide it into parts. So, in the present, what appears immediately can
only be a single experience: of undivided thought that now appears in mind.
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And yet, in this single thought that is now present, there is a sense of time — includ-
ing an assimilation of many past experiences and an anticipation of many more
experiences that are yet to come. How is this possible? How can the simple immedi-
acy of the present be reconciled with the complexities that we perceive through
passing time?

In Advaita (or non-dualist) philosophy, this question is answered by distinguishing
two aspects of mental experience:

* On the one hand, there is a succession of passing states in time.

* On the other hand, if any state is examined as it immediately occurs, then it is
found to be a single thought, arising by itself from an underlying background of
experience.

In this mental experience, all sense of time depends upon the underlying background.
It is there that the assimilation of past experiences is understood, as each present
thought arises. And it is there, to the same background, that each thought returns, as it
passes on and gets assimilated in its turn."”

As each state of mind arises, it produces an appearance — of some object at the
forefront of attention. And in this attention is understood everything that is known
about the object: its location, its relationship with other objects, and how it is part of a
larger world. Thus, while the object is perceived at the front tip of attention, this
narrowed perception is built upon a broader basis of understanding, at the background
of experience.

For example, suppose a driver notices Figure 2
that his car is sounding a little odd.

Many things go into this perception: like FOCUS OF
how the car sounded before, the various ATTENTION
other things that have been happening

with the car, what sort of car it is, the OB-
uses for which it is needed, the other JECT

people who are going to drive it, the
driver’s previous experiences with cars
and machines and mechanics, and so on.
All these things are understood at the
background of experience, while atten-
tion is focused on the sound of the car. UNDERSTANDING
The background understanding provides

a subjective basis, upon which the driver 5 A cK GROUND OF EXPERIENCE
listens to the sound.

" As it is said, in the Yoga-vasistha:

paraman nibhaso jatah sankalpah svottha ucyate
jayate svayam eva ’sau svayam eva viliyate

Born from the final background,

Thought is called ‘self-arising’.

It is born just by itself.

Just by itself, it is dissolved away. —4.53.6
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We have here a mental picture of experience: as rising from an underlying back-
ground to focus on a particular object. Figure 2 (previous page) shows an illustration.

What is this subjective basis, at the background of experience? It is evidently the
underlying depth of our minds, beneath the apparent surface of limited mental atten-
tion.

As attention turns to different objects, they appear one after another at the surface
of our minds, in a changing stream of limited perceptions. But we know more than
this limited and changing surface. As we see an apparent object, we somehow take
other things into account, in our understanding of what is seen. So we do not just see
things at the front tip of the mind’s attention. We also understand them, and thus take
different things into account, at the background of experience.

Beneath the changing surface of appearance, there is a background knowledge that
continues quietly, without distracting attention from the apparent objects which come
and go at the surface. That quiet, continuing knowledge enables us to take into ac-
count what our minds do not make appear. Whatever may appear and disappear, that
quiet background of knowledge carries on beneath. From underneath, it supports each
appearance with our entire understanding of the world, including the understanding
that we have of our perceiving faculties and of ourselves as perceivers in the world.

Whenever any object is perceived, its perception draws upon the background of
experience, expressing a prior understanding that we have of the entire world and its
perception. This prior understanding is built into each apparent object. In every
mental state, we are presented with the whole of our experience: with some apparent
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object in the foreground, and the remainder understood behind. The object is a part
perception of a larger world that it implies. Each mental state is thus conceived as a
‘vrtti’ or a ‘transformation’, which modifies the mind’s perception and interpretation
of an implied totality.

As one state is replaced by another, the former state dissolves into the changeless
background. Then there occurs a timeless interval, from which the latter state arises.
The process of experience is thus conceived as a succession of momentary transfor-
mations, with timeless intervals in between.

At every moment, the world is instantaneously created and destroyed: in the per-
ception of some passing object that is interpreted to show a larger world. This is
called ‘yugapat srsti’ or ‘creation all at once’. Here, the perceived world is created
together with its immediate perception and the person who is supposed to be perceiv-
ing it. But the same immediacy also destroys the world at once: as the perception is
interpreted and taken in, reflecting back into the timeless ground from which it is
expressed.

In the perception of each object, there is thus an expression of understanding from
the background of experience; followed by a reflection that returns into the same
underlying background, as the perception is interpreted and understood. This cycle of
expression and reflection is illustrated in figure 3 (previous page), by a small addition
to the preceding diagram.

Differing Accounts

What are we to make of such greatly differing accounts of rebirth and dissolution:
from the rise and fall of chanted sound, through vast cosmic cycles, to the instantane-
ous appearances and disappearances of passing experience in the present moment?

They show an understanding that all experience is ultimately singular: pulsating
always from a single source, at all scales of space and time; but never changed within,
no matter how enormous or minute the fluctuations seem from the outside. Each
experience, no matter how short or long, is another repetition of that one singularity,
which thus connects all different-seeming things.



NATURE’S MANIFESTING LIFE

Personal Ego and Impartial Objectivity

Through cosmic myths and psychological analysis, the Hindu tradition presents us
with very different accounts of how the things we see are found created. These differ-
ing accounts are reconciled through the concept of ‘prakrti’ or ‘nature’. For nature is
taken to include the creative process of a perceiver’s mind, along with everything else
in the universe.

In the word ‘prakrti’, there is an interesting ambiguity. ‘Krti’ means ‘activity’; and
the prefix ‘pra-’ has a double implication. It means ‘forward’, like the English prefix
‘pro-’. And it also means ‘before’, like the English prefix ‘pre-’. Thus prakrti includes
not only actions that go forward from change to change, but also a prior source from
which the motivation arises. The ongoing actions are nature’s changing manifesta-
tions, in physical and mental phenomena. The prior source is underlying nature,
continuing unmanifest, at the changeless background of both inner and outer experi-
ence.

The underlying source is called ‘pradhana’ or primal: thus conceiving it as a first
principle, of which all things perceived are changing modifications. And it is also
called ‘mula-prakrti’ or ‘root nature’: thus conceiving it as a support that draws up
animating energy into a living manifestation. (Just as the root of a tree is a support
that draws up nutrition into the living manifestation of branches and leaves and
flowers.)

When nature is conceived like this, it is essentially complete, in itself. It is itself the
source of all the actions that take place in it, of all the phenomena through which it
manifests itself. It includes not only the environment, but also our personal and
technological capabilities.

Why then do people think so often of their personalities and their technologies in
opposition to nature, as though our actions could somehow go against the nature that
they manifest? According to the Bhagavad-gita, the reason is a false image that we
have of ourselves: as personal, doing egos:

Everywhere, all acts are done

by nature’s constituting qualities.

Mistaking ego for the self,

a person thinks: ‘I am the doer.’ -3.27

Each particular doer is inevitably limited, by particular faculties and capabilities of
action. If one identifies oneself as a doer, one’s perception becomes inevitably lim-
ited, and therefore partial. There’s no escape, the Gita says, through technical sophis-
tication; nor through personal restraint:

One acts according to one’s own nature.

A learned, knowledgeable person

is no exception. Beings follow nature.

What will holding back achieve? -3.33

Here, ‘holding back’ is treated as a negative action. Accordingly, the driven partiality
of action cannot be avoided by doing or not doing anything, by any action or restraint
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towards some limited object. To attain impartiality, a deeper understanding is re-
quired, beyond our senses and our minds:

Our senses are transcendent, it is said.

Beyond the senses is the mind.

Beyond the mind as well is understanding.

Beyond the understanding is just that. —-3.42

At the depth of understanding, all faculties are known objectively, as nature’s happen-
ings:

As truth is known, one who joins into it
can understand: ‘I don’t do anything.

‘Sight, hearing, touch, smell, eating,
going here and there, sleeping, breathing,
speaking, holding on and letting go,

eyes opening and closing...

‘these are just faculties, acting
towards their various objects.’ —-5.89

Thus, an unaffected knowing is utterly detached from doing faculties. That detach-
ment is meant to uncover a pure impartiality of knowledge; as Krsna tells Arjuna, in
the last chapter of the Gita:

Pure knowledge is just that by which
one changeless principle

of undivided nature

is seen in all divided things.

That’s what you need to know. —-18.20

In the approach taken here, knowledge is completed by detaching it from nature’s
manifesting actions. Through such a detachment, all objects and all faculties are left
to nature: where they are seen objectively, as instruments of nature’s happening. No
faculty of body or of mind is then left out, to act on nature from outside. Thus nature
is conceived to act spontaneously, moving of its own accord, from its own source
within.

Illuminating Consciousness

Since our perceiving faculties belong to nature, it manifests itself through them. In
everyone’s experience, it produces the appearances that come and go, succeeding one
another in the course of time. At each moment, what appears is lit by consciousness.
That consciousness is pure illumination, witnessing what comes and goes. It is not a
changing act, but just that silent knowing which illuminates the changing acts that
nature manifests.

As changing acts and objects come and go, they are manifested ‘noisily’, compet-
ing for attention in a stream of clamouring replacement at the surface of appearance.
Throughout this passing stream, consciousness continues quietly, at the underlying
background of experience. There, consciousness is utterly detached, from the appear-
ances that nature manifests before its light.
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When consciousness is conceived like this, as a knowing principle before which
nature acts, it is called ‘purusa’. In Sanskrit, and in many modern Indian languages,
the word ‘purusa’ is used in an everyday sense to mean a ‘human being’ or a “person’.
However, it has a philosophical usage which is quite different from the English word
‘person’. The English word comes from the Latin ‘persona’ — which originally meant
an actor’s mask, and hence an actor’s role. As this derivation shows, the word inher-
ently implies an outward sense of manifesting action.

In the word ‘purusa’, there is an implication which is just the opposite. Philosophi-
cally used, ‘purusa’ implies an inner principle that is shared in common by all human
beings, beneath their differences of outward personality. In this sense, ‘purusa’ is an
inner ‘humanness’, as described in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad:

That, in truth, is this ‘humanness’
in all bodies: abiding here
at rest within the body. —firom 2.5.18

In this passage, the word used for body is ‘pur’, which literally means a ‘rampart
wall’ or a ‘fortified enclosure’ or a ‘walled town or city’. The body is conceived as
mere outward fortification: within which the inner principle called ‘purusa’ lives at
peace, undisturbed by the conflicts and destructions of the outside world. And, the
Upanisad goes on to conclude, this inner principle is an unlimited self — which is
present everywhere, comprehending everything within its own experience:

This self is all reality,
experiencing everything. —firom 2.5.19

In the thirteenth chapter of the Bhagavad-gita, this inner principle is more explicitly
described as pure consciousness, completely independent of the changing faculties
and qualities that it illuminates:

It has no faculties; but shines
illuminating every faculty
and quality perceived.

It is itself quite unattached,
yet everything depends on it.

In it, there are no qualities,
as it experiences them all. —13.14

It’s said to be that light of lights
which is beyond obscurity.

As knowledge in itself, it’s that

which should be known — which can be reached

as knowledge standing firmly back

within each heart, in everyone. -13.17

Here, knowledge is described as that ‘light of lights which is beyond obscurity’. In
other words, it is that knowing light which never gets obscured. As other lights appear
and disappear, it carries on throughout experience, illuminating all appearances. It is
consciousness itself: the illuminating principle that is essential to all experience. It’s
that which knows: the knowing subject which is always present, no matter what
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appears or disappears. That pure subject is identified as purusa, the inner principle of
consciousness which all persons share in common, beneath their physical and mental
differences.

But, in this description, it must be understood that the word ‘consciousness’ is not
being used in its mental sense. It does not refer to the changing stream of perceptions,
thoughts and feelings in our minds. Here, that stream is not regarded as subjective
knowledge, but as an objective production of nature. The stream is a succession of
manifestations, objectively produced by nature. Each passing manifestation is illumi-
nated by reflecting light from consciousness — which shines subjectively, ever-present
and unmixed, from the inmost centre of experience. And there, within each person’s
heart, consciousness is found as self-illuminating light: the knowing ground of all
experience.

Knowing and Doing

Side by side with consciousness, as the subjective principle, the Gita speaks of nature,
as the objective principle. In the following passage, ‘purusa’ is translated as ‘con-
sciousness’:

You need to know that consciousness

and nature are both unbegun;

and that all changes and all

qualities are nature’s happenings. —-13.19

In doing, doership and what
is done, the underlying principle
is spoken of as ‘nature’.

In the experience of

enjoyments and dissatisfactions,

the underlying principle

is spoken of as ‘consciousness’. —13.20

In manifesting nature, it

is consciousness that stands within,
experiencing the qualities

born forth as nature manifests.

For good or ill, as wombs give rise

to passing births, in every case

the cause is an association

of some manifesting qualities

with consciousness itself. - 1321

It is the witness, looking on,
confirming and supporting what
is seen. It is the subject of
experience, the boundless Lord
to whom all that’s experienced
belongs. It is the truth of self,
with nothing to be found beyond.
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But these are only ways of speech:
describing consciousness here in
the body, and yet quite beyond." —13.22

This passage describes a paradox that is inherent in the notion of embodied life.
Within our living bodies, we experience a consciousness that somehow knows a
world beyond its immediate embodiment. Thus, paradoxically, consciousness is both
within the body and beyond it (13.22 above). Whenever a living person is born, that
birth implies a compromising association, between a knowing consciousness and
some qualities of personality in which it is supposed to be embodied (13.21 above). In
the manifested world, consciousness is always seen associated with compromising
qualities that nature manifests.

This manifest association, between consciousness and nature, is conceived in two
ways: negative and positive.

* On the one hand, consciousness appears degraded by associating it with the limited
qualities of a personal ego. In Sanskrit, ‘ego’ is called ‘ahankara’, which means
literally: ‘I-acting’. Each personal ego is thus conceived as a confused mixture of
knowing self and acting personality. Through this confusion of knowing and act-
ing, our minds and bodies appear to possess a qualified consciousness that gets
degraded by dissatisfaction and limitation and passing pettiness.

* On the other hand, behind its degraded appearance in our personal egos, con-
sciousness itself remains quite unaffected, in its pure illumination of what nature
manifests. And the illumination is conceived as nature’s inner inspiration. Thus
inspired, nature’s actions are essentially positive. They do not act from calculating
how to gain some narrow object of egotistical desire. Instead, nature’s acts are
done spontaneously: inspired by an inner principle that lights them from within.
They are done for its sake, not for objective gain.

Both these aspects are described in the Sankhya-karika. Here (to allow for an ap-
proach that is a little different from the Bhagavad-gita), the word ‘purusa’ is trans-
lated as ‘inner principle’:

The inner principle is consciousness.
But, in the world, it comes

to suffering: created by
degenerating change and death.

" The translation of this stanza (13.22) is a little elaborated, to bring out the meaning of a
string of Sanskrit epithets whose literal translation is rather lifeless. Here is a more literal
translation (with apologies for an awkward opacity that is quite alien to the spirit of the
original):

The onlooker and confirmer,
the supporter, experiencer,
great Lord, ultimate self.

And though thus spoken of
in this body, consciousness beyond.
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Where subtle body does not cease,

there suffering is natural.

[For subtle body is the mind,

which makes the inner principle

seem brought into the world outside.] - 355

As milk unknowingly performs

a function nourishing the growth

of a young child; so also

primal nature serves the liberation

of the inner principle. -57

Just as a dancer shows her dance

on stage, and then retires from it;

so also nature shows herself

before the inner principle,

and ceases then to manifest. -59

All qualities belong to nature,
as she acts in many ways:
not for the sake of objects gained,

but serving only for the sake

of that true inner principle

which has no qualities itself

and is not moved by any act. - 60

Expressive Energy

How is nature affected by consciousness? This question is answered by the concept of
‘prana’, which means ‘breath’ or ‘life’ or ‘living energy’. It comes from the root ‘an’,
which means to ‘breathe’ or to ‘live’ or to ‘move’. There is a sister root ‘an’, which
also means to ‘breathe’ and which is associated with both ‘sound’ and ‘subtlety’. Thus
‘ana’ means ‘breathing’, ‘living’, ‘moving’; and it carries an implication that our
living actions are the meaningful expression of some subtle energy, just as our acts of
speech are meaningful expressions of the subtle functioning of living breath.

In the word ‘prana’, ‘ana’ is combined with the prefix ‘pra-’ — which means not
only ‘pro-’ or ‘onward’, but also ‘pre-’ or ‘prior’. Thus, as in the concept of ‘prakrti’
or ‘nature’, there is a dual implication. ‘Prana’ implies not only the ongoing actions of
life, but also an underlying principle from which they rise.

As described in the Kausitaki Upanisad, the underlying principle of life is con-
sciousness:

But then, in truth, life in itself

1s consciousness, the real self:

which holds this body all around

and causes it to rise, alive. — fiom 3.3

It’s from this underlying consciousness that life is expressed, in ongoing actions. And
the expression is through mind. Here, a brief description is provided by the Prasna
Upanisad:
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It is from self that life is born.

But as, on consciousness, there’s a
reflected play of light and shade;
so too, on self, there is this [play
of life] that gets extended out.

Through the activity of mind,
it comes to be in body here. 33

In this passage, mind is conceived as a mediating process, between consciousness and
objects. To understand the mediation in modern terms, it may be conceived as a
repeating cycle: of expression and reflection.

 First, consciousness is expressed: through understanding, feeling, thought and
action. But the expression has a limiting effect. It narrows down attention to some
limited object — which then appears at the front tip of personal experience.

» As the object appears, it is perceived, interpreted, judged and understood. This is a
reflection back: from the apparent object at the forefront of attention, to underlying
consciousness, at the background of experience.

There is thus a movement up and down, through five levels that are illustrated in
figure 4 (within the broken triangle formed by the three lines). At the uppermost level,
objects keep appearing and disappearing, as attention turns to them and turns away

Figure 4
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from them. At the second level, actions take attention to objects and thus perceive
objective forms. At the third level, thoughts direct action and interpret names. At the
fourth level, feelings motivate thought and judge qualities. At the fifth level, under-
standing co-ordinates our faculties and assimilates our changing experiences into
continued knowledge.

All five levels are supported by consciousness, which is their final ground. All lev-
els and all living faculties depend on it, but it does not depend on them.

By repeatedly expressing consciousness and returning back to it, we learn from
experience. It is thus that misunderstandings can get exposed and clarified, and that
our living faculties can get developed and adapted. But, throughout this process of
learning, consciousness continues, quite unaffected by the achievements and failures
of our dependent faculties. Beneath them, it is fully independent, on its own.

As our faculties perform their living functions — like feeling, thought, perception,
speech — we experience in them a subtle sense of living energy, which expresses
consciousness. This expressive energy is conceived as ‘prana’. It is not just a subordi-
nate possession that belongs to objects, which knock it on — or project it on — to one
another. Instead, it is an energy that rises up from its subjective source, in conscious-
ness. And there it keeps returning to renew itself, and thus to rise again, refreshed.

Accordingly, the living energy of prana cannot be reduced to the mutual interaction
of perceived objects. It can only be described through a subjective reflection back, to
a common ground of consciousness. To see an act as living, there must be a sense of
kinship with it: that it expresses some common principle of life, in which one shares
oneself.

Living Kinship

The sense of kinship is most obvious with like-minded people who share similar
attitudes and ideas. It is less obvious with those whose ideas and habits are unfamil