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Chapter 1.0 INTRODUCTION <

3
.

.1.1 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Indian philosophical speculations and theological
thought have developed down the centuries through a com-
plex web of interrelationships. Often it is difficult to
distinguish igriiterature the dominant interest between
these two areas of concern. Yet no Indological scholar
would deny that both these areas of concern takeufheir
root, in some way or other, in the Vedas, recognised as

the most ancient Indo-European literature to have come

down to us.

" Séveral Indologists have idéntified non-Aryan ele-—
ments in the Vedic hymns, and distinguished these from a
middle period of true Aryan development (the Indo-Iranian
period), and further distinguished these two froﬁ a final
and more truly Indian period reflecting Indo-Aryan
fusion, giving rise to characteristically Hindu meta-
physical and religious modes of thought as we know.them
today. Such a schematization of the ancient literature
has led directly to the thesis that the ancient Veda
already exhibits a qualitative stratification of ideas
belonging to different historical epochs, ideas that do

not easily fuse with each other.



The complexity of the problem is increased in the

furéher development of the Vedic literature in the texts
p _

-of the Brahmanas, Upanisads and the Bhagavad Gita. While

manf of the earlier Indologists have recognized in these

-sectionis of the literature radical.and revolutionary

schisms of thought, some modern (mainly Indian) scholars
prefer to view the distinctions as being due mostly to
selective emphasis, and not as due to any significant
diffserence in aim and intention. In the main,
traditionalist Hindu theologians héVe upheld the thesis
that the entire body of Vedic literature reflects a
single development, and that the religious interests as
feflected in the Bhagavad Gita are in fact the mere
unfolding of ideas embedded in the earlier Vedic hymns .
This school therefore maintains that modern Indidn theis-
tic thought, allowing its various manifestations, is

germane to Vedic samhita literature, and that this theis-

tic thought is given rational and bhilosophical support

in the Upanisads.

While most Indological researchers would agree that
the Vedic hymns have a dominant religious interest, they
have contended for a severe qualitative difference in the
themes exhibited in the Vedas, Upanisads and Bhagavad
Gita. They have asserted a strong polytheistic character
Wwith respect to the Vedas, such as would be inappropriate

to a true monotheism. They have variously regarded the



Upanisads as reflecting a philosophical pantheism or some
form' of monistic gnosticism. And the Bhagavad Gita,

whil; it is accepted as being dominated by a monotheistic
;nte;est, its monotheism is considered to be compromised
by strong pantheistic leanings. Clearly the Indologists

have operated in terms of theistic ideas based on a

standard derived from Semitic literature.

=The writer does not wish to impose the limitation of
such a standard upon hisAbroposed research. While to
some extent comparisons are inevitable for purposes of
clarification and exposition, the writer wishes to inves-
tigate the characteristics of mqiaphysical thought per-
taining to theism (in its various forms as reflected in
the three sets of texts) within the confines and pPremises

¢f Indian literature.

1.2 AIMS OF THE STUDY

This study proposes:

(a) to undertake an analysis of representative
selections from the Vedic Samhitis (especially

the Rg Samhitd), the classical Upanisads and the
Bhagavad Gita:



(b) to investigate !!® characteristic structures of

metaphysical thought in these three sets of

texts;

(c) to underline e vital categories of

theistically—r9|ated thought in terms of which

distinctions amd the three types of texts may

be revealed:

(d) to arrive at a salid and systematic statement

concerning the ourse of theistic development

through the thrao demarcated chronological

-

periods; and
(e) to consider the nature of Hindu theistf@thought
in terms of the relative stability of the
underlying metnpnysical constructs as revealed

in the study.

1.3 METHODOLOGY

The Vedas, Upanisadr and Bhagavad Gita are the
primary texts of Hinduiri and are fundamental to the
religious actuality of iHindu thought and practice. The
writer is aware of the gon3itive nature of the areas

under study.



In the nature of the investigation the writer cannot
be cbntent with a plain descriptive account, but must
enga;e in a critical appraisal and evaluation of the
relaiivé merits of the metaphysical and theological ideas

revealed in the Vedas, Upanisads and Bhagavad Gita, based

on objective and impersonal philosophical criteria.

Therefore, the basic methodology will be that of an
objegtive, Indological-style research, taking into ac-

count the views of both Western and Eastern Indologists.

This method entails a direct, factual examination of
the gata, in this case the hymns of the Vedas and the
texts of the Upanisads and the Bhagavad Gita. The meta-
physical structures underiying the theological ndtTons in
the texts will be sought to be isolated and analysed in
detail, and then evaluated in terms of objective stand-
ards. As a necessary part of the study, comparisons will‘
be undertaken among the three sets of texts, noting the

relative merits of each and the logical interrelation-

ships among them.

An evaluation of the results will also be offered in
terms of modern theological ideas pertaining to the

metaphysics of theism.

The spiritual intuitions of the sages of the Indian



m;_' tradition, though seen in terms of our modern analytic
2t categories as polytheistic or pantheistic, henotheistic
I or hgnotheistic, or even monistic, may conceivably not do
— justgce'to the texts taken in their wholeness. The exer-
cise of comparison, which must involve analysis and sift-
ing of discrete date, no matter how sympathetic, cannot
avoid setting the material objectively at a distance from
the researcher, so to speak. In doing this, we may be
missing a good deal of the meaning for the texts them-
selves often appear to indicate the need for an intuitive

approach.

But such an approach, for our present purposes, is
out of our reach.
We therefore do not purport to arrive at conclusions
e that can hold absolutely, but only within the context of
the premises within which we have worked. In the words
of Deutsch, "there can be no real understanding of tradi-
tional Indian thought without a sympathetic openness to
it . . . one must experience for oneself the living
values of a culture before one can understand its most
profound'insights. Sympathetic imagination we believe,

is as necessary for understanding as critical

intelligence."

Any comparison of ideas, however derived, has to

RS —= .



proceed on the basis of presumed norms of comparison.
Thesé are furnished by the generally accepted philosophi-
cal ;tandard. We cannot say that these norms of com-
parison are either Eastern or Western, for they have to
be assessed by each researcher according to his deepest
understanding of the relevance of the norms to his par-
ticular situation. Briefly, we may say that these are
the norms of scholarship, and each researcher has to be
himself satisfied that he is applying them in the most
meaningful way. He has to draw his conclusions with
regard to every known fact and nuance. In general, we
cannot do better than say with the savant Max Muller that
"a scholar is a pleader, and he is bound to propound his

reasons. "

Finally, it needs to be pointed out tha:t the writer
is himself born into the Hindu religious-philoscphical

tradition, and has therefore felt called upon to exercise

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

servatism.

. Despite this self-imposed attitude of caution, the
writer must confess to an admiration for the critical-
Creative approach adopted by Radhakrishnan in his works
on Indian Philosophy, and has, with due caution, tried to
emulate it in some ways. It may be noted that Deutsch

has also made the appeal that comparative philosophy



should not be divorced from creative philosophy.

?

<

~In comparing the metaphysical and religious ideas
pertéinihg to the Vedas, Upanisads and Bhagavad Gita, the

writer haé tried to adopt the creative approach without

violating the factual data as he perceived them.

*1.4 EARLY SCHOOLS OF INTERPRETATION

One of the first features that strikes the student
about RgVedic studies is not that there have been a great
many studies on this ancient text, but that there should
be so many and diverse viewpoints concerning it. The
prolafe;atioﬁ of the weste;h approaches to the“Ravgaa is
symptomatic of the early indigenous Indian approaches to

this text.

The Br@hmana texts, which in the tradition are
regarded as integral parts of Veda in the general sensela
are in fact the earliest attempts at an interpretation of

the original mantras. Chaubey says in this regard:

"There should not be any doubt, that the
Aitareya Brahmana and the Kausitaki Brahmana
are the first attempts to interpret the RgVeda

in its two recessions. They explain the

_/
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Rgvedic mantra by giving their ritualistic N
e tapplications, occasionally giving etymologics

<
_of the words and legends connected with.the

— 'ritUals.“1b

We are justified in saying that even the class of
technical literature known as the Pratisakhyas, in which
pronunciation, phonetics, accent and different ways of
recitation of the samhita texts, in fact represent,
albeit in a technical sense, specialised metﬁéds of
interpretation of the textual materials. This is con-

firmed by Chaubey when he says:

"yaska in his Nirukta, while splitting certain

- padas, differs from §3kalya. From this we M8y,
however, conjecture that in Yaska's time there
existed more than one Padapdtha of the Rgveda
Samhita and that Yaska consulted them while
recording the different interpretations to

which a Vedic stanza might be subjected.'2

. So far as historical individuals are concerned, the
name of Yaska (or Yaskacarya) is well known as the
earliest interpreter of Vedic texts. His Nirukta is the
earliest known lexicon of Vedic terms, in which the terms
are discussed from several etymological, derivative and

grammatical standpoints. From internal references in



3

this work, it is obvious that other Nirukta compositions
—_ were'in existence in Yaska's time, all belonging together
4

by virtue of a more or less common exegetical purpose and

—— a common exegetical methodology. Says Chaubey:

"Yaska's Nirukta was not the only Nirukta.
According to Durgacarya there were fourteen
Nirukta texts. All the authors of Nirukta,
salthough they differed very much at some
places, formed one group kﬁéWn as Nairuktas in

the field of Vedic exegesis."a
He further says:

"In the time of Yaska the Nairukta school of™
Vedic interpretation was already well estab-
e lished. Yaska has referved to the opinion of
Nairuktas about twenty timés on different
occasions, in his Nirukta. They interpreted
some of the Vedic mantras on the basis of
etymological explanation. They also discussed
. the nature of the Vedic deities taking them as
different phenomena of nature. According to
this school the legends related in the Vedic
mantras should be interpreted figuratively and
Supposedly historical names should be taken as

standing for eternal cosmic phenomena. ",

10
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?Yaska himself has quoted no less than thirteen
Nairuktas who came before him. These are Agrayana,
Aupa@anyava, Aurnavabha, Kravstuki, Gargya., Galava, Car-
masiras, Taitiki, Satabelaksa Maudgalya, Sakatayana,
Sakapuni, Sakapauneya and Sthaulasthivi. Yaska himself

is the fourteenth exponent of the Nairukta school.S

*0f all the Nairuktas, only Yaska's work has come
down to us, and now his name is synonymous with the term

Nirukta. Of Yaska's importance Macdonell says:

"Yaska's Nirukta is in reality a Vedic commen-
tary and is older by some centuries than any

‘- PRY . - LN B - ‘-”—-l
other exegetical work preserved in Sanskrit."s

In his work, Yaska explains about 600 passages of
the RgVeda, whose authenticity appears to have been

accepted by almost all later Vedic commentators in

India.?

. Besides the Nairukta school of interpretation, there
existed several others, which testifies to the vibrant
literary and critical activity in those far—off days.

The aitihdsika school, or history-orientated school,
appears to have existed from before Yaska's time. The

chief principle of this school was that the Vedic gods

11
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were in fact deified mortals, whose heroic deeds were
amplffied and glorified in the traditional records.

q
Yaska himself adopts this method of Vedic interpreta-

tion.®

The Yajflika school of interpretation followed the

liturgical method vwherein an attempt is made to explain
the mantras in harmony with the existing ceremonials.
Each®mantra or each word should be explained, according

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

ments."?®

The Nai&éna school followed the method whereby a
mantra or sukta was interpreted mainly by reference to
the.Bccgsion“during'which ghe mantra or sukta was com—
posed. Although this is mentioned as a separate school,

it appears to be a version of the aitihasika or histori-

cal school.2°

The Parivrajaka school ostensibly refers to wander-

ing teachers, and was also known as the Atmavadin school,
on account of the fact that they interpreted the mantras

in terms of their possible spiritual import.
The Adhidaivata school followed the method which
"took its stand on the supposition that since the mantras

are addressed to the gods, the incident recorded in the

1 12



" “Vedas should be explained in relation to them."2?
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- The -Akhyana school, or school concerned with
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:;___if_“nw—_légenagf'appears to have been historically orientated.

i) 0 ‘took-its stand on the supposition that all the names
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Our knowledge of the existence of all these schools

v sbes Tete : is only very sketchily derived through references to them

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

_commentaries of Skandasvamin, or in a work like the
e Brhad&ranyaka. Still, it is to be acknowledged that,
despite the paucity of lengthy historical records,
vigorous and significant interpretation and critical
activity was in vogue among the scholars of ancient

India, with regard to Vedic exegesis.

. There is strong evidence to support the thesis of
- the existence, even in those ancient days, of an estab-

lished and fully-fledged school of Anti-Vedic Scepticism,

which was obviously atheistic and decried, and tried to

discredit,the teachings of the scriptures. Says Chaubey:

= } 13



o caet "In the fifteenth section of the first chapter
“”“;" fof the Nirukta Yaska has introduced a critic in
= jthe person of Kautsa, a representative of the

e — ?anti—Vedic school, who held the view that Vedic
s mantras have no meaning.' He has quoted seven
arguments .advanced by that authority to show

that the mantras have no meaning, and has

s refuted them one by one."is

About the introduction of the anti-Vedic authority

and according to it what amounts to a high and dignified

status, another author observes:

"The reproduction of the Kauts-controversy
indicateés on the one hand. that not only was
Yaska endowed with a rationalistic spirit and
e was free from bigoted fanaticism, but also it
was possible to carry on such discussions with
>ﬁ¥?ﬁﬂ tolerance at that period of remote antiguity;
and implies on the other that Kautsa was an
eminent scholar or some great personality, or
. the exponent of some philosophical system,
whose thought could not be ignored . . . It may
also be taken for granted that he was the
leader of a movement which may be described as

something akin to materialistic rationalism,

and which was the result of a remarkable

14




== literary activity, a characteristic of the

— fepoch of Yaska.'ia
1

— ;From the anti—-Vedic sentiments expressed in some
portions of the ﬂrapyakas and Upanisads, we may safely
— infer that an anti-Vedic school of sufficient strength
and following must have existed even before the period of
sy the Aranyakas and Upanisads, whose opinions, in a mild

form¥ must have influenced the composers and redactors of

the whole Vedic corpus.tS
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e ‘Chapter 2.0 THE VEDAS: THEOLOGICAL VALUES

1

2 +1 - NATURALISTIC BACKGROUND

mmse S ©It is-a noteworthy and striking feature of much

IR— i ki
P " st - . w . - "

‘h*”*éﬂ* éfhﬂindian writing.: on the subject of mythology, religion and

e

e phllosophy that the several systems of thought that seek

£S5 e NN
7:~—~=edﬁ.qawtomreveal the tradltlon are in fact revelations of

3'¥m-cert81n specialised points of view, and are not in any

-Qisense-absolute. Even those systems which are clearly

'T-“;*;;W*““”toﬁf"hdlctory and mutually opposed are stated by many of
Rl e = A i S

TCMTERTIEY

aa “;fﬁ" those who undertake to interpret Indian thought to be

pigpmerruge k5 ¥ oty

;?nﬂxé-b«nw~-~merely revelations of some partial aspects of reallty
wrsa Reality is generally assumed to refer to some un-—
fathomable essence or Divine Power which is unkndwable in
its entirety, and the validity of any viewpoint is con-
sidered to be dependent upon a close conformity with the
essential features of the Vedic texts, or‘consistency

between the viewpoint and some one or more indubitable

features of the Vedic teachings.

. This type of judgemental ethos, prevailing more or
less consistently in the Indian critical tradition. at
times put forth directly as a matter of principle, but
always present in the background of Indian thought, sup-
plies the invariable justification for the existence,

side by side, of systems of thought and practice, that to

17
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B — the perception of a non-Indian or objective observer,
*?4~;~“-- mustfappear strangely incompatible. This phenomenon 1is

effectlvely h1gh11ghted by D, J Stephen with regard to

TR W S Ry e

:::::::—J—*-~-d1fférnng-1deas—1n.connectlon .with reincarnation theory
e ——

R ereer e and_ the sréddha ceremonies, when she says:

e —————S——

. ' “The “two ‘sets of ideas are qu1te irreconcil-

TS iy P W - T S R B rax

_nmr.ﬂ--<~:1-ﬁ1;;aab1;?iand they are never reconciled; but they

-;go'on-51de by side, in full vigour, in the same

33

f?ﬁiliﬂ and in the sameidndividual.”l
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We may regard this as a characteristically Indian

;Eﬁ%ﬁigi;T;,-habit of mind, which manifests itself with a fair degree

of consistency throughout the ethico-religious history of

Hinduism, barring the relatively restricted cirche= among

which philosophical confrontations occurred, and which
maintained the strictly philosophical traditions. This
is the "eirenic" doctrine,2 and it has been criticized by
Ninian Smart as being inimical to philosophical thought.?
Most Indian thinkers and reformers<® refer to the RgVedic

verse: '"Ekam sadvipra bahudha vadanti"® as lending sup-
port_to this line of thought. One writer, immediately
after quoting this verse, follows it up with what she

takes to be the logical consequence of it, as:

"Reality is not limited to any particular view,

and different systems of philosophy are nothing




but different views about Reality. They are

fformed in accordance with their insight into
9

= sthe nature-of -Reality. No two approaches can

= ‘be exactly the same since no two people have

it - e

s exactly-the same temperament. Each system is

_tf basedpﬁpéﬁ ° particular approach and it is jus-

tified as long as its approach is consistent."s

SRR T e S SR N S T SO SR =

———— rE——r— e e

T%In this type of assertions about Reality, or rather,

.non—éssertionsJabout Reality, we can certainly perceive

N A AR o

_ ;:jf:ffi£jT1gqq?Ebpreciate”a genuine philosophical latitude which

om— often and easily flows over into the ethico-religious

_i-wwh{;i.' domain of life, engendering and supporting in the
individual a position of metaphysical tentativeness. It
may be noted that such a position is highly condidive to
the later advaitic two-tier model cf total Reality, in
that the individual holding the tentative hypothesis
easily sees his position as relative, not only to his
peculiar individual circumstances., but as relative to an
absolute standard, which he soon begins to affirm posi-

tively, despite the fact that such absolute standard is

by definition indefinable.

It is easy to see, therefore, that, what arises as
non-assertions, or tentative assertions, about Reality,
invariably leads within the context of Vedic Hindu ideas

to a type of positive assertions about an ultimate or

19



transcendent Reality.

$

.

. In the line of thought being presented here, we are
atteﬁptihg to reveal the conflict between the naturalis-
tic interpretation of the Vedic literature and the tradi-
tion of its revelation. For it is easy to understand
that a revelation will more firmly and more definitely

fix the terms of reference within which the notion of

Reality or God has to be understood., will more definitely

secure to the human understanding the type of relation-

ships that obtain between man and God, and will certainly
conduce to the understanding ¢f the Divine Power in terms
of a Person rather than a Force or Essence. Considera-
tion of the issues of naturalism on the one hand, and
revélatipn onh the other, i% clearly pivotal to” otfP*under-
standing of the nature of Vedic religiocn. We may not be

inclined to promote a decision as to which alternative

has to adopted, but it does appear necessary to

demonstrate how the two traditions are built up and sup-
ported, and to demonstrate the strengths and weaknesses

of each tradition, and also as these may be obtained from

the .Vedic mantras themselves.

We cannot affirm that naturalism and revelation are
the two clear-cut alternatives available to us for an
understanding of the contents of the Vedas. All that we

¢an say is that many Western Indologists have given us a

20



rendering which is strongly naturalistic, following
largeﬂy the commentary of Sayanacdrya.?” A common
corolﬁary of this view is that the people reflected in
the Gedds who worshipped the elements of nature, were
primitive and less advanced in so far as the recognition
of a truly ethical conception of God is concerned. On
this view the accounts given in the Vedas have to be

viewed as mainly mythological, as becomes a people in the

earlys stages of their cultural evolution.®
Following this line of thought, Riepe says:

"The gods of the Vedic hymns are only slightly
removed from the natural phenomena which they

- - LN . . e A=y

"represent.'s
Standing in stark opposition to -

this type of interpretation is the traditional view that
the mantras of the Vedas are the revelations of the high
and mighty God, vouchsafed unto the holy personages "for
the enlightenment and welfare of mankind."2° In rela-
tively modern times this traditional view has been set
forth with precision and elaboration by Svami
Daydnanda.?* It is important for us to establish the
grounds and presuppositions on which our enquiries are
based, and this is best done by following the lines which

early indological investigations took, and whose
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influence continues up to the present, and appears to

have ¢aken a permanent hold in some circles.?*2

1

‘It should be clear that this influence is not merely
historical, but i1s supported by a body of facts and
validity of reasoning, which no researcher can ignore,

even if the logic of it is unacceptable to him.

_;t is a salient of feature of Indian culture that it
has been characterised by a deep sense of inwardness®? in
matters of both philosophy of religion, imparting to both
a type of ontological priority. It is to be emphasized
that the quality of inwardness is most certainly
manifested at the individual level, i.e

individual person himself. » But, quite paradoxicaldy. the

., 1in the

person as an individual or unique unit of consciocusness

tends to get subdued or lost in the process.

N V Joshi, who attempts to show that, in order to
overcome an unsatisfying dualism in the world of
experience, logic has to be subordinated to ontology,

makeg the point well when he says:

"The world of existence consists of a plurality
of finite individuals. Every individual has
infinite potentialities. From the standpoint

of knowability it has two aspects - the subjec-
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tive as well as the objective. In the latter,
¢individuality is expressed only partially. But
ias we pass from the objectivity to the subjec-
Etivity, its inward potentialities are gradually
quickened and developed. If one p&rsists in
the same direction deliberately concentrating
one's entire conscious energy, it might
gradually lead us to the realization of the
;sublimest aspect of one's self viz., God. God
is the same as the Highest Self or Paramat-

man. i1a

This tendency, which is pervasive in traditional
indian thought, takes the individual as the most impor-
tant-datum of expertitence. *et, in the process-of—
explicating this view, the individual soon slips out of
focus, and the Inner Essence, or a conception of the
Absolute, replaces the individual. Under this scheme,
even if individual value were to be maintained, it would
be a samkhya type of value, a mere name without the sub-
stance of uniqueness or significance of inter-personal
relations. This is the thrust of inwardness in the
general Indian tradition. As Joshi says: "Perfection
means the unfoldment of one's own potentialities
Hence the perfect Self is regarded as the source of
infinite bliss, because here the self is in tune with the

Absolute itself. That is why, the Upanisads have said:

23



Thou art that: This Self is verily the Brahman."1®

f

:This is the essence of the doctrine ¢of inwardness,
thatéit'leaves each individual to realise the truth or
God, for himself. The clear implication of this view is
that the indivgdual sets his own goal by setting up his
own framework within which the goal is to be realised.
Indeed the situation must not be imagined to be chaotic
or tqtally unstructured, for the Vedas stand in the
tradition as the standard authority which enunciatés the
principal values of life, together with the seers and
acaryas who clarify this authority to the common under-
standing. Yet it is a fact of the generally received
tradition that, for each individual separately., this
authority of ‘the Veda can dnly attain precision,*finality
and completeness, in terms of his own personal and
systematic understanding. The meaning of the Vedic
values as it obtains for one individual cannot be
strictly binding upon another individual. The essence of
the argument is that, in general, Indian tradition is
understood to have no tradition of revelation as this
term is understood in Semitic culture. Even when used,
and it is often used very loosely and imprecisely, it has
no bearing upon human relations within the context of man
and God. It is usually used to indicate the a priori or
non-negotiable character of spiritual truths. P T Raju,

who 1s recognised as a leading Indologist, says with
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regard to Indian religion: -

$

T”It is not a revealed religion in, the sense

that the revelation is not the prerogative of a

particular individual . . . Indian religion

from the peginning has been a reflective

religion . . . It is rational and supra- _

rational . . . For the religious thinker,

xeligion is generally a search for the ground

of our being, it is an ontologicai”and

metaphysical search, not through pure thought

alone, but also through realization.'is

It is clear, therefore, that Vedic religion is not
regarded as "revealed" in the sense that Semit%c‘f@iigion
is so regarded. I 1is taken to be revealed in the sense
of an inward realization, which is of necessity specific
to each individual, and therefore cannot lend itself to
definition except in the most general terms. Such a
perspective requires the use of human thought to bring
about order and harmony among the constituent units of
society, the world and human experience, since ethical
relations are not, and cannot be, given in inward
realization. If we take strict account of the rational
element in Indian religion, then we have to say that

inward realization is always the realization of our

€ssence which is continuous with the most inward nature
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of the human consciousness. The rational description
indiéates that the terms and framework within which the
spir;tual quest is undertaken, and the situation of the
individuél within it, has to be understood through the
process of human reasoning, and not in terms of the
decree of Divine Power. In order to justify this
approach. the tradition argues thft the ultimate realiza-
tion is always supra-rational, i.e., transcendent to all
humag categories;*”7 and therefore transcendent to all
ethical relationships. Tﬁé above quotation from Raju is
typical of this tradition, where the ontological ground

of being must be understood in the most abstract sense as

beyond all mundane relationships.”

" The experience  of ontﬁlogica; truth, when ' *"taken
as the sole basis of religious life, in fact appears to
remove itself from the domain of social life and inter-
personal relationships, which from the Semitic experience
appear to be vital areas for a "revealed" tradition. In
explicating the value of experiential religion, P T Raju

states our argument also with terseness:

"Religious experience and the quest for
religious experience result in systems and
schools of philosophy, provided we do not
reduce the experience to the acceptance of

Some creed on the basis of faith. Such an

o v, ¢
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acceptance leads to dogmatism and fanaticism
- &nd makes the quest for the Supreme Being

q
pointless. "1e

- f While it is not necessary that a creed and a faith
lead to dogmatigm and fanaticism, it is a point worth
noting that a revelatory religion reduces the need for a
passionate quest for the Supreme Being, though it need
not make such a quest "pointless". 1India's rich, varied
and continuiné“tradition of systems and schools of
philosophy certainly appear to attest, in the general
understanding of the scholiasts, to the non-existence of
a fixed revelation ang to the general need for inward
contemplation for the comprehension of wider aspects of

Reality : Co- . C A

Experiential religion is mystic and inward, and it
becomes the source of all possible knowledge about
Ultimate Reality. All phenomenal objects, including the
instruments and equipment of man's psychological nature,
although the means for attaining to such knowledge, have
to be relegated to the world of natural phenomena. This
is the thesis of natural religion, which in its strict
application cannot admit any supernatural element such as
God irrupting into the natural order of things. God, or
more precisely in this case, Ultimate Reality, is the

ObJect of inward realization, continuous with man's inner
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consciousness, sometimes said to be identical with this
e X consciousness, at other times considered to be the Divine
M
Source of which man's inner consciousness is a partial

%::7' expreésion. Ra ju adumbrates such a broad-based natural

religion when he says:

"One may say that Indian religion is naturalis-

:fa tic and empirical. Here we should understand

snature"” in the broadest sense of the term, but
:T" ) neither in the scientific sense of what obeys
;;;‘ - determinate laws and so predictable, nor in
:;%_ - etymological sense of what has birth. We

should understand it in the sense that every-
thing that is, is natural. Then not only
‘physical’ and bivlogical nature, but also the*—
A psychological and the spiritual will be
natural. If man's conscious being is natural,
then whatever such a being implies and involves
is also natural. If it is natural. then it
must be capable of being discovered within

man's conscious being.";s

This statement of the naturalistic background of
Vedic thought (and indeed all Indian thought generally)
has the merit of being able to accommodate a range of
kindred interpretations, and is therefore a most con-

venient category. For the Vedic hymns in many cases are
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not easily categorisable, and has led to endless discus-
sions! among indologists. At one end of the naturalistic
appréach is the theory that all the deities of the Veda
are here'representations of discrete natural phenomena.
These phenomena are taken to be divine and magical in a
primitive sense, as the rain that magically causes the
crops to grow, or the sun that magically removes the
darkness, etc. Occupying a somewhat - medial position

1A
woulds be the theory that sees,  some renderings of the

A
hymns a flash of true divine understanding, when a Rsi is
raised to the level of a significant insight into the
Divine Nature. But such an insight is not sustained, and
is soon replaced by more mundane reflections. At the
other extreme of the naturalism continuum we may place
the theory tHat thé "entire 'range of Vedic mantrag=are
truly spiritual, but that the full and proper understand-
ing of them is denied to us due to lack of competence.
Among these three approaches it is easy to place any
theory whose fundamental premise is that of the realiza-
tion of the Divine Nature in man's inner being.2° The
three approaches, in the order presented above, may be
termed "radical naturalism”, "modified naturalism” and
"spiritual naturalism", as standard approaches within the

larger and naturalistic background of Vedic interpreta-—

tions.

This scheme must, of necessity, preclude any inter-
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pretation based on the idea of revelation, in the sense
of su?h revelation originating in a conception of God who
stand; outside of man. Yet within the Indian tradition
itself there exists a significant body of opinion for
whom the idea of revelation, both akin to the Semitic

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

foundation of all theology.

dhe early indologists, quite naturally, saw very
close connections between European mythology and Vedic
mythological forms. For example, Adalbert Kuhn promoted
the thesis that, parallel to the existence of a common
ancestral language of Indo-European peoples, there must
have existed a common stock of Indo-European mythological
ideas.21" Dumezil has tried to show strong structdral
resemblances between Vedic mythology and Indo-Eurcpean
social organization based on Durkhein's ideas. But this
approach has not proven fruitful, being "too narrow a
frame to contain the variety and complexity of Vedic
mythology”.22 Although several indologists, like Roth
and Oldernburg, showed a greater interest in the Vedic
mythology itself rather than drawing comparisons with
European mythology,22 still, the foundations of all
these interpretations were built on evolutionary ideas
and the approach of a radical naturalism. Central to
this approach is the belief that "most of the Vedic gods

were personifications of natural powers and phenomena."24
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Such an approach to the interpretation of ancient
documgénts is so natural and bears such a dtsdrming aura
of obhectivity and scholarly respectability, that it has
been gccépted, down into modern times, as the sure path
along which the Vedic interpreter must travel. Dr. G K
Bhat, who was until recently curator and director of the
Research Department of the famous Bhandarkar Oriental
Research Institute in Poona, effectively adumbrates this

approcach when he says:

"The Rgveda, we know, is a collection of
praises and prayers addressed to several
deities that are, in the main, personifications
of Nature—forms. The various aspects of nature
“evoked the feélings of*wonder and awe and - =™
admiration. Their grandeur and majesty deeply
affected the mind and turned it to seek their
brilliance and beneficence as a precious gift
in the daily life of the human world. Such an
attitude of the mind is an attitude of
reverence which, in course of time, arranges a
.worshipful approach to the Forces of Nature

conceiving them as Divinities.'z2s
Within the Indian tradition their is found a large
body of respectable opinion even in the form of the

orthodox schools of philosophy such as the Samkhya school
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—— of thought, which, though understood to be nominally

T accepﬁing the authority of the Veda, gives dubious sup-
= port~;o the Veda as Sruti or divine revelation, so far as
e the e;rliest writings of this school, including the

et Samkhya Karikd of Iévarakrsna, are concerned.2s The

- aonea Samkhya is held to be a thorough-going rationalist system
e of thought which does not fetter itself with a tradition-
- ._ bound, Srut i approach to the Vedas. It rather pursues
independent lines of reasoning free of religious
orthodoxy. For the Samkhya, vukti or reasoning is 6f
paramount importance, and "it cannot be held that the

% ety samkhya philosopher accepts Sruti as a pramdna in the

sense of just accepting the authority of the Vedas."=27

4 e wtmey

2.2 PLURALITY OF GODS

One of the most powerful and pervasive ideas that is
pressed upon the consciousness of even the most casu§1
surveyor of the Vedas is the notion of the multiplicity
of gods or deities.2® From the very first mantra of the
RgVeda we are introduced unceremoniously and without the
faintest introduction into the Vedic world of a plurality

of gods, and men seeking to propitiate them for various

ends, as:

"I laud Agni, the chosen priest, God, minister
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of sacrifice, the Hotar, lavisher of weaith.”zg

¢

\%his famous mantra, with which the first mandala of
the Réveda opens, sets forth the role of Agni in relation
to other gods.®° Agni, who is the fire of the hearth as
well as the fire of sacrifice, is presented as doing
service in the role of a priest and ministrator between
men as the ministrants, and the gods in heaven, 31 who are
ostengibly being propitiated for various earthly goods.=2
Although the conception Agni has been;rn many ways
treated with special consideration in his relation to
man, 32 and this relation is also one of special
intimacy, 32 what strikes us, in the first two:mantras, is
the sense of separation among the gods, between Agni and
the other gods, and a littl® further in the text *-among
these other gods themselves. This notion of separation

is the more enhanced on account of the relation of the

different gods to some one or other phenomenon of nature.

Joshi says:

..... every one of the gods in the Vedic pan-
.theon is the presiding power of some one or
other aspect of Nature. But one aspect of her
may be more impressive than the other in so far

as its beneficial effect on the human destiny

1s concerned."as
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It is necessary to clarify Zpe thesis that, while
the idea of a plurality of gods is a necessary corollary
of raéical naturalism (as presented in the previous
sectiéni, it cannot be concluded that it is equivalent to
theistic pluralism, so far as the Vedas are concerned.

If it be accepted that a purely naturalistic interpreta-
tion of the Vedas is true and valid, then the separate
exictence of the discrete gods Hés to accepted on that
very pasis, as constituting the deified projections of
those natural phenomena.‘~The gods would then be as dis-
tinct as are natural phenomena. Natural phenomena may be
seen to possess an intrinsic or "ontological® unity as
the sum total or '"whole" of nature, as in the phrase
"Mother Nature", or nature as the source of all things,
as in the phrase '"Mater Protreatrix", but this -inbed-—
licence, if attended upon, would\surely result in the
loss of the more vital categories pertaining to discrete
natural events, and which alone are of practical utility
in the life of man. And Vedic man saw in the different
conceptions of deity just this practical utility, or;
what would be just as meaningful in the context,
"religious" utility, which had of necessity to bg tied to

discrete events of the natural world, though extended

into religious usage. Very appropriately Joshi says in

this connexion:

"The most common characteristic common to all
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the Vedic godélis that every one of them
fpresides over one or the other aspect of
jnature, For example Dyaus stands for heaven,
‘Prthivi for Earth, Agni for fire, Slrya for the
sun, Qggg for Dawn, Vata for wind, Indra for
storm and lightning, Varuna for water. Even
the most idealized forms of the Vedic gods,

such as Hiranyvagarbha or Prajapati, have also a

sdirect bearing on Nature, though not in any
specifﬁt aspect of its external manifestation,
vet in so far as they refer to the total force
or power, through which nature is supposes to
create and cogtrol the world of things. Indeed
this constitutes the important limitation of

- the religiOUS“;onscioﬂsness which has founde<ses
remarkable expression in the Vedas. 1In a word,
the Vedic religion is essentially a religion of

Nature.'as

In slight modification of this view, yet essentially

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

"The conception of nature in the RgVeda is that
of an aggregate of forces, but forces not set
into activity by a common principle such as

prakriti becomes for Samkhya philosophers."a-
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This states the case for the plurality of gods quite

precitely. Although Joshi himself is quick to point out

L4
that the Vedic gods are not therefore to be considered

the '“objects of nature",®® the discrete and separate

representation of them cannot be gainsaid, and especially

so in connexion with the aspect of radical naturalism.

To all appearances, it is obvious that the Vedic

concegption of gods served a very practical purpose.

thether they may have been specifically connected in all

instances, to the cult of sacrifice (as insisted upon by
the Mimamsakas), or conceived for purposes of laudation
and adq?ation of perceived religious values, still, they
represent objectified phenomena, natural or divine, or
both. XAs Chaubey says, "Védic gods are objects e&or-
ship." They call forth adoration and reverence at a

simple or primitive level of relationship between them

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

even as between those wno might disagree. The different
appellations for divinity, that is, the different goés,
appear to possess sufficiently distinct individualities
to mark them out as separate from each other. And, to
the extent and within the limitations of the framework of
radical naturalism, that is, as tied to discrete
phenomena of the natural world, we:?%nstrained to regard

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

RgVeda is quite conscious of the distinct individualities
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of the various gods and goddesses."3°

3

s

We may say that Vedic plurality of gods is not in
itself distinct theistic pluralism, because it does not
necessarily involve the idea of worship. What calls

forth worship is a factor other than their plurality.

The number of gods simply make up a system of nomencla-

ture, a system of ordering concepts with relatively

exclusive referents, and a system which is available in
the tradition for satisfying the needs of the early Vedic
Aryans, such as social, religious or functional needs.
Riepe says that the petitions to the gods in the hymns
are for the tangible goodsof this world."<4° We have
pointed out that a Vedic "god" is any appellation or
entify which is relatively 3istinct, and maintaif§this
distinctness with fair consistency, that is, which cannct
be shown to be easily merged with other entities. One
fruitful way of establishing such distinctness of appel-
lation isf%ee its connection with discrete natural
phenomena, and many passages in the RgVeda appear to sup-
port this connection.<* It is in this sense that radical
naturalism enforcesand enhances the notion of a plurality
of gods. In the ultimate analysis, and that which lies
at the root of our presentation of the concept of the
plurality of gods, is the contention regarding the
definition of the term "god". Our contention is that any

appellation or entity that calls forth sufficient admira-
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tion or interest -to the point of becoming the subject of
mantr;s and hymns, may with justification be called a
"god"'; It is quite legitimate to consider the notion
”Diviﬁe'Power” or "Supernatural Power” etc. in this con-
text., and then we shall be.led on to considering the
extent to which:the notion of divinity, in a true sense,
should be consistently applied. And so we shall be led
to the stage of entering upon the discussion of theism
prope?. For the moment we should note that the term
"god" as defined above, easil? fits the subject matter of
a large number of hymns, and there is no condition for
attaching to itjregular meaning of any kind of Holy or
Divine Power. 1In this sense, then, it cannot be denied
that the Vedas envisage a plurality of gods. When the
inte;prééatiohal aﬁp}oach ig confined to that of radical
naturalism. as in the quotations we have given, the
inference is that the nétion of Divinity does not rise to
any significant level beyond that of simple and naive
naturalism. And this would then imply that theism, in
the proper sense of the term, is absent in the Vedas. We
have a fair way to transverse before a decision can be
attempted on this issue. And it is possible that the
complex and heterogeneous character of the hymns may make
a simple decision difficult. Concerning the nature of

Vedic hymns Clayton cautions:
"The student of the RgVeda cannot remind him-
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self too often of the composite character of

the collection of hymns that it contains." a2
’

2.3 GODS OF THE VEDIC PANTHEON

Some writers hold the extreme view that the RgVeda
is simply nature poetry elevated tc the emotional, aes-
thetic and socio-religious requirements of man, and there
is no denying the fact that nature, in many of its
aspects, features prominently in the presentation of the
thoughts of the Rsis. With regard to the gods them-
selves, as presented in the hymns, a bare and bland
plurality is inesggapable, s& far as the presentatden is
concerned, and we have taken the approach that mere
plurality does not necessitate readinag polytheistic ideas
into the hymns. It is mostly on some such a basis that
traditional Indian commentators such as Yaska and Sdyana

and many western indologists, have proceeded to inves-
tigate the gods of the Vedic pantheon, and attempted to

classify them.

As our later discussion will proceed in terms of an
investigation of the concepts of polytheism, monotheism,
pantheism and related ideas, it is necessary to set out

the general scheme according to which the many de facto
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deities of the RgVeda have been generally classified. At-.
the s?me time, this schematization will provide the
oppor}unity to investigate and follow up the theologi-
cally} ‘and metaphysically important characteristics
appertaining to the conceptions of the various deities.
By noting these specific characteristics and how they are
made to operate with regard to the deity concerned, and
also with regard to several deities together, it may
becomg possible to come to some understanding of the
actual ideas sought to conveyed by the Rsis, and £he
motivations underlying them. -

So far as the number of deities i1s concerned, the i
RgVeda does not offer a uniform line of thought, and
several ‘alterhatives are mefitioned.<® Several hyhms give
the number as thirty-three.<9 But this number did not
comprehend all the gods. and we have a sage exclaiming,

in honour of Agni:

"Three times a hundred gods, and thrice a
thousand, and three times ten and nine, have

.worshipped Agni.as

The number three thousand three hundred and thirty-
three, and the number thirty-three both appear symbolic
in a simple way, in that they are divisible by the number

three, and three is one of the two numbers (the other is
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seven) that appears to be endowed with some mystic sig-
nifieance. At any rate, traditional commentators begin-
ningfwith YSskgbhave put forward a three-fold class-
ific&tidn of the Vedic gods, according to the region that
is held to the dwelling-place of the gods.<? This type
of classificat%on has been a convenient starting point
for the discussion of Vedic deities, andi;Z?n adapted by
most indologists.<®

According to this simple schemé“the gods are
severally associated with the earthly region, the mid-air
or atmospheric region, and the heavenly or celestial
region. In the main, Agni is associated wigh the earthly
region, Indra and Vayu with the atmospheric region, and
Surya with the celestial région. - In addition, -many* other
gods are also assigned to one or other of the three

regions.

GODS OF THE TERRESTRIAL SPHERE

. AGNI

Of the 1017 hymns of the RgVeda, no less than 200
are devoted to Agni, and this makes him one of the
foremost gods of the Vedic pantheon. Nor is his impor-
tance in point of theology less than any other, for he is

the god that is supremely the intermediary between men
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and the gods. "Agni is intimately connected with the
elemént of which he is the deity, and his nature 1is
ther;fore far less anthropomorphic.<® Indeed many of the
desc;iptions of Agni are also close descriptions of fire
itself, in a poetic sense., and the god 1s said to be
"headless and footless" even.®° Agni's conceptual
proximity to the element of fire makes him a most impor-

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

is chosely linked to the Vedic mantras.>?

The naturalistic and ‘evolutionary line of reasoning
suggests clearly the affinity between Agni and the fire
element. The ancient and primitive mode of producing
fire through friction between two sticks is regarded as
the inspiration behind the mantra which declarés*XZgni as
the devourer of his parents. Then again, because the
sticks are twirled by the action of ten fingers, he is

said to have ten mothers.S=2

Because the fire waxes strong through regular obla-
tions of clarified butter, Agni is declared to be "ghi-
faced".®® As, being kindled at night also, lighting up
the environment and evicting the night-demons, he is
regarded as dispeller of darkness.®¢ As he is the god
that is constantly present in the house, and is attended
to daily by the householders, he is the pati or Lord of

the household.®® He bestows wealth upon his worshipers,
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the performers of the sacrifice,®® and he bestows glory
upongthem.57 The office of being a messenger between
godsand men 'makes Agni in some ways a god of the
clos;st'intimacy with the life of men".®® As Agni 1is
himself the hotr,3° the priest, he is said to have
developed a special and personal relationship with the
sacrificial priests,€° and the hymns reveal the nature of
this relationship which can be likened to bhakti or devo-

tion. ™1

The birth of Agni is proposed in several ways.
Apart from being born of two mothers (friction-sticks),©=
he is also the son o; Dyaus the sky-god as his father and
Prthivi the earth-goddess as his’'mother. Again he is the
son of iaé (fhe saéfificia{“focd).and he is éléo-g;%hered

by Indra.s=

Agni is credited with three birth-stations - the
common one on earth, that is, in the house, the second in
the waters (of the air, i.e. as lightning in the clouds,
as well as in the terrestrial waters), and the third in
heaven.®4 The hymns also indicate that, as dwelling in

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

all that is".sS

Agni shares many characteristics with other gods.

He is at times declared to be above all other gods, who
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offer him worship.®® Paradoxically. he is also said to

be the generator of his own parents,®” and also the

slaye; of them.s® But the chief importance of the Agni

conceﬁt is that of priest and mediator between gods and

~men.

SOMA

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

sistigg of 114 hymns, is devoted to the god Soma. In

addition to six full hymns in other books also in his

honour, he is invoked in parts of five other hymns. His
name also occurs jointly with Indra, Agni, Pusan and the
Rudrasi‘and he is often mentioned in other places where
it is difficult to say whether the term really refers to
the actual deity.$® -Indologists make out that Sofid "is
pre—-eminently the intoxicating juice of a plant, or the

deification of such juice.”® The mythology concerning

' Soma does not develop any specific individuality clearly

apart from its connection with the process of producing
the juice. Keith says that "the anthropomorphism of the
god is consistently coming into collision with the actual

form of the plant and thus is prevented from attaining

any clear development" .71

From a standpoint of a naive and simple naturalism,
the Vedic bards apparently drew no distinction between

the juice and the deity,”2 as the following versified
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translation of a Vedic mantra”?® shows:
]
E"We‘ve quaffed the Soma bright
}and are immortal grown;
We've entered into light,
and all the gods have known.
What mortal now can harm,
Or foeman vex us more 7
Through thee, beyond alarm,

Immortal god, we soar."sa

Pointing out the earth-bound rustic character of the
praises paid to Soma, Keith says that '"the most elaborate
imagery -seems' to have beenformed 'round the simpI®¥ dpera-
tions of pressing and straining the juice.?® Following
such naturalistic interpretations of the Vedic verses
connected with the deity Soma, Whitney offers the follow-
ing explanation of the process by which the deification

could have occurred:

.'The simple-minded Aryan people, whose whole
religion was a worship of the wonderful powers
and phenomena of nature, had no sooner per-
ceived that this liquid had the power to
elevate the spirits, and produce a temporary

. frenzy, under the influence of which the
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individual was prompted to, and capable of,
sdeeds beyond his natural powers, than they
ifound in it something divine; it was to their
ﬁapprehension a god, endowing those into whem it
entered with god-like powers; the plant which
afforded it became to them the king of plants;
the process of preparing it was a holy
sacrifice; the instruments used therefore were

jsacred. "»e

This commentary certainly makes out the ancient
Vedic Aryans to be a simple—-minded and naive people, and
we cannot discount the reasonableness of such an inter-
pretation if we accept the purely naturalistic inter-
pretations of the mantras dedicated to Soma in-the~Vedas.
Like most of the other gods, but to a greater degree.
Soma is invested with some magical or divine potency, a
potency which enhances in all the other gods their native

divinity. Says the RgVeda:

"0 Soma, gladden Varuna and Mitra;
. Cheer Indra Pavamana ! Indra Visnu.
Cheer thou the gods, the company of Maruts;

Indu, cheer mighty Indra to rejoicing."»-

This is characteristic of the mantras invoking Soma,

and shows the deep kinship, or liaison, of Scma with the
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other gods of the pantheon. But it is most especially
Indrd who is presented in the hymns as the god addicted
to d;inking the elixir, as the Soma-drinker par

excellence:

"Then Indra at a single draught drank the con-
tents of thirty pails, pails that were filled
with Soma-juice".7e

"His belly, drinking deepest draughts of Soma,

like an ocean swells.'"5s

Soma becomes the inspiration in Indra, 'who needs
the drink to strengthen him toc perform the slaying of
Vrtra: hence ‘the drink is cdalled the bolt, and "SOmz even
takes the title of Vrtra-slayer."®® Rlthough Keith
asserts that "in the vast majority of passages, it is
perfectly plain that the Somea plant and its qualities are
referred to",®* he also sees the need for some reserva-
tion about this total identification of Soma with the
plant itself, and he says, in connection with other
associations of Soma: "In all this there is clearly evi-
dent the fact that Soma is no mere plant on earth, but is

in addition a great celestial deity."e=2

In any case, most indologists have adopted the

simple naturalistic approach, and considered Soma, in the
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perception of the poets, as the spirit-principle that .
animates the fermented juice. It is this perception,
baseé on the intoxicating nature of the drink, that
inspires the poet to address the god "in the highest

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

says of him:

"All powers belong to him, and all blessings
.are his to bestow. He clothes the naked, heals
the sick, gives sight to the blind, and powef"
to the impotent. He is able to confer immor—

tality on gods and men.'"sa

Quite apart from the specifically naturalistic
approach:, both in the aboveé“and in the following“passage,
we are made aware of the working of a singular Divine

Power, and one that is the bestower of salvation:

"Place me , O Pavamana, in that everlasting and
imperishable world where there is eternal life

and glory."es

The deity Soma is equated with the moon only from

the time of the Atharva Veda,®s and which must be
presumed to be a later addition to the Atharva collec-
tion, for such identification is almost wholly absent in

the RgVeda. Although one hymn of the RgVeda®” lends
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itself to such interpretation, Keith avers that it is not
an early hymn,®® and although there appears to be RgVedic
passq;es on Soma which may be connected with the moon,
it ié a very significant fact that the commentators on
the RgVeda, despite their familiarity with the moon-

theory of Soma, never identify the Soma there with the

moon . ''8®

BRHASPATI

Though a relatively minor god, B(ﬁaspati is of suf-
ficient importance in the RgVeda to command scholarly
attention. This god is represented in association with
several other gods, and some scholars have tak?n him as
an aspect of Agni,®° while others have considered him to
be a priestly version of Indra. And so he has also-been
considered ''as a compromising link between Brahmaga and
Ksatriya”.®® 1In the opinion of Bloomfield, the concep-

tion of Brhaspati is a lofty one. He éays:

"The most significant of all monotheistic per-
sonifications is derived from the sphere of
.worship and ritual namely, the god Brhaspati or

Branmanaspati, Lord of Prayer of Devotion."s2

The monotheistic idea in Brhaspati cannot bé missed
from the simple etymology of the term, i.e., in relation

to the concept of Brahma, from the root "brh", while the
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epithet "Brahmanaspati” emphasize;‘lordship over prayer
and devotion.®® Thus we are justified in asserting that
Brhasgati is the protector of prayer or the mantras.®<
Séyaqg also interprets the term in a similar way quite

consistently.

Invoking him both as Brhaspati °° and as
Brdhmanaspati®® the RgVeda devotes eleven hymns to him,
thougg the conceptions are mentioned altogether about 30
times. Though he partakeé~of the characteristics of Agni
at times, and of Indra at other times, Brhaspati pos-

sesses sufficient individuality as a god in his own

right.

Despite various-associations -and anthropomoreirtsms,
Ernaspati stands out chiefly as the divine priest. He is
both the 'purohita’ and the Brahman. Thus he is the
protector of the holy power.®? Keith asserts that "The
chief importance of Brhaspati lies in the fact that he is
in the earlier Vedic period the root from which sprang

the god Brahman",®® the latter continuing to develop high

philosophic value.

PRTHIVI

Prthivi is the goddess earth, with the etymological
sense of that which is extended wide or broad. The

goddess, as the Earth-Mother, is revered in the RgVeda

I
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only in one hymn,®® aﬂd is involved mostly together with
Dyaus; or heaven, *©© the pair of them probably repre-

sentfng the most ancient Vedic deities.2°1 Together with
Dyau;, the goddess is regarded as the parent of all the
gods, and therefore also of all men, since man is made
out to have sprung from Vivasvant through Manu.1©2
P{thivi is invoLed in a funeral hymn,2°2 and requested to

show tenderness and kindness to the dead as to a child.
In later times this goddess, though she never

eclipses the major gods such as Visnu and Siva, retains

for her share much praise and propitiation among many

Hindus.

-SARASVATI - e  ae—
In the RgVeda Sarésvati is invoked as a river and &
river-goddess.1°4 She is regarded as the mother cI all
streams, and has seven sisters. GShe is stated to pe
divine in her own right, and she descends from the =sky,
which is clearly "an early anticipaticn of the common
Indian belief of the divine birth of the Ganges".*°® GChe
is ipvoked to be present at the sacrifices together with
the Fathers, which were conducted presumably on her
banks. Sarasvati inspires the sages to compose their
hymns, and, although there is no development beyonc this

idea in the hymns as regards speech, she rises to great

impgrtance in later mythology as identified with Vac. the
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goddess gf speech, and so becomes the goddess of wisdom,
and, quite logically, also the wife of Brahma who creates
the dniverse out of his knowledge of the Vedas.°¢ But
evenéin‘the RgVeda superlatives are heaped upon Sarasvati
as the best of rivers, of mothers, and of goddesses.2°?
In conformity qith this idea, she takes over qualities in
common with most of the other deities, and she becomes
the bestower of progeny, wealth and immortality. So far
as the other gods are concerned, she is mainly connected
Qith the ASvins. As such, she is also a healer, and she
participates in a rite with the ASvins for healing Indra.
In the YajurVeda she is made the wife of the Asvins.tc®e

In the Apri hymns of the RgVeda she is invoked
togethefﬂwith two other goddesses' Bharati and fqér“with
whom, she forms a triad.' Although Sarasvati, even as a
river, is attributed with great strength, is considered
divine, and tears down the mountains as she descends,
like other goddesses of the RgVedic pantheon, she does

not rise to any prominence comparable to the great male

gods.109®

GODS OF THE AERIAL SPHERE

INDRA

Among all the gods of the RgVeda, Indra alone can be
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:?" - said to be the god par excellence. Only Varuna may be

p— saidfto be a close contender for the highest honours in
4

the Vedic pantheon. Keith says of Indra:
— "Indra is the greatest of the gods of the
- RgVeda with the solitary exception of Varuna,

who may be deemed to equal him in might."i1a10

*Varuna, however, is regarded as an earlier deity of
Indo-Aryan origin, and also as having many attributes in
common with Semitic ideas of God. Indra, on the other
hand. is seen as a development on Indian soil, a product

_ of the Indian environment specifically, and expressing
the hopes and wishes of Indian man. The development of
Indra on Indian soil is clearly expressed by Mirfay

- Mitchell:

"In the Gangetic plain there are three great
seasons - the cold, the hot and the rainy.
Towards the end of the hot season all nature
languishes, the sun pours down its terrible

* heat, the water courses dry up, the great
rivers became mere trickling streams, all
around are thousands of acres of sun-baked
earth with scarcely a vestige of verdure for
the starving cattle. The suffering people look

up to the sky and see there theclouds laden with
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life—-giving waters, floating in from the ocean;
fbut they move on, impelled by demons who wish to
1chain them in the recesses of the mountains.
}The people call on Indra to avert the wide-
spread calamity and break the power of the
cloud—comgelling demons. They pour'out to him
large libations of the liquor which both he and
they love so well - the Soma juice. The flash
pf the lightning is seen. It is Indra hurling
his bolts against the demon V{tra. The thunder
roars — Ah! that is the demon, struck, and
howling, and howling as he flies away. Then
the blessed waters rush down to earth, they
change the desert into a garden, and man and
“beast, tree and flower', rejoice in Indra's 7~

praise." 111

Based on the theory of naturalism, the above is
effective expression of the development of the idea of
Indra as a god who averts national calamities, a god of

supreme strength, and therefore the supreme saviour of

man in distress. Radhakrishnanalso attests to his faith

in the climatic conditions of India as important causa-
tive factors leading to changes and development of Vedic

mythology, especially with regard to the god Indra, when

he says:
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"When the Aryans entered India they found that,
hs at present, their prosperity was a mere

4
-gamble in rain."1i12

Apart from being a god of great might and immense
achievements in, battle, that is, apart from being a type
of national hero, the RgVeda also ascribes to Indra
many  important cosmic functions such as that of measur-
ing out the wide expanses of space and of supporting the
heavens. And moral characteristics of smiting sinners are
also attributed to him. However, these attributes are in
the RgVeda‘the peculiar attributes of Varuna, and it is
in this light that we should see the career of Indra.
Says Bhat in this regard:

. . . Lo
"The attribution of the cosmic functicn of sup-
porting the connection of the idea ¢f =in and
punishment are no doubt understandabie on the
assumption of the supreme position ¢f Indra.
But when we remember that these notions are
peculiarly associated with Varuna, their

-attribution to Indra appears to be deliberate.
And if it is so, here probably is some little

evidence of Varuna's supersession by Indra.";ia»

The same investigator also convincingly presents the

thesis that the RgVeda shows evidenceli<¢ of a real tussle
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between the followers of Indra and Varuna for estab-
lish#ng the supremacy of their own god.?®23

‘

}That among all the gods Indra must be reckoned as
“the principal god of the Vedic Aryans"”,®?°® 1is quite a
safe conclusiop on the basis that the largest number of
hymns, 250 hymﬁs to be precise, that is, almost a quarter
of the entire RgVeda samhitd, are in his honour. And, in
addition, he shares with other. deities at least fifty

more.117

The picture of Indra in the RgVeda is highly
anthropomorphised, and this would appear to conform with
the requirements of a national hero-god. Although Max
Muller states that the name Indra has its root-im=the
term "indu" meaning "drop" and that therefore Indra is
the great bringer of rain, the overall impression sup-
plied by the hymns is more a picture of great strength
and valour.12® Chattopadhyaya says that Indra etymologi-
cally means 'strength', and that "Indra was definitely
the most manly of the gods".11® Even upon his birth he

established his supremacy among the gods.120

Indra is of irresistible might and of great prowess
in battle. He is agile and handsome with a tawny
beard.*21 While the thunder-bolt is given, most

infrequently, to a few other gods, it is Indra alone who
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is the vajrin, 'bearer of the bolt' par excellence.*22

His tﬁﬁnder—bolt, which bespeaks his great strength, has
a hunéred angles and a thousand points. He is also
endowéd'with a bow and with hundred-pointed arrows. In
the Atharva Veda he is also given a net with which to
capture and overcome the enemy.12® His thunder-bolt,
which is of metal or gold, is fashioned for him by the
god Tvastr.*24 The war—god in Indra is dramatically
reveaked in the following RgVedic hymn, as his second

nature from the moment of his birth:

"As soon as he was born, the slayer of Vrtra
grasped his arrow and asked his mother: “Who are
they that are renowned as fierce warriors?”

s

- .u - - . 4N " ofwtmey

As the bearer of the thunder-beolt. Indra is not only
a god of the thunder, as Max Muller described him and as
presented even by the ancient commentator Yaska,126 but
the symbol of his greatest and most prominent martial
exploits against the cloud-dragon Vrtra. He is therefore
popularly known as Vrtra-han, or slayer of Vrtra. As

such he is fittingly celebrated in the RgVeda:
"Now will I sing the feats of Indra, which he
of the thunder-bolt did of old. He smote Ahi

- (the cloud dragon), then he poured forth the
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waters, he divided the rivers and the moun-
kains. He smote Ahi by the mountain where
q

Tvastr forged for him the glorious bolt.";z2»

Besides being the great -dragon-slayer, in the RgVeda
Indra is the great Soma-drinker, said to be the
exhilarating and intoxicating juice pressed from some
mountain plant of unknown origin. Although a
tradtionalist interpretation would oppose this sense of
the passages, there is no denying some type of strong
exhilarating effect produced by or associated with Soma-
juice. Indra is the champion drinker ¢f this juice, and
the RgVeda states that his mother fed him with it to sur-
feit even from his birth.

Such a conclusion is based on researches following
the traditional western naturalistic lines of interpreta-

tion. Yet, we cannot say for sure that it is, from that

point of view, a false conclusion.

"On that day that thou was born, thou didst
" from love of it, drink the mountain-juices of
the Soma plant. Of old, the youthful mother
who bore thee, satiated thee with it in the

house of thy mighty father."ize

Indra is characteristically represented as quaffing



-2

huge quantities of Soma,‘which drive him "like violent
plast#s” to victory in battle and destruction of the enemy
host;, of whom even five tribes are reckoned as less than
a mote for Indra.*2® His passion for the juice so
blinded him that he is said to have caught his father by
the foot and slew him.*®° 5 N Sharma says:

""He (Indra) embodies completely the human

qualities of brag and bluster gluttony,

drunkenness anhd lust.'ia:

Indra's birth is miraculous, for he is born from his
mother's side. His PMEhgé ore the god Dyaus (Father
Heaven) and Prthivi (Mother Earth). In later Hinduism
Aditi 18 madeé his mother.f“hgni is his twin brothzr.

Just as there is reflected a tussle for supremacy between
Agni and Varuna, so also there is a tussle for leadership
and supremacy between Indra and Varuna and between Indra
and Dyaus-Prthivi. Although Indra is victorious, it is a

temporary victory, for "the gods of the Hindus are like

beings who reign for a time and then give place to suc-

cessors, 132

MATARISVAN
MatariSvan is a deity that is mentioned 21 times in

the RgVeda.2®2 The name itself means "he who grows in

his mother”, and, as it is difficult to directly connect
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any physicéi phenomenon consistently with this deity, it
appegrs to refer more directly than most gods to some
kinq;of ethical or even spiritual entity. Still, the
termEMétariévén is most closely connected to Agni, 24
though A C Das makes out a closer connexion with Vayu.2s
In the famous monistic-type verse of the RgVeda, Matarié-
van is clearly-distinct from Agni.12® Yet again he is
identified\;ith Agni also.127

- Like the legend of Prometheus, it is Matarisvan who,
from.the higher reaches of space brought down Agni to
earth and gave it to Bhrgu, that is, to men.12® TIn the
YajurVeda and the Branmanas Matarisvan is more

pronouncedly the god of wind.

- . - - PN

VAYU

Vayu is regarded as the ged of wind, who has a
longish hymn dedicated to him.12® Vata, who is guite
distinct in character from Vayu, 1<° has twq
short hymns addressed to him.®42 (Clayton feels that Vata
is the wind itself while Vayu is the god of wind.142
Das, however, identifies the two, and, in translating one
verse pertaining to Vata refers to the god as "soul of
the Gods" and "germ of the world." Keith, again, refers
to Vata in the same verse as "breath of the gods" and
says that "Vata is merely the wind in its power, sweeping

along great clouds of dust."”242
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Vayu is closely connected with Indra in the RgVeda,
and ghares six hymns with him. He is presented as
”thoésand—eyed“, "touching the sky". and as "beautiful".
He réceé along in a chariot yoked to 99, 100 or 1000

horses, and he is Indra's charioteer.

In the great Purusa-Sukta, Vayu is shown as being
born from the breath of Purusa.44 Elsewhere he is the
son-in-law of the god Tvastr. He is said to have gen-
erated the Maruts, though he is not shown to have any

other connexion with them, except that he is once accom-

- panied by them.

Like Indra, though not to the same extent, he is a
drinker-—-of the Soma-juice,which he also protecter—
Though not very prominent in the RgVeda. in later popular
Hinduism Vayu is well-known as the parent of the monkey-
god Hanumat. Though Vata is on the whole less
anthropomorphised than Vayu, his moral nature gives to

him both dignity and distinction, as in the following

verse:

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

and our friend;
Cause us to live.
From the treasure of immortality, which is

deposited yonder in thy house, O Vata, cause us
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'PARIANYA

?arjanya is strongly characterized by elemental
associations.®9é He was '"the god of rain, thunder and
lightning of the early Aryans"147 at a time when they had
been in a nomadic and pastoral stage, and did not settle
down as agriculturists".14® He is thus of a more ancient
time than the development of the conception of Indra, and
this is attested by the fact of the existence of the
parallel concept of Perkunas in Lithuanian, meaning
thunder—-god, and of Fairguni in Gothic, and of Fiorgyn in
Norse.14® Therefore, it appears that he is quite dis-
tinct from Indra, though in later times, he is superseded
and dispiaced: by Indra,*®°-Whose complex and muit=gte
functions were more suitable to the Aryans in their new

land of settlement.:St

Parjanya is stated to be born of Dyaus. He has a
son!32 who is probably Soma, as Soma is stated elsewhere
to be the son of Parjanya.133 Parjanya is often
associated with Vata, and sometimes with Indra. Though
he is called father, and ruler of the world, he generally

retains his association with the element of rain and

thunder cloud.15<4

62



:
=
- 4
g;

Maw

RUDRA

4dn the RgVeda three hymns only are concerned with
Rudrai He shares one hymn with Soma, and is altogether
mentibnéd about 75 times.*35 The term Rudra is taken to
mean "howler" or "roarer", and often also has the meaning
‘ruddy' or 'red'.15% Keith says that, although the name
itself is cleariy derived from the root rud. and that it
is fair enough to take it in the normal meaning of 'cry',
the original nature of the god is not thereby
clarified.*®” However, despite Keith's doubts on the
matter, ogher authorities have regularly taken the term
in the sense of "howler", and this is not too far from

the sense of 'cry', or 'one who causes weeping'.

-The* RgVeda portrays Rudra as-a fierce deity»*&? he
wields the lighting and the thunder-bclt. and is quite
unassailable.*®® He is strongest of the strong,5° and
destructive like a terrible beast.1%2 His character is
both malevolent and benevolent,2%2 and he is frequently
implored to avert calamities for his devotees,283 to free
men from disease,1%4 to remove sickness,1$% and to bestow
longevity.*%¢ He is the god of many healing power5157
and he grants remedies to men.1%® His more terrible side
becomes apparent in the prayer that beseeches him not to
send his man-slaying missile at the devotees.18® He is

even directly referred to asman-slaying.1?° Says Keith
in this regard:

~

63



i

...... his malevolence is very prominent: his
ﬁnath is continually deprecated, he is invoked
q

.not to assail his worshipers with celestial

'fire, and to make his lightning fall else-

where."171

In the BgVeda the term Siva, is used only as an
adjectival epithet meaning 'auspicious', and, while the
malevolent aspect of Rudra is continued, and even heigh-
tened in the Brahmana literature, it is only in the 1a£ér
Stitra literature that the terms élxg and Samkara in their
nominal senses are used for Rudra.®”?2 These terms are
"evidently intended to be euphemistic: the great and
dreaded god must be treated as auspicious in order to
make hifm so in point of fact."®?3 This is a déxtéerous
and plainly accommodating development,174Afor, so far as
the RgVeda is concerned. many cf the later characteris-
tics associated with $iva do not appear to blend too

easily with the RgVedic Rudra.®?s

As éiva, however, Rudra is significantly linked to
the 'later development of the Vedic culture, as the result
of the syncretism of ideas and practices drawn both from
early Vedic and from non—-Aryan sources. In the RgVeda,
however, Rudra is the father of the Maruts, who are

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

identified in one passage with the god Agni.17s
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MARUTS or RUDRAS

ﬁs indicated above, the Maruts are the sons of
Rudrai But they are also the sons of Indra, and their
mothe; is represented as the speckled cow Prsni, which
represents the swollen rain-clouds. So they are said to

be the storm—gods.

The Maruts are also stated to be sons of Agni‘%nd of
Vayu, and of heaven. They form a troupe, and are said to
be thrice sevent?? or thrice sixty®?® in number. They
are all of equal age, of one mind and of one abode.*7?
Their bride is the goddess Rodasi®*®® who stands for
lightning,t®* as the Maruts are storm—gods. The simplest
explanation of the Maruts is that '"they are the defﬁies
of the winds in their aspec}, as bearing the stormg__ .
clouds."*®22 Later Hindu tradition connects the Maruts

with the wind itself, rather than the storm.

In their fierce aspect they derive their charac-
teristics from Rudra.1®2 They are usually represented as
playful like children or calves and are terrible like
wild beasts. They ride on their steeds, which are the
winds, and they make a terrible noise as the réaring
of the wind or the thunder. They bring rain with them,
and they are also bringers of light and dispellers of
darkness. Their most important function is aiding Indra

in slaying Vrtra, and they also appear sometimes as
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e DYAUS-PITAR

E;; &hé god Dyaus-Pitar belongs to a very early time in
;;_ _ the history of the Vedic Aryans, a time when they had not
;:f‘ yet separated from other branches of the ancient Aryan
= stock. Vedic Dyaus and Greek Zeus are obviously the

vi:' came, 50 are Dyaus-Pitar and the Latin Jupiter. Dyaus-
é- Pitar, is the "Heaven Father", ancient Aryan god of the

vast expanse of the sky. Heaven-Father and Earth Mother
e are often found together in the mantras, as Dyava-
Prthivi, as the parents of all the gods and of all
things, and have been celebrated thus ffom very early

g times.*®4 Das says in this respect:

- e . R B S S )

g "The budding Aryan mind was doubtless greatly
impressed by the vastness of the bright sky
above and of the Earth below, which seemed to
be joined with each other in the distant
horizon, and to have produced by their union
not only the animals and plants of the earth,

.but also the bright sun, moon, planets and

stars, representing the shining ones or Devas,

that moved between them.'"ias

Nothing could be more natural than that of "the

bright, wide-spreading Heaven taking into its strong
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embrace the rich bountiful .Earth which stretched beneath
it" . 1d6e And such a marriage of the two divinities is

q

fittingly celebrated in later Hindu texts.1®?

Although no complete hymn is devoted to Dyaus, he
has six hymns together with Pgthivi, and since the two
together are styled pitara (father)*®® or Matara,
mothers,12° or janitri, mothers,1®°° we may either take it
in a simple poetic sense, or, as Keith avers, "much
weight cannot be iéid on the contrast between male and
female".222 Dyaus -is said to be rich in seed, which is
obviously his productive capacity as Divine Father of
all. He is also said to be a black steed. decked with
pearls, which refers to the night sky and the stars. He
is called a red buIl‘which“Bellows downward. refetring to
the thunder and the storms let loose from the skies. His
smiling through the clouds appears to be a reference to
the lightning. Hé is even mentioned as holding the
thunder-bolt, which, again, brings him very close to the

Greek conception of Zeus.

-1t appears that, although Dyaus was probably a
prominent and sovereign divinity with the very early
Aryan peoples, his fame even in the earliest RgVedic
times already shows signs of being on the wear, and he
Comes to be replaced by other more recently conceived

gods, and more particularly by Indra.192
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VARUNA "
Like the other great gods of the RgVedic pantheon,
Varuq% is also a highly anthropomorphized deity, with
arms,ehands, feet and many functions akin to humans.1°2
Still Varuna has many cosmic dimensions to his character.
His eye is declared to be the sun which sees all
things,*°4 he is thousand-eyed and far-sighted.®®S Some-
times Varuna shares his honours with the deity Mitra.
Thus Mjtra is the day and Varuna becomes the night.
Still, Varuna is represented not as a petty chieftain,
but as a-samrat or universal monarch, and that too, of

cosmic significance.*®s He is the king of both gods and

men, 1°7 and king of the universe.19®

“Vartina is one of the Afityas; the sons of Adwti, the
goddess who stands for boundlessness or infinity. Varuna
is the best of the ﬂdityas, wno are given as seven in one
passage, 1°9 and eight in another.20© 1In the Bréhmagas
their number is fixed as twelve, and that is the number
that has come down into modern Hinduism. 1In conformity
with their number as eight the TaittirIya Brahmanaz°t
gives their names as Mitra, Varuna, Kryaman, Ahimsa,

Bhaga, Dhatr, Indra and Vivasvant.

Varuna's most important characterization in the

RgVeda is as a god of high moral stature.z°z Says Martin

in this regard:
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:%f _"Indeed the attributes and functions ascribed
gz to Varuna impart to his character an
k% ‘;nparalleled moral grandeur and a sanctity far
é?:- ~;ufpassing that attributed to any other Vedic
rEm J deity."zo0a
e The moral idea is beautifully expressed by Vasistha.
%ff- wor;hiper of Varuna, when he prays for forgiveness of
;:“ sins gommitted:
é "Be gracious, O Mighty God, be gracious. I
lﬁ_ . have sinned through want of power;
= ~ be gracious
It was not our will, O Varuna, but some seduc-
~“tich whith led us astray; passion, dice, - e
!p; thoughtlessness. The stronger perverts the
i weaker, and even sleep occasions sin".zoa
In many ways, Varuna may be said to be the god of
righteousness, with whom the worshiper can establish a
truly personal ethical relationship. In any case, this
- may seem to be the case more in relation to Varuna than
in relation to any other god of the Vedic pantheon.295
As he is keeper of the moral order, of righteousness and
truth, Varuna is also keeper c¢f physical order. As lord
of the rta he is the governor of the moral and physical
o aspects of the world. His ordinances, both moral and
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physical, are fixed and unassailable.2°s It is through
these fordinances that all things proceed as they do. No

' .
creature can even wink without his power,2°7 and he is

. wifness
also the eternalef men's truth and falsehood. 208

Although o@her gods of the pantheon are sometimes
attributed with similar excellences, in their combination
of both moral and physical aspects these characteristics
are the province of Varuna. In this respect, "the con-

ception of Varuna is grand indeed".=29%°

The RgVeda records show also the decline of Varuna.
with Indra assuming the position of Samrat or Universal
Monarch. =219

o . ) L

SURYA

Ten hymns of the RgVeda are devoted to Surya. who is
regarded ”aé the sun god in his simplest and most direct
form," and whose "natural character is very obvious in
all that is told of him".2212 Such a simple statement,
however, may not cover all aspects of the matter, for we
see Surya being described as "the soul of all that moves
or stands".222 Also, if Savitr be accepted as a version
of Surya, the matter becomes more complex, as Savitr is
the deity of the well-known Gayatri Mantra, wherein the

deity is supplicated for mental and spiritual sus-

tenance.2*2 In one hymn, Savitr appears to be identified
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with some aspects of the setting sun.2®¢ Martin,
however, says that the two names Surya and Savitr, are
used %nterchangeably in the Vedas for the same deity, and
that ﬁhe character of strength (and therefore, impelling
force) is similarly ascribed to Savitr. Keith is also of

the same opinion.?215

Surya 1is an iditya of special brilliance, and though
in the RgVeda he is eclipsed in this role by Varuqa,
later Hinduism regards him as the primary iditya. He is
the son of Dyaus, and in the Purusa Sukta, he originates
from the eye of Purusa.=21% In other passages he is the
son of U$as,217 husband of G§a5215 and also brother of
Osas,219 which roles become intelligible also on the

basic of~some: form -of naturalistic interpretatioliee.

Surya's primary function appears to be tc bring
warmth and to be a quickener for gods and men. He rouses
up the world and is the source of life and growth.22°© He
dispels the powers of darkness and also drives off sick—
ness and disease. Surya has a chariot which is drawn by
a single horse, or by seven horses, and sometimes by an
indefinite number. In one passage the sun is itself made

out to be the horse.=221

Surya is closely connected with Pisan and Bhaga,

though they have several distinctive characteriza-
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‘tions.222 In the RgVeda eleven hymns are devoted to
Savitf and eight to Pusan.

q

f-vzsr_:u

Though a god commanding great devotion and al-
legiance in later Hinduism, in the RgVeda Visnu has only
five hymns devoked to him, and he is mentioned about a
hundred times.

The term Visnu means 'to pervade', and thus Visnu is
the deity whose presence is everywhere. Visnu is swift
of motion, and he set into motion ninety steeds with four
manes. This is taken to refer to the 360 days of the
year and the four seasons, which makes Visnu the ordainer
of time.. o

Visnu is allied with Indra in the latter's duel
with Vrtra,223 and together with Indra, Visnu also slays
the demon.224 Visnu is also mentioned as the promoter of

conception and the protector of the embryo.=22s

By far the greatest feat performed by Visnu is his
action of taking three strides. This is interpréted in
his role éf the sun, with its rising, crossing the
zenith, and setting. Another interpretation that is seen
in it is "the manifestation of cne and the same god, as

Agni on Earth, - Indra or Vayu in the atmosphere, and as



-

the sun in heaven.'".22¢ Both types of interpretations-

e are éupported by various classical Indian commentators.
' ‘

N "According to the RgVeda itself, the bare description
is that the first step was on earth, the second in mid-
heaven, and the third step is visible only to the
gods.227 Visnu 1s celebrated as the god of the highest
heaven, where the gods rejoiced,22% and where there
exisks a well of honey.22® Visnu's closeness to human
interests attests to his importance, and "it QShld be
impossible to deny to Visnu the position of a great god

in the period of the Rgveda."22°

ASVINS

"Th& ASvins are the twin gods of the mornifg and the
evening twilight. Though less precisely defined cf all
the gods, they are quite frequently mentioned in the

RgVeda - more than fifty hymns are addressed to them, and

they are mentioned over 400 times.231

The word ASvin means "possessed of horses". Thus
ASvins means "riders", and the Asvins are said to be
riding about everywhere. “The presence of the Asvins is
ubiquitous; they are declared to be in the heaven, the
air, in plants, houses. the mountain top, above and
below" . 222

They ride out along their golden pathways.

However, their most significant function is during the

73




WI’

4

]
]

i

.

AMER S

v

-

1

T RIS

¥
b
¥

=

early morning before dawn breaks, in the twilight, when
they awaken and bring on Ggas, the dawn, by yoking her
charigt. Thus, they are especially the gods of the first

lighti and they drive away the darkness.?233

The Aévinszare children of Dyaus, but they a}so have
other gods as parents. They are often joined in their
car by Suryda, who is their common wife, and who is there-
fore plso called ASvini. However, Surya is also regarded
as the wife of the god Soma, in which case the ASvins
have to be regarded as groomsmen who conduct the bride to
the husband.22<4 Keith23® points out that the function of
the ASvins relate to marriages, to safelxﬁconduct the

bride to her husbands home in their golden car. They are

ailso matthmakers and- quickehers of life. e

As quickeners of life, one of the ASvin's important
functions is thus related to the care of the needy, the
distressed, and the sick. They are regarded as
pnysicians of the gods. They restore youth and prolong
lifé%a They give sight to the blind,227 and make the lame
walk,22® They are even credited with being able to fit
on an iron leg for a soldier who had lost his leg in
battle.23® Das is of the opinion that such feats of sur-
gery must have been actually performed in Vedic times by

Hindu physicians.24° The ASvins are also spoken of as

the N3satyas.
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ﬁsas is the goddess of the dawn, and "the hymns that
are ahdressed to her.are amohg the most brilliant in the
wholé of the Samhita.24® Twenty hymns are addressed to
her, and she is mentioned about 300 times. Although
highly anthropomorphised, like many of the other gods,
she is a deity "whose natural character is in no way ob-
scored by personification".242 Indeed, they are the very

poetix descriptions which warms us to her, and which show

the inspiration of the Vedic poets. Macdonell says of

her:

”Usas is the most graceful creation of the
Vedic poetry and there is no more charming
“figure in the descriptive religious lyrics &f™

any other literature."za»

Osas decks hersélf in beautiful robes and displays
her bosom, 244 and shows her lovely form.24% She is
clothed in light and drives away the darkness.246 As she
is born again and again, she is ever young. There is a
melancholy note in her appearance for man, as she reminds

men of the inexorable passage of time.

Gsas has a very close relationship with Surya. As

she precedes him she and is also followed by him, she is

made out to be the mother of the sun—-god.24”7 as well as
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his daughter. .Yet again he pursues her as a lover . 248
she fs also represented as born of the night, and like

4

all the gods, also of Dyaus.

Though normally Indra cooperates with Ggas in usher—
i .
ing in the light, once he{%aid to have become hostile and

to have crushed her chariot=24® with his thunderbolt.

sThrough this sketch of the major divinities as given
in the RgVeda, we can appreciate the close intimacy that
existed between the several gods and the vast arena of

the natural world.

While we may often invariably be drawn into feeling
that thé Vedic Rsis; while "representing the gods™Tn such
direct materialistic terms, are also attemrting, through
that imeagery. to express the workings of csome transcend-
ing poﬁer, at times spiritual but often plainly super-
natural, we yet cannot doubt on the whole the buoyant
exuberance of the poetic fancies of these earliest seers,
which made a god of any aspect or form of power, glory or
beauty. This was their way of communion with the spirit

of nature.2%° Radhakrishnan says in this regard:
"The process of god-making in the factory of

man's mind cannot be seen so clearly anywhere

else as in the Bg—Veda”zs1
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Chapter 3.0 THE VEDAS : THEOLOGICAL VALUES
!
‘

3.1 POLYTHEISM

At first sight, the various gods, and the féw god-—
desses of the Vedas give the appearance of undisguised
polytheism. As we saw earlier, the fact of the plurality
of gods need not lead to a polytheism. There 1is no
inherent logic in mere plurality that points to
polytheism, for even a single object can have many and
different appellations which act merely as referents with
respect to it. It does not reguire much intuition to
realjse that within any given metaphysical system, and

Hinduism is certainly a many-sided metaphysical system, a

- - . - R - % . e U
multiple set of attributive names can operate as indica-
tions of an unknowable and invisible central reality

which is God.
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In spite of such a poscsible line of approach, most
Indologists and other interested critics, have flatly and
%; unambiguously ascribed total and unmitigated polytheism
e to the ideas of deity as revealed in the RgVeda. - In this
= vein Sharrock says of the RgVedic Aryans:
g' .
E
; "Their gods, the 'Bright Ones' (Devas) were for
:L the most part the gods of nature, and their
:' religion was distinctly polytheistic.",
E‘
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‘It is understandable that an anthropological-style
appréach to the Vedic scriptures would create the
pred;sposition to read into them first, a simple
natu;alistuorientated attitude to deity, leading to a
plurality of gods representing various different powers
of nature and culminating in a rank polytheism. As men-
tioned earlier, a radically naturalistic approach to the
interpretation of the hymns must envisage at the same
timesa plurality of gods and lead to a polytheism. Max

Muller reconstructs the picture of early Vedic man as

follows:

"In the hymns ¢f the Vedas we see man left to
himself to solve the riddle of the world. We
“seé him crawling on like a creature of the =~
earth with all the desires and weakness of nis
animal nature. Food. wealth and power, a large

family and a long life, are the theme of his
daily prayers. But he begins to iift up his
eyes. He stares at the tent of the heaven, and
asks who supports it? He opens his eyes to the
+winds and asks them whence and whither? He is
awakened from darkness and slumber by the light
of the sun, and him whom his eyes cannot
behold. and who seems to grant him the daily
pittance of his existence, he calls 'his lirfe,

his breath, his brilliant Lord and protec-—
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%his is a frank and empirically formal presentation
of a brdjection based on the Vedic hymns themselves, and
which are naturalistically interpreted. It asserts the
outwardness of the Vedic prayers rather than the inward-
ness of them, wﬁich latter quality is almost unanimously
asserted by all critics of the so-called 'late' hymns of
the BQVeda, as well as of the later phases of Vedic
literature. As natural objects become 'the theme of his
pravers,' the Vedic Aryans, according to this quotation,

practiced a genuine form of polytheism.

Vedic polytheism has also been said to be inward, in
the sense that abstract ideas such as éraddhé (Fadsh) ,
and Manvuh (Wrath) have also become in some sense cbijects

of worship. We should notice that any definition of

polytheism must contain essentially two ideas which have
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to exist side by side: the idea of worship or adoration

W

of different ideas or forces or entities. and the idea of

a clear distinction among the objects thus worshipped or

= adorgd.

s
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== As already noted earlier, the Vedic deities are
i

= fluid in their nature and operation and often appear to
j== merge and coalesce with other somewhat kindred repre-
"ih-' *

- sentationsof deity. But, under such circumstances. the
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crux of polytheism must be stated to be that if even in
the presence of suggestions of such mergings, some per-

sisténce of the invocation of one deity as against one or

morefothers can be demonstrated, then alone a verdict of

constructive polytheism may be delivered.

One recen£ researcher places the interpretational
accent on naturalistic considerations intermixed with
mategial ideas; when she says in relation to the RgVeda:

"The bulk of the Sarmhita can be characterised

as poetry of praise and prayer addressed to the

gods. The earlier substratum of the pantheon

was an apotheosis of nature and evoked awe and

~wonder.. The anthropomorchic. description Ofa—.
their form, dress, weapons., feats and bounty is
frequently charged with poetry although the

prayers are mostly crude and uninspired.'a

This suggests that, against the background of
pluralistic conceptions of deity, there is also evidence
of ghe historical development of polytheistic concep-
tions. It appears reasonable to expect that eveﬁ if
Vedic mythology were approached from a naturalistic
standpoint and this includes, if not polytheism, at least
@ pluralistic conception of deity, the mythology should

not be taken as a series of static conceptions prefigured

g6
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by underlying (again static) spiritual or historical
ideast. Rather it is more reasonable to view the
‘

mythology against & background of moving events. and

circdmstances, historical, social and psychological.

A well-known modern researcher in the Indological
field, R N Dandekar, expresses substantially this view _

when he says:

"It must be remembered that, only on the béék—
ground of the history of the development of-
human thought as a whole, can the Vedic

3 mythology be studied in its proper perspective.
I%j The personality of the Vedic god consists of

2 ‘divérse - and in many ®tases, mutually incong¥s=
g tent or even contradictory - elements. To

23 explain this mythological fact on the basis of
'Naturalism' or mere synceretism, as has been
= done by some early schools of Vedists, is to
take a static view of things. It must be
emphasized that the Vedic mythology is essen-

.tially an evolutionary mythology.'"a

The historical development of a people is always
reflected in the stratifications of their social institu-
tions. And in a corresponding manner, their

Psychological-spiritual development is to a large extent
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reflected in their mythology. For mythology 1s not the
consoious creation of a few isoclated or wayward
indijiduals, but the collective intuitive consciousness
of aﬁ entire race set in a relatively specific psycho-
spiritual world in each generation or age. But this is
not to say thap specific gifted individuals in specific
ages might not give a peculiar direction ot_impart a
striking spiritual dimension to certain aspects of the
mythglogy. Indian metaphysical thought-patterns do not
discount a genuinely spiritual basenfor both race and
individual, and, as we shall see in -later sections, this
base 1is not essentially removed from the notion of
Supreme Divinity in its generalized operat{bns in dif-
ferent individuals.

%

We are here anticipating an argument that the
polytheistic mythological framework revealed in the
RagVeda need not, within the premises of Indian metaphysi-

cal thought, which thought itself can be traced to many

sections of the Vedas, indicate a mutually exclusive

refraction of the notion of a Supreme Power, although our
investigations might appear to satisfy the above-stated
condition of persistent worship of different deities and
the persistence of these differences in opposition to
each other. Therefore the interesting and pertinent

question that must arise in this connexion is, what then

are the logical conditions or set of Clrcumstances, under
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which a true and unmitigated pol&ﬁheism could be estab-
lished. The Greek model immediately comes to mind as an
obvidLs example, but this is extending our thought in
anticﬁpation of a later discussion. To return to our
line of thought to the mxthology as such, we have stated
that the gods, gnd therefore their various, and even
inconsistent, characteristics, are the summated and
integrated products of differentuages.

Looking at Vedic mythology in this evolutionary

guise, 1t is not difficult to accept the supporting

perspective offered by Dandekar, when he says further:

b -

?:‘ "It [Vedic mythology] has reached and responded
Ii ~to-the many vicissitudes in the life of the awa
E& Vedic people: and. with eaca vicissitude, new
=25 elements have been introduced into the per-

sonality of the Vedic god. It is this dynamic
process that has been responsible for the com-
plex character of the Vedic gods. It is,
however, not impossible, through a critical
_study on the Vedic literature with the aid,
wherever necessary, of comparative philosophy,
comparative mythology, and anthropology, on the
one hand, to explain why particular gods have,
in particular periods, dominated the Vedic

mythology, and, on the other, to fix the

89
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plausible order in which the various elements

gmust have come to be introduced into the per-

;sonality of an individual god and thereby tc

éprésent, as it were, a picture of his

'becoming’ ."s

;

The universe in which we live is a universe of
interaction betweenkérganisms on the one hand anc
environment on the other. Races as a whole and the
individuals bomprising them are constantly subjected to
the pressures.of the environment, which in matters of
religious beliefs and metaphysics often assume subtle

psychological forms,” and express themselves all 50

unconsciously in their literature.

- - - .. LN

19
1§

The world of beliefs, and the exprecssion of zhem in

TR

i the overt action of a people, which must include social
and psychological elements, and which often fall
legitimately within the province of ritual magic and
myth, cannot remain the province of a simple time-period
such as a decade or even a century, or the preserve of a
small section of a larger nation, for interaction among
people, and interaction within the environment which
gives rise to development in a true sense, must Le
presumed. And when we come to ccnsider the vas:
literature of the Vedas, and the great wars of the Aryan

people over whom it had such influence and who produced
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it, 1t ié unreasonable to claim any significant immunity
for it. Sukumari Bhattacharji clearly indicates the
several influences acting upon the production of the

RgVe&a.'when she says:

"When we think of religion and philosophy of
the RgVeda-we are at once plunged into the com-
plé% of beliefs and practices of a people com-
posed of several racial and cultural elements
T whose history stretched over at least a millen-
nium. Also, during this period this literature
was evolving and did not remain static as a
finished product; hence it contains traces of

the various stages of its development — both in

-mythology and in metaphysics."s - —

This gives a nice reinforcement to the proposal of
Dandekar of Vedic mythology being a mythology in evolu-
tion. From the point of view of the history of ideas, it
becomes necessary, indeed imperative, for us to undef—
stand and to bring about coherence and order in our
thoughts regarding the contents of the RgVeda as best as
we can. This in itself is a formidable enough task, and
the description of its mythology as being complex is, to
say the least, a fair enough description. Many a scholar
has baulked at the challenges the task presents, and many

toc have been led into easy generalizations and sweeping
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characterizations regarding the nature of the mythology.?

$

‘}Rnle the scholar and the historian must endeavour
to o;def the data in a regular fashion, the material of
the RgVeda does not appear to co-operate in any manner
with such an attempt, except in the most general fashion.
For the Vedic Rsis themselves show no evidence of concern
for a total presentation of the mythology of the RgVeda.
It shpould be no surprise, therefore, that it should be

said of the Vedas that

"It is a curious fact too, that in so great a
collection of hymns there is so little attempt
to weave the scattered religious instincts and
-acspirations of the timé& into-'a consistent =~ ==
whole; nor any evident effort after ordered
religious conceptions of the universe, . . . In
spite of the many statements in the hymns of

the Aryan sages as to the relations of the gods‘

to each other, there is nothing but inconsis-

tencies in the genealogies of those gods, and a

Z:_ .complete lack of agreement between the various

:; assertions that are made about them. It is

i;_ impossible to construct a theology out of the
materials found in the Vedas."s

v . And in this respect it is wise to remember that even
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polytheism, when it is strictly and regularly defined as
a cléar and unambiguous alternative to monotheilsm.
becoées a theology of its own kind. If we say that it ig
impogsibie to construct a theology out of the Vedic
mythology, what we are saying also is that it 1s impos-

sible to read into them a clear and consistent statement

of polytheism.

4As we have already noted., the theology of the RgVeda
has, in fact, been described by some as "distinctly
polytheistic". In any case, many writers are content
with characterizing the pattern of worship of the Vedic
Rsis as being polytheistic.?® Even Max Muller says that
"If we must employ technical terms, the religion cf the
Veda ispolytheism, ‘not mondotheism.”*® The scho®Trlvy
caution in this way of putting the idea is obvicus and
necessary and shows that polytheism is a term that can
attain different meanings in different circumstances.
There is no easy road to its understanding given the com-
plexity of ancient cultures, and especially Vedic cul-
ture. A facile and easy fundamentalist interpretation of
the RgVeda does not yield satisfying results. We must
again quote at length from the savant Dandekar whose
insight into the matter affords us a better understandiné
than most other sources do of the.intricacies of RagVedic

culture and the need for caution. He says:
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"Even on a casual perusal, one will realise
that the Veda presents the picture of a highly
;complex character. It seems almost impossible
Etolcharacterize the religion of the Veda as
belonging to any specific category, such as
polytheism, pantheism, or animism. Considering
that the Vedic religion is the growth of many
centuries and that it has been developed and
£laborated by the fertile and often subtle
brains of a number of generations of active
people, 1t becomes quite understandable that it
should defy any attempt to define it sweepingly

in one word. What is true of the Vedic

religion is equally true of the Vedic

-mythology, for -in the-*oncepticn <f Indian ===

S i

!'.
== religion, particularly of the Vedic religion,
= the elements of theology, mythology. ritual,
fﬁf and magic are inextricably interlaced.";,
e

(o

-

If simple characterizations cannot reveal the true
picture of Vedic mythology. and cannot give rise to a
correct interpretational medium, they may still serve as
aids in gaining insight from various vantage points into
the nature of the field of our enquiry. They can provide
some feeling through which we may somewhat appreciate the
manner in which the Vedic Rsis looked upcn the Divine

- Power, and how they dealt with related issues. If we
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accept, and from many perspectives 1t seems quite
reasonable to so accept, that Vedic mythology is a
myth;logy in historical evolution. there is no reason to
denyéthé possibility of seizing upon clusters of thought
within a limited range, as these pertain to the Divine

Power .

In point of fact, there is no other way of studying
such .2 vast and intricate mythology as that which the
RgVeda presents, except through a consideration of dis- -
crete hymns, and groups of what we may consider related -
hymns, since there is no rule of approach available in

the text itself, for reasons clarified above.

~As nmoted in earlier sevtions. & plurality -od-gods or
devas is intrinsic to the Vedic literature. At everv
turn we meet with plural conceptions of the gods. What
interests us, therefore, from the point of view of the
history of ideas, and especially as pertaining to theism.
is the notions of worship and adoration with respect to
these deities, and the types of relationships obtainable
among them. Distinctions of the gods and worship paid to

them is seen clearly in the following verses:

""We will worship the great gods,
And worship the small ones,

We will worship the young gods,



And worship the old ones,
fWe will worship all gods

1

. To the best of our power:

Nor may I forget to worship

The gods of old times."i2

The above lines are quite clear about the adoration
given to innumerable different deities, and are therefore
clearly polytheistic. There is a genuinely positive
attitude shown towards the deities who are felt to be
worthy of such attention. Clearly the gods, in their
distinctness, represent some value for the worshippers
though in the above extract they are placed on an edﬁal
level. On the whoie., however, the gods of the RgVeda are
histérically ‘arrangéd. which shows both historicil
vicissitudes, and differential preferences among dif-
ferent sections c¢f the Vedic people. 1In this connection
and with reference to the religion of the RgVeda,

Sukumari Bhattacharji says:

"This religion 1s frankly polytheistic with a
-host of gods arranged hierarchically, each of
whom in turn is described henotheistically as
supreme. We are dimly aware of clan or family
preference for this or that divinity, or
regional predilections of particular gods,

sacrifices or modes of sacrifices: the rise and
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fall of deities in time is, however, much more

‘plainly manifest."1s
4

EAs'said earlier, it is understandable that a label
of polytheism, and even "frank polytheism" would be
applied to the .RgVeda on the evidence presented in
individual hymns. And, as indicated by Bhattacharji,
when we consider the hymns in terms of large time-
periads, perhaps several centuries apart, we have clear
evidence of the rise and decline of’individual gods.

The earliest gods of the Indo-Aryans may have been
the ones shared with other Indo-European réces somewhere
in central Europe.l<= From this original home the Indian
branch 6T thé this family appears to have moved T &
scuth-easterly direction, bringing with them concepticns
cf Dyaus (the sky) and Prthivi (the Earth), probably some
of the earliest Indo-European gods: It is commonly held
that already in the RgVeda Dyaus's popularity was
decreasing as newer gods began to take his place in the

worship of the people.14® Clayton says in this regard:

"The oldest among the gods that the Aryans wor-
shipped was Dyaus, and he was probably revered
by the ancestors of the Aryans long before any

Aryans had journeyed to India.’;s
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It appears quite natural fg{ the earliest concep-
tionst of deity to be related to the Sky-father and the
Eartg—mother, at least within the framework of the Vedic
mythalogy. The great dome of the sky easily appears as
coming into a union with the earth in the distant
horizon, and an alliance between these two deities would
appear a most logical consequence of such perception of

natural phenomena. Thus they are together referred to as

pitara, the parents®® or matara.®”?” One such hymn reads:
pitara matara

"With my invocations I adore the thought of the
beneficent Father, and the mighty inherent

power of the Mother. The prolific parents have
made all creatures, and therefore their favours
~have conferred -immortatity on their offspr- =

ing. ”13

We may reasonably surmise that the sky gods, like
the solar gods, belong to an early phase in the life of
primitive peoples, on the strength that they reflect a
more settled pastoral type of life. In the case of the
Indo-Aryans, when they left their Central European
homeland, the Urheimat, and moved in the south-easterly
direction, they took these gods with them, although their
significance dwindled with the addition of more gods.t®
That the Vedic Indians at an earlier time and the ancient

people of Persia "were ethnologically one people. speak-

S8
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ing nearly one and the same language or different
dialects of it, having nearly the same myths and worship-

ping'nearly the same gods'",2° is quite certain.

As the pomadic, Aryan tribes moved through the
north-western passes of India, "the rain and thunder gods
of a nomadic périod were added to the already existing
pantheon. They arehgctually a mythical projection of the
histq{ical experience of the invading Aryans.'"?21
Whatever mayfbe the reasons put forward for the
phenomenon of. changes in deities adored by the Vedic
peoples, the phenomenon itself, that is, the fac: of the
rise and decline of gods, is of great importance to a

proper theoclogical assessment of the Vedic scrictures.

- -~ P NI A N - we——a

Of interest to £his line of thought is the conten-
tion of Das®2 that the RgVeda itself mentions three dis-
tinct ages during which its hymns were composed, as
"ancient, medieval and later." He quotes a RgVedic

verse in support of this contention:

_"The worshipper, by his conservative sacrifice,
has made Indra present. May I bring him to my
presence to obtain new wealth, him who has Leen

exalted by praises, whether ancient, medieval

or modern.'asa
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Das admits that "we do not know anything about the

exteni of each age.",2< but he considers that the RgVedic
1

' period is already the most recent age mentioned in the

versé qdoted. or at least the pericd of the latest redac-
* tion and recasting of the collection of hymns.2S in the

RgVedic text as' we have it at present, the importance of

the conceptions of Dyaus and Prthivi as some of the most

ancient deities=2% is quite evident, as well as the sense

of tieir even greater importance in the past. Most

scholars are of the opinion that the worship of Dyaus
"(and probably Prthivl together with him) was displaced by
that offered to Indra when the Vedic Aryans entered the

plains-of India and settled there.2?” Martin reconstructs

this change in the direction c¢f worship as follows:

- - - . - % e wemoy

"The early Aryans in their common home in
central Asia, where bleak winds howling over
cheerless steppes, constituted their daily
experience, looked to the brilliant radiance of
heaven as the holiest and most divine thing in
their experience. Then when they settled in
"the sultry Indian plains where the sun pours
down its well-nigh intolerable heat they longed
and prayed for the cooling, life-giving showers
at Indra's disposal. So Dyaus was quickly for-

gotten and Indra reigned supreme.'ss
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This interpretation placed upon the change from
Dyausfto Indra shows up a strong materialistic quality in
the r}ligious life.of the ancient Vedic people. If this
is aniacCurate interpretation of the Vedic mythology.
that is, if no other motivation or conception played a
role in the changing allegiance, then it would go a long
way towards establishing a rank polytheism in the Vedas.
We shall have to consider this issue fully later.

A further, and highly dramatic shift in devotion and
worship is reflected in relation to the god Varuna.
Varuna 1s among the earliest of the gods of the Indo-
European pantheon.2® He is about the highest deified
representation. of righteousness and morality that is
revedled' in the Vedic scriptures.®° and in the Revada
particularly "an exceedingly high position" is ascribed
to him.®* Yet even he suffers from the inevitable loss
of allegiance of his worshippers., and, just when his
rising star reaches its zenith in the RgVeda, he "seems

to fade away".22 The text records that Agni, though him-

self one of the great gods, appears subservient to Indra

and confesses his change of allegiance in the following

e words:

=

f'?":: " .

B I bid farewell to the great god, the Father
e (Varuna), .

Away pass Agni, Varuna and Soma. Kingship
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alternates:

ﬁhis (supremacy of Indra) I come to favour.'ss

.

fheée are moving lines indeed, and reflect the eace
with which allegiance can be transferred among the gods.
That religious conceptions reached a particularly high
level of morality in association with the figure c¢f
Varuna3<%= rather than of Indra adds to the poignancy of
the change. Bhattacharji attributes the change to
changes in climatic conditions and the environment
experienced by the Aryans and thus to purely material

motivations.

From the point of view of the worshipper. rather
than the race as a whole, the esséntial factor ~rESfon-
cible for the transfer of allegiance has been mace cut to

be the notion of "power", a power that is associate

fL

with
specific deities, and, in the perception of the wcrship-
per 1s striking and overwhelming. This power may be
regarded as of value in its own right, that is, as an
abstraction, or, as is usually the case, it is ccrnnected
with.natural phenomena. In the latter case, the worship-
per is "profoundly struck by the vastness, brilliance and
bounty of nature”.24® And further, in connection with
the deity Dyaus, for example, Dandekar says that "he
translated this feeling of his into the mythological con-

cept of Father Dyaus, The anthropomorphized repre-
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sentation of the shining sky, which latter was rightly
regarided as the symbol of that vastness, brilliance and
bountjy”.35 It is "rightly regarded" because the percep-
tionéof "power" is real for the worshipper, and the sym-
bcl to which it is tied can evoke genuine feelings of awe

and wonder in him.

It is in the tying down of that perception of power
to any single phenomenon of nature, or to an abstract
notion for that matter, and then allowing the perception
to alight on different objects of nature, such as to
evoke fresh and renewed acts of adorztion and worship
with respect to the new object, that precisely con-
stitutes the polytheistic act. For the old objects are
nct summarily dismissed, but retained In the gener=i pan-
treon of deities to be invoked when a fancy to do so
overtakes the worshipper. The old gods are retained but

there i1s shift among them regarding the position of

honour. 36

Dandekar also contends that, although the Vedic
Aryans entertained several different gods in the older
stratum of their pantheon, such as Varuna, Mitra, Aditi,
Dyaus etc., these had to give way to newer gods as a
result of the expansionist urges that impelled a few

adventurous tribes to move away from their European-

Asiatic homelands.®” And one of the mest significant
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additions to the Vedic pantheon.as result of this expan-
sionisst drive has been the figure of Indra. Against this
background, which explains the importance of the moving
scenés of natural phenomena across the field of vision of
the ancestors of the Vedic Aryans, it can quite
reasonably be cpnstrued that Indra, though fated to be
the dominating figure in the entire RgVedic pantheon,2®
could not originally have been so highly placed.2®

"Indra's greatness in the RagVeda depends

entirely on his valour and might. He fights -

formidable enemies who offer stubborn resis-

tance and are not easily vanquished even with

the Vajra.ao

- - . N A PR - Y

In many ways then, it seems reasonable to adopt the
thesis, so far as the mythological representations in the
RgVeda lead us, that the hymns connected with Indra and
Indra-worship are "war-songs glorifying Wehrmacht and
Wehrkraft; one can almost hear the clang of the armour
and the shouts of victory".4f But in later times. when
the vision of the natural circumstances before their eyes
changed from a scene of continuous battles to one of
subtle agricultural life, Indra continued to be invoked
as the war-lord to ensure "viciory over drought,
indigence and barrenness in men and cattle

Indra's

victory assured them peace and plenty; thus his pre-
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eminence in the Vedic pantheon, as well as with the magic
elixi¥ Soma, and which is often also deified in 1its own

4
right, though kept to a minimal level" .22 ., Indra's rise

to po@er'in the RgVeda is clearly indicated as he ousts

his parents from the central arena:

"The divine Dyaus bowed before Indra, before
Indra the great Earth bowed with her wide

Hspaces'aa

Of great significance for our theistic™ interest is
the fact that even Indra, as well established as he 1is
throughout the Veda, succumbs to the process of time and

the changing moods of the people. Martin says of Indra:

- .- . . R L N - - o W

n

sovereignty, however, did not endure for

-
o
e

long. In the Brahmanic days he sinks to the
rank of a secondary god, inferior to fhe great
Hindu Triad, and liable at the end of every
hundred divine years to be superseded by some
other god or man who by his merit should raise
.himself to the necessary status. The sacrifice

of one hundred horses is sufficient for the

purpoecse. "44

Although 1Indra is thus not completely dismissed, he

ls drained of all personality, all importance as an
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individual god. He is not even retained.as a god among
many dods, but, as is clear from the above, he stands for
a mer; station, a platform that .any other god or even any
man, éan(occupy. Such occupation, in the nature of the
scheme, will in its turn also be of temporary nature, and
shows, on the one hand, the immense lowering of the sig-
nificance of the polytheistic attitude, and on the other
hand. as the foundation and corollary of such attitude,
the establishment of the notion of the transcendence of

personality.

This line of reasoning takes us beyond the discus-
zion of polytheism itself. To return t§ the polytheistic
interest, therefore, we may consider the figure of Agni.

. .- -% - . . - [ A0 - o w-—_y
whc 1s another god considered to be a member of tAS

[f1]

ncient pantheon.#® Although Agni is not regarded as
mportant as Indra, he is only a step lower than Indra in
terms of the number of hymns derted to him, as we saw in
an earlier section. Nevertheless his importance can
never be minimized, for, as connected with the domestic
hearth, and the daily fire-sacrifice, Agni attained, and
maintained for long, a pivotal significance in the
religious life of the Vedic Indians.<s He attained to a
truly personal relationship with his worshippers, for he
is that "divinity which brings the world of man closer to
the world of gods."<47 1In spite of such favourable cir-

cumstances, circumstances which, as in the case of Varuna
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also, could be easily conceived to lead to personal
trustf faith, and faithfulness on the part of the wor-
shipp;r, even Agni succumbs to the common fate of the
Vedic:gods. Soon after the RgVedic period "he gradually
reverts to the pre-mythical natural element, a shadow of
his old mythical self. As the Aryan learns to build
walled cities for ensuring safety, the original glamour

of Agni, man's first friend and protector on earth,

fadedw'"=<®

Allegiance to gods in the Vedas appears to be built
upon the shifting sands of time, which sweeps away all
things. This is the inexofhble law, before which even
the gods must bow down. The motif that appears te¢ be
made out by most researcherS in explanation of thHE™
polytheistic attitude, 1s one of fulfiilment c¢f purpose,
of the creation of circumstances conducive to man's life
on earth, not in héaven, of giving him succour on earth
and satisfying his practical wants. Speaking of the twin
ASvins, the physician gods of the morning and evening
twilight, gods who are relatively minor in the pantheon,

one writer gives the reason for their being worshipped

thus:

"They are personifications of those natural
phenomena and were gratefully worshipped for

announcing the disappearance of the night with
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all its terrors.'"as

¢

; .

This is carrying the theme of simple nature worship
in reiation to material need-fulfilment to its uttermost
limit. .Radical naturalism could rarely be better or more

effectively expressed. The very same idea is expressed

with regard to the Dawn goddess, Gsas, that "she was wor-

shipped not because she was beautiful, which of course,
she was, but because she was useful."5° It sounds toco
; simple é’motive, too easy of application, and not at all
. flattering to the genius of the ancient Aryans and their
descendants the Vedic Indians. The same writer attempts

- = to give a philqéophical justification for such a picture

of nature-worshipping Aryans, thus attempting %o supply a
F leitmbtif to the vast panorama of Vedic religion EAC
- mythology, in the words:
. "If arthakriya-kdritva (fulfilling of a
_‘;i' purpose) can be the laksana (definition) of
s A satya (truth), it can also be the basis of per-
'ij;u; sonification and worship. This is the basis of

§f'- worship of all the gods and goddesses in the

Vedas, whether powers of nature or functions or

an py =

qualities."s3

TR

It is difficult to accept that thought did not

= penetrate deeper and see through the phenomena of nature

Py T
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than the above words indicate. Yet it is also undeniable
that ﬁt is easy to recognize in the Vedic gods, in many
pass;;es, not only associations but also identifications
with.%he'objects of nature, if we are to get any sense
out of the passages. That is, the sphere of influence,
and therefore of meaning, is tied down to the limits
imposed by the objects of nature.®2 But we must also
bear in mind that quite often the sphere of influence of
a gods transcends the limitations of the physical or
natural object.®2 1In one verse, for example, the sun is

represented as operating within the limits of his natural

habitat, and even subordinated t¢ other gods:

"The sun rises, the bliss-bestowing, the all-
;geéing.' ) o : . ae—
The same for all men;

The eye of Mitra and Varune.

The god who has rolled up darkness like a

skin”54

Yet he is also represented as transcending the

natural limits and attaining levels of true divinity:

"Looking on man, O Varuna and Mitra, this sun
ascendeth up by both the pathways,
Guardian of all things fixed,

Of all that moveth,
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Beholding good and evil acts of mortals.'ss

'

Qedic nomenclature for the gods of the pantheon is
significént from the theistic perspective, for it gives
the god character and stabilizes him as a deity. For
example, the above quotations lend a distinction to the
Sun—-god. and arouses and sustains our interest in his
fortunes. While it is true that among the Vedic gods tlc
charagterizations are not as complete as among the Greek
gods and that there 1s a blurring of distinctions among
them, an issue that we shall have to take up later, the
gods are plainly distinguishable and operate largely
within the fixed parameters of their characters. The
gods are definitely endowed with personal characteristiz=s
which make them both intereiting and viable with#®T™%h=

context of RgVedic religion and mythology.Se

Such definable and definitive characteristics are
often thrust into relief into passages which denote a

struggle for power among the gods.

A legend which first appears in the Yajur VedaS~
shows the clear and mortal antagonism between the gods
Indra and Tvastr, which becomes the mythological back-
ground so to say of the Indra-Vrtra combats recounted in
the RgVeda. Because Indra had cut off the three heads of

Tvastr's son, Tvastr performed a sacrifice invoking the
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deity Vrtra to arise as indra-$atru i.e., "slayer of

Indra', but through an unfortunate mis—-accentuation, the
meaniég of the term became "he whose slayer is Indra."
This ;esUIted in the repetitious duel between Indra and
Vrtra, in which Indra always emerges the victor.®® This
is one of the episodes that earns specific mention in the
BgVedic sajaniya hymn®® which, by one interpretaticn
seeks to impress upon the masses of the peéple the
glorigs of Indra and his being alone worthy of adoration

and worship as the Supreme God.s°

But it is clear that no monotheism can be bullt upon
these ideas as the foundation, so far as the RgVeda is
concerned. For strewn throughout the text of this
vzluminous scripture -are many references to diffe?Imt
deities, not merely as deities in the sense of exzizting
awe and wonder , but as specifically calling forth wor-
ship from men. In very many cases the one god is szid to
be the same as another, and yet ancother. There 1s &
clear lack of a fixed ideological structure. and this

militates against a simple western-style monotheism.

What metaphysics we do have in the RgVeda precludes the

&
'

separation of any one deity from the the rest of the

gods, to be raised to a position of permanent supremacy.

"
|

i

i

It is beyond reasonable doubt, given our present
and

understanding of the text,Aan objectively verifiable fact

&
¥

¢
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that such exclusive worship of any one deity from among
the RgVedic pantheon, is never sustained in the RgVeda as
a whéle, as it is never sustained in post-Vedic Hinduism,
wheré "even the more ordinary processes and objects of
nature are, under the influence of animistic, or, on a
higher level, Vedic beliefs, given their place among the
multitude of deities. There 1s nothing either in the
heaven or earth, which may not be worshipped as a par-

ticular deity."e?

We cannot say that this overwhelming characteristic
of later Hinduism is not a direct inheritance of ten-
dencies and directions evident in the RgVeda itself. The

arrangement of the hymns in a histori
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-he work®of & number of workers in =zgecialized and =
technical fields of language, svntax etc., and the nature
of Vedic Sanskrit prevents accurate chronologisation of
the hymns. We cannot at this point in time be sure of
the period of origin of the mantras, as we must assume
that the oral tradition was begun long before the Indo-
Aryans settled on Indian soil.®2 Althcugh we have in the
Vedi¢ texts evidence for the existence of new hymns
against old ones, it is not possible to identify
individual hymns in terms of older or later compositions,
except in a general fashion.®2 We are therefore con-
Strained to take the text as a whole. and ascribe sig-

nificance to the various deificaticns in terms of the
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contents of the hymns rather than in terms of any kind of
chronélogical priority. Thus even the hymn that deifies
q

an item such as food becomes, Zrom the point of view of

theistic enquiry, a datum of some significance.

"Now will I glorify Food that upholds great
strength, by whose invigcrating power Trta rent
Vrtra limb from limb."ea

S

"O pleasant Food, O Food of wealth, thee have -
we chosen for our own; so be our kind protector -

thou."es

"In thee, O Food. is set %Zhe spirit of the

‘gredt Gods S - ——
Under thy flag brave deeds were done: he slew

the dragon with thy help."ss

The original term, which is here translated as
"food", is "pitu", and this may mean any form of nutri-
ment.S” The hymn, it should be noted, not only glorifies
food., but also displays an invocatory nature and shows up
a worshipful attitude on the part of the singer. The
slaying of the dragon refers to the deed of Trta men-

tioned in the first verse.
Another hymn of interest in this connexion is the
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one addressed to frogs, which has been interpreted as a
satire gon gods and priests alike. The attitude of wor-—
ship and invocation is pronounced in the last verse of

the hymn, which reads,

"May the cow-toned. goat-toned, the speckled.
the green, grant us riches. May the frogs in
the fertilizing season, bestowing upon us

hundreds of coves, prolong our lives.ss
-

Although it may be accepted that this is-presented
in a satirical vein. which also is not flattering to
either gods or brahmins,®® it nevertheless plainly
reflects the easy ceification to wnich any natural object
could be subjected. The nextnrtwo quotations, with ==
respect to rivers and the sacrificial post, illustrate

the same point:

"Forth from the bosom of the mountains, eager
as two swift mares with loosened rein

contending,

Like two bright mother cows who lick their

youngling,

Vipas and Sutudin speed down their waters.

?ﬁﬁﬂ

Ev

g;f Impelled by Indra whom ye pray to urge you, ye
!!:._

= move as 'twere on chariots to the ocean.

ki
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Flowing together, swelling with your billows. O
tucid Streams, each of you seeks the other," .70
q

God serving men, O Sovran of the forest, with
heavenly meath at sacrifice anoint thee.

Grant wealth to us when thou art standing

upright as when reposing on the Mother's boscm.

Zet up to eastward of the fire enkindled,
accepting prayer that wastes not, rich in
heroes,
Driving far from us poverty and famine, lift
thyself up to bring us great grea£ good for-
tune.

- . ) oo
Lord of the Forest, raise thyself up on the
loftiest part of the earth
Give splendour, fixt and ﬁeasured well, to him

who brings the sacrifice."»;

These examples must count, from the theistic point
of view, as some of the low points of the RgVedic
mantras, though from the poetic point of view, the river-
crossing for example, may be highly extolled.”2 If we
seek for unity in a commonsense fashion among the great
Gods like Indra, Varuna, Agni, etc., it is likely that

our -attempts will yield no satisfactory results, and we
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shall find no real unity.73k The gods are not only tied
to natural phenomena for a large part of their charac-
teriz;tions. and as natural phenomena they must maintain
essen%iai distinctions, as frogs are distinct from
rivers, but the great gods also appear to compete for
worship when one seeks to eclipse the other.

Taking into account tﬁ; complex nature of the Vedic
hymns; Dandekar is therefore led to confess that "if any
label is at all to be attached to the Vedic religion, it
may be described as polytheistic. This polytheism
affords ample scope for an exuberant growth of myths and
legends."”4 And, as we saw earlier, even Max Mullsr, who
cannot be accused of partiality against Hinduism. andé whe
spent the larger part of hi® life-on the RgVeda, <=ys cI

its religicn:

"If we must employ technical terms the religicn

of the Veda is polytheism, not monotheism."-s

When we look at the characteristics of modern Hin-
duism and notice the unsystematic profusion of images and
deities, and further when we consider that even the
Primary traditional deities such as Visnu and Siva, are
often displaced and forgotten in favour of newer gods and
religious teachers and saints, we tend to look at the

Vedic religion with deeper respect because of its rela-
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tive freedom from images and idols. Macdonald, however,
expregses disagreement with this view of the comparative

purity of the Vedas, when he says:

"However free from the grossness of the image-
worship of:modern Hinduism their religion may
have been, these worshippers are chargeable

with the deification and worship of fire, air,

ihe atmosphere in motion or at rest, the sun,
m&bn, dawn, Soma, prayer, etc. and with all the
réfracting, splintering and distorting of the
idea of God which is implied in such wor-

i Ship.”75"

- AN st e wemed

pbass In our perception, Macdonald appears to have clearly

Bp—— missed the spirit of Vedic worship. He is confusing con-

§3  structive polytheism with naturalistic polytheism. The
f?ﬂf latter has its roots in a simple deification of natural
:;j_ objects, while the former is what is suggested by the
;c{ actions of the worshippers; it is only the external
Tél dressing which conceals a range of ideas beneath it. As
gi;; alreddy noticed, Max Muller's pronouncement appears
;;;:_ guarded, for he is aware of many higher-level aspirations
  €: that are truly spiritual in the RgVedic hymns. Sir
?%' Alfred Lyall demonstrates a greater caution and under-
:;f- standing of the generally perceived polytheistic

attitude, and asserts also the higher spiritual realiza-
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tibns of the sages, when he says:

¢

;“The whole panorama of religious ideas and
iprabtices in polytheistic India may be compared
to the entangled confusion of a primeval
forest, where one sees trees of all kinds,
ages, sizeg. interlacing and contending with
each other; some falling into decay, others
;fhooting up vigorously and overlapping the
crowd while the glimpse of blue sky above the
tree-tops may symbolise the illimitable

transcendental ideas above and apart from the

earth-born conceptions."»-

Martin indicates that-#he religious conduct e#=the
Hindus though it 1s clearly characterised by all the

appearances of a polytheistic life-style, nevertheless

"bears the mark of a supreme and very real religious con-

sciousness."?® He further assertits that

"The contribution the Hindu will ultimately
‘make to the religious consciousness of the
world will be no slight one, for Hindu
mythology and the practice of Hinduism teach us
that to the Hindu, religion is taken into the

very core and centre of daily life."5s
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This scholar, who knows that many European scholars
who have researched Eindu spiritual concepts from the
Vedig;age onwards, have denied significant moral and
ethicgl values to Hinduism, who is himself a trained
Christian minister operating as a missionary in Indiza, is
himself hesitant in denying ethical and spiritual values
to Hinduism, and., in his opinion, Hindu mythology.
despite its polytheistic religious practices, and of
whateyer origins and structure, 'constantly emphasizes
the superiority of the spiritual over the intensely

material conceptions of our present-day Western life."®°

Vedic mythology with its polytheistic dress and

;kb' trappings has endowed modern Hinduismiwith an even richer
- z2nd exuberant-mytholcgy. It is perhaps the case «mat the
ancient polytheistic mythology has not been accurateiv
uncderstood or faithiully represented in modern Hinduism.
P 3;: Nevertheless. in the nature of the case., a polytheizzi:

attitude is always broad and tolerant and receptive to
- e new ideas, in contrast to a strict monotheism which is
jealous of its preserves, relatively immune to external
influences, and which tends to be intolerant. The wcrds

of the modern Indologist Dandekar offers a fitting con-

clusion to our discussion of polytheism, when he says of

B Hindu mythology:
"Mythology is at once the strength and weakness
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of Hinduism - strength, because mythology rep-
resents some of the distinctive features of
Linduism, such as tolerance, broad sympathy,
libéral outlook, and dynamically assimilita-
tive. and at the same time, elevating power:
and weakness, because there is the danger of

the true sbirit of Hinduism being undermined by

the weight of its mythological richness."ex

3.2 MONOTHEISM

The central issue under investigation in our work is
the nature and development of the religicus consciousness
through Ehe cgnturie;. Aszg havg already seen. 223
RgVeda presents us with an immense amounft ¢f mater:ial
pertaining to this issue; yet, our expectations c¢f a
simple or clearly of systematized set of directicns

emerging from texts do not bear any promice of realiza-

tion.

The reasons for this lie firstly in the compcsite
charécter of the RgVedic texts, that is, as containing
material dealing with diverse topics, and not solely with
matters pertaining to the theistic interest. Seccndly,
and for us quite importantly, those texts dealing with

matters of worship and the deity are, first of al!. not
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all of the same or even similar category; and then, many
textst give evidence of moving along two or three dimen-
sion; simultaneously. As an example, we can think of
thoseipaésages which appear to be presenting natural
phenomena in a simplistic way, and then the vision is

raised beyond the bare or direct sensual experience.®2

Although this may be sometimes ascribed to poetic
technique,®® our interest lies in the thought that is
sought to be conveyed through the poetry and the images.
Again, we know from historical evidence that the Vedic
Aryans brought with them the traditions of a past which
is fof convenience seen as divided into an Indian period.
an Indo-Aryan period. and a yet mcres primitive Indo-
Turopean* pericd, all of whi®th cannct be totally amwerced
from the specifically Indian period.®<4a And all this
testifies to the composite character of the texts and al-
lows for no easy treatment of the material and thoughts
contained therein. So far as the historical dimension is
concerned, therefore, we have to say that the RgVedic
hymns have had many authors and their production spans
several centuries. It is unlikely that the sages through
whom the mantras were handed down did not pass on to us
some of their own peculiarities. It is reasonable to
say, from thg objective viewpoint, that the hymns bear
the stamp of the different perscnalities of the Reis, as

well of the circumstances and historical exigencies of
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their actual production in a literary form.
¢

q

Against such a formidable background. we have to
apply:ouf skills as analytical historians of philosophi-
cal-ideas, and come to terms with what is perhaps the
most intractable collection of ancient literature in our
possession. And against just such a background we have
to formulate as precisely as the data will allow, a
" theory of the possible theistic viability of the RgVeda.
In this section, we address ourselves to the questioﬁ of
whether a monotheism is promoted in the RgVeda in par-
ticular, and the Vedas generally, what grounds there are
for upholding the view cf Vedic monotheism, what the
characteristic marks of such monotheism are, ancé whether
it is compatible with Western, that is. Semitic ideas of
monotheism, or does it form a category of its own. and if
so, to what extent it Is unigue. Are monotheistic ideas
in the Vedas to be inferred via tortuous and indireét
methods of interpretation, or can such ideas be gained
from a direct reading of the text. that is, in an unam-
biguous fashion. Even this way of prefacing our inves-
tigation indicates an apprehensive sense of possible
problems that might be encountered, even regarding so
simple a theme as the worship of the one only God, that
i1s, monotheism. We cannot imagine this lack of sureness
In the case of the Bible or the Koran., whose leading

ldeas we cannot totally disregard. even when dealing with
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the Vedas. A great deal of scholarship has gone-into re-
searéhing the Vedic texts from a theistic perspective,
and ;his includes a great deal of honest. scholarship as
well} We have to bow before the awesome weight of this
great tradition, and take many directions therefrom.

This tradition, in large part, is tentative in its
pronouncements on Vedic theism, and the more scholarly
because it is tentative. With this vast and invaluable
expewience behind us, and upon which we hope to draw, we
might be excused for having the ambition‘bf being less
tentative in our conclusions. So important a theme as
monotheism in relation to so important a set of scrip-
tures as the Vedas having so vast a following aéhthe
Hindu people spread over so many distant countries, calls
for @ more définitive and Conclusive statement 'whIch is

neither fanciful nor untrue to the facts.

At a simple level we may just say tﬁat "monotheism
is the belief in and worship of one God only," while
"polytheism is the worship of many gods".®4® Such simple
definitions do not allow much insight into the
intricacies and intertwined ideas of deity and worship
that the Vedas are so replete with. We need more com-
prehensive definitions, definitions that do not violate
the special sense of each term, and do not leave room for
such violations. At the same time, though the defini-

tions should not be tailored to the requirements of any
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particular scripture and the specialvpategories of the
scripture, they should bear the criterion of univer-—
salit;. that is. any phenomena in literature, connected
with Ehe'ideas of worship and deification, should be
without difficulty categorisable under the terms ¢f the
definitions. Apd this implies, from the scientific point
2f view, the utilization of the twin principles of ac-
curacy (that is, the subject matter must be clearly and
unambjguously indicated) and economy (that is, there
should be neither repetition~nor redundancy}. With these

considerations in mind, we offer the following defini-

tions of the two key terms — monotheism and polytheism.

iy

¢r, though our discussion will be qpncerned primarily
with monotheism, as is the nature of the case with the
Jedas. the background of our discussions always-remuires
2 clear and definitive comprehension of polytheism. which
has become so much a part of the critical tradition. both

Western and indigenous, regarding the Vedas.

No one will, we are sure, disagree with defining
monotheism as the belief in and worship of One God only,
where such God is taken to be distinct from men and from
all created things, though He is in some way the Creator
both of men and of all things. Polytheism, on the other
hand. must necessarily be the belief in and worship of
tWo or more gods who must be endowed with limited super-

—a

natural powers, including necessarily creative powers and



-

who are necessarily distinct from men, and generally dis-
tinct,from all things.

1

&n these definitions we have observed the criterion
of a fundamental opposition between the two terms, as far

as such opposition could logically be maintained.

Simple worship of néiural objects to which no sig-
nificant supernatural powers are ascribed, either crea-
tive or cosmic, cannot be counted as polytheistic. but
needs be classified as merely animistic, or totemistic.
or fetichistic, which lattgr have also been discerned in
parts of the Vedas by several Indologists. When truly
polytheistic gods are digﬁerned whe possess some super-
natural .power. and control sQme elements, we can ¢Rserve

the opposition between such conceptions and the cocncep-

tion of monotheism.

The examples from Vedic literature that have been
quoted earlier, and within a limited framework,
demonstrate the type of opposition to a monotheistic idea
of ng that the Vedas might be surmised to harbour. It
seems to us quite likely that such is not the case. be-
cause the full meaning of the idea of a Vedic god, and.
we may say even at this stage, the Vedic idea of God,
cannot become apparent unless the text is examined in its

totality. This does not mean that specific hymns cannct
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contribute to the conception of God. but that the spirit
of thé whole text alone can provide the correct approach
to in;ividual sections. And this view is not to be taken
as co%mitting us to any fixed system in the Vedic ideas
of deity or to any thorough-going consistency among the
Rsis of the different hymns. 1In these matters we can
confess to no special wisdom other than what has been

- revealed through the labours of a long line of European
and okher Indologists. But that the essential meaning
and ﬁhrport of a Vedic god when such conception has been
developed beyond a primitive level or a rudimentary
sketch (and this rules out of significant consideration

hymns such éé those of frogs or the rivers)., lies in an

approach to such god conjointly with

v

ceneral approach
to all the major gods, must remain a fundamental ¥Tin-
ciple of our thesis. Taking mainly the Indological re-
searches and expositions of the Vedic hymns (and leaving
out‘of consideration the traditional Indian inter-
pretations), we propose to demonstrate, nevertheless,
that, even on this basis of accepted scholarship, the
Vedas raise before us the conception of the Divine Power
that.is not of less valué for theology or for human life,

than the conceptions generally put forth in Western

tradition.

One of the commonest, and perhaps most attractive

notions concerning monotheism is that of exclusivity of

| 126



worship. The monotheistic Ged must be a jealous God who
does fnot tolerate His worship being shared with other

gods,’real or conceptual.

A similar and striking desire for exclusivity of
worship and adoration is expressed with regard to Indra.
whose worshippers extol him as the only fit object of
Qorship, considering otherg as Dasyus, the godless,
offering no sacrificesand who,on that account, are even
considered inhuman. Indra's worshippers thank him

profusely for giving them victory against the Dasyus.®S

And the feeling against the unbelievers is strong indeed:

"Indra. thou justifiest =, and tramplest down
the~slanderers.. oo : v ———
Guard thyself, Valiant Hero, in thy vital
parts;

Strike down the Da&sa with thy blows.

The man who brings no sacrifice, inhuman god-

less infidel."as

£ .This clearly indicates the pride and feelings of su-
-_;' periority on the part of Indra's worshippers, and the
== contempt they bore towards unbelievers. This contempt 1is
il only superseded by the contempt they bore towards those
. who did not worship like them, those who worshipped for-

eign or primitive gods, and especially those who wor-
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shipped the $idna-devata (the phallus—-emblem), as the

follo&ing verses show so clearly:
L)

-LHe'[Indra] seized the hundred-gated castle's
treasure by craft, unchecked, and slew the

phallus-worshippers. ‘s~

Let our true God subdue the hostile rabbles.
Zet not the phallus-worshipper approach our

holy worship."ee

The passages cited above demonstrate our point
clearly. Apart from prejudice born of racial animos:ity
and feelings of superiority, there is also the clear
reference to belief ‘and WOF%hip, in which regard <0¢ in-
fidel Dasyus are hated most. Whether the Dasyus zctually
slandered against Indra. we can never be sure, for we
have only the words of the Indra-worshippers for =that,
and so a mere reprisal may be ruled out, though actual
political conflicts must be accepted as parts of the ac-
tuality prompting the verses. At any rate, jealcus
guarding of personal belief and modes of worship come
through as the major issues, and if we accept the prin-
ciple of molecular textual criticism, then it mus:z be
admitted that the above verses qualify, within the limits

of those verses, for many characteristics associated with

monotheism. And. 1f we include those hymns and verses
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which glorify Indra as greater than all other gods, and

as thé creator of all things, once again we shall have
¢
the makings of a monotheism.

Qur reasoning in this matter may be elaborated. If
we cannot allow an interpretation favourable to a
monotheistic conception. on the basis of a few selected
verses, a polytheistic conception cannot likewise be jus-
tifieqd on the basis of a few selected verses. And this
principle must be maintained in spite of the name of a
deity being exhausted throughout the text of the Vedas.
This might appear too large and inadmiscsible a reguire-
ment, but it has to be insisted upon because of the
nature ~f presuppositions underlying Vecic deifications,

and whichH are derivable frofi the text

izzelf. Tht™Yods
have such inter-relationships and origins. that the
doctrinal significance of their mere names appear to be

cancelled out. Appelative designations do not produce a

theology in the Vedas.

It is a truism with regard to the Vedas that a
profusion of different appellations are used with regard
to the deities, which suggests to our immediate percep-

tion a multiplicity of gods. 1In this regard Macdonald

says:

"From the beginning to the end of the Rig-Veca
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it is a worshipping of the many. The first
nymn is a worshipping of Agni; the second is a
;orshipping of Vayu, Indra and Vayu, Mitra and
QaruQa; the third is a worshipping of the
ASwins (the young gods), c¢f Indra. Viswadevas
or collective divinities, and Sarasvati, and so
on they proceed with hymns to Indra, the Maruts
or storm-gods. the Apris or river-gods, Ritu,

Brahmanaspati, Prajapati, S&vitri, Aryaman, the

Adityas, Pusan, Rudra, Surya. Soma, the

Ribhus (deified men), the earth. the sky,
Swanaya, Bhavayavya, heaven and earth, the

horse, Rati, Pitu, Brahzspati, water, grass,

Q $34

sacrificial posts, the sur, &tz., etc."es

ot
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- Such is the presentaticn <f the Vedic gods by Mac-
donald, who is doctrinally interested in showing up the
utter plurality of the Vedic cdeities, as against the sin-
= gular unity of the God of Christian monotheism par-
ticularly and Semitic monotheism generally. He says

towards the end of his book:

"It has been well said, that if a person accus-

".m?;' tomed to compare and reflect. were to read the
g,i whole of the Old Testament through, and were to
state what two things struck him more than any-

= ~thing else as characteristic ¢f it, he would
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answer, (1)Zeal for the unity of God. and .

£2)zeal for righteousness; or both in two

;ords,'Ethical monotheism.' Now in the Veda

-Ehefe is a zeal for neither. There is neither

ethics nor righteousness. In our survey I

think, I have made it very clear that instead

of simple monotheism, we have rank

polytheism."50

Now, such comparisons as these are in the pfoper
line of any comparative study., and we welcome them. For
they help to clarify the issues., and enable us to focus
on precisely those issues and considerations which lend\?

distinction to our categories — in this case, the

categories of monotheism an® polytheism. v A—

Macdonell also states, quite correctly, and as we
have already indicated earlier., that the Vedas themselves
proclaim the number of deities as three thousand three
hundred and thirty-nine in all (though later Hindu
mythologies extend thiz number to thirty-three million
gods). The principle, however, remains unaltered, and we
cannot deny the manyness of the gods. The manyness, that
is, which has to be understood in the context of the
Vedas themselves. And this context reveals that a Vedic
god does not usually stand by himself. His personality

1s always dependent upon several other gods. This is the
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principle of fluidity of personality where tge character
of a god is not so sharply and consistently drawn as to
dist;nguish him entirely from other gods. The gods do
posséss fairly identifiable traits, but they also blend
with each other, as real objects of nature and real per-
sons cannot Dblend.

Macdonald, however, follows the line of "an un-
doubted polytheism" which "is seen not only in the number
of gods worshipped, but in their sepérate individuality,
their distinct traits of character, anrd their personal
histories”.®* 1In consonance with this view of RgVedic
theism, the same writer further asserts that:the Vedic
gods were not only simple representations of natural
phencmena, but that -they wete not-at any time sufft
ciently abstracted from those phenomena to rise to a true

monotheistic level.®=2

Now we cannot deny that the RgVedic deities are for
the most part presented in the garb of natural phenomena.
Further, following some of the most respectable Indologi-
cal researches into Vedic culture of the past hundred and
fifty years and more, we cannot also altogether deny that
they were not the consciously drawn up figures symboliz-
ing, behind the natural phenomena, some type of secret
and mystic meanings. Yet, in fairness to the hymns as we

have them, and taking them in a spirit of objectivity, we
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also cannot deny some theologicaliy striking and sig-
nificdnt complexities and peculiarities. These com-—
plexiéies and peculiarities, some of which have already
been ;eférred to clearly rule out a radical naturalism

and its necessary complement, rank polytheism.

Radical naturalism refers to that interpretation
which asserts that the Vedic gods are simple repre-
sentagions of discrete natural objects, in a type of one-

to-one correspondence, resulting necessarily in a ftrue or

rank polytheism.

It should be remembered that "the religious concep-
tions of the Vedas are borne along on the basis ¢f a
naturalistically-based myth&logy in histeorical dewebop-
ment. Neither is the naturalism consistently racical.
put quite often modified and tending strongly to the
spiritual, nor is the mythology a static one, but a grow-
ing and evolving one. And these features have toc be seen
to be characterizing the ancestors of the Vedic Indians
from the early days of their Urheimat somewhere in
central Europe. The story of the journeyings of the
Vedic people is one in which a vibrant folk lore and much
mythology constantly interacted with both the material
and the spiritual aspirations of a highly sensitive race.

wnho knew the meaning of kindness, honesty and righteous-

ness, and who valued the joys of living and reacted with
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firmness against any £breat to their survival or their
cultusal integrity. These characteristics can be
recon;tructed from the extant hymns of the RgVeda. The
basiséof'the RgVedic mythology can be traced back to the
early Indo-European days, and a strong spiritual strain
is evident from.the earliest hymns, and which is s=en
generally to grow in intensity as the mythology
progresses, culminatiAg in the monistically flavoured

hymns;pf the Tenth Bock.

The complexities and peculiarities that 1nitizte a
purely naturalistic interpretation may now be notei. The
first is the naturalistic intercretation itself, wrich
states that the gods represent simple natural phencmena.

The first few -hymns of the -first mandala give us =eme

directions in this matter.

Agni, the priest, is in these verses the bearsr of
the oblations aloft, and at the same time the invoxer of
the gods of heaven to the sacrificial altar. The cods
are not simple animistic spirits tied down to their
natural habitat,®® but powers of nature that could bestow
favours upon their devotees. They are more specifically
already presented as spiritual powers in the sense that
the yajamdnas feel that they need the help of these
divinities who have the capacity to bestow goods and

blessings. If this feeling of need is present, and the
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willingness of the gods to offer the help {(albeit when
duly éropitiated), then we shall not be violating the
canon; of good sense if we say that a spiritual relation-
ship is evident in verses of this type. With regard to
the .worshippers' attitude to the natural phenomena, R R
Ral says:

"And tpough they worshipped these natural

phenomena, it was not really the phenomena to

which they did offer their adorations but to

“the inherent powers - the energy underlying

~those manifestations. o4

Rai adopts the evolutionary explanztion and affirms
that at that early time. the Aryans cculd have attained
to the cSncqption of "one Slbreme Deitv devoid &f*Miman
attributes”.®5 Now it is true that ths VYedic hymns
pertray the gods with many anthropomorphic attributes,
botﬁ in matters of personal appearance as well as other
personality characteristics. But these characteristips
are also often generalized so that we are left with the
impression of a desire to merge several gods into some
kind .of unity. This is the second significant
peculiarity tending towards a type of monotheism within
the context of RgVedic metaphysics. In this regard

Clayton says:
"In spite of the many allusions tc the gods,
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there is a great lack of clear descriptions of
ghe separate deities. The Vedic gods are not
aefined. Attributes of one are ascribed to

another."ss

Developing the comment further Clayton quotes Mac-

donell. saying that:

~the personifications, being but slightly
developed, lack definiteness of outline and
individuality of character. . . The character
of each god is made up of only a few essential
qualities combined with many others which are
common to all the gods such as brilliance,
power. beneficance, wi#dom. ‘These common at=""
tributes tend to obsc¢ure those which are dis-

tinctive." s>

Das makes the important observation that the god§
are usually credited with two births, "one physical and
material, and the other subtle and spiritual’,b®® suggest-
ing strongly that they were not regarded merely as physi-
cal phenomena, but as something over and beyond them. As
a conéequence of this characteristic they are called
dvi janma, or twice-born.®® We also see that Father Sky.
or Dyaus Pitar, was probably the most primitive concep-

tion of God for the entire Aryan family, and which was
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certainly conceived not as a merely localized godling,
oard
but a& the progenitor and ruler of all the godsmyas him-

1
self.the manifestation of an invisible type of sky called

Paramﬁ VYoma.loo And it was within this larger and more

rarefied entity that Indra is said to have upheld the
Divine Parents, Dyaus and Prthivi.®©9®* These hicher crder
abstractions strongly indicate a search for a higher
principle that was going on in the minds of the Rsis. a
yearndng for the invisible, a conception that appears to
be at least bordering on the truly spiritual. And yet,
though against this background, there continued t¢ be
crojected the din and clamour of the activities cf th
gods with all their physical and material trappings. And
therefore the investigator needs always to rememrier ithat
zhe mythodlogica! garb in which thé more advanced =
spiritual ideas may be discerned, 1= a mythology —ha<t It
constantly evolving. The idea of evolution need not give
us the idea only of progress. There could alsc ze
regressions, mythological aberrations. Just as the de-
scent of man according to the evolutionary hypothesis
could not have been a simple step-by-step advance. but
must.have been marked by many unproductive blind alleys,
so also we may justifiably imagine that mythology was not

a steadily ascending or advancing one.

But it is the same line of thought, that is. main-

taining the untiased and objective viewpoint, tha= cem-—
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pels us to give due importance to the many striking fea-
turess of the RgVedic collection, features that convey the
clea; sense of an overpowering and transcendental Divine
Poweri whose partial_manifestation can be seen in the
most insignificant object even, as in the mighty powers
of nature, and which does not lose itself in these

manifestations.

gnd the very same spirit of objective enquiry, and
unbiasedness, requires us to reveal that, upon going
through the nearly 10500 verses of the kagVedic collec-

tion, we meet with much that it appears trite, childish

-Yet~the passages whichvspeak -morzs cliearly towws of
the Divine Power, the passages that must strike cur sen-—
sibilities as passages of an almost different order, are
vyet not totally divorced from the bulk 2f the background
material. In important Qays they seem to grow out of the
vast liturgy of the RgVeda, like the flowers and fruits
of a wide-spreading tree. Even this vast background is
not without its philosophical value, for, what it does
not say, when it in other respects it appears tc say so
much is of profound value for the metaphysics of theism.

But we need to illustrate this argument from the RagVeda

itself.
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One of the characteristics of the RgVedic gods, and
one which has been noted by almost all investigators, ©°=
is tﬁg habit of grouping certain deities in pairs. For
exam&le,'Dyaus and Prthivl are taken together as Dyava-
Prthivi, and even made into cne as DyévE—Pythivyau.

Mitra and Varuna have hymns dedicated to them jointly,
and they are aléé made into a new deity as Mitra-Varunau.
There are about eighteen such compound names in the

Rg\ledﬁi ,1023

Now, when gcds in any primitive and ancient mythol-
ogy are tied to physical phenomena. they are precluded
from violating the territorizal integrity of other nature
gods; the delimitation imposed upon theilr powers is fixed
and severe, and. of .course.,under such conditions Jthe
religious thoughts cannot rise to the level of a
monotheism.*°4 However wnen a slight metaphysical
abstraction is allowed as when the deities are severally
anthropomorphised and endoweZ with independent wills and
means of action (as in the Greek and Vedic mythologies),
then their connections with the physical phenomena. even
if ngt totally severed, become theistically irrelevant.

Because then what looms up as of the utmost importance is

the conative propensities of the gods, that is, what they
will to do. 1In spite of an immense amount of frenzied
and boisterous activity of the major Vedic gods. and even

if we allow that a great deai of the sacrifice-related




hymns are trite and vain and materialistically orien-
tated! what we do not find in the Veda, what 1s mcst con-
spicu;us by its absence is that the gods do not range
themsélvés against each other, they do not split them-
selves intoc opposing camps, though the Bgis knew all
about wars and battle-strategies. though they were awar=s
of the gods giving to theilr devotees victory in battles.
though they were even aware of the concept of deceit and
unfai®ness and luck. Yet, except for the very minor. znd
quite unclear episode of Indra acting against the Maruts.

the Vedic gods do not challenge each other, they are

never a house divided against itself.

In time, and only in time,®°% do the major gods
succeed each other. Dvaus merely "fades" away.1°®7gne in
time, Agni also fades away, both giving way befors “he
supremacy of Indra, who in time and in his turn. gzives
way to Brahma in later Hinduism. But the point of
supreme theistic importance, and what must point to an
underlying metaphysical formulation, is that the gods
never line up against each other in open conflict. as the
Greek gods do, and as other primitive and nonspiritual

polytheistic gods can be easily imagined to do.

Max Muller's concept of henotheism is sometimes
regarded as mere "poetic licence" on the part of the

Rsie.297 By the same token, the Rsis were free to
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present the concept of their favourite ged (accepting
such § way of speaking temporarily) 1in any one ci a num-
ber o} relationships with the other gcds. Yet it Is the
most ;emarkable fact, and theistically of the utmcst
importance, that., given the apparently polytheistic back-

ground of the Vedas, the Rsis never sought to juxtapose

the gods into a relationship of conflict.

Max Muller regarded henotheism as "a peculiar

character of the ancient Vedic religion"”, and it :s
imperative that the full weight and significance cf this
peculiarity be imposed upon the projected polytheizm of

the Vedas. For it;%nly against the background c¢:
polytheistic belief and practice that we can prczerly
speaK of "henotheism as a "peculiarity."” If. on “=*cther
hand. oncs monotheism is accepted as the genera! felief
running through the Vedic hymns. and polytheism is
regarded as the mere appearance thereocf, henctheizm will
evaporate as:broblem, because 1t will stand explained.
And, in its place polytheism cannot arise as a problem,
for the reason that it is already explained as a
naturalistically-based mythological phenomenon. That is,
it will pose no metaphysical problem. And surely that
must be the aim of philosophy, as of science. the ar-
rival at that position which is the simplest and most

comprehensive explanation of all the known facts. The

view that reads the Vedic hymns as rank polytheism, is,
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to say the least, unsatisfactory from the philosophical
perspéctive, as it must surely be degrading to the

1
religious sensibility, though on no account can the lat-

ter be méde part of the motivation of our thesis.

In consonance with our stated aim of a thorough and
sbjective assessment of the date of the RgVedic hymns,
and before we go on to further details. we need to
analyse fully the two above-menticned features of non-
conflict among the gods, and henotheism, in order to un-
derstand accurately the metaphysical basis of Vedic

thought.

Ncow, the importance of &n issue oizZen becomes mors

- - - . . . NEREEY LN .. . . R L s wle WA
~rcminent and obvious when considered In negative terms.
roilowing this principle, the Issce c¢i ncn-conflict among
~he Vedic gods may be changed hypctheticzally to cne of

pecsitive conflict. This would then make Vedic mytholoagy

analogous to Greek mythology, and the verdict of rank

polytheism would surely have to be unhesitatingly

i delivered by all Indologists with regard to Vedic mythol-
ogy.. It is significant that in such a case, hypcthetical
oo il as it may be, while anthropomorphism wculd loom large,

- the naturalistic basis of the mythology. that is, the

gods as representations, in some measure, of natural

phenomena, would not appear relevant at ail.
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The fact of anthropeomorpghic characteristics in no-
tionstof God has never been a serious theological
probLém. It does nct necessarily detract from the |
supre&acy of His power or the unity of His nature. In
any case, it is & ccmmon denominator among Semitic,
Vedic., and Greek mythologies, and, as such, can be can-
celled out. The odd feature is that of the naturalistic
character of Vedic mythology. As noted earlier, it has
to besaccepted that Vedic mythology shows strong
naturalistic orientations. and these orientations -
originated in the common Indo-European homeland, the Ur-
heimat, of ancient times. The Vedic branch of the larger
family continued to develop its mythology on foundations -~
supplied by such naturalistic origins. 2ac noted in the
gection ©n the gods oI the-Yecic pantheon. almosteail the
ma jor gods, Dyaus., Veruna. Indra. Agni. etc. have a clear
naturalistic base. To what extent. if at all, these gods
are abstracted from their naturalistic bases, even in and
through various functions, and made to serve a genuine

theistic interest, is the part of objective scholarship

to say.

With this added dimension and the salubrious direc-
tion it provides for the understanding of Vedic mythol-
0gy., we may again take up for consideration, in quick
Succession, the twc issues of non-conflict among the

gods, and henotheism. And it has already been seen that

143




these two issues are closely related. N

4

M

Macdonald, who favours the interpretation of ''rank
polytﬁeiém” of the Vedic mythology, speaking about

henotheism with regard to the god Agni, .says:

v . .Agni, the lord of fire, . . . is spoken

of as the first god. not inferior even to In-

dra. Sometimes. while Agni is invoked, Indra

may be even forgotten; for there is not com-

petition alwavs between the two, nor a rivalry

between them and the other gods. Some may

regard this as a most important feature in the
religion of the Veda, seldom taken into con-
)

- s . . RS TS . . .
Sidsratién v those who have written on thé =

histcry of ancient polythelsm."io0e

Thece are extremely significant wofds in relation to
the issues under discussion. They provide significant
'f reinforcement for a form of monotheism that we think
our research is surely revealing, as far as the Veda is
concerned. The under-scoring in the above quotation 1is
ours; that Macdonald admits to the non-competitive, non-—
rivalry character of the relationships among the Vedic
gods., is certainly an important part of our argument, and
the reinforcement it receives, again from Macdonald,

e though in a negative sense, when he says that in some
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guarters this fact of non-rivalry may Dbe regarded "as a
most i@portant feature in the religion of the Veds." is
anothé; important part of the argument, attesting to the
genui&eﬁess of the argument from a logical point of view,

and which indicates the clear relevance of it at the same

“ime to our thes;s.

When Macdonald goes on to indicaﬁe that this feature
of nog-conflict among the gods is '"seldom taken into con-
cideration by those who have ﬁritten of the history of
ancient polytheism”, it becomes for us a startling
revelation of the facile manner in which judgements of
"rank polytheism" have been passed on the Vedir religic

in mest quarters, and the undoubted importance cf it. for

ince this feature of non-rivalry is so pervasive a
characteristic of the Vedas. its detailed treatment. is
essential for a proper assessment of the develcpmental
aspects of Indian religious thought as whole, and for the

defining characteristics of the Vedic religion espe-

cially.

Macdonald gives a verdict opposed to the thescry of a
acn-conflict among the gods. for he says: "nor dc we know

that the one god is forgotten when the other is

m

o

craised",*°® and because references are in fact made to



the other gods in Ehe immédiately following hymns. His
view gppears to be that the monotheistic sense 1s only an
apparént one, though he admits that when any god "is con-
ceiveé as the one and only God",1%° “strong language was
frequently used by the worshipper with respect tc thelr
god".**r* And hisJargument for rejecting any kind of
monotheistic sense in the Vedas is given with some
finality as :"But all musi admit equally flattering lan-
guage was addressed to almost every member of the Arvyan
>
pantheon.".**2 Macdonald's rejection of henotheism as a
significant phenomenon appears to be based on the general
polytheistic character of the Vedic hymns. Yet it is
only against the background of such general polytheism
that henotheism can at alz be considered a phenomenon.

Vedic. mythology does not prgsent us with an unmixsd,

polytheism nor a straight and simple monctheism. Thes

4h

are the bland facts of the case, the bare data upon which

scholarship has to labour.

We cannot disregard henotheism: it doces not occur
just once and is then forgotten. It recurs, with
reference to almost every major god of the Vedas, and the
language is often stately and imposing. To pass it off
as of no consequence is to ignore an important aspect of
the data, and can only give rise to stilted conclusions.
If we say with Bloomfield that henotheism is "polytheism

grown stale in service",®12 we have to contend wi:h many
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recurring points of such staleness., and then it becomes
apparédnt that such a characterization does not really
explqgn the phenomenon. What is really required is a
philo;oﬁhical explanation, and one that takes full
account of all the relevant data in an cbiective and
scientific spir@t. What is needed is to bring the
phenomenon of henotheism, together with related ideas.
into a satis;actory metaphysical system., one that will
explajn it as a phenomenon, apart from merely naming it.
Calling the pheﬁomenon as "henotheism" and allowing it to
float -around as an oddity of Indological research,
presumably with other oddities, is to invite condemnation
of 1t as of fio consequence (as Bloomfiel!d and others have
done), or according it the status of a ncn-concept (as
Macdonald has-done),- upon the mere feeiing and faeey of
the researcher. Henotheism and related ideas are real

facts of Vedic mythology. They are not bound to disap-

pear'merely by ignoring them.

The great Max Muller coined the term 'henotheism'
and brought to the attention of the Indological world the
existence of this phenomenon over a hundred and ten years
ago. Within two years, Macdonald brought out his book on
the Vedic Religion admittedly with the purpose of helping

the missionary carry out his calling in India, prefacing

1t with the words:
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"To help him to do so the following pages have
b?en written. in the hope that the Spirit of
God may use them for the tulling down of stron-
g%oids, and for the building up of His own

kingdom in India."114

- It is obvious that the scientific objectivity with
which Max Muller investigated Vedic mythology and the mo-
tive 6% clarification ¢f some troblems associated with it
that we see manifested in his isclating the phenomenon of
'henotheism' from the general zods of Vedic mythology, we
cannot properly expect from the work of Macdonald. The

latters stripping the concept <f 'henotheism' of all sig-

nificance and its reduction tc the levvel of a non-

- - BN -

concept, are, 6n objéctivé gr:unds: that is,on the
grounds testified by the clear contents of the Vedic
hymns, inadmissible. And we may recall that even Bloom-
field, who seemed irritated by the phenomenon of
henotheism, did not deny the fact of the phenomenon. .0On
the contrary, he credited it with being a form of
monotheism, only, he condgmned it as being an

"oppottunist monotheism."115

Bloomfields characterization of henotheism as an
“opportunist monotheism" allows a grudging recognition to
the existence of some type of limited monotheism in the

Vedas, while at the same time stigmatizing it as being
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out of character with the large majority of ideas in the
Vedas.? We have to differ from Bloomfield on purely

1
philosophical grounds.

Our researches have shown that the Vedas promciz &

plurality of gods. where the gods have to be taken as

W

peculiarity of the mere nomenclature. The Vedas also
give evidence of a naturalistically-orientated
polytheism. where the same nomenclature 1s tied to many
and discrete natural phenomena. But our researches also
reveal that the gods so tied to the objects of nature are
as easily abstracted from those objects (even Macdcnald
admits this in some waysi'®) and made tc serve mytnclilzgi-
cal ends, ends which often, and in startling ways, sxceed
the normd&l expectations assdtiated with those objeess.
Sut most importantly, the polytheistic deities ofzzsn
crerate along dimensions that, when taken by themselves.
can only be interpreted as serving religious ends zs-
soclated with a Unifying Divine Power. The high pcints
of these instances are the henotheistic and related

phenomena under our present scrutiny.

We recall that Macdonald denied that any real theis-
tic unity was ever achieved in India, and compares Vedic
mythology with Greek and Jewish ideas.:? And, ir con-
tradicting the phenomenon of henotheism, he denies that

the different gods are really forgotten by the wcrship-
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pers.1® His position has an internal logic, though he
has véered away from the actualities of Vedic religion.
By th;s we mean that Macdonald expects & unity of the
Greek}of Semitic type, like sovereignty of a monarch who
either maintains petty rulers under him, or subdues them
to anninilation.®t® He gives us this feeling whenever he
says in such effective words, that Indra "got to the
highest throne in the Pantheon, eclipsing his majes-
tic rival Varuna. by the din of his resounding splen-

dour." He says further, showing the kind of Supreme God
he expects: " Most unfortunately, we do not discover in
their writings that the Rishis were fincers of the true

God. There is a gulf between him, the nhcly One and the

just, and any and every other divinity or divinitle

m
:
N
o]

- . g .e - . T \ Y . ) . .
Eut no amount of comparison and denunciaticn can
ne Zz2c7 that Semitic mythology and Va<ciz mytholcgy have
been meving along quite different theictic dimensions.

The terms of one cannot be transposed intos the s

rh

cirit o
the other. The components of one cannct be foisted upon
the ethos of the other. Though the twe may be compared
for some similarities (which are to be expected as both
are sub-cultures of one human family). it is the
appreciation of their differences that is the real fruit
and most meaningful result of the exercise in ccmparison.
For the two traditions, the Semitic cne on the one hand.
and the Aryan or Vedic on the other, operate wheily in

terms of differing sets of metaphysical premises.
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Because of Macdonald's stated missionary interest
(quit; legitimate in itself) he tends to see the sig-
nificénce of the Vedic gods in terms of Semitic presump-
tions. .And herein lies his error. as a result of which
he is led to deny the raw datz of henotheism, when he as-
serts that other gods are not forgotten when one god is

raised to the level of one only Divine Power. In this.

we contend, he touches upon the most significant dif-

-
e 4

ference in approach to the Divine Power between the Semi-
tic and the Aryan traditions. In the Semitic tradition
it is the essence of the religious consciocusness to deny
all other gods, indeed, to assert theilr non—existence,
and 1f their names are invokel v cthers, to declare them

"false gods", while at the same time asserting the

B - v

reality and truthful being c¢f the cne cnly True Ged. In
the Aryan tradition, on the cther hand. the reality of
the one only True God is asserted in and through the
existence of all the other gcds. when such gods are
present to the minds of the wcrehippers. It is primarily
the sense of unity, the consciocusness of a single
undivided Divine Power, and which is perceived as operat-
ing in terms of the different divinities, that makes for
the assertion of the one only Divine Power and its
supremacy against the fractionated sense of it. We
admit, however, that it is a fair criticism that it may
be difficult to make out whether it is the fractionated

sense or the unified sense of the Divine Power that is
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really carried uppermost in the minds of the worshippers.

and mu&h depends upon the actual language used with

1

reference to a particular idea of divinity. This 1s not

-vitaliiﬁ Macdonald's case, and his criticism that other

>gods are not forgotten cannot be vindicated as an argu-—

ment against the supremacy of a comprehensive one only
Divine Power, for it is at least clear that, in prin-
ciple, such a Divine Power can be asserted in and through
a plumality of gods in the context of Vedic religious

thought.

From a purely philcscphical point of view, then, we.
have shown that there are acceptable grounds 1in the Ve@ﬁc
hymns themselves for accommodating a type of polytheistic
attitude within a larger metaphysic that generall?™=llows
for the view of Divine Unity and establishes it strik-
ingly under cspecial conditions (of the henotheistic
variety). This is stating the case as objecti&ely as
possible, and if we were to generalize. we can assert
that the Vedic religious teachings give us, as its high
point, the existence of the oﬁe only Divine Power or God.

that -functions in the world in diverse ways (that is.

through the agency of diverse divinities, which are the

devas or gods).

We have now prepared the ground for considering

Bloomfield's criticism of "opportunist monotheism." As
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noted earlier. this phrase is serious enough’ in its im-

H
plication that henotheism., that is, raising one god after
anotner to the highest level of Divine Power, is out of

character with much of the Vedic hymns. But we see this

riticism as being out of step with’Bloomfield's own per-

9]

ception of clear monistic.trends in the Vedic hymns
{which will be the subject of our discussion in the next
section). Even if we accept the general chronology of
theseﬁnmvm as being later than the bulk of the liturgy,
still they cannot be surmised to be ancharacteristic of
the ethos, though they are uncharacteristic of the ex-
pression of it. of earlier hymns. We know that later,
when the monistic doctrine comes into 1its é@n in the
Upanisads. though that is not the only line of develop-
ment. th; godé of thé RgVéég‘are displaced.}21 not be-
cause they contradict the inner ethos of Upanisads. but

because they have become redundant in relation to the

central thesis of monism.

We suspect that Bloomfield also has had Semitic-type
expectations in the Vedic monotheistic expression - the
expectation that, for the monotheism to be genuine, the
other gods must be denied and completely obliterated, so
that the supremacy and glory of the one only god (Indra
or Varuna or Agni etc.) would be thereafter permanently
established. Again, as explained above, this is a type

of monotheism that cannot fairly be expected of the
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Vedas. Such an expectation, in its application to the
Vedas,;is inappropriate. Because Bloomfield imposes such
an expectation, derived 'from Semitic sources. upon the
Vedic‘sériptures, his characterization ¢f the phenomenon
sf henotheism as an "opportunist monotheism" is inap-

sropriate and misleading.

It is not necessary to be culturally chauvinist or
racia?ly prejudiced. But it is necessary, from the point
of view of objective schalarship, to understand that
Semitic and Aryan theistic values do not easily mix. At-
tempting to judge one tradition in terms of the ncrms of
the other gives us a false read&ng of both. The =zendencw
on the part of many Western scholars, and Indian schelars

h B LN

TsG, ko imposé Semitic values upoﬁ the Vedas have™
resulted in lop-sided accounts of Vedic religious ilezc.
Cur researches have revealed that Vedic religious thought
1s complex enough, and gt times quite baffling, Cased as
1t 1s on an evolutionary mythology. But reading it with
Semitic-style preconceptions in mind only introduces un-
necessary complications, which hinder the clarification
and systematization of that thought. The Vedas have to
be studied with reference to its own contents at svery
peint without the introduction of foreign ideas, but with
some help from the sciences of comparative philolegy and
comparative anthropology, history, psychology, ezc But

- .

imposing doctrines that are not indigenous to the Vedas.
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cannot reveal their thought properly, and often serves

¢
only tp confound the confusion worse.

OQér a hundred vyears of indological research on
Vedic religious thought has not resulted in any sztisfac-
tory system that accommodates the major characteriztics
of Vedic thought in & uniform manner. We are cof the
opinion that this has been so tecause of the operzticn of
Semitfz—style presumptions in the minds of the research-
ers, sincere gnd painstaking as their labours no doubt
were 1n the iaferests of learning.

OQur considered contention 1s that., 1f presumctions

have to be made, presumptions that aid the resear:zh by

S -

- - - -

accommodating the léégest‘possible’amount of dafﬁ. then
those presumptions must be made on the basis of the con-
tents of the Vedic texts themselves, that is, on zhe
basis of the data itself. Only by proceeding alcng this
line can a philosophically satisfying system be arrived
at, an explanation along a truly metaphysical dimension
of the many deities of the Vedas and their relaticnships,
and an explanation of the meaning of the single, cne only
Divine Power, that finds such recurring mention in the

Vedas, and upon whose meaning the investigators cZten

appear to be seeking an easy exit.
" As stated earlier above, the later monistic levelop-
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ment.122 which finds some impression in some of the hymns
of thé Tenth Book of the RgVeda. already gives us the
basic!ethos of RgVedic mytholocgy. Thiz is not to say
that £hé ideas of monism 1tself are clsarly develcped,
but they are expressed in the most general terms in mény
passages and 1in 'many different ways throughout the text.
And. it is most important for us to realise that all
these allied ideas find origin and justification in terms
of thg grand and ancient concept of Rta, and which
opérates as the great key which makes intelligible a host
of Vedic ideas and expressions. Through the concept of
Rta. the Vedas themselves provide us with that metaphysi-
cal princ;ple which explains all at once the polytheis-
tic., henotheistic, monotheistic. and even monistic prin-

- B 1N

ciples that baffle us in the text cf Zhe Vedas.

© el wmmey

—

ta is a peculiarly Aryan concept. and is judged to
be associated with the god Varuna specifically from the
early days of the rise of Vedic mythology.%22 But we are

anticipating our fuller treatment of this all-important

term.

The concept of Rta, as a single concept, provides
the basis for the understanding of the Vedas as a unique
body of religious literature. It includes no presupposi-
tions born of any other tradition. It is native to the

soil of the Vedas. that is, i* has been carried by the
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\singers of the hymns, wherever they have sojourned.
having;arisen wholly from out of the Vedic hymns. We
need ﬁot maxe any appeal to philosophy. or anthropology
or higtéry, or to any extra-Vedic authority in order toc

justify it. It presents itself to us in somewhat subdued

form. merely to be logically construed and put together

- from so many references and allusions to it in the Vedas.

Most importantly, it is the explanation of Vedic
monotﬁbism and the many monistic trends apparent in the
hymns, while it at the same time it reinforces, supports
and extends the meanings of these developments. It is
the single concept with an amazing range of applications.
It is the basic spirit and ethos of the specifically

religiocus side of Vedic culture, though it may be true

- . - TN

. v . . -
- that the bulk of the hymns may not reflect this soirit.

But there are sufficient clear manifestations of this
principle to enable us to formulate through it a substan-
tial metaphysical thecry under which both monotheism
(such as it occurs in the Vedas) and monistic ideas may

be easily subsumed.

‘Due to the principle of Rta. the Vedic gods could
not be ranged against each other in any serious conflict.

The gods represent light and goodness, prosperity and

“righteousness, and they cannot be out of harmony with

each other no matter how closely they might be tied to

natural cbjects. All nature is a gigantic system of har-
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mony, ? cosmos. not a chaotic heap of objects and ele-

ments. ¢

If we apply this orinciple Qf Rta to our treatment
of the Vedic gods., we immediately see that a harmonicous
relationship becomes established among them. On this
crinciple the phenomenon of non-conflict among the zods

stands explained, for the operation of Rta ensures a har-

-
e 4

monious blending. The characteristics of one god tend to
be shared with other gods. While such sharing of charac-
teristics can sometimes be explained on historica:
grounds and in terms of the development of the my:tholegy,
as in the case of Varuna and Indra, 124 mere hister:ical
and mythclogica! develcpment does not explain a zsr=z:in

- - . . L . . me—
trimary motivation in the minds of the Rsis, a mciivation

that operates as the presumptive governing factecr cuidin

-
]

the relationships among the gods.:=25

The hymns reveal that different Rsis often promote
their favourite conceptions. Yet, besides a mild type of
competitive spirit evident in the hymns, understandable
in te}ms of human preferences, the gods are never en-
gineered into any open conflict. In fact, the features
of one god are freely ascribed to other gods. in spite of
the desire to advance favourite conceptions. And =2
favourite god is raised to the highest level of Civine

Power as the one only God, while the other gods mav not
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be forgotten.
f

1

There can be no rational explanation of this
phenomenon other than the projection cf an ontclogical

principle behind the conception of the gods. a principle

s
ol

that itself sustains the god$. nay. a principle of which
even “he gods themselves are but the varied expressions.
Such a principle is Rta. arising in & clear way from out

of the bulk of the RgVedic mythology, but which at the

same time supplies the raison detra of that mythology.

It mav be that this principle assumed iis importance
during the course of the evolution of the myths, though

P P
DUIShO 9O¢

it alesc seems to have been germane to thisz conc

m

Varunz, which takes its genesis back in Time fto2 Indo-

- -~
. AN -

urccean origins.

el

In any case, the Rsis of the Vedas must have teen
aware of an underlying ontological principle. running
generally through the hymns known to them. And when the
individual Rsis were responsible for creating new hymns,
they appear to have accepted the inviolability of the
spirftual principle, so that wherever we have gods ex-
hibiting distinctive personality characiteristics, in line
with a general naturalistic base of the mythology, il is
only the appearance and dressing in various stvles, for a

reality which 1s in essence one.
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Ig we are looking for a metaphysical principle that
will oéerate as the key to unlock some of the most impor-
tant agd nagging problems posed in the Vedas so far as
theistié interests go. we have csuch a principle in the
spiritual conception of Rta. Wes do not have to develop a
logical construcgion, or ingeniscusly twist linguistic’
terms of the Vedas (which beccmes an endless process), or
look for cross—cultural conceptions (which can create new

>
problems which are never really in the original texts).
We have such a principle ready to hand: a principle that,
within the context of Vedic thought. appears to be
metaphysically sound. and which reasonable appears to
have been operating as a guiding principle in significant

areas .in the development of fhat tradition.

« ey wimg)

-

The use of this principle of interpretation
satisfies the scientific criteria of both accuracy and
economy. Accuracy because it directly solves once and
for all, the major problem pnencmena in relation to the
Vedic gods. Economy because as a single conception it

explains so much directly while at the same time lending

a spirit and an ethos which leads so naturally and
smoothly to the later monistic-type developments. But
not at all insignificant is the fact that it totally
obviates the need to impose a Semitic model for the
elucidation of Vedic ideas. Az an indigenous Aryan term.

the principle of Rta can accommcdate the entire range of
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the develcpment ¢f Vedic thought from its Indo-European
past,:through the Indo-Iranian interlude, to the period
of the settlement of the Aryans in the Panjab’plains and
the egpansion of Aryan hegemony throughout northern and
central India: further through the classical and medieval
periods of Hinduism, and even down intc the modern period
of neo—Hinduistic developments. If just one term can. do
so much, it shculd surely be adopted even if it were a
total?y foreign concept. That it is indigenogs to Vedic

culture calls for no further recommendation.

Vedic monotheism, which has to approached within the
context of Vedic hymns, is seen strikingly in the fighre
of Varuna. 2nd the most striking feature of Varuna is
that he is pré—emineﬁtly £ﬂg god of righteousneééf-ieeper
of the moral law of Rta. The worshipper of Varuna feels
the burden of scme type of sin, and wishes to exgiate it,
but does not really know how to go about it. ‘He has the

feeing that the grace of Varuna alone can break the feel-

ing of guilt. And this grace is seen in association with

the god, as in the verse:

"What has become of those friendships of ours.
that we once shared, free of offence?...
Since thine ally of old is dear to thee., O

Varuna though ne has sinned, let him be thy

friend.nlzs
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Varuna also appears in the hymns together with the
gods i;yaman and ‘Mitra, suggesting the characteristic
commohbess among the Vedic gods. But, of all the Vedic
hymns,éhe special feature of the hymns to Varuna 1g that
they revezl a strong personal relationship between God
and man. And the relationship is a moral one, with
Varuna representing the source of the moral-law.®27 A
comparative interest sees in the figure of Varuna the
closeé% resemblance to the Semitic idea of a god of

righteousness,*2® and this line of thought, though inter-

esting in 1itself, cannot be pressed too far.

In terms of the principle of Rta. which is the

source of mecral and physical law,12° as well as of all

(Y AN

-
s wum, 4

the gods.*39 3 general and ineluctable cense of a per-

9]

vasive and universal unity is established throughout the
RgVedic hfmns. Although a great many hymns appear com-
monplace and without bearing on religious issues, thev
are not a contradiction of this principle. Says Stephen,

referring to this principle:

“This conception occupies more space than any
other in the Veda, indeed it is Pantheism, and
it is the most permanent element in all Hindu

thought. We find it everywhere.'"iass
And it is in terms of this principle, the various
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deities being expressions of it,” in spite of a
naturélistically—based mythology. that any god can be
raised to the level of the one only God. the supreme
Diviné éower. which can then be legitimately counted as
the high points of Vedic monotheism. It is in thic sense

that "in the RgVeda Vafuqa 1s an all-pervasive, alli-

encompassing, and all-enveloping god."1232

We may also note tbat Varuna represents the high
point of an ethical monoiheism in the Vedas, and that,
with the changing preferénce for gods in Vedic mythology.
csuch ethical concerns give way more to concerns relating
to power and glory.132 Yet thié does not affect the

supremacy of individual gods raised to the highest posi-

- ~- - R e W a

Tion, thﬁugh ihis subremaﬁy tends towards a herois form
of monotheism, especially in the case of Indra: as we see
in:

"Even the heavens and earth bow before him.

And at his vehemence the mountains tremble.'i34 .

and in:

"Apart from whom men never are victorious,

Whom they, when fighting, call on for assis-

tance. ”135

And a more striking monotheistic glorification, with
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strong metaphysical undertones, as seen 1n:
t

1

"Indra hds no match among those born or to be
borﬁ“.las

>

and in "He makes the non—-existent existent.'137

It should not be imagined that the Vedas conzis-
tentl@. or even generally, present striking revelations of
monotheism. as”understood in the Vedic context. 2=
already noted. there is a significant shift away Zrom an
austere, ethical monotheism in the direction of z more

world—-affirming attitude that shows an unabashed

preference for the goods of this world. Yet this Is an
- - - . . ER L N » - oy
expgressicn ¢f optimism that dcesz nct rsduce ths zlu2s o7
ta as the inner power, with 1ts ever-creative expres-—
sions. It is only later, when the cutward percer:ticns

are slowly replaced, through a cne-sided develcpment of
the general Rta-idea, for a search after an inner vision.

that theistic ideas tend to be suppresced or bypassed.1=®

"The clear enthusiasm for life and the beauties of
the natural world,®3° reflected in the Vedas seem not to
allow the gods to evaporate or fade away, as haprened in
the Upanisads. There appears to be a genuine correlation
between an outward, more realistic appraisal of :ife and

the world on the one hand, and some form of monctheistic
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outlook on the other. The common essence of the godsis
not %1lowed to replace the gods: rather. the gods are
real ‘expressions of thils essence. Therzfore the hymns
decl;re'the reality of the one only Divine Power (which
is’ the inner essence) through the reality of the multi-
farious gods of Vedic mythology. Thus we have an entire

hymn with the refrain:
*Great is the single divinity of %the gods".iao

The asya vamiya hymn is rightly famous as a

monotheistic hymn that more strongly lezns towards an im-

personalistic idea.1<?

‘- ~ . BN AN A - w——

If-wentu}n to the figure of Visnu. who, théugh he
occupies a comparatively insignificant cosition in the
Vedas, we see that he is neverthelecss z=zsociated with an
immensely significant monotheistic development in later
literature. His most important charactaristic in the
RgVeda is that of his taking the three steps - one on
earth, one in the middle region, and one in heaven.1<2
Althdugh some traditional, and later mcdern commentators
take the three steps to mean the risinc. culminating and
settihg of the sun, since Visnu is associated mythologi-
cally with the sun, yet he is "not clearly connected with

any natural phenomenon', 42 and, taking into account the

etymological meaning of the name Visnu. with which the
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meaning of his action of taking the three steps is con-
¢
Sistept, the conception appears significant in terms of

Yedic!monctheism.

Thus. the characteristiz of ascribing supreme excel-

lence allied to a single, all-encompassing Divine Power,

--to individual gods}becomesmeaningful only when viewed in

terms of Rta, the Inner Essence, in which they par-
ticipgte, and by virtue of which they are expressions of
that excellence. If it is difficult to forget that the
monotheistic ideas are expressed through gods that in
many ways functicn also as discrete deities, then the
monotheism of the Vedas will have to be dubbed as belong-

ing to a polvtheistic backcrcund. On the other hand. :f

- ~ N - 0 w2

-the gods are taken to be the snhifting and impermanent ex-

pressions of a higher or deeper reality, exprescsions that
offer themselves to the senses directly, then the theism
of the Vedas may justifiably be called a monotheism.

Much depends upon the way in which the hymns affect the

subjective sensibilities of the researcher.

‘There is room in the Vedas for both views. It would
be a useless show of dogmatism to assert one view to the
complete rejection of the other. It is to be noted that
even Western researchers have acknowledged the existence
at least. in the Vedas, of genuine monotheistic ideas.

Writing as early as 1829, Lt. Col Vans Kennedy who had
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l1ived and worked in India for many years. obserwvesz with
admiréble perspicacity. regarding Vedic and modern Jindu
1

formsjof worsnip:
n_-._rwr\c,v\c fheicn and peiyhaisia qrcéc nhimately blevdad together
both in their sacred books which were most
likely composed more than 3000 years ago. ani
in the dailv thoughts of the Hindus of the
present day. as to render it probable that
Meither of these two systems preceded the
other, but that that they were both actually
coeval In crigin."i1aa
This is a cignificant way of expressing the
relationship between polytheism and monotheism :in The

. TS L » .
igiorn. It shows that there 1s no vital zm-

| Radi'y

Vedic re
tagonism between the two theistic modes, so far as Zhe
Yedic expressicn of it 1s concerned. For, as &
already, both are the expressions of the inner essesnce cr
Rta. And, as Kennedy points out, it 1s very like.v that

the two systems originated together, which points
high antiquity of the concept of Rta, which can ks =stab-

lished easily from the Vedic hymns themselves.

Developing still further the monotheistic idez o

rh

the transcendence of God, and of the impossibility of

manifesting this transcendence except in proximazz -evm

[¢)]

within the framework of Hindu metaphysics, Kennedv say

9}
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w . and it would seem therefore. that the
:belief in one God, and in the impcesibility of
‘His rendering his power manifest except through
-the intervention of other celestial Zeilngs.

were co—existent and fundamenta! Zenets <of tLhis

religion from its very first origin."ias

Eeferring to the impressive hymn dedicated to the

goddgés Vic, Das speaks of it in terms of the principle

of Rta, after giving a translation of the hymn at length.

He says of the various gods. that:

"These manifestations. though diverse 1in

craracter are really one in essencs. All

- “ - 2% » - - St L

cpbjects, material and immater:ial. owe thelr

N

origin to it. The RgVedic bards realized the
presence of this Universal Soul not only in the
Ged. but in men, animals, trees, mcuntains, and

in all natural phenomena."ias

Max Muller also has testified toc the clear sense of
a Transcendent Divine Power in the Vedic hymns quite

apart from any ideas of an original revelation. and

rather as a compulsive urge that led the Rsis to express

their ideas in divine ways., and more in a manner of a

search for that nameless reality. of whose presence they

were sure, but which they could not grasc:
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"The ancient Aryans felt from the beginning.

‘ - -
2y, it may be more in the beginning than after-

“wards, the presence of a Beyond. of an Infinite
of a Divine, or whatever else we may call it
now: and they tried to zsrzsp and comprehend it.

as we all do, by giving to it name after

name. 14>

;Tt is true that not only do the later hymns (of the

Tenth Book of the RgVeda)., but also the earlier books,
contain many direct references. and many allusions, to a
Transcendental Power. While the hymnes show evidence of 2
naturalistic base. that is. while it 1s so clear that the
gods refer immediately to acspecicscf nature, the hymns ars
vet ;otﬁ%erefy natufe poeg;;. Ior we get the sdre feeiling
that the Rsis are often imbued with the realization of a
spiritual Divine Power above &anc beyond the natura!

world. Commenting on the projection of the Immanent

World Soul, and quoting the wverse:

"Atma jagatastasthusasca." as meaning "the Soul of

all that moves or is immovable",14® Das says:

"This invisible world of the soul constitutes
the one underlying princicle of all physical
existence, life and manifestations., and the

RgVedic bards had a clear conception of it." 4o
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Further quoting the impressive verse:

B

l;One is that which hath become all this," Das con-

cludes that

"It will thus appear that there was in the mind
of the RgVedic tards a clear conception of

unity in the midst of diversity”.iso

-

We are now in a position to conclude our discussion

on the important and Interesting topic of monotheism with
respect to the RgVeda specifically. and the Vedas in
general. We have seen that, through representative

quotations drawn frcm the Vedas., & cerzain monoth=ism
R - - . . 1N B . dmw—

~

lons, wnhilie there are many

ct
[

forces itself upcn our percerp
more allusions to a general Divine Power operatins in and
through the different god, as well as in and thrcugh the
objects of nature, and wnich Divine Power is commcnly

»

referred to as Rta.

We have seen that this principle of Rta is seen to
operéte even along the physical dimension since i% is
ineluctably associated with the gods, in the manner of
being the vital essence of the gods. Yet it is more
properly the principle of Divine Power, and which

operates most conveniently in terms of an all-comcrehen-

sive metaphysical principle.
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£n the somewhat negative side. as we have shown

nnumerable gods mentioned in the
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Jedas. Lf we wiszh to be conservative in favour of a
traditicnz! view, we may say they are inhumerable names
merely. 2uf in terms of an cobjective and unbiased

assessment. we have to note that these names are

(W1

associated with zersonality characteristics, both

descr?ptive and operational, with a sufficient degree of

consistency to enable us to identify the different gods
over the period ¢f thelr individual careers, and this in
despits -f the remarkable feature of the fluidity of the

gods. We are therefore constrained to declare that the

relicgcion <I The RgVeda is particular. and the Vedas 1in
- - - . AR AN » PO SC 'Y
genera:, is not =ssentially polytheistic, but iz.is

marked kv clearly polytheistic characteristics against &
monctheistic background. This way of expressing the
matter places scme emphasis on the principle of Rta or
the Inner Essence which our research has shown runs
throughout the Vedic hymns. and is not displaced even
when the naturalistic connections appear strong. For.

in our view, the monotheism of the Vedas is a variety of
its own Xind, in the sense that it is inseparable from
the immanentist doctrine of the Inner Essence, and as

having i%s origin and being in it.

We are in a position to maintain this contention in
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spite of some Western views favouring the figure of
) f
Varuna as very nearly approximating to a Semitic-type of

monotheism. As shown earlier. our contention is that

even Varuna, as a purely Arvan god. is the "Asura var

U]
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eilence",23* and as such he is in fact a striking, 1f

not the best, ekpression of the Inner Essence or Rta. In

ot
o

n

he is no less an Aryan god than Indra: perhads more

i

mn

O

Our position, as a consequence of these concidera-
>

ot
it

th

ions is that Vedic monotheism 1s best described as

’

"polvtheistic monotheism" which suitably entails “he role

of the immanentist doctrine of pantheism.

In support of our position. we quote just ors

cccidental scholar, no less than the resgpected
. . S 1N ’
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cI. Macdonell, who says:

by the end of the RgVedic period a kincd
of polytheistic monotheism had been arrived at.

We find there even the incipient pantheistic

conception of a deity representing not only all

the gods but Nature as well.";s2

3.3 MONISTIC TENDENCIES

Cne very 1lmpressive aspect of the Vedic hymns is. as

nas often been pointed out. its spirit of "joie ce

vivre", the outgoing tendency of love of life, enjoyment



of the goods of the worla provided by nature, and an
incurable optimism. When the forces of darkness are per-
ceivéa to overtéke man and human society, whether

mythological such as the Vrtra-demon, or historical such

as the opposing)dasyu forces, Vedic man responded, often
lustily, with verve and passion, and opposed these forces
with total involvement of self and society, to preserve
the cherished values of the good life. In modern Hin-
duisﬁi this spirit of optimism with the centrality of man
is preserved for us in the dictum that "there is notning

greater than humanity".153

1] BUTRRIEY R e 4 Mg e |

No one who has even casually studied the bulk of the
Vedas will deny that this dictum is in the clearest line
- - - e RIS AN » s e wem—_a

of development from those ancient hymns., which for zll

its varied religious expressions, give primacy of place

to man and society.

The tradition., however, that pervades educated
circles, both Indian and Western, and to an extent the
lay public as well, is that "the soul of India is essen-—
tialiy philosophicall.'l54 By this declaration Dandekar
means to say that a distinctive brand of philosophical
outlook, derived, in part, no doubt, from the ancient
treatises, eschewed "the anthropocentric tendency which
dominates most of the Western philosophical thought™,15s

and emphasized a variation of it by making man a 'part’

| 173

&: ‘vfl' ¢ .



of Nature. "This gave centrality to the cosmos, or na-
ture,gand only second place to man. In the words of

Dandekar:

"According to the cosmic vision ¢of the Indian,
which must:be clearly distinguished from the
anthropocentric speculation of the West, man
does not stand 'apart' from Nature - he is es-

-
S

entially 'a part' of Nature. Cosmos or Na-
ture, and not man, is therefore the starting
-"point of the Indian philosophical thought."136

As our discussion of the principle of Rta has

already shown, man is certeainly 'a part' of Nature, and.

- - RN - .2

in addition; in termé of fﬁis priﬁciple. a vitai part of
Divine Nature. And so far as the Vedas are concerned. it
is jn terms of this principle of Rta, which is the all-
comprehensive Divine Power, which comprehends under it
all of nature, including man, that thoughts about nature
as the highest possible generalization of created things

can give rise to philosophical! speculations.

And again, so far as the Vedas are concerned, that
is, keeping within the clear metaphysical premise of the
hymns themselves, the supremacy and suzerainty of the
self-existent, self-willing Divine Power, which expresses

itself through a plurality of gods, and which is to that
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extent endowed with personality., is maintained with
reaso;able consistency in regard to thoughts about the

procéss of creation, and in terms of which speculation

proceeded.

Therefore, on purely objective grounds and

.upon a consideration of the hymns before us, we cannot

completely and strictly go along with Dandekar when he

-

-
says:

"And the underlying unity of this vast and
variegated universe is the first cardinal
doctrine of Indian phileocsophy. Indian

philosophy, in other words, is essentially

ER L , s e wAmLA

monistic."1s>

We must understand Dandekar as meaning more the
Upanisadic approach to life and the world than the ear-
lier Vedic approach (though his phraseology seems to :take
the entire Vedic development in its sweep). Yet, it is
not unfeasible to allow that certain passages in the
later hymns do foreshadow, in some ways, the Upanisadic
type of monism. And in these hymns we may discern what

we may take to be monistic tendencies.

We have seen that the concept of Rta, as meaning the

Inner Essence}already provides the grid and foundation
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upon which monistic ideas of a universal and essential
unity;can be developed, without any direct violation of
the logic of that term. In addition to this principle,
theré aiso occur in the Tenth Book of the RgVeda, certain
seminal hymns, which can be more directly connected with
the later philosophical development of Hindu thought and
more particularly, monistic thought. The first of these
hymns is the Purusa Sukta, or hymn of the Supreme Person.
Regaéﬁing this hymns Clayton says that:

" .1t is certain that in later Vedic times

there were those who had begun to give a monis-

tic interpretation to the universe.'"i=e

- : ) R , - v

As Clayton points out this hymn does not discoun-
tenance the older more mythological forms of expression,
but rather tries to present higher level philosophical
ideas through the use of such mythology. Nevertheless,
he asserts that the spiritual unity of all existence is

quite "definite in the poet's mind and is forcibly

put L ''189

One writer, N V Joshi, sees in the hymns of the
Tenth Book the operations of reflection and philosophy
conjointly with the religious consciousness. and which
together results in the appreciation of a monistic basis

for all existence. This type of speculation, he says:
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;. . . has for its basis the genuine religious
turge of the individual to attain its highest

?possibility which can only be one. We can thus
say that the Rgvéda does point in the direction

of ontological monism."1e0

This writer distinguishes ontological monism from
logicgl monism saying that the latter which largely
char;;terises the hymns, seeks to discover a logical
principle that can introduce order and system in our
experience, a principle that is discovered purely through
reasoning and not through experience. If this way of
expressing the matter excludes the unity of the objective
world. then we cannot agree, for not only is the pxin-
ciple of the Inner Essence or Rta seen to be operating
througchout physical nature, taking up man and his mental,
psychological and religious consciousness in the process,
but it has to be this principle alone, and in no sense a
negation of any part of it, that can present itself as
the viewpoint of a Vedic monistic tendency. However, he
says of the monistic principle in the RgVeda, that it is

" that creative and dynamic principle
which can be regarded as the creator of all
that exists. Such a monistic principle, which
1s ontological, is not foreign to the religious

consciousness."1e1
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This we can accept, for though it is ontological in
the éealization of it, it is equally applicable to the
obje@tive and the subjective sides of life. The monistic’
tendéncies that we can discern in the Vedas certainly do
not give Qs any indication of the falsity of the objec-

tive world. Joshi himself says. in the context of later

Vedanta:

;”The Absolute must be existentially operative

in everything that is finite", and again, "And
rot
if the Absolute doesAcreate the manyness out of

itself, then it is prima facie incapable of

serving as an ontological principle."”1e2

- - NI N -

'Considefing thé principie of‘ggg as the true (and
only) ontological principle of unity, we can easily say
that it represents the perception of an inner reality in
the Vedic hymns, from early times. We may also say that
what should distinguish the ordinary praises of the Vedic
gods or the mythological acccocunts of them from those that
indicate at least a trend towards monism, is the feature

of an inwardness. Says Raju in this regard:

"In the Vedic religion, the monistic drive is

also a drive towards inwardness.'ies
This inwardness, though related to the notion of Rta
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or the Inner Essence, is not precisely the same as it;
but r;ther the conscious search after the Supreme
Reality.?%< When the worship of the innumerable gods
later‘téok the form of a single Reality or Brahman, there
was also the realization that this Reality could not be
external to man. "It could be found not outside man high
up in the heavens but deep within, and inward to him."*°3
Although the abstract notion of an inward reality,
throu@h which the monistic feeling was best expressed,
could be easily traced to the late hymns of the_RgVeda.
there is no clear indication there that it is bereft of
all personality.2®® The monistic type hymns, even when
they speak of the Primal Reality in the neuter, ascrib;
to it the urge of creativity and manyness of being, which
may bé légitiﬁately éeen aémthe eﬁdowment of soﬁe.;;nd of
personality, bound up with the reality of the created
universe which is at least as real as the Crea;or Him-—

self. Thus far does the monism of the RgVeda extend it-

self upon a direct showing of the hymns themselves.

Yet we have to admit that, together with the unor-
thodox spirit of free enquiry engendered by these hymns,
this monistic trend led to the collapse of the gods as
Max Muller puts it.*®? "They threw away the old names,
but they did not throw away their belief in that which
they had tried to name. After destroying the altars
of their gods, they built out of the scattered bricks a

A}
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new altar to the Unknown God - unknown, unnamed, and yet
'

omnipresent.' 168

Scépticism in the Vedas does not indicate the hol-
lowness of faith; rather it is a sign of faith in the
category of the transcendent. There is a clear reference
to doubts about Indra's existence, even while the god's
praises are sung.®® The verses give the feeling that
the ogject of the doubt is to enhance the perception of
the Reality behind the figure of Indra. It must be said
to the credit of the ancient gglg that they did not look
upon this type expression as a sacrilege. wHonest doubt
appears in the Vedas, more as a doubt about method than
about-thg‘objgct of ?he reyigious or intellectual exer-—

cise, as also asserted by Max Muller.27°

And following a similar line of argument also,
Stephen says of the seers' doubts that lead them to an

appreciation of a single power:

"But a philosopher is never content to believe
in many gods and these thinkers saw, and
declared, that it was one power which lay

behind the many names that man had given'"i-:
We have to bear in mind that the singular
peculiarity of Vedic monotheistic ideas, and one that

sets it apart from Semitic notions of it, is that it is
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struck in a pantheistic background, from which it cannot
be ext?icated. There is no séhool of later Hindu theism
even,jthat will disown'or deny the immanence of God in

all n;tﬁre. And this is but the general principle of the

Inner Essence of Rta, stated from the point of view of

monotheism.

We see thus that monotheism and the ontological
principle of Rta are, in theory, in very close relation-
ship, and within a singie metaphysical system il can
easily be conceived that the two are in fact different
ways of looking at a single reality, again only against
the background of the immanentgst doctrine. When the
monotheistic aspect thus gets levelled down, and the more
impersonal principle of Biédgs\emphasized in its aspect
of ontological creativity theism begins to pass over into
monism. The fact that monism tends to be featureless,

tends to be impersonal and cold, is forgotten in the

flush of discovery and newness, spiritual as it no doubt

is.

Thus we see that the scepticism that arises out of a
perception of the manyness of the gods, that is, a dis-
satisfaction with this manyness, tends to get confounded
with a manyness of things undergirded by a singleness of
essence. And this latter diésatisfaction finds its true

expression in the emphasis on the One Reality, to the



relative neglect 6f the manifold world of empirical facts

in which men have to operate in their daily lives.

We see this striking enthusiasm for the "one" in the

followingaverse:

"There is orie fire only, wherever it is

kindled: one sun shines through the world, one

=

dawn lightens all this; truly one has all

thiS."172

This verse gives the clear impression that the "one

S ETEIRIR

fire is more important than all the different hearths or
altars wherein the fire is separately kindled: That one

sun is more important than the countless individual gar-

dens and forest glades that it lights up. The c¢ne dawn

is more important than the individual daily dawns that
actually mean something to men. The abstraction of the
"one" is made more significant than the really meaningful

manifestations of it. When this happens, we see the

process of the transformation of theism into monism.

The relationships that should obtain between the one
god and its many manifestations lose their importance,
because it is not the '"one sun" or the "one fire" or the
"one dawn" that is really the point of the realization,

but rather the one-'ness", that is, the pure abstraction
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which is of necessity featureless, on pain of endangering
‘ - .

its syrvival as an abstraction. A pantheistic

monothHeism, such as we have in the Vedas, is always sub-

ject to the easy possibility of developing into a

featureless monism.

The process of abstraction once begun through the
sceptical mode of thought, has no built-in safeguard
againé% the attrition of faith in the conception of a

”personal God. And this attrition of faith, because of

«the pantheistic warp and woof of all Indian religion, is
a logical product of that distinction in which the one-
ness 0; the Divine Power is emphasized to the neglect of
the empirical manyness. But it is not easy to say that

P . ) B . - e
the Vedic hymns state this type of extreme monism: they
only point in that direction, sometimes mildly, sometimes
strongly. On the wnole, however, even the hymns that

show monistic tendencies are really too distant from the

classical developments of the monistic Vedanta doctrines.

Our interest, however, is to discover whatever
trends towards monism there might be in the Vedic hymns.
Such trends need to be analyzed, and examined in terms of
underlying factors and ideas, such as would lead to a
clearer assessment of these trends. We can show the
importance of this procedure by pointing to the existence

of significant confusions in the understanding of monism
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in relation to monotheism. For example, Masih says:
;
'TThe monistic tendency set in through
.henotheism, but also through the process of
blurring of the characters of many gods, e.g.,
Mitra, SUrya, Savitr, stand for sun and light.
Parjanya, Indra, Maruts, Vayu and Vata are
associated with rain and winds."17»
Many writers have assessed henotheism as a step

towards monotheism, as simple and logical development.

And we have already shown the fluid character of the go

as helping to establish the monotheistic doctrine withi

the framework of Vedic metaphysical premises. And moni
- Y - . ERF AN » - ey

is most certainly not a doctrine of merely the one oniv

God, of which conception Masih himself is clearly

aware.”% Yet he confuses monotheism with monism becau
of insufficient evaluation of the pantheistic factor in

the definition of monism.

Masih is correct when he says of the famous Asva

e T

Vamiya hymn that: "Naturally a reality which can be

called Agni or Yama or Matarisva&n cannot be any one of

them in particular",®?® but he certainly is incorrect i

F:} his assessment when he follows it up with "The reality :
! such becomes impersonal."t?¢ Now we know that abstrac-

—

tions tend to be impersonal but they are not impersonal
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because they are abstractions. The term ISvara is an

$
abstrdction, and refers to a formless idea of God. Yet
it isfvery much a personal conception, because of the

relationships that are posited between men and that con-

ception of God.

Following this line of reasoning, that positing
human-type relationships with a conception of deity
estab?ishes that deity somewhere along the personal-
impersonal dimension, we may be able to understand that
even in the important monistic-type hymns of the Vedas,
there is exhibited a far stronger monotheism than monism,.

except perhaps in the Nasadiya hymn. In this regard

Masih is correct when he says:

Y AN - whm.a

"If by impersonal 1is meant the exclusijon of
personality, then this impersonal reality can-
not be worshipped. But for the Vedic seers the

supreme reality is not wholly impersonal'i--

The process of arriving at a somewhat monistic con-
ception, so far as the trend towards it is concerned,

appears to have culminated in the Nasadiya Sukta, so far

as the Vedic hymns are concerned. There appears to be a
distinct trend away from the traditional concept of the
gods in one sense, in that the gods are sought to be

transcended in the interests of a higher level of unity,
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which‘is at the same time truly transcendent of all
creatéd things. We get this sense very clearly in both

the Purusa Sukta and the Nisadiya Sukta. In this regard

we may agree with Stephen when she says:

"The idea of ultimate unity was reached at
last, but not by the exaltation of any god
above the rest, not in connection with the

Vedic gods at all."i-e

And vet from another point of view which accom-—
modates this unity in terms of the ontological principle,
we have to say that the gods are superseded by inciusion,

not hy rejection. And this,view would accommodat

et

he
larger hclistic sense, which is mostly the operating
principle in Indian conceptions, though subdued at times.
Therefore, as Max Muller so rightly points out, the
search after a transcendent unity, although it is seen to
represent the amplification of the monistic trend. cannot
be regarded as a completely fresh start. It builds upon
the old, whose externals only are discarded while retain-
ing the kernel, as it were. It is a change of direction,
but the drive and urge and purpose are the same.17® 1In
this view Max Muller would seem to be giving an excess of
credit to the early ancestors of the Indo-Aryans. as when
he says that they persisted "in their search af:ier what

had been present to their minds from the first awakening
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of the%r senses, but what they had never been able to
grasp firmly, to comprehend or to name."189 True as this
surmisé might appear in relation to the inner cravings
and deeﬁer urges that motivated the Vedic Aryans from the
earliest times, in relation to the actual observed life-
styles promoted in the Vedic hymns, and as against the
monistically-orientated Upanisads, there is great and ob-
vious Qifference. The monistic tendency thus seen to be
origin;ting in the Vedic hymns leads to a more speculative
and meditative life-style, in which prayer and praises to

the gods or even to the one only God are conspicuous

rather by their absence than their presence.

The earlier hymns of thQRVedas_are replete wit_,
prayers and praises — a singular characteristic of the
earlier phase. In the austere monotheistic transcendence
of God seen in the hymn to Varuna, we witness a deep kin-
ship with God, the feeling of a more human relationship
with Him, a great friendliness, even as in some of the
Indra hymns. The human experience is allowed some form

of expression within the theistically-orientated

framework.

In the more monistically-orientated hymns, however,
the sense of a spiritual kinship with the Divine is not
promoted in terms of a personality sense. The Divine,

although it becomes All, and encompasses all things human
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and divine, is nevertheless more of a force than a

]

person; it is incapable of personal orientations.

The trend towards the impersonal conception of the

Divine is expressed by Ghanananda thus:

"In their search for the ultimate unitary Prin-
ciple, the rsis conceived an infinite and
;Bsolute Power as the primary cause of all
creation, which could be neither masculine nor
feminine, which was beyond all names and forms,
and which was described as 'Tad Ekam' (That

One) .1e1
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fhapter 4.0 UPANISADS: GENERAL FEATURES

L

4.1 CHARACTER OF THE UPANISADS

At the outset it may be noted that the Upanisads
stand at the tagl—end of the development of the Vedic
literature. 1In the popular mind the Upanisads represent
the thought and culture of the most ancient Veda, placed
before us in refreshingly new language and ideas. 1In no
small measure is 1t the pride of the Hindu religious con-
sciousness specifically, and philosophical consciousness
generally, that these texts place before us those ancient
ideas in the form of propositions and formuliae that

appeal tc the rational sensg of man.

It may argued that, in the process of the growth of
a tradition, it is a natural expectation that earlier
expressions should be more mythologicdl and naive, while
the later ones should be orientated towards a somewhat
philosophical appraisal of the old. At any rate, the
later should be expected to show some advance over the
earlier forms. Yet, insofar as the Hindu religious
tradition is concerned, we have to hold before our mind's
eye the strength of the tradition that what we see being
revealed in the Upanisads is the thought of the more
ancient Vedas in a new medium. Speaking of the composite

character of Hinduism, as being made up of Vedic elements
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on the one hand, and several important non-Vedic elements
#

on the other, Sen observes, after marking out the prin-

cipleéof ahims3a (non-violence and non-hatred) as being

non—-Vedic in_character:

"There arevotﬁer non-Vedic notions to be found
in Hinduism today, such as the worship of
égggi, the Vaisnava approach through devotion
;} bhakti, and ideas of asceticism, renuncia-
tion and continence, but the Hindu nevertheless
persists in thinking of his religion as being
according to the Vedas and in looking upon the
Vedas as the embodiment of revealed litera-

ture.",

This opinion startlingly reveals what goes for
revelation in the Indian tradition. It at least cautions
the objective—-minded researcher to be on guard against
suggestions that are constantly supplied by the tradi-
tion, but which the scholar may not adopt in the
premises. In the present undertaking especially, the
utmoét diligence needs to be exercised. for it is the
central objective of this research to examine just those
texts of the Indian tradition which are strongly affirmed

to be continuous with each other.
In their simple assertions and somewhat archaic
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expressions, the Upanisads indeed stand at the head of a
long aﬁh hoary tradition of philosophical development, as
it occgrred on Indian soil. No scholar would deny this.
At theréame time it is more remarkable that the same set
of texts, the Upanisads, also stand, together with the
earlier Vedas, at the head of an equally long and hoary
tradition of the development of specifically religious
thought and practice, as attested by Nakamura when he

says: *

"What is especially worthy of attention is that~
the Hindu religious sects, the common faith of
the Indian populace, looked to Vedanta
philosophy for the theoretical foundations for
tﬁeif‘thedlogy. ‘The ihfquence'of Vedanta is ~
prominent in the sacred literatures of Hin-

duism, such as the various Puranas, Samhitas,

‘Agamas and Tantras'z

That the Upanigsads, as the fountain-head of the
Vedanta philosophy, have been utilised to serve speci-
fically religious and theological purposes, there can be
no manner of doubt. That we need to examine these texts
in order to ascertain their character as religion and
theology, as opposed to philosophy, should appear neces-
sary in the face of some of the more formal characteris—

tics of these texts, and the milieu of debate and dialec-
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tics in which they appear to have arisen, and which are

t
also g characteristic part of them. For example, we read

in the opening lines of the Kena:

"Who impels the mind to alight on its object?

W NPT

Enjoined by whom does the chief prana proceed

to function? At whose behest do men utter

1 HTETETH T

speech? What intelligence indeed, directs the

]

-
-

eyes and ears?'"s

T

~ ”~
or again, we read in the Svetasvatara:

"What is the cause? Is it Brahman? -
Whence are we born?
. . . Cm . ————
Why do we live?

Where is our final rest?

Under whose orders are we, who know Brahman,

subjected to the law of happiness and misery?"4

The Upanisads are indeed characterised by a spirit
of deep enquiry. 1In this they are certainly continuous
with some of the hymns of the Vedas, which are regarded
as late hymns. And we may be justified in seeing in this
a type of theological continuity with the more ancient

tradition.
"Yet, we may not be unjustified in considering that
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the Upanisads may be the products of a richer milieu of
the pélemical tradition, and)in some ways their proposi-
tionsgmight be more tentative than dogmatic theology can
be, as being more philosophiqglly speculative. We may

again refer to the words of Nakamura, with regard to the

climate of thought that covered the period of the rise of
the Upanisads: )
"The philosophers of India engaged in heated
controversies from the respective standpoints
of materialism and spiritualism, idealism and
realism, rationalism and nominalism, hedonism
and asceticism, conservatism ana liberalism,
theories -of self and of-non-self, claims fcrae—.
logic and for intuition. The higtory of Indian
philosophy is the uninterrupted and continuing

narrative of such opposing and contradictory

systems of thought."s

Some scholars are of the opinion that the Upanisads
themsplves uphold doctrines as contradictory as realism
and idealism (Frauwallner, 72-74). Radhakrishnan also
concedes the logic of deriving a realist doctrine from

some parts of the Upanisads, while other parts present

idealist propositions.s

However that may be, the general Indian tradition
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holds fast to the view that while "concentrated pursuit
of tr?th is the hallmark of the development of
philosophical concepts which one finds in the Upanisadic
liter;tﬁre“,7 in the opinion of one writer, the same

writer also holds that:

", . . loyalty to tradition and devotion to
truth are the two principle characteristics of
The entire discussion in all the principle

Upanigads."s

What loyalty remains is open to question if truth is
perceived to be different from ancient tradition.
Surprisingly., the samé writer also declares the percep-

- % -

tion of a genuine divergence between the ancient tradi-

tion and the teachings of Upanisads when he says:

"In the Upanisads we do not hear of any per-
sonified God but only a deep abstract principle .

called Atman, Brahman and Param@tman. If only

one considers the fact of this departure from
‘the Vedas, one realizes that original as well
as intensive spirit of enquiry has gone into
the debate and dialogue which led to the
formulation of this concept and even in regard

to it the Upanisads are not fanatical or dog-

- matic."s
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INTENSIVE SPIRIT QOF ENQUIRY

ée shall be concerned shortly to take up the ques-
tion'Qf the idea of the '"personified God" as opposed to
that éf.a "deep abstract principle" with reference to the
text ‘and content of the Upanisads. In this general
prefatory survey we cannot too strongly emphasize the
"intensive spirit of enquiry"” as a major and relevant
characteristic of the Upanisads. In these ancient texts
we meét with an obvious and clear earnestness in the
appro;ch to truth, however the truth may be formulated
and wﬂatever the specific validity of such formulation.

The Up%;igads stand for the worship of truth and the

notion of truth as revealed by its greatest sages. This

- BN - wum_a

1s undougtedlf one of their most oﬁtstanding and most
general characteristics. Perhaps in nc other literature
in the world can we witness such deep reverence for bare
truth, with anything like the consistency and constancy
that the Upanisads reveal to us. When the dialogues open
it is difficult to resist the descent of a serene calm
upon the consciousness, heralding the contemplation of
ideas profoundly spiritual. Even if we may not agree
with the conclusions from our specifically philosophical
or religious standpoint, yet we cannot help being
affected by the purity of resolve and earnestness of
spirit brought to bear on the great questions of life.

To many in the East, and not a few in the West, the
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Upani§ads give us revelation in the profoundest sense of
the tdrm. Such a view is based on the validity of per-

sonal ior mystic experience as revealing the spiritual

truths that lie hidden in our souls.

The deep and profound reverence for truth, accom-
Eanied by a sincere spirit of enquiry, meets us with dis-
arming frankness in the following excerpt from the Chan-
dogya? Already we may note that the setting of a father
desirous of instructing his son indicates a relationship
of warmth, friendliness and paternal concern, and places
bigh premium on the revelation to follow:

"0 évetaketu. live the life of a brahmacarin,

Dear boy, there never is anyone in our family

who does not study, and is only nominally a

brahmin. "50

Upon the son's humble request for further clarifica-
tion, the father cites several illustrations ending with

the great saying "tattvamasi" (That thou art), as in:

"Bring a fruit from this banyan tree."
"Here it is, revered sir."

"Break it."

"It is broken, revered sir."

"What do you see in this?"

200



"These seeds, small like particles, revered

sir."
4

MBreak one of them, my child."

[T T,

-~ "It is broken, revered sir."
[= .

= "What do you see in it?"

-

& "Nothing, revered sir."

-

“Dear boy. this subtle essence which you do nct

P #

perceive, growing from this subtle essence the
Jarge Banvan tree thus stands. Have faith,

dear boy."
b And the father gives the spiritual teaching:

"That Being which is the subtle essence, even

- o

. . : LN - _ ) ~
that all! fhis world has for 1ts.5em. That iz T=e

“

true, That is the Atman. That thou art, G

évetaketu.”
Yet the son seeks further clarification:

"Revered sir, please explain it further to me.”

*"So be it, dear boy," said the father.,,

And so it goes on, in the full sense of the gnostic
tradition, apparently seeking to know through the under-

standing that which clearly lies beyond the ordinary

understanding.
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;In a similar manner, each of six brahmacarin dis-

ciples approach their teacher, and severally ask him
quesﬁioﬁs relating to spiritual matters, as related in
the Pradna.12 The idiom used in these discourses and the
phraseology employed are clearly far removed from modern-
day practices. Yet we cannot mise the feeling that
neither teacher nor taught feel anytnhing amiss. They
rece?be the great issues of human destiny and Ultimate
Reality and accord to them the high seriousness and dig-
nity that befits such topics. Their reverence and
earnestness of spirit are unmistakable. As sensitive and
discriminating readers, we feel the situation as a chal-

lenge to our rational dignity, and sc feel compelled to

=%

. - e

meake the attempt to understand the issues as the original

participants understood them.

In the high tradition of objective scholarship, this
process of a semi-empathetic reading of the texts can
conceivably lead to a deeper participation in the
spiritual adventure that the Upanisads so earnestly
porfray; but at least the objective study of the texts,
whose subject matter is not trite or insignificant,

should confer on us the merits of an intellectual adven-

ture.

The subjective and objective experiences of man
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present a picture of contrast. They are two mighty

world; which thinking minds in all the great cultures of

the Wérld have striven to put together. To try to under-

stand-tﬁe one in terms of the other, or both in terms of

a higher principle, is one of the joys encountered by

anyone who undertakes a ser}ous study of the Upanisads.
sages

Dasgupta underlines the, enthusiasm and their positive

approach to spiritual knowledge in the following words:

-
e 4

"Even the most casual reader cannot but be
struck with the earnestness and enthusiasm of
the sages. They run from place to place in
great eagerness in search of a teacher com-
petent to instruct them about the nature of

- - . HFLN

Brahman.'"is

- > wemea

Whether the seers of these texts inherited the
intellectual habit of mind from the earlier lore, or
developed it spontaneously, it is one of the aspects 'of
their genius that they raised it to heights of passion.

In this regard, it is easy to agree with Radhakrishnan

that

"The pleasure of understanding is one of the
purest available to man., and the passion of the

Indian mind for it burns in the bright flame of

the mind." 14
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}hough a span of some thirty centuries separates our
time from the age when the ancient seers conducted the
debades and dialogues that we have as the Upanisads,
still Lhe seriousness of the contents of their thoughts
arrests our attention even today. Many)thinkers of the
orient as well és the occident have recognized their
relevance and meaning for the modern age.15 Edmund
HSlmes says of the spiritual message of the Upanisads, in

A
terms of its relevance for modern man: -

"The metaphysics of the Upanisads, when trans-
lated into the ethics of self—realizationL.
provided and still provides for a spiritual
_need which has.been‘fﬁét in inerse ages §ng_u

which was never more urgent than it is

today . ”1_5

So long as human nature is what it is, the fundamen-
tal questions of life do not change. Many thinkers the
world over, Radhakrishnan among them, hold that the dif-
ferent cultures and religions are merely different ways
of sétisfying the spiritual needs of man. We need not
assume that all cultures perceive even the problem of
metaphysics in the same way. The assumptions that are
made and the differing models of ethical practices cer-
tainly point to the operation of factors over and above

the purely spiritual needs of man.
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t
:However, it will be conceded that, broadly speaking,

there are many common elements in the human situation the
world err. Human nature, or the psychological make-up
of man, being a universal factor, itself creates the
necessary conditions for thinking men to be able to
appreciate spiritual values across different cultures,
even as it affords us the possibility of comparing his-
toriéél periods within the. same culture, or different
source-materials within that culture.

We have to say that metaphysifﬁl assumptions must.
enjoy priority over other considerations. They are what
form the basis of a true qulosophical discussion They
furnish ocur thoughts with perspective and enable us toc
exercise forms of intellectual discrimination concerning
different systems of thought. Our conception ¢f
spiritual reality, in the sense and to the extent that we
are able to frame it as a proposition, is always a
metaphysical assumption from the philosophical point of
view. DBelief or non-belief in such proposition is

irrelevant in a philosophical discussion.

This is already to say that a conception of
spiritual reality, if it is cast in the form of a sig-
nificant sentence, is intellectually meaningful. The

Upahigads present us with a conception of spiritual
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reali}y that appears to be many-sided, and that 1s not
lackiﬁg in the metaphysical justifiability. Within a
relatéd philoséphical framework, the Upanisads speak to
us of a‘spiritual reality that many have found makes an
appeal not onl; to their intellects, but also to their
hearts. EdwardtGough, however, records a severely

opposite opinion in his book "Philosophy of the

Upanigads":
! there is little that is spiritual in &all
this . . . this empty intellectual conception,

void of spirituality, is the highest form that

the Indian mind is capable of."15

- -~ - . RS L N - abwe.a

We cannot disallow that a critic may have his own
belief regarding the spiritual value of the Upanicadic
ideas. Yet we. cannot help seeing that such criticism is
in fact prejudiced and unphilosophical, for it fails in
turn to allow that Upanisadic thought has its own
peculiar frame of reference, which makes it meta-
physically sound. It therefore cannot be an "empty
inteilectual conception." Gough has obviously not taken
adequate account of the premises underlying the

Upanigadic conception of spiritual reality. As Holmes

indicates:

"In Gough's Philosophy of the Uoanisads we have
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F contemptuously hostile criticism of the ideas
svhich dominate that philosophy, based on
gobstinate misunderstanding of the Indian point
of.view - misunderstanding so complete that an
author makes nonsense of what he criticizes
before he has begun to study it."ise

Such an attitude is hardly relevant to a

-
>

‘philosophical appraisal of the contents of any text, for

it fails to see the propositions within the premises and
assumptions of that text. Gough's assessment appears to
be more(ﬁhe result of prejudice than the application of

philosoihical standards. We may therefore go along with

Tagore's stricture that

BN B Y e

the lack of sympethy anc respect dis-
played in it for some of the most sacred words
that have ever issued from the human mind, is

amazing."ie

For several reasons it is not easy to make a fair
asseésment of Upanisadic thought. Not the least of
problems facing the critic is the wide influence of
standard approaches such as that of Samkara and Ra@manuja.
As Gough himself reveals, §amkara is (according to him)
the greatest expositor of the doctrines of the Upanisads,

and the bulk of his own assessment is based on the writ-
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ings and expositions ascribed to Samkara.2°® He therefore

¥
says ;that "we must pronounce the Brahman of the Upanisads

to bq unconscious, for consciousness begins where the
dualitylbegins“.21 Following the commentary in a direct
and formal manner, he says that "the procession of aeons
is often likened to a succession of dreams. The world 1is
often said to be the mind-projected figment of migrating
souls" .22

Gough indeed quotes many passéges from the
Upanisads, especially those conveying the idea of oneness
between Brahman and Atman, yet he places upon all this
the peculiar interpretation of Samkara alone, and
proceeds to criticize the notions. He says further that
”the'sodl is-never énythiﬂgkthan £he one and oﬁigwgélf:
and all that it i1s, and sees and does, and suffers, is
never anything else than a figment of the world-fiction.
gaﬁkar&cérya proceeds to enforce this teaching by...":‘g
And so on he proceeds, establishing on these

grounds that "unity alone is real, and that plurality is

a figment of fictitious vision or illusion".24

It i1s certainly imperative for us to consider care-
fully the relative merits of éaﬁkara's interpretation of
the Upanisads as against other interpretations, and
thereby to understand more fully theistic elements in

these texts. For this Gough's assessment is valuable.
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though derogatory.
H
'
‘Other occidental opinions. also supported by deep

scholérship, have been more charitable. We may guote the

words of Arthur Schopenhauer:

"The Oupnekhat (Upanisad) breathes throughout
the sacred spirit of the Vedas . . . Every line
Ts full of sure, definite, and harmonizing
influence throughout. Out of every page con-
front us deep, original, elevating, elevated
thoughts, while a higher and highly sacred
earnestness vibrates through the whole . . . It
is fhe most elevating and the most rewarding
5oo£ whiéh theré cad bgssiblf be in this wcf?EM
It has become the solace of my life and wii! Dbe

the solace of my death.'"2s

This is high praise indeed. It may be pointed out
that Schopenhauer made a diligent study of fifty of the
Upanisads that had been translated into Latin'by Anguetil
Duperon from the Persian translations made by Dara Shikoh
in the seventeenth century in India.2% Dara Shikoh was
subsequently executed by his brother Aurangzeb who had
usurped the Moghal throne, for his impious promulgation
of infidel ideas.2” Schopenhauer's direct acquaintance

with the texts (though not in the original Sanskrit) and
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without the deflecting influence of arikara's commen—
tarie% is both interesting and instructive. He does not
see in these texts the pessimism and world-denial that a
éamka;iﬁe slant tends to foster. Although it cannot be
denied that Samkara remains to this day the most widely
influential commentator so far as the Upanisads are con-
cerned, 1t is necessary to look beyond him for the true
and full meaning of these texts.

Yet not all those even, who have followed a Sam-
karite interpretation, have allowed themselves to be
lulled into the belief that the Upanisads therefore have
no essential permanent value for us. Paul Deussen., for
example, 1s quite outstanding for ignoring the pessimis-
tic suggestions in the theory of mavdvidda., which B8 him-
self espouses, and emphasizing the more positive aspects

of the Upanisadic teachings. He savs:

"If we strip this thought of the various forms,
figurative to the highest degree and not seldom
extravagant, under which it appears in the
‘Vedanta texts, and fix our attention upon it
solely in its philosophical simplicity as the
identity of God and the soul, the Brahman and
the Atman, it will be found to possess a sig-
nificance reaching far beyond the Upanisads,

- their time and country; nay, we claim for it
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an inestimable value for the whole race of
i

fnankind L 28

And further, about the value of the notion of the
individual consciousness as the centre of the identity

between the subjective and the objective worlds, he says:

"It was here that for the first time the

oy

'Briginal thinkers of the Upanigsads found it

when they recognised our Atman, our inmost
individual being, as the Brahman, the inmost
being of universal nature and of all her

phenomena.'"zs -

- LR - . BN AN . - -

The above general survey of £he character §f the
Upan;gads already reveals the abstruseness of the subject
matter, as well as the resulting plurality of views and
interpretations. It is also clear that the type of dis-
cussions that forms the subject matter of the Upanisads,
that is, the abstract notions of Brahman and Atman,

easily leads our thinking into non-theistic avenues.

Yet, it is remarkable that the absolutist as well as
the several theistic schools of thought in Indian culture
find much of their inspiration in these ancient texts.

In the sections that follow, we shall endeavour to trace

the'specifically theistic lines of thought in the
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metaphysical speculations of the Upanisads, as against

¥
oppo%ing tendencies of thought.

4.2 RELATION TO THE VEDAS

As we had noted earlier, the Vedas proper are recog-
nized as the earliest verse portions of the Vedic corpus.
These® are known also as the mantra portions, and collec-
tions of them came to be known alsdﬂas samhit3a.

The general Vedic tradition as it developed later,

-

however, comprised not only of the hymns and sacrificial

texts, which are the Mantras or Samhit3s, but also the

RSN -

texts c¢f theological elucidation, which are known as
Brahmanas. and which included under this general term
those texts known as aranyakas (forest books) and

Upanisads (specialised teachings or secret instruc-

tions.3°

The four Vedas, then, being the Rg, Sama, Yajur and
Atharva Vedas, are each constituted with its own Brah-
mana, ﬁragyaka and Upanisad sections though not in equal
divisions. As, from ancient times, the Vedas were
promulgated in different Vedic schools or Sakhas, which
in course of time deviated much from each other, espe-

cially and understandably in connection with later
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material, and therefore a gooa deal of diversity of
f

approach is discernible in the Upanisads, which are

genefhlly the latest additions to the older Vedic

material.

Since each Vedic school developed relatively inde-
pendently of other such schools, it also developed its
own distinctive texts of rituals, generally understood
undefgthe title Brahmana but more specifically known as

vidhi (directives regarding rituals) and arthavada

(exegetical explanations) .32

It is interesting to compute the possible number of

Upanisads on the basis of at least one per &akha. Tradi-

- - - % . - w2

tion holds th;t thefe had been 21 schools of the RgVeda.
1000 of the Samaveda., 109 of the Yajurveda and S0 of the
Atharvaveda."®2 This would give us & minimum number of
1180 Upanigsads! The Muktikopanigad, however, gives the
traditional number of them as 108, most of which, though

identified, are of recent origin.==3

"Some accounts give the extant Upanisads as being 200
in number, and this is also possible, considering that in
the Indian tradition. any high-souled teaching composed
in an acceptable form could pass for an Upanisad and such
‘continued to be written even so late as the spread of

the Mahomedan influence in India".2<
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There being é good deal of repetitive material in
all tée recent texts that pass themselves under the name
of Upénigéd,35 and which are therefore clearly spurious,
only teﬁ of them are considered the classical Upanigads,
such as have been directly commented upon by éaﬁkara.
These are thadérapyaka, Chandogya, Aitareya, Taittiriya,
ISa, Kena, Katha; Prasna, Mundaka and Mandukya.2¢

;Following éﬁﬁkara, the commentators of opposing
schools, as well as of his own school, have continued to
comment on—these texts. It is necessary to add to this
list the Upanigaqé known as Kausitaka, Maitri and Svetas-
vatara, not only because these have been referred to by

-~ Y A

the classical Indian commentators, and so "vitally af-
fected the course‘éf.the developmént of Indian Eﬁzjzsophy
and ethics",®” but also because they have been ccnsidered
important enough by modern critics such as Max Muller,
Deuszen, Hume and Radhakrishnan.®® The ideas presented

in them may safely be considered the representative ideas

of the whole Upanisad tradition.
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Qhapter 5.0 UPANISADS: CREATION

1

5.1 RELATION TO THE VEDAS

OQur brief general survey of the Upanisads and their
approach to matﬁers concerning man, God and the world has
revealed that these scriptures have exercised the minds
of men in diverse ways.* While some have shown a pas-

sionate regard for them, others have had negative views

with equal passion.

Despite this difficulty in arriving at a consensus,
it may be stated quite simply that, for the Indian
traditiogalist, the Upanisags are undcubtedly the crown
ané glory of all India's religio-philcsophical litera-
ture.? Further, and significantly from the standpoint of
our enquiries, this literature is regarded as the symbol
and justification of all the schools of Hindu religion
and pnilosophy. A modern translator of the Upanigadé ex—

presses this faith in the following words:

"If I may say so without exaggeration, theré is
no piece of literature in the whole of Indian
philosophy, except the Bhagavad Gita, which is
so truly religious as the Upanisads, and
demands from young India an intellectual jus-

tification of her faith in the light of modern
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.Much of traditional Indian scholarship has held out
for 5 strong continuity between the older Veda and the
thoughts of the Upanigads. Discrepancies between the two
have been taken to be occurring in restricted areas and
of minor significance, while the general trend remained
true to a common direction.

According to this pattern of interpretation, in tﬁé
Prajapati hymn of creation of the RgVeda,< the Vedic seer
recognizes in the act of divine creation a unification of
God's being with the various materials of the created
universe. The Lord is said not only to exercise his
divirie powers to fashion thé material aspects of <tHmé
world, but his Lordship consists also in his entering

into and animating all things.S

The Nasadiya hymn, ¢ which is the most famous crea-
tion hymn, is also generally regarded as conforming to
Upanisadic ideas of creation. It is held that "this hymn
1s the forerunner of the monism of the Upanigadsﬁ’ Since
the hymns clearly reflect the one, self-existent primor-
dial entity besides which nothing at all existed, it is
easily seen to be consistent with the line of development
that leads to the Brahman-Atman equation of the

Upanisads, the non-dual essence.®
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It cannot be denied that this creation—-hymn, perhaps
more ?han any other hymn of the Vedas, strikes us as
being{remarkable for its frank and deep probing into the
myste}y'of creation. The conception of tadekam (That
One), for which the hymn is justly famous, has all the
indications of conforming to the Upanisadic idea of the
Absolute. There is also the clear indication of _
hesitancy and genuine metaphysical doubt on the part of
the Updic seer concerning the agency of creation, since
the gods are recognized as being "later thaﬁ‘creation”,
that is, as being themselves created beings. - Chen-
nakesavan observes that the seer is aware that the
gods of those times were in fact the creations of the
poets' own minds.® And, although she states that the
hymn ‘reflects enquiries abolit objective nature in”anlob—
jective facshicrn, the inability of the Vedic Indian to
penetrate the mystery and his consequent bewilderment is

what leads "smoothly into the speculative tﬁinking of the

Upanisads".©°

When we consider that the doubts and uncertainties
expressed in the hymn imply an objective frame of
reference, we are constrained to admit that the seer
appears to have in mind a somewhat materialistic idea of

the evolution of things, since the hymn ends with the

words:
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"From whence this creation came into being,
]

whether it was created or not - he who is in
the highest heaven as its ruler, he alone

knows; or perhaps even he does not know'ii

Our study of the Upanisads reveals that these texts
do not countenance a materialistically- orientated theory
of creation, that is, the objective creation of the
thindz of the world. And if this fact is taken to be of
sufficient importance from the philosophical perspective,
and in spite of the fact that th;re are important and
distinct monistic suggestions in the gegéral presentation

of creation ideas in the Nasadiva hymn, we may appreciate

Dasgupta's analysis of the Vedic and Upanisadic concep-
- - - . BEEESS AN ’ o o wemea

tions ¢i creation. He says:

"In the Upanisads, however, the position is
entirely changed, and the centre of interest
there is not in a creator from outside but in
the self: the natural development of the
monotheistic position of the Vedas could have
.grown into some form of developed theism, but
not into the doctrine that the self was the
only reality and that everything else was far
below it. There is no relation here of the
worshipper and the worshipped and no prayers

are offered to it, but the whole quest is of
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the highest truth, and the true self of man is

L
fiscovered as the greatest reality."i2

it.is interesting and instructive that Dasgupta
should have noticed a genuine drift away from a theistic
interest, as evidenced in the Nasadiya hymn. The rela-
tion between man and God; with all the peculiar under-
tones of the Vedic world-view, was seen to be a feature
of tﬁ% earlier hymns, in which man encountered God (or
the gods). The spi}it of God as standing over against

man was the basic fabric upon which man and the cosmos

operated.

.

By "the peculiar undertones of the Vedic world-view"
. . ) Y . . ae—

we mean to refer to the pantheistic sense of the Divine
Power, be it Rta or any one or more of the gods, working
in and through the elements of the objective world. Yet
this feature was not allowed to overtake and dominate the

mind and heart of man. Man essentially retained his role

as the worshipper before God who was the worshipped.

‘This delicate balance that is so important for sus-
taining the sense of true religion, is already,. it
appears, beginning to be disturbed in the creatigﬁjgf the
hymns of the tenth book of the RgVeda, and especially in

the Nasadiya hymn. It cannot be too strongly emphasized,

as we saw earlier, that the mystic sense of the oneness
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of all things is present, thought hazily, in the earlier
]

hymns; but it is seldom allowed to obtrude into and dis-

turblﬁhe ethical relations between man and the Divine

Power, however conceived.

It is true, as Dasgupta says, that henceforth, and
thus more or less throughout the later Upanisads, "the
whole quest is of the highest truth, and the self of man

-

is digcovered as the greatest reality."” The attempts in
severaI sections of the Upanisads to grapple with the
proble;s of creation and the universe, are informed by a
deep sense of éubjectivity; they invariably utilise the

notion of inwardness to the extent of linking the deepest

aspects of man's being with

- %

that of God in the creative

L

process. To the extént that the éeers are conscious of
such an involvement of man himself in the stupendous work
of creation, to that extent do the Upanisadic specula-
tions put the emphasis on thought as the prime require-

ment for unravelling the mystery of creation.

Indeed, within this general ethos of inwardness, a
"bewildering number of conjectures were hazarded as to
the solution of the problem of the universe",®® and which
is again a reflection and an index of the general Indian,
and specifically Upanisadic characteristic of freedom of

thought in matters philosophical and religious.
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What is of importance, and which deserves to be
notic;d in connection with the Upanigads, is that those
textsfemphasize the general pantheistic tone of the
earliér Veda in one direction and to the extgnt of link-
ing man himself in the creative activity of God, so that

a clear monistic tendency comes to the foreground. Mac-

nicol says in this regard:

4

'Practically all the religious thought of
India, we must remember, is pantheistic in the
sense that the immanence of God in the universe
became early for it an axiom. The whole drift

- of its reflection is in this direction and con-

tinually it overflows, as it were, into pan-

- - % iy Whmm. s

theistic monism. 14

5.2 DIVERSITY OF THEQRIES

The fundamental proposition of such pantheistic
monism is that the stuff of the world is the product of
the Being of God, so that we may be justified in assert-
ing that God dwells in all things. As a centre of con-
sciousness, man himself is pre—-eminently the repre-
sentative of Ged the creator, who thus creates the world
of objects for Himself as the soul of man. With regard

to the general position of the Upanisads on the question
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of crfation. Dasgupta says:
;
FThere is the atman not in man alone but in all
objects of the universe, the sun, the moon, the
world, and Brahman is this atman. There is
nothing outside the 3dtman, and therefore there
is no plurality at all . . . The essence in man
and the essence of the universe are one and the

-

same, and it is Brahman.''is

The idea of there being "no plurality at all" cannot
be taken in an absolute sense, and indeed Dasgupta does
not do so. It only means that essentially, all that ex-
ists.maydbe looked upon as _a unitx since everyth{agﬂis

product of Brahman whose presence in all things Is th

®

fundamental fact of existence. Although the seers of the
Upanigads do nct deny the multiplicity of the natural
world, and although, "when the empirical aspect of diver-
sity attracts their notice, they affirm it",*S the
genefal tenor of their thoughts is on intellectualizing
the relationship between the Supreme Reality and the
humaﬁ soul. And, given the premises and predilections of
Indian thought, this flows naturally in the direction of

emphasizing the unity.

Therefore. in explication of the true Upanisadic

vieﬁpoint, we can agree with Dasgupta that
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", . . the universe has come out of Brahman,

4

has its essence in Brahman, and will also
yeturn back to it. But despite its essence as

Brahman its character as reprecsented to

experience cannot be denied.":-

One of the earliest creation accounts is available
in the Aitareya, and in it we can easily discern the
unitY'of the Creator and the created (both man and

things):

"In the beginning verily, all this was Atman
alone. There was nothing else existing as a

rival. He thought: Let me create the worlds.

- % - ewa—

Thus he Ereatéd theée worlds‘. . . He thought:
These indeed are the worlds. Let me now create
the guardians of these worlds. He then raised
the Purusa from the waters and fashioned

him . . . He thought: How can this remain
without me? By which way shall I enter?
Having split open the suture of the skull, He
"entered by that door . . . Thus born He named
all things, and thought if he could name any-

thing beside Himself. He perceived this very

Being, Brahman, over-spreading all . . . "ie
This remarkable passage, whose archaic expressions
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plainly reveal its antiquity, is nevertheless strongly
'

suggestive not only of pantheism, which is its obvious

import in relation to creation, but also a type of

monism.- If we assume the characteristically Indian

theological notion of "ex nihilo nihil fit", then the

rendering of the passage consistent with a general ad-

vaita conceptions becomes unavoidable.

The opening words: Atma va idameka evagra asin- .

nanyatkincana recall to us the tremendously suggestive
opening lines of the Nasadiya. They have often been _
taken to establish the absolute existence of the Atman as
against phenomenal forms. To be consistent with the
sense of the passage as a wncle, we have to take Atman in
© . : ) o ) . —
its full meaning of the Atman-Branman principle of all
existence, that is, as the material and efficient cause

of the universe.1?

It is quite possible to regard creation in the sense

of bhutasrsti, in the fashion of dualist philosophers, 2°

and in this case the prior existence of primitive
material, akin to the samkhyan pradhdna. must be

presumed. The last-quoted text, sa etameva purusam

brahma tatamamapasvadidamadarsam does not quite rule out

this possibility, since tatamam (all-pervading or over-
spreading) may be construed to require real objects which

can be so pervaded.
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Like the vast majority of Upanisadic passages,
howe@er, one has to consider the context, and atmosphere
crea;ed. in order to divine the precise metaphysical
doct;inés presumed in the text. The task of seeking
precise metaphysical doctrines even in what appears at
first glance to be texts with simple and straightforward
meanings. can be frustrating. In this connection we may
consider the words of Raju when he says that

“. . . the Upanisads are not the work of a

single man, and no single Upanisad by itself

gives us a systematic exposition. It is doubt-

ful whether even all the Upanisads put togeﬁher

can give a system, comprehensive enough to

“include the problems which any philosophical.

system is expected to include. Further, the

variocus interpretations possible of any sen-
tence or word by grammatical analysis will

leave us in endless controversy and confu-

sion."21

- Raju further suggests that an interpreter is
invariably guided by one or more of the existing systems.
While we have to utilise the existing classical systems
as frames of reference which are available, the danger is
that they are all too easily taken to be stock answers

that might include material that the texts do not jus-
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Pértaining to the Aitareyé passage quoted above,

Sarvananda says:

"But the higher view of the Vedas regarding
creation and the world is, in the-first place,
that there has been no creation; the manifesta-

-

f?on of the visible is but an expression of the

inner Reality. Creation is nothing but the
evolution of Nama and Rﬁpaj name and form, from
the Unmanifested. And this evolution, although
it may have some pragmatic value, has no

abso}ute reality; 1it iﬁ‘only a phenomenon, a

- alh we—_i

reading of Reality."a2

Such a view as this is startling in its extremism,
and takes a line of head-on collision with any form of
theistic interpretation. It is the expression of the
classical advaita position, the theory of mavavada.
relegating the world, including the world of human rela-
tions: to an inferior level. The extremism of this posi-
tion is seen clearly in the words "there has been no
creation”, '"nothing but", "although it may have some
pragmatic value"”, and "only a phenomenon." When all is
said and done, even if a phenomenal reading of Reality be

accepted as the meaning of creation, we cannot be jus-
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tifiﬁ? in saying that thé world is "only"” a phenomenon,
or thét it has "some" pragmatic value, for the essential
valué of human life, from the theistic point of view, is
the devélopment of values that are fully realised in
union with God, Qhere God has to be the very Absolute, to

use Radhakrishnén's emphasis on "God" and "Absolute™.23

The Aitareya passage under scrutiny is plainly con-

-

e

sistent with a general advaitic interpretation, though it
cannot be stretched into the service of advaitic
phenomenalism of the classical variety as promulgated by
Sarvananda. From the gepéral presumption that Atman
alone existed in the bedinning, the seer was nct betrayed
into the position tnat i;mgﬂ along exists. Once‘ngation
has occurred, whatever its source, it appears to have

been tacitly acknowledged.

5.3 ACOSMIC AND COSMIC PRESENTATIONS

Some passages in the Upanisads are seen to be

upholding what is known as the niSorapanca or acosmic

view, This view combines in it an account of the world
and the Absolute as a unity, but emphasizes the notion of
the Absolute as being the more overwhelmingly impor-

tant .24 We may note that this acosmic view is just the

: ~ . _
view of Samkara's kevaladvaita spoken of above. The pas-
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sages which are said to support this view adopt a nega-

t
tive approach to establish the existence of the Ab-
solutg, and tend to deny any relation between it and con-

tingént objects.

The Brhadéfanyaka apparently promotes this view in
its doctrine of "neti neti", "not this, not this",25 sug-
gesting a negation of all empirical attributes since they
standt;n the way of a full appreciation or realization of
the Absolute. 1In the style of the Méqqﬁkya, Brahman is
regard;d as that which can have no possible specifica-
tions, "no d;ﬁtinguishing marks whatsoever," and is "free
from all differentiations."2s It is to be noted that
Brahm§n is further regardengs "satyasya satyam“,.EEF
Truth of truth,2” and this must lead us to acknowledge
the truth of contingent reality. Though we cannot
clearly say that it is relegated to a lower level of
reality, in any derogatory sense, it is certainly con-

sidered to be the dependent reality, while Brahman is the

independent, and in that sense, the higher reality.

In a further passage of the Brhadaranyaka the sage
Yéjﬁavalkya, regarded as "the greatest thinker of the age
and probably the first idealist of the world",2® teaches
a lady disciple, Gargi, the truth about Brahman, thus:

"It is neither coarse nor fine, neither short
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?or long, neither redness nor oiliness, neither
ghadow nor darkness, neither air nor ether. It
is not sticky, nor is it savour or odour. It
is.without eyes and ears, without the organ of
speech and mind, non-effulgent, without the
vital force and mouth. It is not a measure,

and i1s devoid of interior or exterior. It does

not eat anything, nor does anybody eat It."zs

-

-

The sage here brings out what many commentators see

as the undifferentiated, characterless spiritual essence

thch is Brahman. Since "it is free of all attributes

~ and is only One without a second,®° it is the Supreme un-

conditioned reality that cgﬁnot, by its nature, come
”intb any relationship with the created universe. Such an
acosmic view considers that the rise of contingent
reality "is only apparent since there can be no other
than Brahman that is real."2* 1In another celebrated pas-—

sage the same venerable teacher gives the instruction

that appears to establish the world as in some sense

illusory:

"Here there i1s no diversity whatever;
he who sees diversity, as it were,

goes from death to death."az

Later commentators in the advaitic tradition utilise
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the term iva (as 1t were) to indicate the unstable and
$

illuso?y character of the phenomenal world.=2

Similarly also, in the Chandogya, the teacher Ud-
dilaka Aruni teaches his son Svetaketu the nature cf
Brahman on the analogy of a permanent entity and izts
variable and therefore transient names and forms:

j%ear boy, just as through a single clod of

clay all that is made of clay would become

known, for all modification is but name baced

upon words, and the clay alone is real . . . 'sza

Throuch such examples the Absoluteness andéd sgiriie

- .

3

fu

- wmn_a

reality of Brahman is sought to be established. whilc 2

!

else would fall into the category of "mere name zased

2l

upon words." This form of teaching tends to resizscate

changing phenomena, world, man and society, to a level
distinctly less than real. Of course, we may also take
the view, that, since clay pervades all its modifica-
tions, and is the substance of which the forms are made,
the fbrms will resolve themselves into their original
substance. But contingent reality, the objects of the
sensible world, are not in that sense bodily reiated to
any basal substance, unless we presume a naive realism.
We have to infer that the changing world-effect is unreal
in some sense, while the spiritual reality alone is real,

- -
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ﬁhe problem is that, though the prose passages of
the Upanisads represent protracted discussions between
teacher and disciple, the key terms and really important
ideas are preseﬁted in condensed and cryptic form. It
becomes incumbent upon us to place some form of inter-
pretaEion upon the passages.

While the above quoted passages give us the acosmic
views of creation, the Mundaka illustrates both the acos-
mic and the cosmic views with one following upon the
other:

. - . N 4 . . a—

"What is invisible, ungraspable. uncriginated

n

and attributeless:; what has neither eye ner
ears, nor hands nor feet; what is eternal, all-
pervading, immeasurably subtle and limitless

manifestation - that Imperishable Being is what

the wise perceive as the source c¢f all crea-

tion."as

This represents Brahman as being both immanent in
the world, and transcendent to it. Although immanent in
the world, Brahman is more than the wcrld; the world does
not exhaust Brahman though it is scmehcw produced out of

it. At the same time the world is not apart from Brahman
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thouqh Brahman transcends the world.®7 For Brahman alone
giveé the world its reality in every way. As Hiriyanna

says?:

"There is no world apart from Brahman, but it

is not thérefore unreal for it has its basis in
Brahman. Brahman again is not nothing, for it
_furnishes the explanation of the world, though

it is not identical with it or exhausted 1in

it.“ae

And, as far as the Upanisads are concerned, we may
say that, while the world is the given datum of our
expevrience, 1t requires an,explanation other thag_lftself

in kind, otherwise it would be a regression ad infinitum.

Brahman therefore, being the pure and untainted spirituai
reality, fulfills a necessary role, that is, as a
philosophical requirement, as the only wvalid explana-

tion.>°

The view that accepts that the world actually arises
from Brahman and is reabsorbed into it at the end of

time, came later on to be stvled brahma—pariqémav&da, the

theory of the actual transformation of Brahman, and so
accommodated the saprapanca or cosmic view of creation.
The view that holds to the apparent creation of the world

came later on to be styled brahma-vivartavada. and accom-

233 ]



3
-
E
-
=
z
=
-

| &
I

B

ﬂ)qy ™

~

modated the nisprapafica or acosmic view of creation.=°

.

Qe_have ceen the sources of the acosmic theory of
creation in several Upanigadic passages, §nd the follow-
ing popular passage of the Mundaka may Dbe cited for its
effective imagery and forceful analogy., as representing

the cosmic conception of creation:

-
-~

"As the spider sends forth and withdraws its

web, as herbs sprout on the earth, as_hair

grows on the body of a man, so also from the

Imperishable Being this universe springs -

forth."ax

o . - a—

Similariy the same Upanisad utilizes the anaiogy ot
fire ands sparks to 1llustrate the rise of the manifold
universe from the being of God.<2 The Brhadaranyaka=?
and the évetEévatara““ make use of similar and kindred
analogies. By utilizing varied analogies and illust;a—
tions from nature and human experience the Upanisads give
fort@ the teaching that although the diversity of the
empirical world stares us in the face, at the deépest
level of being all things are one. Yet we are free to

interpret the texts in the cosmic or acosmic dimensions

of meaning. In this regard Radhakrishnan says aptly:
"The Upanisads are decisive about the principle
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that Brahman is the source of life in all that

l;ves, the single thread binding the whole

§lqra1ity into a single unity. When the

problem of the coexistence of the plurality and

unity is taken up, the Upanisads speak in the

language of similes and symbols, but do not

give any definite answer.'as

f% is undeniable that Brahman binds together all
empirical existence into a unit; so far as the Upanisads
are conCerncd . This, of coursé, makes Upanisadic
pniicsophy positively pantheistic in character, which is

nct cnly their inheritance from their RgVedic past.<S but

2

ise a legacy which, in lesser or greater measure. they

A - wm—_a

p—
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m
m
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all later Indian thought#? through the

)

Ehagavad GIta, the Pur@nas, and down to modern times.
This character of the teachings is epitomized in the

Chandogya as "sarvam khalvidam brahma”, which is one of

the mahavakyas.4® This teaching is forcefully supported

in the Maitri<® and again in the Mundaka.S®

Like the earlier quoted spider analogy, the Tait-
tiriya gives the same pantheistically-orientated emana-
tion doctrine of creation with similarly disarming
directness:

"That from which these things are born, that in
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which they live, and that into which they enter
$

at their death, that is Brahman.'s:

This view sets the general tone of the Upanisadic
revelations regarding the question of creation. There is
no good evidence:to doubt that a strong pantheistic
undercurrent, which is brought to bear upon the reader's

consciousness at almost every turn, is fairly a major

-

-

characteristic of-these texts. The second major charac-
teristic is undoubtedly the Brahman-Atman equation, which

makes for the absolutistic element in the Upanisads.

Upanisadic absolutism cannot generally be taken in
the sepsedof an auste?e phi{gﬁophiqgl definition_oi_it.
for there occurs in the‘Upanigads rather scanty ¢rounds
for this. Mostly, we may be bold tec say, the Supreme
Power, though spoken of as transcendent, imperishable and
unchanging in itself is nevertheless regarded in terms of
the manifestation of one or other aspect of the world.

It is therefore that Power that informs all entities in
creation in a genuine pantheistic or all-pervading sense,
seCurihg a universal unity. This circumstance, which is
a major characteristic of these texts, is the cosmic view
of creation "in which the greater emphasis is laid on the
manifold character of the universe and an unmistakable

tendency towards some form of realism".52 And therefore

we can say with justification, in connection with the
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Upaniaadic approach to creation, that this approach,
thougﬁ monistic, cannot be seen as totally divorced from
humanavalues. And therefore also, we can agree with

Chennakesavan when she says that:

"Unless thé world of experience of man is
endowed with some reality all human effort
becomes meaningless."sa

-

It should be noted, before we conclude this section,
that the ideas connected with creation were not always
sophistica;éd. There also occur what may be considered
primitive'épeculations in the Upanigads, such as those
relating to the prodgction_gﬁ the worlc from wa?ei;ugs
given in the Brhadaranyaka,®< and the Chandogya,®% and
the Kau$itak3.55 A discussion in the Chandogya also
posits space as the ultimate substance of the
universe.®? The B{hadéragyakase considers breath to be
the superior force, while the Pradna posits food (or
earth) as the source of all creatures,®® as does the
Maitri.®° These, together with the higher-order 'cosmic
egg“.doctrine,61 appear to be continucus with the
speculations of pre-Upanisadic times, and they were su-

perseded in the maturer monistic doctrines concerning At-

man or Being.%2

Yet we should not overlook the pervasive spiritual
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outlook of the Upanisads as a whole, which declares that
even &atter is informed with a spiritual force. The

1
Chandogya, which investigates the origin of creatures in a

striking series of passages. ends with the conviction:

"Where could its root be, apart from water?
Dear boy, with water as the shoot, look for
fire as the root. With fire as the shoot look
¥or Being as the root. All these creatures,
dear boy, have Being as their root, have Being

as their abode, and have Being as their sup-

port.”sa

The Upanisads are averse to splitting up the world

A% b w—_

between matter and consciousness. The latter is always

for them a spiritual consciousness, which, though latent

in primitive forms of matter, is the root and support of

all. The world is a true unity, it is not a system of

opposing forces.®2 The theory of materialism, if it .ever

existed as such, is discarded by the Upanisads.s=

‘While we cannot deny, as we have already noted
above, some evidence for the postulation of material ele-
ments at the head of the process of creation, so far as
the Upanisads are concerned, we are in a suré position to

declare that such elements were a spent force almost

before the Upanisads had gotten into the strides of their
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dialogues. There is no exaggeration in Hume's conclusion

§
regarging the spiritual foundation, 'warp and woof', of

the Upanisads as a whole:

"But the conception wﬁich is the ground-work of
the Vedanta, which overthrew 0r absorbed into
itself all other conceptions of the world-
ground, was that of Brahma. Emerging in the

%réhmaqas, it obtained in the Upanisads a fun-

T ;!qunﬂwﬂﬂﬂﬂ'?“!'F"-

damental position which it never lost. Indeed,

M

the philosophy of the Upanisads is sometimes

called Brahma-ism from its central concerzz.'ss
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of higher, spiritual truth. The strong regard for the
event% of the natural world. the system and order i1t rep-
resen{s, may be witnessed in many of the arresting
dialoéués of these texts, as in the already-cited teach-
ing of Uddalaka ‘Aruni.® The several analogies that
the teacher uses are each time left behind once the
spiritual teaching has been served. The idea of inward-
ness and meditation is sought to be established in the
very apening section of the Brhadaranyaka, which is
counted among the oldest of these texts.4 More than any
other set of literature in the world., the Upanigads point
to a reality that is beyond the immediately sen-

sible, beyond the world, and which is yet realizable in

the depths of the human consciousness.

- - - . L eedw -

While we have to agree with Hume that "the Upanigads
are the first recorded attempts of the Hindus at sys-—
tematic philosophizing,"® we have t¢o note that the con-
cept of philosophy and theology. concepts such as God and
Absolute or specific view of the world, are not available
in these texts in any systematic manner, or in any clear-
cut philosophical guise. This is because the Upanisads
are a mixture of inward experience and speculation about
it.® Wild fancies which are untrue to the perceived
facts of the‘external or internal worlds, cannot be a

part of philosophical speculation. But there is cer-

tainly such a thing as 'true imagination' which is
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speculation born of the deeper apprehensions of the soul. °

In redard to the Upanisadic teachings, Mascaro says:
9

"Fancies disturb the mind and they may lead to
destruction, but imagination is an inner light
which with .the help of reason leads to con-

struction. All faith comes from true imagina-

tion, but fancy, or distorted imagination is

dERN TR ETE A el

the source of all fanaticism and supersti-

tion.">

There is an intimate connection between the oft-
repeated thesis that Hindu teachings, and especially -
Upanisadic teachings, are unethical in character, and the

2N

- -~ - . REEEEY L X » ) , } o ewemea
faith that comes from 'true imagination' which is neces-

sarily free of fanaticism and superstition.

So far as the Upanisadic idea of ultimate reélity is
concerned, we might be tempted to say that "intuition" is
a better term than "true imagination". Yet the force of
the term "imagination" lies in its human quality, which
can consciously work with the still more human activity
of logical construction. Upanisadic thought does not
lead to fanaticism and superstition largely because it is
based on these "apprehensions of the soul", call them
intuitions or true imaginations, which are both analytic

and synthetic in their very nature, but which yet require

244



some imagination to bring them into a relationship with
the p;osaic constructions of logic. In a sense, there-
fore,' it is true to say that "the spiritual vision, like
the péeﬁic vision, 1s not an analysis, it is not even a
synthesis: it is the joy of truth revealed to a living
soul".® if by analysis and synthesis we mean self-
conscious activities of the mind., mental comrstructions
that shift the data of experience according to precon-
ceiveé patterns of thought. The intimacy of ex—
perience and speculation, revelation_énd human thought,
characterize the Upanigads and "from these lights were

derived *he illumination and warmth of the different

schools of philosophy".?® -

B » e

The essential nature of the mystic experience, which
is persocnal and incommunicable in itself, 1s defined for
us in the sense of the term Upanisad itself, which refers

to the deeply personal, non-formal and non-verbal charac-

-

ter of it. Mahadevan opines that the term Upanisad prob-
ably developed its full esoteric meaning in later
times.2° Yet we have even as early as the Chandogya that

it means secret teaching, guhva 3deéa.* The Katha also

supports this view by designating it as 'the supreme

secret of the Vedanta,".212

- While we have ample evidence in the Upanisads them-
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selves that direct personal experience of a spiritual
type is what establishes the notion Supreme Reality, and
while?we may accept that "different experiences are dif-
ferené feadings of the same Reality from different
perspectives and levels",*® we cannot be justified in
holding that "we find in the Upanisads more 1inspiration
than definite teaching".% Because the Upanigads do not
give us revelation in the commonly accepted sense, be-
causevthe experience that seeks to fathom the mystery of
life and the universe ﬁas to be relatively unstructured,
because spiritual experience which forms the speculations
in the Upanisads is necessarily ineffable, we cannot say
that they say nothing at all about the Supreme Reality.
The long string of questions which Gargl put to

Y3 jfavalkyal® ends in a declaratidn of Supreme Reality
wnich is as definite as the subject-matter will allow.
While the notion of Supreme Reality may not be flexible
enough to fit the fancies of all men, and while
philosophers of a later day have drawn varied pictures of
Reality from the texts, the bulk of the evidence within
the Upanisads themselves justify a notion of such Reality
in terms of two major categories. It is to be noted
that, while in Western philosophical systems, the Ab-
solute is that which is totally removed from all
predicability,*® in Upanisadic thought, such Absoclute may
be seen in connection with the world in various ways.

Therefore in Indian thought, the Absolute is presented to
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us in two senses,-that is, in the sense of the Absolute
of pﬂilosophy and necessarily unconnected with the world,
and {n the sense of God, that 1s, necessarily and vitally
connéctéd with the world. To be true to the broad band
of classical Indian theologians barring éamkara, who
have used the original term Brahman to stand for the Ab-
solute of philosophy as well as for the God oI religions,
we have to accept that the term Absolute may be used in
eithexr sense, in which case we may be creating a problem
concerned’hith philosophical discussion. But the major
problem is that there is no manner of agreement, neither
among the long line of Indian philosophers frcm ancient
down to modern times, nor among Western commentators, on
the question whether the Upanisads give any significant
or réal Ctonsideration to thé concépt of an imperSonal
Absclute that has minimal or no conneciion with the

world.

6.2 : ABSOL AND WORLD-GROUND

.-The search for a commonly acceptable conception of
Ultimate Reality, so far as the Upanisads are concerned,
and that means to say for the entire course of the later
development of Hindu thought, has been going c¢n since the
close of the Upanisadic period. Even the Bhagavad Gita

is regarded as presenting the salient truths recorded in
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thé Upanisads.1? Yet even the Gita became part of the

prasihana trava, the triple foundation of Vedanta, and was

made’to assume a place next to the Upanisads, which is

some'evidence that its teachings were not seen as so

direct a reflection of Upanisadic ideas.

The question of the true or overall teaching of the
Upa;igads, especially regarding Ultimate Reality, was
found to be a thoroughly perplexing problem, and in an

-

- important ways it is felt to be so even today. Madhava-

r.anda, a modern commentater, asks, in relation to the

perceived conflicting accounts in the Upanisads, "What

then is their proper attitude?" and answers:

- "It i1s to understand.that different parts.ofe.

- ————

the Upanisads express different phases of the
same Truth, according to the degree of
realization on the part of the seer. Being
intended for humanity at large, among whom
there is an infinite variety of gradations as
regards the capacity for understanding as well
~as temperamental differences, the éruti, like
an affectionate mother, prescribes different

courses for different people."1e

It is difficult to accept the thesis that the

Upanisads. or the entire range of the Vedas, for that
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matter, were put together in a self-conscious manner to
serve the needé of individuals with differing capacities.
In any?case, it has been a part of the Hindu tradition
that tﬁé Vedas, and especially the Upanisads, are secret
or esoteric doctrine which cannot be broadcast among all
manner of people. "As the Upanisads are regarded as
teaching the highest truth, they could be imparted only
to those who were competent to receive and benefit by

them: $nd such competent pupils could be only a few at

any given time" . 19

If we remember that the authors of the Upanisads are
many indeed, and that the texts are the product of a long

time-span,2° argument for the conscious differentiation

of the tedchings falls away:™ g v e e—

While we cannot deny the varied nature of ideas
presented to us in the Upanisads=2® it yet remains a
legitimate theological pursuit to seek that level of
generalization whereby -"there will be no antagonism
between statements as widely divergent as monistic and
dualistic,22 a pursuit that will not violate the natural

historical development of ideas and philosophical

Criteria.

In this regard Hume says:
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"The Upanisads are no homogeneous products,
&ogently presenting a philosophic theory, but
;hey are compilations from different sources
}eéording the 'guesses at truth' of the early
Indians. A single, well-articulated system
cannot be deduced from them; but underlying all
their expatiations, apparent inccnsistencies
and unordered matter there is a general basis

©f a developing monism. "22

As noted earlier in connection with notions of crea-
tion, the Upanisads put forth two major views regarding
Ultimate Reality in the view that Brahman is the all-
inclusive ground of the universe, and the view that seems

- . - . ~ =% . . - < e e - ———
to suggest that Brahman is the reality of wnich THe

o

a2 ivgrse is an appearance.?? Hume has made = ccmpelling
analysis of this issue and proposes that the former, the
conception of a unitary worldground. is hisctorically
pricr to the conception of its unity and its alleged

nominal relation with the world of empirical objects.

He says:

"The doctrine of illusion, then, was the
speculative outcome of the conflict betwesn the
phenomenal and the super—-phenomenal, between
the lower and the higher Brahma. It was the

logical conclusion of the abstract presupposi-
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tion as to the nature and possibilities of the
éure unity which those thinkers conceived of as

1
the essence of reality, and to which they

pressed on as the great goal of all their

speculations. 25

It should be noted that Hume criticizes Gough's
analysis of Upanisadic philosophy as being "erroneous"
for réading into it a classical advaita type pure
illusionism.?2% Hume's analysis also makes out that an
idealistic position is the final one arrived at by the -
~Upanisadic thinkers, but that the world is not a figment

like a mirage in the desert or a snake in the rope.

. - . ) LY ‘ . . .
We cannot say for sure that the Upanisads in fact

lead up to any single conclusicn, and Hume himself{ admits
that "there are not the chrcnolecical data in the
Upanisads upon which an unquestioned order can be main-
tained throughout.”"27 Although we are in a surer posi-
tion to separate the older from the later Upanisads,
"even in them there is a variety of philosophical
doctrines which are not in the same stage of develop-

ment."2® And Hume is constrained to admit further:
"The heterogeneity and unordered arrangement
and even apparent contradictions of the

- material make it difficult, indeed impossible,
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to set forth in systematic exposition a single"

%ystem of philosophy."2°
q

And in spite of this Hume also says: "Yet in it all
there is a dominant tendency which may readily be
discerned".2° It is not difficult to accept that there
may be a dominant tendency in the Upanigads, but it is
highly unlikely that it could be identified with any sys-
tem tHMat radically opposes the empirical world, and the
best expressions of man's sensibilities witﬂbregard to
it. Since Hume finds Gough's view erroneous on ac-—
count of it being based upon Samkara's illusion doctrine,
it is difficult to understand Hume's own position Qﬁen he
says that Upanisadic thought finally settled for "the ex-
treme of philcsophical idealism"®% in which "the manifold
world was seen to be the construction of the
imagination” .32

Again, this position does not comport‘with Hume's
own assessment of ngﬁavalkya's teaching that all things
in the world are dear not for themselves, but for the

sake of the _Atman33 in the words:

"The central idea is rather that all those
objects are not separate entities, in them-
selves of value to us; but that they are all
phases of the world-self and that in the common

everyday experiences of having affection for
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others we find illustrated for u;;the great
sgdoctrine of the individual self finding his
;selfhood grounded in and reaching out towards
‘that larger Self which embraces all individuals

and all things."»za

We wholly endorse these comments, and hasten to
point out that it reflects a mild (and not extreme) ver-
sionjof monistic idealism. 1Inexplicable and mysterious
the empirical certainly might be, but comments like the
above do not match the view that "the manifold world was
seen to be the construction of the imagination.”

At any rate, no scholar will deny that i1f a view
were-the: truly favoured oney in a- time-span of -semething
like a thousand-year development of the Upanisadic texts,
such view would be established at the end of the period
with reasonable prominence. It is safer to hold. under
pressure of facts from the texts themselves, that the
Upanisads maintain a position of general monistic
idealism, though not the philosophically extreme version
of it. This view entails that, in the méturer thought of
the Upanisads, it is likely that there may be noc real op-
position between the two major views such as the opposi-
tion discerned by Hume or by traditional Indian thinkers.
Yet. philosophers must philosophise, and if the excuse

depended on the most meagre of facts, we may trust them
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to find it out.

'

;

‘The contest highlighted in Indian philosophical
litefature of the classical, medieval and modern periode,
is that between those who see in the Upanisads the thesis
of radical idealism (following the classical advaita

school) and those who discern a genuine theistic teaching

(of the realist and dualist school of Ramanuja).

-
-

Although we cannot say for sure that the Upanisads

present any view with consistency, it is equally certain
that they do not present either the non-dualist or the
dualist varieties of tﬁbught with anything approaching
doctrinal passion. Yet significant support mav be dis-
cernéd fbr bdth vie&s, whfg% circumstance itself.gaggests
a strong undercurrent of a type of thougnt and feeling,
generally and generously dispersed throughout the
Upanisads, whieh may accommodate both the contending

views. This, as we said, 1s the disposition of the

Upani§ads towards a general monistic idealism.

6.3 THE COSMIC IDEAL

This theory of man, nature and ultimate reality is
often presented under the exclusive banner of theism.

Yet, it can quite logically be brought under the general
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theory of monistic idealism also.®3 It is the theory
that ?he entire universe of contingent reality 1s the
manifgstation of the Supreme Reality. So far as the
Upani%ads are concerned, the source of the universe is
Brahman itself, though we cannot be sure that the
universe is actual (as in a realist sense); at the same
time we also cannot legitimately say that the universe is
illusory (as 1in an idealist sense), on the grounds of the
cosmit idea alone. This is not to hold that the
Upéhisads do not contain ideas pertaining to the absolute
reality of the world. 1If a developmental thesis were
granted, then taking into account the naive outlook of
primitive:man, the real existence ¢f the world '"out
there" would have to be granted. But. in the nature of
the éaséi the.Upaniéads atm?east reflect a proffgg;gd
search after Brahma or the world-ground wnich is the one
spiritual unity and they are mostly incdifferent to the
egistence of diversity as diversity, all around them. At
least they acknowledge the diversity,2% but do not
propound a true philosophy of realism. We have to infer
their ideas from what they affirm about the Brahma world-
ground. Hence the cosmic ideal may be seen to be quite
legitimate under a quasi-idealist scheme. The universe
1s acknowledged as a reality, but "the real in it is

Brahman alone" .37

- The cosmic approach to the origin and explanation of
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.all phenomena may have been taken to have been first
promulfiated in terms of material entities. The
q

Brhadaranyaka gives creation as having its source in

water:

"In the beginning this universe was just water.
That water prcduced the true (or the real).
Brahman 1is the true."as

The Chandogya also refers to creation from the

primal waters:

"He who was born of old from austerity, was
born of old from the waters, who stands, having
éntéred the secret placde (of the heart) and =—
looked forth through beings. This verily is

that."as
The idea of origins here appears to refer to the
Ndsadiya hymn of the RgVeda. Radhakrishnan asserts that

here '"there is no suggestion of the unreality of the cos-

mic evolution. 40

The Chd3ndogya gives a more elaborate list of

entities with water as the primitive substance:
. "It is just water that assumes different forms
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of this earth, this atmosphere, this sky, the
, .
pountains, gods and men, beasts and birds,
grass and trees, animals together with worme,

flies and ants. Water indeed is all these

forms. "a1

The Chandogya also gives the doctrine of the Life-
Breath as: "Life-Breath is all this".<2 The space

doctrine is also given prominence:

"All these creatures are produced from cspace.

They return back into space. For space ic

greater than them. Space in the final goal."a»

- e : . S oem .  e—

As these accounts of the origin and fina! gcai cf
the world are found in various parts of the Upanisads.
and appear in no type of satisfactory chronoclogical
order, the evolution of ideas can only be surmised. What
is most interesting from the objective point of view, is
that in all these accounts the permanent and discrete
existence of the discrete phenomena of the world is not
accepted. The feeling and search for a unitary world
ground is the common theme, which culminates in the high

points of Upanisadic revelation as the Brahma werld-

ground.

We may say that in a sense the Upanisadic specula-

257



tions concerning a material ground of the universe are
superséded, in terms of greater abstraction, by those

1
speculations in the earlier Vedas which trace the origin

of the world to Non-being.24 The RgVeda says:

"Existence,. in an earlier age of gods, from

non-existence sprang.'as

M though we do not see in this entire hymn of nine
verses any idea of a return to the primal "non-
existence"”, however it might be interpreted. this theory

is evident also in the Taittiriya:

"Non-existent, verily, was this world in the
- - . - . T L X . . . .
beginning. Therefrom, verily, was existence™

produced. "as

The non—-existent or asat. according to Radhakrishna.
refers only to the unmanifested condition prior to
actualization of the world; it does not refer to a
void.<47 Hume, however, feels that the asat of the Tait-
tiriya is prior to a positively conceived unitary world-
ground, although this latter is the characteristic con-
ception of the Upanisads as a whole.<® Hume is also of
the opinion that even an evolutionary analysis culminates

in & fully cosmic ideal even in the earlier Vedas. He

says-:
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"These searchings of the origin and explanat{on
of the world of phenomena, first in a
ﬁ%enomenal entity like water from space, and
éhén in a super-phenomenal entity like non—.
being, being or the Imperishable, had even in
the Rig- and Atharva-Vedas reached the concép—
tion of a necessarily unitary basis of the

world, and even the beginnings of monism.'as

-
-

The central idea in the Cosmic view is that the
world of becoming has a unitary basis, whether the
origins are traced to non-being or to being. The Chan-
dogya recalls the ancient Vedic idea of Hiranyagarbha,
the Golden Egg,S° and although it is stated to be
produced-~from.non-being, 1s.asserted to be the unjtary
source of all things that are. Upon the bursting of this
cosmic egg and out of its substance were formed the vault
of heaven, and the earth. the mountains, streams and
ocean, and the sun.S* 1In later advaitic theorizing the
concept of the Geciden Egg is used effectively to foster
the idea that all things in the created universe have a
unifying soul .®2 Dasgupta is of the opinion that the
Hiranyagarbha doctrine cannot be supposed to have any

philosophical importance in the Upanisads.®?

The cosmic ideal is illustrated in an arresting pas-

sage of the Taittiriya:
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"That, verily, from which these beings ~are
h&rn, that, by which, when born, they live, and
1

that into which, when departing, they enter.

That seek to know. That is Brahman.'sa

This passage states directly the world-creating,
world-sustaining and world-dissolving functions of the
God who in later advaitic Vedanta is regarded as Isvara.
the creative aspect of the immutable Brahman.S5® Although
technical terms of the later advaitic philosophers, such
as Virat, Hiranyagarbha, and iévara do appear in the
Upanisads occasionally, their forming part of a system is
a theoretical construction, not the origindﬁ revelation.
The Taittiriya passage quoted above takes the Absoclute
Godhead cr Brahman to be dé;bly " involved in the life
of the worid. The immediately following passages define
Brahtmen in terms of matter (food), life, mind, intel-
ligence and Bliss. Although we see‘a deep spiritual les-
son in the gradatory steps to the fullness of the Divine,
the same Absolute Brahman is involved at every stage in
the life of the individual. "The higher includes the
lower and goes beyond it".3® The entire series of pas-

sages is a high testimonial of theistic faith.

In the Sandilya Vidya of the Chandogya we have

another equally striking passage of similar ideas:
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“Verily, all this universe is Brahman. From

ﬁim do all things originate, into Him do they
1

dissolve and by Him are they sustained.s>

This passage is considered to be the sage ééq@ilya's

e ”I ﬂ,r?”?,lmmkl?‘ .

“cosmological proof of the existence of the Supreme

" ]

Being",%® since the following passages give a personal

]

testimony of the actual operation of God's power 1in the

indiv¥dual's life:

"This, my Atman, residing in the heart, is
smaller than a grain of paddy, than a barley
corn, than a mustard see&l than a grain of mil-
let, or than the kernel of a grain of millet.
fhi;, my-atman,'resid{gg in fhe heart, is -
greater than the earth, greater than the sky,

greater than heaven, greater than all these

worlds".seo

And in the final passage declares the identity

between the Supreme Spirit and the individual Self:

"He whose creation is all that exists. . . He
is my Atman residing in the heart; He is Brah-

man. On departing hence I shall attain to His

being. &0
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These passaées are used with great force by the
propo;ents of non-dualism in the Hindu tradition, Since
there' is a clear identification of the Atman with Brah-
man, énd Atman is declared to be both vast and small to
indicate its subtlety.®* Theists have held the soul to
be anu (infinitesimal) while the pure idealists have held
it to be vibhu tinfinite).

%owever that may be, and if one just attends to the
words ofrthe text without prepossessions, the passages
must str;ke us as declaring an actual participation in
some way, of the Divine Power, in the evoluticnary

process. There is no indication that the world is mere

appearance, notwithstanding the identificaticn of the

~ R ) 8 . e eyl

soul with God. "Radhakrishnan affirms that:

"For éanqilya (1) the Absolute is that from
which things are born., to which they repair,
and by which they live, (2) our next life
depends on what we do in this life, (3) Atman
is both the transcendent and the immanent, and

'(4) the end of man is union with the Self."g2

In Hindu theological literature the theory of emana-

tion (parinamavada) is upheld by the proponents of

theism, with the illusion or appearance theory

. - b e
(vivartavada) A %pheld by the idealists. While there is
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division of opinion on this issue, the Upanigads seem
more %irmly to support the conception of Brahman as the
L

worldfground.sa

The cosmic view is again effectively illustrated in

the Mundaka:

"As a spider sends forth and draws in its
*hread, as herbs grow on the earth, as the hair
grows on the head and the body of a living per-
son, so from that Imperishable arises here the

universe. '"s4

The vivid illustrations 1

o

this passage impose a

the world. Radhékrishnan

O
Hh

. -~ - .. RN LN
clear meaning of the reality
says of it that "there is no suggestion here that the

world is an illusory appearance of Brahman."¢® And it is

further supported by Belvalkar and Ranade in these words:

"The Mundaka stands in a sense apart from the
other Upanisads inasmuch as it asserts rather
‘too prominently a metaphysical realism

the cosmic conception which emerges from a con-
sideration of the Mundaka cosmogony is a

realistic one."ss

. - -
- The Maitris” uses the spider analogy, not for in-
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dicating the source of the world from Brahman, which it
assumés, bup for assuring us that, just as the spider
movesjalongf&eb and attains to freedom, in this world the
éabdarBfahman (the sound Aum) 1s the bridge to the higher
Brahman. Although this doces not'appear as severely
realistic in tone as the Mundaka passage above, there is
a good deal of emphasis on the genuine connectednecss of
the world with the Absolute.®® The évetéévatara also
utiliges the spider analogy, whose phraseology has been

found amen-able to nen—-dualist interpretations as

well.

"The one God who, according to His own nature,
covers Himself like a spider with threads

- -x . . ~ =% .. .
produced from pradhd@na (unmanifested matier:™

may He grant us entrance into Brahman."es

The term for covers, avrnoti, has been develcped in
the non-dualist tradition to great effect as the veiling
agency responsible for man's inability to apprehend cor-
rectly the ground of existence, which is Brahman. The
spider analogy is, however, in itself realistically
orientated, for, just as the threads have to be taken as
the actual productions, the world may also be interpreted

as a real production of God's being.

. In the Brhadaragyaka7° the spider analogv is used
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again to indicate that the products of the world are

truef for the Self is truth, satvasya satvam.”® There-
4

§R s PR

fore, there is no warrant for considering the world
false, only, its truth is derived from the ground by

whicnh it 1s sustained.??2

The above-mentioned text of the Brhadaranyaka also

mentions the fire analogy side by side with the analogy

LR

of the spider and threads. But the more compelling use

|

of the fire and sparks analogy is given in the Mundaka:

"As from a blazing fire, sparks cf like form
issue forth by the thousands, even so, C
peloved, many kinds of beings issue forth from

B S Y

"the immutable and thé;freturh thither alsé.”73

The fire and sparks analogy aptly suggests the
divinity of created beings, inasmuch as the sparks are
lit up even as the fire is. Yet their difference in
terms of brightness and duration also suggests the
immensely greater glory and majesty of God as against the
creatures, who have to be totally dependent on the Lord

for their life and sustenance. The analogy illustrates

well the Lord and creature relationship, and has been
utilised effectively in the theistic schools. especially

in the school of Vallabha.?<
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6.4 THE ACOSMIC IDEAL
!

1

“The second current of thought about the nature of

Ultimate Reality is the nisorapanca view or the acosmic

ideal. We saw that the defining characteristic of the

n . - -
saprapanca view or the cosmic ideal was the presumption

of the actual transformation of the original Divine sub-
stance into the world and its contents. In this charac-
teriftic the importance for theism lies chiefly 1in tbe
deep involvement of God in His creation and the )
availability of a meaningful basis for the exercise and

development of values. Brahman in this view is always

saguna, full of illimitable benign attributes.

- . ais oty

-Th; acoéuic ideal, on the other hand, emphasizes the
absolute immutability of Ged and therefore denies any
form of transformation (parinama) of God into the world
and its contents. Such a view must hold that Brahmaﬁ is
nirquna, attributeless and distinctionless, unconditioned
and without marks, and cannot legitimately be brought
into any type of relation with the world or with men.
Mahadevan says that the acosmic view "regards the Ab-
solute as the distinctionless substrate whereon somehow

the illusory world-show appears; Brahman per se is nir-

guna, attributeless".?S

This, of course, is an extreme form of monistic
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idealism and is closely related to the classicalkpxposi—
tion pf éaﬁkara‘s advaitavada. We have already seen in
seveéal passages of the Upanisads themse}ves, how this
viewgseems to be contradicted. Yet, in texts as varied

as the Upanisads. some contradiction is to be expected.

The Upanisad that appears to teach the doctrine of
acosmism in a 'pre—eminent' way is the B{hadgraq;aka.76
A lady enqguirer, Gérg;, requested the sage Y&jﬁavalkya to
explain to her the basis of the universe.- Having traced
it to space, when he is requested to explain further,

he hesitates, and then goes on to declare the truth of

Brahman by following the negative way:

"That, O.Gargi.. the knewers of Brahman call ihs
Imperishable. It is neither gross nor fine:
neither short nor long, neither glowing red
(1ike fire) nor adhesive (like water). It 1s
neither shadow nor darkness, neither air nor
space, unattached, without taste, without
smell, without eyes, without ears, withcut
.voice, without mind, without radiance, without
breath, without a mouth, without measure,
having no within and no without. It eats noth-
ing and no—-one eats it.'-»

This passage, which tries to explain the inex-

plicable., "brings out that the Imperishable is neither a

267



_

substance nor a possessor of attributes".”® It em-
phasiges therefore the immutability of the Divine, which

' .
is a fundamental feature of the extreme acosmism.

Yéjﬁévalkya, one of thq chief locutors concerned
with this doctrine, seems to emphasize the significance
of Divine immutability in another passage:

;There is no diversity whatsoever in it. He

who sees diversity, as it were, in it, goes

from death to death."-s.

Diversity refers to the common—sense world cf
experience, while Brahman, the referent for 'it'. as in-
dicated -~ in preceding passages, is-denied any metaphysical
connection with the world. We are éold that the phrase
'as it were' is a positive indicator of the operation of
some sort of illusory power which causes the perception
of duality, but in reality there should only be the per-
ception of the non-dual Brahman.®° It clearly points "to

the existence in the Upanisads of the idea that the world

i1s an appearance'".®1

In another passage of great charm, YEjﬁavalkya
teaches King Janaka the nature of the Atman by the method
of systematic denial of attributes. After speaking of

the individual ego as being capable of diverse
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experiences in every’direction, he says of the Atman:
}
T”But the Self is not this, not this. He is
}inComprehensible, for he is never comprehended.
He is indestructible for he cannot be
destroyed. He is unattached for he does not
attach Himself. He is unfettered, he does not

suffer, he is not injured. ez

Only a éhysically delimited entity can undergo the
ravages imposed by the conditions of life. But tre Divine
Self, which does not attach itself to conditioned exist-
ence, is necessarilx:free of such ravaging influences.
Here the teaching is given in answer to the query "Where
will-you' go when you are rédleased from this body > mean-
ing, the fate of the soul upon attaining likerzticon.
Yajnavalkya's reply indicates that the self is nct an
entity among other entities; conditions and fettzrs do
not apply to it. We therefore have to infer that. like
the Samkhyan concept of purusa, the self does not produce

and it is not itself produced:; it is simply immuzzble.

Again, in a passage which considers two 'forms' of

~ = -

Brahman, the principle of negation is used effectively:

"Now therefore there is the teaching, not this,

not this, for there is nothing higher than
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this, that he is not this. Now the designation
£or him is the truth of truth. Verily the
bital breath is truth, and He is the truth of

that."es

Since in the opening passage of this section there
is a reference to 'two forms of Brahman, the formed and
the foraless, the mortal and immortal, the unmoving and
the moving, the actual (existent) and the true (being),®<
the passage appears to draw a distinction between the
"absolute transcendent Godhead" and "the Creator God;"
neti neti focuses attention on the "Absolute transcendent
non-empirical Godhead".®® However, by associating with
the vital breath, some sort of genuine though indefinable
relationship - appears to -De asserted. o —

In another passage the philosophical absoluteness of

Brahman is indicated:

"This Brahman is without an earlier, without a
later, without an inside, without an outside.
This Brahman is the self, the al!ll-

perceiving."es

The phrases "without an earlier”, "without a later",
should indicate that Brahman is not connected with the
space—time world, and suggests perhaps the operation of

some form of illusion. Brahman is immutable and
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A passage of the Taittirilya indicates the
indeséribability and unfathomability of the Absolute, and
vet appears to connect it to the human consciousness via

a vital category of spiritual being, that of bliss or

joy:

3That from which all speech recoil along with
Manas, being unable to reach; he who knows the
bliss of that Brahman sheds fear completely for

all time. g

The utter transcendence, and therefore acosmic mode
of Godhead is ‘the central idea here. The passage=—
"emphasizes the unkncwable nature of Brahman as far as
its peculiar and essential being is concerned."®8 The
passage 1s also of great theistic value, for, as Radhak-
rishnan avers, "it gives to apparently abstract being an

inner content of feeling.'"®°

The Mundaka gives us a passage that distinctly aims

to reconcile the transcendent Absolute with the world.®°
"That which is ungraspable, without family,
without caste, without sight or hearing,

. Wwithout hands or feet, eternal, all-pervading,
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omnipresent, exceedingly subtle, that is the
fUndecaying which the wise perceive as the
4

.source of beings.'s1

Setting two views that we may discern in the
Upanisads, as relating to the cosmic and the acosmic
ideals, we can see that while much depends upon the sub-
jective inclination which the reader brings to the situa-
tion® we cannot escape the central teaching of & unitary
world—-ground. In this we may find the justification of
designating the teachings as an ideal of oneness, or

'monistic idealism' following Hume.

— Y. P
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Chapter 7.0 THE UPANISADS: INDIVIDUAL DESTINY
)

1

7.1 THE INDIVIDUAL SELF

The Upanisads conceive of man as the highest object
among all finite objects.* The metaphysics of the
Upanisads relating to man and nature place him in this
category of the highest, since it is he alone that most
full?’participates in the Divine Essgnce, as the
"principle of consciousness which und;rlies all the ex-
perience of an individual."? Althougﬂ Brahman is the Ul-
timate Reality and source of all things, whether con-
ceived in the acosmic sense or entirely the 5ther, or in
the theistic sense of the Supreme Controller, still, the
conséiodé in&ividuaf as tﬁz\finité centre and feE;;:
sentative ¢f the Infinite and Imperishable, is accordecd

the highest value among all finite objects.?

One of the oldest of the Upanisads, the Aitareya,
records that when the gods were created, they desired a
suitable habitat in order to fulfill their wants. So the
Creator produced for them the body of a cow, but:they
rejected it as unsuitable. Similarly the body of a horse
was also rejected. But when the Creator brought forth
the form of a man, they praised the Lord in joy, and then
entered and assumed their respective stations in it.< 1In

the estimation of the Upanisadic thinkers, therefore., the
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human individual must enjoy a status of great dignity.

!

1

Again, from the strictly metaphysical point of view,
and ;ccbrding to the ruling conceptions of these texts,
the status of the human individual and the question of
individual destiny cannot raise any insurmountable
problems, since man is himself the Atman, the Brahman.
What goes about in finite dress, is, at least in essence.
"fundamentally identical with Brahman".® 1In truth,
however, the Upanigadswao raise a problem with regard to
the empirical self, as they in fact raise with regard to
all empirical manifestation generally.® The truth is
that the Upanisads give full récognition to empirical
life as just empirical and do not confuse the category of
the Ebsclute with it. The tension that the sages Some-

times express Iin regard to the explanaticn of the {inite

b

world when their certainty, arising from spiritual ex-
perience, concerns the‘infinite and the Absolute is. we
may say, a mild reflection of the tension of the human
individual, full of imperfection, striving to become per-
fect. While the sages strive to harmonize the world
process with the being of God in a philosophically satis-
factory manner, the general tone of the Upanisads is that
such harmony has to be achieved at the level of the human
individual also. The Brahman—Atman equation 1s the
categorical proposition of the Upanisads. The conclusion

that "everything is dear for the sake of the Self",? does



not clarify of t%g nature of "everything'", but raises the
phil@#sophical question of how the empirically conscious
indiiiduql can relate, if at all. to the trans-empirical
itmaﬁ. ‘The Upanisads accept that the finite individual
has to be accounted for. and although they anzlyse the
human being in}terms of the physical world,fhey endow him

also with a principle of Divinity.®

sThe PraSna says quite directly that the human body
is informed with Divinity together with material aspects:
"Here, within this body, my friend, exists that

Purusa, from which arise the sixteen parts.'s

- The Chandogya explaing creaticn as an act-ce-willing
by the one only self-existent being. and the <ivine
faculty of will is then passed on to created teings
together with the material trappings of fire. water and
earth.1° Yet we have to say that "the atman as the in-
nermost self of the individual is distinguished in the
Upanisads from the psycho-chemical complex which exter-
nally clothes it but does not constitute it".®*1 This is
the bare logical position and the qunigads are not in a
position to compromise it. The notion of divinity cannot
be invested with transience. As we saw in the previous
section , mutability is the sign of contingency while im-

mutability is the mark of the truly spiritual!.®2 There-
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fofé, in Upanisadic thought, the empirically operating
individual, the jiva, is upon analysis found to be con-
sist{ng of psycho-physical properties which are part of
the éhahging world. Although the Upanigads recog-
nise the close and intimate interweaving of the jiva and
the Divine. as when it is said "He (the self) entered in
here even to the tips of the nails. as a razor 1s hidden
inhthe razor-case, 3 they are careful not to reduce the

spirjtual to the level of the material. We can only say

that the higher aspects of the Jjiva reflect the Divine,

while the material descriptions constitute the lower

aspects of it.i<=

If we mean by theism the existence of souls in an
infinite number, and destimed tTc preserve in some=sense
their separate individualities throughout eternity. in
some relation with God, the Upanisads fail to furnish
sufficient and convincing evidence for this. After con-
sidering the Svetadvatara as the most highly theistic of
the Upanisads, in consideration of its concept of God as

Supreme Rule; Dasgupta concludes:

"But in spite of this apparent theistic ten-
dency and the occasional use of the word iég
and ié@gg. there seems tc e no doubt that the
theism in its true sense was never prominent,

and this acknowledgement c¢f a Supreme Lord was
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also an off-shoot of the exalted position of

;the atman as the supreme principle."ian

}In'the most general terms, then, and within the con-
text of Hindu thought, we may say that the jIva is that
psycho—-somatic.complex that operates as an empirically
separate individual in relation to the world. According
to monistic idealism, which is the general consensus c¢f
the ®Wpanisads. the jiva is in reality the Atman, who
"according to his own nature, covers himself like a
spider with threads produced from pradhana (unmanifested
matter)".2® In the sense that the jiva is an individual
soul in its most general meaning, that is, a self-
conscious entity with a divine basis, it is also called
the Purﬁga, derived’ from éﬁfisavd, or "that which lies
imprisoned within the body".'® The individuality ci the
iiva presupposes the full psychic or mental aprvaratus.
which includes the mind and the sense-organs and wnich is
connected to physical body. The jiva is tied to the body

even as "an animal is attached to a cart".17

In the metaphysical doctrines of the Upanisads. the
psychic process which in ordinary thought is understood
to be the basis of an individual person, in itself
requires the presupposition of a spirit soul which

applies the consciousness. In this regard Dasgupta savs:
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"To the Upanisadic seers the existence of the
sbul is a necessary presupposition of all
1

experience. It is the basis of all proof and

ifSelf therefore stands in need of none.'"i1s

Consciousness, according to the Upanisads, is the
pre—eminent characteristic of Brahman or Atman, which
informs the individual and gives 1t the soul characteris-
tic. #Without it the body-mind complex could not operate
meaningfully. It 1s also known as "the Purusa who
remains awake shaping all sorts of objects of desires
even wnile we sleep — verily that is the pure, the Brah-
man, and that is also called the immortal."*® Here, the
Kathe tells us that, even in the dream state, while the

individual is not aware of Himself as a2 ccnscicus™y™

operating empirical entity, it is the 2Z:man tha® is the
light of consciousness of the jiva. This Atman. or
Purusa, or Pure intelligence, 'remains as the witness of
all three states of consciousness, viz. - waking state,

dreaming state and the state of dreamless deep sleep'"=2°
The text further emphasizes the pivotal role of the
sbirit in man: "no mortal ever lives by Prana (ocutbreath)
or by Apana (inbreath). But they live by something dif-
ferent on whom these depend."2! In this way the text ef-
fectively emphasizes the metaphysical necessity of the
spirit for all the operations of the empirical jigg. In

doing so it also "repudiates the materialistic Zdoctrine
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that the soul is just an assemblage of parts."=22

!

1

Since the basis of individual personality 1is the
spir{tual consciousness known variously as Atma or Brah-
man or Purusa, the jiva as the psycho-physical complex.is
in an empirical sense regarded as agent or karta. and as
an enjoyer or bhokta.22 These terms secure the meaning
of the jiva as a psychic entity whose actions and ex-
periences are related to an empirical framework, while it
is yet spiritually based. 2And this provides the basis‘"
for regarding the iixg as in a special sense immutable ™
and indestructible. In the context of Upanisadic usage
the indestructibility of the soul is the indestruc-
tibility of its spiritual basis (Atma or Brahman or

-2

Purusa). and not thé empirical dress it wears. O this

ici

<

tn

empirical dress the most vu.nerable to physical
situdes is the gross or physical body, which is regarded
as having nothing in common with the spiritual basis of

the jiva. Therefore the Katha is able to declare:

"The knowing soul is nct born nor does it die.
It has not come into being from anything, nor
anything has come into being from it. This
unborn, eternal, everlasting, ancient One suf-
fers no destruction even when the body is

. destroyed. 24
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Death therefore is only the destruction of tﬁé body.
whiles the soul survives through this crisis. As the
versg shows., Upanisadic metaphysics caters for the pre-
exisfence of the soul, and the post-existence ¢f it
becomes a legical corollary. This idea, of course, leads
on to the hypcthesis of reincarnation enabling the soul
to inhabit another body. In the sense that each
individuality preserves itself as a unique conglomérate
interacting with others, the Upanisads admit the exist-

ence of a plurality of souls at the empiriéal leve] .25

A further definition of the jiva given in the
Upanisads is az the living entity operating in the world
through five craded psycho-physical sheaths or koéas, is

=

outlinec: irn the Taittiriya= .  w—

Since al. living things together are born (in their
outer bodily ccvering) from food or annam.2€ the first

and outermost sheath is known as the annamavakoSa (sheath

of food). Beneath the food sheath is the pranamava Kosa

(sheath of life), which indicates that all creatures
depend of the prana or life-force2? which suffuses and
fills the life sheath, assuming the shape of the per-

son.2® At the next deeper level occurs the vi jnanamava

koSa (sheath cf intelligence) which informs the former
and also assumes the shape of the person.2® And under

this occurs the Snandamaya koSa (sheath of bliss) which
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in its turn informs the former sheath while it also takes
the s?ape of the person.?® This innermost sheath is
ctated to have Brahman as its support, as there is no
otherfsheath beneath it. The ontological analysis of

the total self of man is seen to have a teleological
basis leading to the realization of the highest Self

"whose true nature is Bliss and self effulgence.>?

%yuch is the doctrine of the kosas adumbrated in the
Taittiriya, and which furnishes the framework for the
full understanding of operations and spiritual evolution
c¢f the individual soul. The graded complex of the five
clements of matter (anna), life-force (prana), mind
menas). intelligence (vijnana) and bliss (3nanda)
defines ilva, whose total personality is the sum™SE con-
trioutions received from each level. All the sheaths,
inciuding the innermost two (vijhana and ananda) are con-
sidered to be purely Qrakrtic‘or material in character.2=2
But "at the back of this whole structure is the Universal
Consciousness, Atman, which is our true being."33* Rad-
hakrishnan avers that "the Highest Spirit, which is the
ground of all being, with which man's whole being should
cet united at the end of his journey, does not contribute
to his self-sense”.®¢ Nikhilananda Says that "the Light of
Atman shines in varying measure through the different
sheaths, according to their composition."2% Svami Sar-

varanda comments that the "core of vijﬁEnamava self is




the notion of agency, "since the jixg operating at this
leveg employs discursive and reflective thought which in-
volv; ego—-sense .or doership. The anandamaya self "is the
true}Self without the notion of agency" but "even here
the Self is not absolutely free from all trappings. be-
cause there is the upadhi of intelligence transformed as

joy" .=2s

»5ince action and joy are taken to reflect a cause
and effect relaffbnship, "so also agency and enjoyership
have the same relation".®7 Kartrtva (agency) and
bhoktrtva (enjoyership) limit each other by setting up a
frame of reference, even as the body is a limiting fzc-

tor.

It is thus clear that for the Upaniseds. ihe in-
dividual self is a psycho-physical agent operatinc a*
five graded levéls of being in the world. but whcse es-
sential being is that of the Atman or spiritual essence.
At the level of the former he is part of the world (which
includes levels of psychic existence), and at the level
of the latter he is pure spiritual being equivalent with
Brahman. Yet we cannot say.that the individuel self or

jiva is itself the Atman. The Upanisads do not give an

account of the precise relationship.
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7.2 KARMA AND SAMSARA

f

TThe Upanisadic conception of the individual or the
ija}is'thustgt;&ghly complex entity operating through
many different levels of being, each level furnishingxthe
base, so to speak, for the one above it. The lowest
level of the jiva's operations is the physical sheath of
the body, which hides within it the others. 1In terms of
the gvolutionary sense promoted by the Upanisadic
déscriptions, we may say that the five demarcated layers
of -being, though defined as koéas or sheaths, should be
seen more in terms of an ever-widening cspiral as one
descends Qéeper into man's being. While at the physical
sheath level there operates the most cbvious limiting
factor In terms of freedom”of movement and mutabiTity,
these are seen to give way generally, ic greater freedom
at the deeper and wider levels of beinc.®® Creatly

reduced restriction and mutability i1s characteristic of

manas. vijnana and ananda., which are the higher spiritual

levels leading to realization of the Atman. The
metaphysics of the Upanisads support consistently "the
infinitisation of man;" they teach that "the absolute is

the deliberate goal of man."3°

This way of expressing the spiritual bent in man
also brings out the importance of his conscious and

measured efforts towards self-realization. While the
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-Upanisads suggest in one sense that self-effort or karma

in thé sense of being antithetical to understanding is

1
unproductive of spiritual gains. that is, that the path
of jRana or knowledge is the most efficacious one leading

the soul to realization of its inherent divinity, in a

secondary or lower sense the Upanigads are largely agreed

~ that the psychic or mental circumstances that bear upon

spiritual advance, or regression, depend upon moral and
ethical factors. While the strong emphasis throughout
the Upanigads is upon the acquisition of knowledge lead-
ing to liberation.<° the physical concomitants of life,
the jiva operating at the psycho-physical level, the need
for the self to negotiate its journey to the Supreme

through the operation of desires and motives, bring to

AN

_ the foreground of consideration the nature and im¥3Ytance

of moral acticns. The very close interweaving of the
physical self with the inner mental self in-
creased, in the estimation ¢f the Upanisadic sages, the
metaphysical value of human actions in their moral dimen-
sion. The nature of man as a graded series of selves
operating at different levels called for a more truly
spiritual conception of karme than appears to have been
fostered in pre-Upanisadic times.

Although we may be told that "it seems beyond doubt
that the doctrine of Karma is a natural and moral outcome

of the inarticulated views of the pre-Upanisadic sages,

which assume a definite and articulate shape in the
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Upanisads",4* it is difficult to envisage a common system
f _ : s

of meral actions when the metaphysical goal. which is so
q

definitely stated in each case, is so obvicuely

variant.

Most writers see in the Vedic concept of rtz the
source of the rigid and inflexible aspect of the well-
known concept cf karma. We are given in the earlier
Veda® no worlé-transcending ambition on the part of man
in order to seek out his destiny. There is not sven the
adumbration of a metaphysical scheme in this regard.
There is indeed, as we saw earlier, the peculiar
polytheistic-monoctheistic type of repetitive adcrat
the gods., often rising to admirable heights of gersonal
spir&tuéi communion'with'gge deiﬁy, and showing The numan
individuval in the guise of an undisgquised and ar-iecs
socul, petiticning for blessedness and the gifzz -1
in this world. Such an atmosphere surely invcived a deep
sense of filial duty towards God and trust in Him. and
the values of kindness and fellowship among men. But we
fail to find that the Rta principle, with so much potsn-
tiaL)was translated into anything that went bevcnd the
life of present concerns or a simple idea of heaven in
any higher eschatological sense.<=2

On the contrary, during the intervening period of
the Brahmanas, the idea of rta with its essentially cos-

o) =

mic notion of order, was utilized to impress man's ritual
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acts with that very same mechanical and soulless vigour
whicht 5acr  hecame its chief character., and even
rais;d to a kind of world-principle.<2® This is not to
deny that the Brahmana literature did nct develop the
karma idea beyond its mechanical ritualistic application.
Indeed, as the fore—runners of much of Upanisadic thought
the Brahmanas are literally storehouses of a wide
spectrum of ideas which later develop aisc along diverse
lines,, With regard to karma, the Brahmanas certainly
develop its importance with regard to the repeated births
that characterize human existence. Yet. it is of great
importance in a comparative study such as the present

one, to note that the context of Erahmana speculation was

(R

a ritualistic one, a legacy that in & variety of ways
ccntinues down to modern times. Within tThe narrew—-<con-

f:nes of this framework there is nc

[¢)]

cobe for those es-
chatological ideas that require the simple external act
tc be associated with higher level motives that take into

account man's psychological and spiritual dimensions.

If karma is conceived in terms of a simple theory of
judicial rewards and punishments, then we have to say
that there is the legacy of the strong ritualistic orien-
tation of the Brahmana world-view. On the basis of their
highly developed spiritual insight into man's nature, as
evidenced in the analysis of the three levels of con-

sciousness with the turiya as the fourth. and the
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doctrines of the koSas reviewed above, the Upanisads
radicglly transform the idea of karma into a dynamic
metap%ysical principle of great subtlety and spiritual
imporé.' The bare description of it, '"man becomes good by
good deeds and bad by bad deeds” as the B{hadéraqyakaf4
says. now takes:account of a wider psychological frame of
reference that connects man’s desires and tendencies of
thought to a spiritual goal. The reward of a good life

is theg experience of goodness, and not of crass and

material benefit.<S

Yet we cannot deny that the Upanisads carry also a
somewhat simplistic idea of karma and the associated

doctrine of transmigration. Tne Chandogya says:

- - =% < e w2

"Those who have good recsidual results of
actions here, quickly reach a good womb. the
womb oﬁjéréhmaga, of a Kgatriya, or of a
VaiSya. But those who have bad residual

results of action guickly reach an evil womb,

the womb of a dog or of a hog, or of a can-—

giEla "as

We shall not be wrong if we judge that this one—to—
one type of correspondence is really the legacy of the
BrEhmaqa ethos, which considered human actions and their

consequences only in terms ¢f an invariable mechanical
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rigidity. The higher thought of the Upanigsads gives a

sured guide fer the interpretation of the doctrines of
q

karma and samsara, and the Upanisads give us different

phasés of these doctrines in their development.<” The

Upanisads give us the feeling that the external world

~ works according to mechanical laws, the inner spiritual

life is marked by greater freedom from necessity, but
does not mean moral depravity. As a principle of
spir&tual life in evolution kKarma, as well as the concept
of samsara. emrhasize the development ofwéharacter which
is seen as continuous with a long past and a foreseegble
future.<® When Yajnavalkya takes Artabhaga Jaratkarava
by the hand and leads him away to converse in secrecy
about the nature of karma,?® it must indicate that the
prin¢iole of karma cannot Pe stated in simple phyg?talis—
tic terms. Zut thet it is subtle, profound and deeply
spiritual in nature. An understanding of its workings
through analogies drawn from external naﬁure may prove

misleading.

It is significant that Hume should question the
source and corigin of the idea of karma and reincarna-
tion.®® If it cannot be so directly linked to the Brah-
manic inheritance of the Upanisads, it goes to show its
essentially spiritual dimension which may not be linked
too closely te the rigid and mechanical types of

relationships that obtain in external nature. The
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Svetddvatara indicates the importance of character in the
spir#tual development of the jiva.®® The Kausitaki indi-
’

cates the importance of knowledge also for a jiva in its

re—embodiment in a future existence.S52

The doctrine of karma and samsara indicate both the
need for a moral foundation as well as the evclutionary

character of the spiritual life, though the Upanisads

alsosgive us indications of possible retrogression.

7.3 LIBERATION AND JNANA

The destiny of man, the destiny of the human soul,
iz probably the most intridbiing of a}l questions *fi&h has
ever had to face. In the Indian tradition this cuestion
is answered in various ways, and a particularly attrac-
tive answer 1is given in the‘simple yet profound narrative
of Naciketas going to the Lord of Death to find Eternal
Life. Abandoning family and friends the young brah-
macarin arrives at the abode of Lord Yama and, being

granted three boons, and exhausting the first two, asks:

"When a man dies, there is this doubt: some
say, 'He exists'; some again, 'He does not'.
This I should like to know, being taught by

thee.”53
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Though Yama tries to dissuade the boy with many
temptfations, Naciketas stubbornly persists in his

q
request; so Yama teaches thus:

"One thing, is good, and different indeed 1s the
pleasant;aood befalls him who follows the gocod.

he loses the goal who chooses the pleasant."=a
z¥Yama continues:

"He who thinks that this is the only world falls
into my control again and again."”;>% "This (Atman)
subtler than the subtléSt, is inerguable”;®% "The knowing
soul is not born, nor does it die . . . This Unbocrn.
eternal everlasting, apcf@ht One suffers no destraciion.
even when the body is destroyed".®7 "This Atman cannet
be attained by the study of the Vedas, nor by the intel-
lect, nor even'by much learning; by him 1s 1t attained
who it (the Atman) chooses - this. his own Atman. reveals
its own form.".%® "He who is intelligent, ever pure and
with the mind controlled, verily reaches the goal whence
none is born again”;3® "Nothing is superior to the Purusa
(ﬁtman) - that is the end, that is the supreme gcal';s°
"Having realised that Atman which is soundless, tcuch-

less, formless, imperishable, eternal, without beginning

or end . . . one is released from the jaws of death."s1
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We may choose to follow the opinion that "the con-
ceptfon of the life eternal, of release, salvation or
mokg%, is very vague in the Upanishads",®® yet that very
vaguéneés issues from the nature of the goal itself. It
is not possible to give any definite indications, for "it
is not any of those concepts found in ordinary
knowledgg.63 Though immanent, it is yet transcendent and
beyond the reach of words and mind.®% Even the great
teacher Yama declares. it to be "inarguable", and not at-
nfainable by any kind of "study" or "learning." The
Upanisads also suggest a negative approach as being the
more appropriate to the issue, the path of "neti,

neti".ss

“Yama himself says that the path of final em3fftipa-

t

tion is "difficult to cross over and hard to tread." that
it is as '"sharp as a razor's edge".$® What emerges as
-the characteristic of Upanigsadic teaching on the question
of liberation is that it is put before us in precisely
the same terms as Ultimate Reality itself. Brahman or
Atman is itself the highest value in life, and whose

realization alone can confer salvation from the "jaws of

death"”, from the continuous series of rebirths.

Expressing that unity, the Atman. as the goal of

man, Yajnavalkya says:
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"This is its highest goal, this 1s its highest
@Jlory, this 1s its highest world, this is its
'highest bliss; all other beings live on a par-

‘ticle of this very bliss'.e-

It appears to be abundantly clear, then. that the
empirical individual, the jiva, in the view of the
Upanigads, finds its highest destiny merely in realizing
its Eyue self. Irrespective of the particular approach
in the different texts of the Upanigads, it still]l seems
to be the consensus view that there 1s a kind of merging
of the jiva with its own most interior essence, the

Atman. Dasgupta says in this regard:

-"Thus 1t 1s said that-xthe true Kknowledge of ae
self does nct lead to emancipation but is eman-
cipation itself. All sufferings and limita-
tions are true only as long as we do not know
ourself. Emancipation is the natural and only
goal of man simply because it represents the
true nature and essence of man. It is the

realization of our own nature that is called

emancipation."ese
There are many references in the Upanisads which
indicate the world of material entities to be real, and

which cannot be passed off as products of illusion.®$®
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Yet, so far as the individual jiva is concerned, it
fairl& seems that, on the whole, the Upanigacs tezch an
ultim;te unity., which is somehow veiled from view. It is
only éeif—knowledge that can wipe off the false

k