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Abstract : Rasa and Personhood in the Bhagavata Purana -
The Integration of Aesthetic Theory with Vedanta

Abstract of a thesis submitted for an M.Litt. Degree by Ithamar Theodor
Hilary Term 2004, Wolfson College, Faculty of Theology, University of Oxford

The Bhagavata Purana is one of Hinduism’s most outstanding texts composed around
the 9™ ¢. CE in south India; it is superbly written, with aesthetic sensitivity and
metaphysical subtlety. In his book The Advaitic Theism of The Bhdgavata Purana,
Daniel Sheridan has examined the Bhdgavata Purana in order to understand its
religious structure, both implicit as well as explicit. This thesis aims at taking current
research of the Bhdgavata Purana a step forward in deciphering its doctrine,

structure, and meaning.

The work first raises the question, “What are the Bhagavata Purana’s literary
"components”, and argues that the Bhagavata Purana is composed of two such groups:
“Knowledge” and “Aesthetics”. Knowledge is associated with direct usage of
language and the conception of Impersonal Brahman, whereas aesthetics are
associated with indirect usage of language and the concept of Personal Brahman. The
work proceeds to look closer at the status of emotions in Indian thought, and argues
that in some Indian schools, emotions are taken to possess an ontological status, and
therefore are considered to reveal reality rather than obscure it. The relations of
Vaisnavism and dramaturgy are examined, both historically as well as theologically,

and it is argued that the Bhdgavata Purana has clear dramatic elements.

This thesis next proceeds to decipher the aesthetic theory underlying the Bhdgavata
Purana, and argues that it is Bharata’s rasa theory. Two medieval positions on rasa
are examined - Abhinavagupta’s and Bhoja’s — and it is argued that a position similar
to Bhoja’s underlies the text. As in Bhoja’s theory it is §rrigdara rasa, (romantic
emotions) which is considered the supreme rasa. The Bhdgavata Purana’s structure is
highlighted, as presenting notions of personal divinity arranged in hierarchical order —
from those evoking santa rasa (tranquil emotion) to those evoking Sriigdra rasa. At

last, four such notions are articulated; Impersonal Brahman, The Universal Person,

The Person in the Heart, and the Avatara.
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Extended Abstract : Rasa and Personhood in the Bhagavata Purana -The
Integration of Aesthetic Theory with Vedanta

An Extended Abstract of a thesis submitted for an M.Litt. Degree by Ithamar Theodor
Hilary Term 2004, Wolfson College, Faculty of Theology, University of Oxford

The Bhagavata Purana is one of Hinduism’s most outstanding texts composed around
the 9" ¢. CE in south India; it is superbly written, with aesthetic sensitivity and
metaphysical subtlety. In his book The Advaitic Theism of The Bhagavata Purana,
Daniel Sheridan has examined the Bhagavata Purana in order to understand its
religious structure, both implicit as well as explicit. This thesis aims at taking current
research of the Bhagavata Purana a step forward in deciphering its doctrine,

structure, and meaning.

The thesis first looks into the Bhdgavata Purana’s literary components. The roots of
these are traced back historically to the Vedanta and Alvar traditions, and the
Bhagavata Purana’s nature as an opus universale, representing an all Indian cultural
“melting pot”, is highlighted. It then argues that a conceptual deconstruction would
show that the BhP is composed of two groups of components: “Knowledge” and
“Aesthetics”. A critique of the two groups is offered, and it follows that knowledge is
intrinsically related to abstraction and impersonal expressions, whereas aesthetics are
intrinsically related to specifications and personal expressions. The work proceeds to
look closer at the status of emotions in Indian thought, and concludes that it is
different than the Western approach; whereas in general, the Western approach takes
emotions to be inferior to reason, and whereas the Western approach examines reality
in rational terms, the Indian approach is more egalitarian, in that it takes both reason
and aesthetics to be able to reveal reality. The thesis looks at the relations of
Vaisnavism and dramaturgy, both historically as well as theologically, and argues that
the Bhagavata Purana was traditionally read as a drama, a literary genre which
combines direct and indirect modes of expression. Following that, the clear dramatic
nature of the puranas in general and Vaisnavism in particular is highlighted. The
picture emerging is that of a text considerably structured and balanced, well aware of
the literary and ideological materials available at the time, which makes the best usage

of them all in its open attempts to associate itself with Sanskrit literature and orthodox

Brahmin ideology.
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This thesis next proceeds to decipher the aesthetic theory underlying the Bhagavata
Purana, and argues that it is Bharata’s rasa theory. The aesthetic tradition initiated by
Bharata had developed for a few hundreds of years before it was influenced by the
emerging Vedanta theology. The combination of advaita-vedanta or a similar
theology with aesthetics may have produced theories such Abhinavagupta’s. The
combination of Visistadvaita Vedanta or a similar theology with aesthetics may have
produced theories such as Bhoja’s which are reflected in the Bhagavata Purana.
Abhinava’s and Bhoja’s aesthetic theories are compared through three points: 1. The
location of rasa. 2. The ontological status of emotions. 3. The supreme rasa.
Apparently, Abhinavagupta’s position is close to Vivarta-vadins whereas Bhoja’s
position is close to the Parinama-vadins. It follows that rasa theories can also be
categorized into the two positions articulated earlier, Abhinavagupta’s, representing
the impersonal group and Bhoja’s representing the personal group. As in Bhoja’s
theory it is §ragara rasa, (romantic emotions) which is considered the supreme rasa,
the Bhagavata Purana’s structure is highlighted, as presenting notions of personal
divinity arranged in hierarchical order — from those evoking santa rasa (tranquil

emotions) to those evoking Srrigara rasa.

The outcome of the integration of the Rasa Theory with the Vedantin school is an
orderly presentation of notions of divine personhood. These notions are arranged
systematically, they underlie the Bhagavata Purana and serve as its structure. The
Vedantin influence is expressed, in that the notions of divinity represent the supreme
Brahman, the highest reality and the non-dual absolute. Yet the Rasa School influence
is also expressed, because the notions of divinity evoke an emotional reality, thus
leading or inviting the Bhagavata Purana’s hearer into higher and higher, or deeper
and deeper states of an aesthetic awareness of the divine. The development of the
notions is represented by an increase in their aesthetic qualities, manifesting through
the two parameters of intensity and complexity: each notion evokes an emotional

response more complex and more intense than the previous one.

This progress is not a philosophical one, rather it is a progress of an increased

aesthetic and personal awareness; that same divinity which appears at first to be
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utterly impersonal, gradually starts manifesting personal characteristics, and the
devoted reader becomes aware of the divine presence in a more personalized way.
Four such notions are articulated: First, he may become conscious of the divine as the
undifferentiated and “Impersonal Brahman”. Then as an enormous “Cosmic Person”,
present everywhere and in everything gross or subtle. At the next stage, the pious
reader internalizes this conception, and finds the divine in a personal form in his own
heart, as the “Person in the Heart”. These states mainly represent the emotional state
of §anta, as they are serene and tranquil, and don’t involve much relationship with the
divine other than quiet contemplation. However, the text progresses further to present
notions more personalized, more specific and more intense, and these comprise the
main topic of the Bhagavata Purana — the “Avataras”. These are personalized divine
forms which display a variety of qualities. They have specific forms: some human
while others non-human; they have purposes to fulfill, personal characters; they evoke
various kinds of feelings, play role models and divinise history. The reader who hears
of these avatars develops an increasing awareness of divine personhood, expressed
mainly through dasya. In other words, observing or hearing about the /7lG or cosmic
play of these avatars, fosters a service attitude towards that deity. For the hearer to
fully experience the particular emotion, he must actually be in a state of mind
corresponding to the particular deity’s nature. For example, when hearing about an
avatara, the hearer would have to identify himself as a servant of that deity, in order
to fully experience the corresponding emotions which would naturally be in the
category of dasya rasa. That personal manifestation which is first vague and remote,
becomes gradually closer, more complex and more intense and evokes higher and
higher rasas. Krsna’s personality as appearing in the four chapters engaged with the

rasa lila, represents the aesthetic climax of the Bhagavata Purana.
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Introduction

The Bhagavata Purdna is a medieval Sanskrit text (presumably 9" ¢. CE), and is
considered to be one of the most sacred texts for some of the major Vaisnava
denominations. It contains 335 chapters, is approximately 18,000 verses long, and
propounds the divinity of Krsna, a theme expressed in a rather personal manner. The
BhP combines Vedantin philosophy, dramatic and aesthetic elements and personal

expressions in a unique manner, so much so, that it is considered one of the foremost

Hindu scriptures.

The peculiar characteristics of the Bhdagavata Purana — influence, devotion and

philosophy

The Puranas are considered authoritative among some Hindu sects. Writes

Klostermaier:

The Puranas... are considered scripture too by some Hindu sects. Thus
Vaisnavas would quote the Visnu Purana and the Bhagavata Purana side by

side with the Upanisads as equal in authority.'

Moreover, the BhP holds a unique position among the Puranas, and is considered by

many to be the most important. Thus, for example, Rukmani:

Among the Puranas the Bhdgavata Purana can be easily called the most
important. Its influence as a religious book has been phenomenal comparable

only to the epics — the Ramayana and the Mahabharata.?

According to Rukmani, the BhP’s cosmogonic myths are somewhat unique in that

they have more of a philosophic or Vedantic character than other puranas:

I Klostermaier, A Survey of Hinduism, p. 70.
2 Rukmani, A Critical Study of the Bhagavata Purana, p. X111



The cosmogonic myths are mostly like those in the Visnu Purana with slight
differences. Its cosmogony has a Vedantic touch rather than the usual

Sankhyan influence which all Puranas reveal.’

At the same time, Rukmani sees the BhP as a gospel of devotion:

The Bhagavata Purana enjoys its privileged position in the Indian mind as a
gospel of bhakti. Bhakti is the feeling of deep loving adoration in the
devotee’s heart for his god. The Bhagavata preaches the highest form of
bhakti which does not seek for the fulfillment of any desire and is

unconditional.*

Hopkins too considers devotion to be the single most important feature of the BhP:

The single most important feature of the Bhagavata is its emphasis on bhakti,
or devotion, directed to Visnu and his various incarnations. Any determination
of the origin or significance of the Bhagavata must ultimately depend on this

element, which gives the work its purpose and consistency.’

Here Hopkins emphasizes the most important feature of the BhP, which is “devotion
directed to Visnu and his various incarnations”. Hopkins describes this unique

devotion as exclusive and total and writes:

In the Bhagavata, as for the Alvars, it is a passionate devotion of one’s whole
self in complete surrender to the Lord, a total way of life that is not one way

among many but the only way to true salvation.®

3 Rukmani, A Critical Study of the Bhagavata Purdana, p. 4.

* Ibid, p. 5.

5 Hopkins, “The Social Teaching of the Bhagavata Purana”, p. 6.
¢ Ibid, p. 7.



The dichotomy between knowledge and devotion in the religious history of India

Hopkins acknowledges the traditional separation of devotion from knowledge within

Vaisnavism:

Devotion or bhakti, was not a new element in Vaisnavism; it held a major
place in the Bhagavad Gita and other earlier works, and it was already
accepted as one of the ways of salvation along with karma (performance of

acts) and jfiana (knowledge).’
Elsewhere Hopkins distinguishes karma and jfiGna as practical and philosophical:

Brahmanical orthodoxy from early times had two major emphases: Vedic
knowledge (jfiana) and proper action (karma). These two emphases, one
philosophical and the other practical, were preserved in the later Hindu
tradition in the systems of Vedanta philosophy based on the Upanisads and in

the Smarta concern for Brahmanical dharma.®

The philosophical teachings of the jiiana-kanda culminate in knowledge of Brahman.

Writes Klostermaier:

Jiiana-Kanda is not interested in things of this earth, nor in heaven; it wants
insight into, and communion with, a reality that is non-sensual and not

transient: Brahman.’

The term Brahman can be understood in two major ways; as impersonal or as
personal. Indeed, the two trends of thought, the impersonal and personal are an
ongoing feature of the religious history of India. Although originally two aspects of

the same concept, they developed later as two competing ideologies. Hardy writes:

7 Hopkins, “The Social Teaching of the Bhagavata Purana”, p. 6.
® Hopkins, The Hindu Religious Traditions, p. 119.
® Klostermaier, A Survey of Hinduism, p. 156.



The religious history of India is marked by the conflict and the interaction of
two major trends: to conceive of the absolute either in terms of a (mystical)
state of being or as a personal God. The difference is not one of origin, for
both trends have their roots in the Vedas. What at a later stage emerged as two
different ideological positions appear in the Vedas as two aspects of one

conception. '’

It may well be that the dichotomy of devotion and knowledge has its source already in
the Vedas, through these two concepts of the absolute. Hopkins differentiates between
devotion and knowledge (jfiGna), and says that these two existed side by side as
different ways of salvation in earlier works such as the Bg. As the BhP contains clear
traces of knowledge or jiiana, the question arises, what is the position of Knowledge

in the BhP, and how does it, if at all, support devotion?

Knowledge and Devotion in the BhP

Van Buitenen sees the relation between knowledge and devotion in the BhP, in the
process of Sanskritization of the new bhakti religion and the popular Krsna legends.
The newly emerging bhakti movement was in need of legitimisation and orthodox
acceptance, and thus associated itself with the Upanisadic literature, otherwise known
as the jfiana kanda portion of the Veda. He thus explains the process of

Sanskritization:

Sanskritization, then, refers to a process in the Indian civilization in which a
person or a group consciously relates himself or itself to an accepted notion of

true and ancient ideology and conduct.'!

The Sanskritization of the Bhagavata Purana was, however, unique in its usage of an

archaic language which already in the fifth century B.C. stood “in need of a

glossary™: 12

' Hardy, Viraha Bhakti, p. 13.
!!' Van Buitenen, “On the Archaism of the Bhagavata Purana”, pp. 35.
12 1bid. p. 24.



It is therefore a unique phenomenon that far later in the history of literature,
when Sanskrit letters were in fact on the decline, a text purporting to belong to

the Puranic tradition consciously attempted to archaise its language.13
Van Buitenen articulates the question, “Why was the BhP Sanskritized?”:

The question briefly stated is: Why did the author or authors responsible for
the final version of the Bhdgavata want the book to sound Vedic? The
question is the more challenging, since the Purana has a somewhat ambivalent
attitude toward Vedic orthodoxy. On numerous occasions, as Thomas J.
Hopkins has ably shown elsewhere in this volume', the empty and conceitful
formalism of the Vaidikas is unfavourably contrasted with the simple and

sincere devotions of the bhakta.

Van Buitenen’s answer is that the newly established bhakti movement, was in need of

obtaining a legitimate and orthodox position:

In spite of the long prehistory of bhakti (not in all respects as clear as one
could wish), the southern bhakti movement was something new — not perhaps
per se but for the first time a consistent effort was being made to place it in the
Brahmanistic tradition. In the labors of a Nathamuni, a Yamuna, a Ramanuja,
we observe a consistent effort to promote the Sanskritization of the bhakti
religion. The God of the bhakta is equated with the supreme principle of the
Upanisads; the adoring contemplation of God in his heaven by the worshiper
is equivalent to moksa; the acts of worship and veneration are on a par with
the rites prescribed by scripture and tradition. Similarly, in the archaistic
emphasis of the Bhagavata Purana we find an attempt at Sanskritization of the
popular Krishna legend. Krishnaism no longer is merely a popular mythology,
with its rather womanly idyl of the little boy who is also a lover, set in the

rustic scene of pastures, cows, cattle tenders and their wives. Puranic rather

1* Van Buitenen, “On the Archaism of the Bhagavata Purana”, p. 24.
14 Singer, M. (ed), Krishna: Myths, Rites and Attitudes.
15 Van Buitenen, “On the Archaism of the Bhagavata Purana”, pp. 24-25.



than epical, let alone Vedic in provenience, it now speaks, or at least tries to

speak, in the solemn language of the Vedic seer.'®

Thus, according to Van Buitenen, did the young and popular bhakti movement
associate itself with the ancient and respectable Upanisadic tradition. The union of

both traditions verily bore an impressive fruit: The Bhdagavata Purana.

Some questions arising

We may now ask: Does the Upanisadic knowledge pervading the BhP occupy no
other place than that of legitimising its simple and total devotion? Is it possible that
such a complex, sophisticated and theologically significant text would, on the one
hand, treat the orthodox sources with such a profound level of scholarship, by writing
the entire text in a Vedic-archaic style, and then present its main thesis of total
devotion in a rather simplistic, naive and legendry style? Do the Upanisadic sources
make any contribution to the BhP’s theological thesis and theme of bhakti, or are they
only there for the purpose of legitimising the new emotional tradition? Could it be
that the authors of the BhP absorbed not only philosophical orthodox traditions but
aesthetic orthodox traditions as well? Is it possible that in its passion for Vedism, the
BhP absorbed not only an archaic language style, but an archaic ideology? If the BhP
has indeed absorbed this archaic ideology, could it be that it takes the two aspects of
the supreme - the personal and the impersonal - as two aspects of one conception, co-
existing in harmony, as opposed to perceiving the two as conflicting ideologies — a

concept which apparently developed only much later?

Qur Thesis

It is our conviction that in absorbing Vedic elements, the BhP absorbed not only an
archaic Sanskrit style and Upanisadic discourses but another, a second orthodox
brahaminical tradition, which is the rasa—aesthetic school originating in Bharata. As
the Upanisadic tradition underlies the jiana portions of the BhP, the aesthetic

tradition underlies the Bhagavata Purana’s bhakti portions. Moreover, we argue,
J

' Ibid. pp. 33-34.



these two great traditions meet within the BhP in a coherent and harmonic way, thus
creating a theological masterpiece wherein the one supports the other. In this, the BhP
returns to Vedic sources not only linguistically, but ideologically or theologically as
well. When read as a meeting place of these two great orthodox traditions, the Vedic-
Upanisadic and the Aesthetic, the BhP’s structure as a coherent theological treatise
comes to light, and it appears to be a theological magnum opus taking as its point of
departure the Upanisadic moksa, and gradually leading its devoted reader further into
the realm of total and personal self-surrender and passionate devotion. Once read in
that way, the BhP is seen as having a unified theological structure, distancing it from
the realm of apologetics, legends and mythology, and warranting its unique position
as one of India’s greatest theological treatises eXpressing a unique literary genre of

aesthetic Vedanta.

Uncovering the underlying assumptions of the “aesthetic self of the BhP”, it seems
that jﬁdha leads one all the way up to the realization of Impersonal Brahman, and
indeed, Impersonal Brahman is the highest philosophical achievement and the
ultimate abstraction possibly perceived by the intelligence, or attained by the process
of rationalisation. However, seen from the aesthetic point of view, the same state of
Impersonal Brahman realization becomes divinity in a state that evokes santa rasa.
From this point of realisation, the BhP develops the aesthetic theme further and
further and offers various notions of divinity, from those evoking Santa rasa up to
those evoking sragara rasa. Thus the BhP relies on jfigna to establish the greatness of
Brahman realization, and relies on aesthetics to lead one further into the personal
realm of divinity. Therefore the two concepts of the absolute - the impersonal and
personal - dwell in harmony within the BhP, each having their role to play, and both
being essential in the articulation of the BhP’s theme. Both express the greatness of
the absolute in their own way; seen philosophically, the realization of Impersonal
Brahman is the highest position, and seen aesthetically, experiencing intense romantic
emotions toward the divine in person is the highest emotional state possible. Thus the
BhP reconciles that which “at a later stage'’ emerged as two different ideological

»18

positions”"" and returns to the archaic Vedic state of affairs where the two seemingly

17 1.e., than the Vedic period.
18 Hardy, Viraha Bhakti, p.13.



different ideological positions “appear in the Vedas as two aspects of one

conception”"”.

A General Work Plan

We plan to deconstruct the BhP into its two underlying paradigms - the philosophical
and the aesthetic - and offer an assessment of each. Based upon that, we aim to
demonstrate how the BhP’s notion of divine personhood is constructed, as
representing various mixtures of these two modes of perception and expression. As it .
would be beyond the scope of this work to analyse all the various divine personal
notions, from those evoking santa to those evoking sragara, we will concentrate on
the more basic forms of divinity, namely the Impersonal notion of Brahman, the
Universal Person, the Person in the Heart, and a basic exposition of the Avatara

notion.

Personhood in the BhP

As our analysis of the BhP’s structure leads to its construction of divine personhood,
this work could also be taken as a study of divine personhood in the BhP. As the
notion of personhood is central to our work, we may look at it more closely;
the discourse of personhood has not only religious, but philosophical, and specifically
ontological aspects as well. In other words, the impersonalist believes that underlying
the whole of reality, there exists an impersonal principle. Conversely, the personalist
believes that it is ultimately a person who underlies reality. Kohak articulates the

point under discussion:

Shall we conceive of the world around us and of ourselves in it as personal, a
meaningful whole, honoring its order as continuous with the moral law of our
own being and its being as continuous with ours, bearing its goodness — or
shall we conceive of it and treat it, together with ourselves, as impersonal, a
chance aggregate of matter propelled by a blind force and exhibiting at most

the ontologically random lawlike regularities of a causal order? Is the Person

9 Loc.cit.



or is matter in motion the root metaphor of thought and practice? That

answered, all else follows.”°

As Kohak articulates the subject matter, his question seems to have a deep existential
aspect. According to him, everyone has some idea of the root metaphor of thought and
practice, whether it is personal or impersonal, and one’s whole world view is a

derivative of that.

Our work deconstructs the BhP into its two conceptual foundations, and by doing that,
takes an impersonal approach. In other words, it assumes that personhood in the BhP
is constructed by a combination of the two components; philosophy and aesthetics.
However, had we taken a personal approach, assuming that a person is the “root
metaphor of thought and practice”, we would have considered philosophy and
aesthetics not to construct personhood but to be its derivatives. Thus from an
impersonal point of view, the subject matter of our thesis is “The combination of
philosophy and aesthetics in the BhP”, whereas from a personal point of view, the
subject matter of our work is “Personhood in the Bhagavata Purana”. This is so as the
former title assumes that the personal concept emerges out of impersonal ideas,
whereas the latter title assumes that the impersonal ideas, i.e. the two orthodox

brahaminic traditions underlying the BhP, emerge or emanate from a person.

Finding a Suitable Research Methodology

Having defined our basic aims and goals, a method suitable for this study had to be
decided upon. We will now briefly reflect upon and review the main directions
explored by us in an attempt to pave our research path. By reflecting upon various
directions considered for the conduct of this research, we hope to justify the method

ultimately undertaken.

2 Kohak, The Embers and the Stars, pp. 124-125.



Producing a Condensed BhP Version

At first, we thought to translate various BhP sections, and produce a kind of a
condensed BhP version, which would follow and highlight the theme of personhood.
We have previously applied a similar method in the study of the Bhagavad gita, and
| highlighted its theme of an ethical ladder grounded within a concept of hierarchical
reality. However, The BhP being more than twenty times longer than the Bg, we
would have not been able to theorise much, as the translation work would have turned
to be our main thrust. In other words, had we taken that route, our main thrust would
have been to translate and edit the BhP, by choosing which parts are to be translated.
The translation work in itself would not be considered a scholarly innovation, as the
text has already been translated. The editorial work could have possibly been
considered a scholarly contribution, but it would have had a limited value without
defending it theoretically. In summary, the text rendered without a deeper insight

would but highlight our proposed structure, but not defend it.

Reviewing Vaisnava Commentaries on the BhP along with Sanskrit Poetics

A different idea was to focus on the various medieval Vaisnava schools, and analyse
their commentaries on the BhP. We would have hoped that the BhP’s contents could
possibly be highlighted by this research direction. At first, this idea seemed rather
attractive, but then we realized that it could easily take us further away from the BhP,
by demanding an in depth study of those sampradayas. For example, how can one
study Madhva’s commentary on the BhP, the Bhagavata Tatparya, without studying
Madhva in depth, and comparing him with Ramanuja and Vallabha, as well as other
representatives of medieval Vaisnava schools. Also, along with this idea, we thought
to conduct a study of Sanskrit poetics and examine their relations with the BhP. That
also seemed at first to be an insurmountable task, but ultimately we have managed to
extract a few essential ideas from the field of Sanskrit poetics, and intertwine them in

our work.
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Studying Sanskrit Commentaries on the BhP

Another direction considered was the studying of Sanskrit commentaries on the BhP
itself. As there is a vast body of Sanskrit commentaries on the BhP which needs to be
translated into English, we could have poSsiny hoped to make a scholarly
contribution by doing that. To give an example, a short translation we have made
from Sridhara Swamin’s commentary named Bhavartha Bodhini, is here presented.
The commentary is made on verse 1.3.28, a famous verse emphasizing the divinity of

Krsna over all the other avataras. Tagare’s translation of the BhP verse is as follows:

But Lord Krsna is the Supreme Being himself and all these, parts and smaller
parts of the Supreme Being who give happiness to the world (when it is)

troubled by the enemies of Indra (i.e. demons) in every epoch.”!

Sridhara Swamin’s Bhavartha Bodhini is as follows:

tatra viSesamaha — ete ceti / pursah parame§varasya kecidam$ah
kecitkalavibhiitayasca/ tatramatsyadinamavataratvena
sarvajfiatvasarvasaktimattve~ pi yathopayogam eva
jhanakriyasaktyaviskaranam / kumaranaradadisvadhikarikesu /
yathopayogamarn§akalavesah / tatra kumaradisu jfianavesah / prthvadisu
SaktyaveSal/ krsnas tu bhagavansaksannarayana eva / aviskrtasarvaSaktitvat /
sarvesam prayojanam aha / indrarayo daityastairvyakulamupadrutarn lokar

mrdayanti sukhinam kurvanti/*?

Our translation:

There it is particularly said regarding these (avatdras): These avataras exhibit
a few aspects and portions of the splendour and glory of the male person who

is the supreme lord and ruler. Although these avataras such as Matsya and

2! BhP 1.3.28., Tagare p.29.
22 §ridhara Swamin, Bhavartha Bodhini, p. 16.
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others, being avataras, naturally possess all knowledge and all power, still,
only according to the need they display it. In the case of the Kumaras and
Narada who are empowered as such, they are being invested (with potency),
and only according to the need they display knowledge, action and power.
Thus the Kumaras etc. are invested with knowledge and thus is Prthu etc.
invested with power. But Krsna is indeed directly Bhagavan Narayana.
Because he displays all powers, he speaks of the purpose to be served by all
 avataras. That world which is troubled by the Daityas, the enemies of Indra, is

made happy by the avataras.

A translation of Sridhara’s Bhavartha Bodhini is no doubt a task worth undertaking.
Had we decided to do that, our thesis title could have possibly been “Sridhara’s
Bhavartha Bodhini on the First Six Chapters of the Bhagavata Purana”. We could
have also possibly produced a comparative work, like “Comparing Ten Sanskrit
Commentaries on the Bhagavata Purana’s First Chapter”. We experimented with this
direction for a while, but realized that it may take this work further away from
theology and the articulation of ideas, into the field of language scholarship. In case
we would have further pursued these directions, we would have possibly made our
main contribution through a translation work, but not necessarily have contributed to

the contemporary understanding of the BhP.

Personhood East and West

Another possible direction was to produce a comparative study of personhood east
and west, or at least to compare the BhP’s notion of personhood with those of western
thinkers, classical and contemporary. However, for that we would have had to first
articulate the notion of personhood in the BhP, and having done that, enter an in depth
study of personhood in the west, a vast task by itself, far beyond the scope of this

work.
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Deconstructing the BhP into its Conceptual Components

All this said, and after examining these various possibilities, it occurred to us that the
best way to proceed would be to progress “head on”, straight into the BhP, aspiring to
shed light on its contents “from within”, based on its own premises.

For the purpose of our study, we started deconstructing the BhP into its essential
conceptual components in order to examine them on their own merit. The first
distinction made was between the jfiGna and rasa trends, and that involved a
discussion of the nature of direct and indirect usage of language. Realising that an
indirect usage of language incites emotions, it had occurred to us that emotions are
not necessarily perceived in India as they are perceived in the west, and that inspired a
discussion on the ontological status of emotions. Looking further into the BhP, the
question was raised, what is the literary nature or genre of the text? That involved a
discussion of dramaturgy and Vaisnavism, and we proposed to read the BhP as a

drama, in a somewhat similar way to the manner one reads, say, Shakespeare.

Uncovering the Aesthetic Theory Underlying the BhP

Once these preliminary points were made, it was possible to proceed towards
uncovering the aesthetic theory underlying the BhP. It was our great fortune to be
advised by our late guide and friend, Tamal Krsna Goswami, about Neal Delmonico’s

dissertation called “Aesthetic Rapture™*?

. This work sheds light on the very important
issue of the polarisation between the personal and impersonal positions, occurring
within the rasa tradition, and coming to surface around the time of the BhP’s
compilation. This invaluable dissertation enabled us to compare Bhoja’s and
Abhinavagupta’s works and to highlight the conceptual differences, the BhP clearly

being close to Bhoja’s position.

23 Delmonico, N.G., Sacred Rapture: A Study of the Religious Aesthetics of Ripa Gosvamin, A PhD
Thesis submitted at the University of Chicago, 1990.
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Consulting Professor Gerow

To confirm our direction we have sought the advice of Edwin Gerow on the
possibility of the rasa theory underlying the BhP, and found his answer to be most

encouraging. He wrote:

In one sense, your question is very simple to answer: the rasa "theory" in
some form or other goes back a long time before the BP - it is well developed
in the Natya Shastra, for example. The BP is also roughly contemporaneous
with the great poetical revival in Kashmir --Anandavardhana, Abhinavagupta,
etc. It is clear that by the time of Mammata, the Kashmiri "school” had
acquired an all-India presence. On the other hand, precise routings of this
"influence" are hard to trace. Ecstatic devotionalism, with which the rasa is
allied, probably began in South India, where the BP is usually located, but was

general long before the Bengalis developed their peculiar form of it.*

Edwin Gerow confirmed that the rasa theory had an all-Indian presence at the time of
the BhP compilation, and thus it became more tangible for us to further pursue our
argument. At that point, we were able to start reading the BhP in a new way — aspiring

to reveal the manner in which personal divinity is expressed in the BhP.

The Division of the Work

In order to achieve our aims, the work is divided into three chapters engaged with the

following issues:

1. Preparing the ground for associating the Rasa Theory with the BhP.
2. Associating the Rasa Theory with the BhP.
3. Reading the BhP in a new way.

The first chapter establishes the background upon which the association of the

Rasa theory and the BhP is made possible. The second chapter highlights points of

% Edwin Gerow in a personal correspondence, June 10", 2002.
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interface between the two, and the third chapter offers a new way of reading the
BhP, based on the above.

Evoking a Greater Vision

The introduction may be ended by evoking a greater vision as to the importance of
studying the Bhagavata Purana. We would like to consider some possible benefits for
the study of theology, by focusing on the encounter between man and God. The idea
is better articulated in the words of Satchidananda Murti who points out that
“theology has not yet developed a language fully appropriate to deal with the personal
encounter between man and God”.”> We hope that this study would help to
understand how a particular religious tradition has attempted to overcome the
seemingly insurmountable gap between the human and the divine, through gradual
personal encounters with the divine. As we hope that this work will contribute to the

study of comparative religion, we would like to follow R.C. Zaehner’s vision:

Professor R.C. Zaehner... thought that the study of comparative religion can
aim at creating a symphony of faiths. This image... accounts for the
distinctness and individual value of each religious tradition (just as a flute is
different than a violin or a cello) but it can be made to tune in with the

intended symphony.26

We sincerely hope that this work will be of some value, even if minor, towards the

noble goal of creating a symphony of faiths.

25 Satchidananda Murti, K, Revelation and Reason in Advaita Vedanta, p. 291.
26 Matilal, Logical and Ethical Issues of Religious Belief, preface, pp. x-xi.
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Chapter 1: The Background for Associating the Bhagavata Purana with the Rasa
Theory

This chapter presents the background for associating the BhP with the Rasa Theory.
First, it raises a discussion of personhood in the Indian context, and defines the goal
of articulating the notion of the “aesthetic self of the BhP” as one of the main objects
of this work. For this purpose it raises the question, “What are the BhP’s literary
components,” and argues that the BhP is composed of two groups of components:
“Knowledge” and “Aesthetics”. Then, knowledge is associated with direct usage of
language and the conception of Impersonal Brahman, whereas aesthetics are
associated with indirect usage of language and the concept of Personal Brahman. The
chapter proceeds to look closer at the status of emotions in Indian thought, and
concludes that it is different than the Western approach; whereas in general, the
Western approach takes emotions to be inferior to reason, and whereas the western
approach examines reality in rational terms, the Indian approach is more egalitarian,
in that it takes both reason and aesthetics to be able to reveal reality. At last, this
chapter looks at the relations of Vaisnavism and dramaturgy, both historically as well
as theologically. It argues that the BhP was traditionally read as a drama, a literary

genre which combines direct and indirect modes of expression.

1.1 Personhood in the Hindu context

As the notion of personhood is central to this work, we shall commence by
defining our terms through a discussion of personhood. Following a short
discussion of personhood in the Indian context, three such notions intrinsic to the
Hindu tradition may be articulated: the worldly self of Mimarnsa, the solitary self
of Sarhkhya and the transcendental self of Vedanta. Thence we shall proceed
towards an initial articulation of the “aesthetic self of the Bhagavata”, a notion of
personhood on which we hope to shed further light in this thesis. Its importance
extends far beyond the Bhagavata Purana as it underlies the devotional

movements in general. Attempting to articulate notions of personhood within
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Hinduism, one faces a translation problem, as the term “person” is a somewhat
western irﬁposition on Indian culture. Thus writes De Smet:

The uncertain status of the notion of ‘person’ in India is conditioned by the
fact that it is foreign to the Sanskrit tradition and has no adequate rendering in
any of the Sanskritic languages. When dealing with man or the Deity Indian
philosophy always worked with other concepts, which rarely imported the

holistic signification of ‘person’.’

As the term “person” has no adequate rendering in any of the Sanskritic languages,
various terms such as atman, purusa, jiva, isvara, bhagavan, avatara, and murti are
used to denote both human and divine persons within various contexts. The term
“person” has a long history, dating back to the Greek -Roman period, where it was
used to denote the stage masks of the actors”. It has taken the meaning of a dramatic
hero, and hence became applicable by the Stoics to every man, as all are endowed by
God to play on the world stage. The Roman law defined the citizens as persons, and
as opposed to slaves, they had legal rights and duties. The Christians adopted the term
to designate the Trinity, and as they viewed all men as brothers, they considered all to
be persons, whether free citizens, slaves or foreigners. Boethius coined a basic
definition of the person, emphasizing the quality of rationality as characterizing
personhood. In the medieval period, Aquinas refined Boethius’ definition, and in this
regards writes De Smet:

The medieval Schoolmen realised that ‘person’ belonged to the realm of
responsible action, intellectual and morally free, as the ultimate subject of
single attribution of all predicates implying intellectual agency. Consequently,
Aquinas refined Boethius’ definition finally to declare that ‘person’ means an
integral and unitary self-subsistent subject characterised by intellectual
consciouéness, moral freedom and all properties ensuing from these defining
notes. Prominent among these properties were privacy, inalienability of end-
in-itself, ownership of natural rights, moral responsibility, being a source of

values in its own right, and capacity of initiating interpersonal relationships...

' De Smet, R., “Towards an Indian view of the person”, pp. 52-53.
2 See Mauss, M., “A category of the human mind: the notion of person; the notion of self” in
Carrithers, M., Collins, S. and Lukes, S. (eds), The Category of The Person, Cambridge University
Press, New York, 1985.
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It was also such that it could with due precision apply analogically to the

divine as well as to human persons.’

This usage remained as such for hundreds of years, but was later restricted to mean
“human individuals” whereas its application to the divine was taken as merely
anthropomorphic. The translators of Sanskrit works in the late 19" century, translated
the terms nirguna and saguna brahman as impersonal and personal Brahman. Other
terminology used by them was to refer to nirguna brahman as the Absolute, and to
saguna brahman or isvara as God. Underlying this obscure usage of terms was the
assumption that the Hindu personal notions were not absolute. In regards to this usage

of terms, which made no justice to both Hindus and Christians, writes De Smet:

Today it is practically impossible to convince the Hindu’s that the personal
God of Christianity is really the Absolute and as a rule the nondualists among
them consider that the Christians have inherited only an anthropomorphic
conception of the Deity. Against this background it becomes understandable
that modern Indian thinkers have hardly been attracted by the person as a topic
for reflection or have perceived its interest only on the level of the human
individual as treated in the various brands of modern humanism. Yet the
materials for an Indian recognition of the person are present both in the
theologies and in the various anthropologies of the Indian tradition and it will

now be our task to explore them and to discern their value.*

We hope that this thesis will also make some contribution to the task of exploring
Indian constructions of personhood and discerning their value, and especially the
“aesthetic notion of the BhP”. Having briefly touched upon the complexity of the
usage of this term in the Indian context, we may now turn to articulate three such
notions intrinsic to the Hindu orthodox tradition. These are the worldly self of

Mimamsa, the solitary self of Sanikhya, and the transcendental self of Vedanta.

® De Smet, R., “Towards an Indian view of the person”, p.53.
* Ibid. p. 54.
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The worldly self of Mimarmsa

The Vedic society was world affirming and had sacrifice in its centre. Thus the
individual enjoyed full dignity in so far as he was a yajamana’. Not only did the
sacrifice define the human person as a sacrificer, but consolidated the four classes
social division as well. The brahmins were the priests enacting the sacrifice, and the
members of the other three varnas or social categories each had their role to play in

the sacrificial activity. In regards to the Mimarnsa writes Raju:

The Miamsa is out and out humanistic and activistic... The early Mimarmsa
did not care even for God and for salvation (moksa), which is existence above

birth and death.’

The Mimarhsa is a “realistic school of thought, its main interest is mainly practical
rather than speculative, as it probes the nature and means of Dharma”.” The
fundamental philosophical basis is Jaimini’s Mimarisa Satras® and the major
commentators are Sabara’, Kumarila Bhatta and Prabhakara'®. Jaimini admits the
reality of the Vedic Deities to whom the sacrifices were offered. He does not argue for
the existence of a supreme God neither denies him but mainly ignores him. The
Mimarhsa perceived human life as a life of action and thus life were expressed
through action. But action wasn’t just any action — it was action under the Vedic
injunctions. The Veda itself was taken to be apauruseya, i.e. not composed by any
person, not even by God, who was taken to be superfluous in the presence of the
eternal Veda. The Mimarhsa is pluralistic, and as far as its Vedic textual affiliation, it
deals with the first two categories of Vedic texts, namely the Samhitas and the

_ 1
Brahmanas. :

5 Sacrificer.

® Raju, “The Concept of Man in Indian Thought”, p. 207.

7 Sharma, Human Personality in Ancient Indian Thought, p. 59.
®4™c. BCE.

*1%¢c. BCE

' Both 7" . CE.

" Hymns and ritualistic texts.
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The Mimarhsa is the “most orthodox of all the orthodox systems”l2

and accepted by
all other schools as authoritative as far as the individual’s relations to society,
forefathers, teachers and gods. The framework underlying proper human action as
well as his relations with society and the world was dharma. Thus the Mimarisa Sitra
of Jaimini commences as follows: “Next, therefore, comes the enquiry into dharma.
Dharma is that which is indicated by means of the Veda as conducive to the highest

g00d99 13

In the Mimarhsa system, there is a connection between the act and its result or fruit.
An act performed at present will yield a future result, while at the meantime it takes
the form of apiirva'®. This may be taken as an imperceptible antecedent of the fruit or
an after-state of the act itself. Liberation for the Mimarnsa is mainly life in heaven,
although later thinkers did take dharma to be leading to moksa. Thus write
Radhakrishnan and Moore:

Prabhakara defines liberation as ‘the absolute cessation of the body
caused by the disappearance of all dharma and adharma’. For

Kumarila Bhatta it is the state of the self free from pain. "

The Mimarhsa accepts the existence of the soul, distinct from the mind body and
senses. The soul is the essence of human personality and there is a plurality of souls.
It is the agent in each action and experience, and the resting place of apurva. Being
eternal, it allows the reaping of action’s fruits in a future life. Still, Mimarhsa doesn’t
aim at deconstructing the human person, and the physical body is no object of
contempt, as it is an important instrument in pursuing dharma. Moreover, it approves
of human volition as a positive force, motivating one to pravrtti, or action according
to dharma. The Mimarnsa thus represents a holistic human approach placing man in

the centre of the world. Thus writes Sharma;

" Ibid. p. 208.

' Jaimini, The Mimarisa sitra, 1.1.1-2.

% An unseen force.

'3 Radhakrishnan and Moore, A Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy, p. 486.
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With its realistic grandstand and its humanistic and activistic ethic, it
places man in the centre of the universe. Its commitment to the human

welfare is total.'®

The centrality of human welfare encourages man to control the world in order to
fulfill his desires, and the instrument for achieving this is the Vedic sacrifice. Writes

Raju:

Sacrifice is the external manifestation of desire. It strengthened desire and
controlled the world. Yet sacrifice is a necessary manifestation and so action
has to be performed. Only then are gods pleased, proper enjoyment is obtained

for them, and the natural forces and the world yield to man’s wishes.!’

The later commentators differ in their relation to fulfillment of desires; whereas
Kumarila holds that one should adhere to dharma as that would lead to happiness and
exterminate sorrow, Prabhakara maintains that dharma should be followed for its own

sake, without regarding possible gains or consequences.
Thus the notion of personhood in Mimarnsa is humanistic, realistic, active and

defined by adherence to dharma. Self fulfillment is defined in terms of sacrifice, and

it can be measured in terms of worldly success, in this life as well as in the next.

The Solitary Self of Sankhya

Sankhya is a metaphysical system notable for its theory of evolution and its
reduction of all that exists to the two fundamental categories of purusa'® and
prakrti 19 Prakrti is composed of three constituents called ‘gunas’, and is in a
potential and neutral state which is activated and actualised by the purusa. In regards

to the cooperation of purusa and prakrti write Radhakrishnan and Moore:

'8 Sharma, Human Personality in Ancient Indian Thought, p. 61.
' Raju, “The Concept of Man in Indian Thought”, p. 220.

'® The conscious subject.
" The unconscious object generally translated as ‘nature’.
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The evolution of unconscious prakrti can take place only through the
presence of conscious purusa. The presence of purusa excites the activity of
prakrti, and, thus upsetting the equilibrium of the gunas in prakrti, passively
starts the evolutionary process. The union of purusa and prakrti is compared
to a lame man of good vision mounted on the shoulders of a blind man of sure

foot.?°

Prakrti first evolves into the ‘mahat’*' and from it evolves ‘buddhi’**. The
‘aharnkara’® is the principle of individuation. From its sattva guna® aspect arise the
manas®, the five organs of perception® and the five organs of action?’. From the
aharikara’s tamo guna®® aspect arise the five fine or subtle elements® known as
tannmatras, and from these arise the five gross elements’ known as the mahabhiitas.
The rajo guna' acts as an energiser to support this evolution. Creation represents the
unfolding of the phenomenal world from the original prakrti, whereas dissolution is
the world’s absorption back into prakrti. The individual is not the body, either gross>>
or subtle®®, rather the eternal conscious self, the pure spirit who is the purusa. The
subtle and gross body is the instrument of consciousness but is unconscious in itself.

- The subtle body is composed of buddhi, ahankdra and manas and these three
combined comprise the inner organ34 which accounts for the various types of
subjective and psychic experiences35. At the time of death the gross body alone is
relinquished whereas the subtle-psychological body accompanies the purusa to the
next body. Only at the stage of final aloofness is the subtle body entirely given up. As

there are many such conscious selves, both in the state of bondage as well as in the

liberated state, and as there is a fundamental distinction between the conscious purusa

% Radhakrishnan and Moore, A Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy, p. 424.

? Literally “The great’ or ‘The great one’.

% The individual’s Intelligence.

2 Literally ‘I am the doer’. The sense of self.

?* Quality of goodness or tranquility.

%% Mind.

% Jfignendriya - literally, the knowledge senses.
%" Karmendriya - literally, the action senses.

28 Quality of darkness or ignorance.

2 Smell, taste, sight, touch and sound.

%0 Earth, water, fire, air, ether.

*' Quality of passion or energy.

* Sthula Sarira

3 Linga Sarira.
** Antahkarana.

* Vrttis.
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and unconcsious prakrti, Sa@rnikhya is both pluralistic and dualistic. As opposed to the
purusa which may be designated as the ‘essential self’, the term ‘empirical self” may
be applied to the human being. In that human condition, the purusa identifies with its
gross and subtle bodies and is deluded to perceive itself to be thinking, feeling and
acting, when actually it is only the gunas who are activating the human being. In

regards to the gunas writes Dasgupta:

Guna in Saskrit has three meanings, namely (1) quality, (2) rope, (3) not
primary. These entities, however are substances and not mere qualities. But it
may be mentioned in this connection that in Sarmkhya philosophy there is no
separate existence of qualities; it holds that each and every unit of quality is

but a unit of substance.>®

The gunas are thus subtle entities, which characterise every phenomenon, gross or
subtle, comprise prakrti and bind the purusa. In the stage of bondage, the purusa
agitates prakrti and thus the gunas are set in motion. In the stage of salvation the
purusa achieves kaivalya which is a state of aloofness and distinction from prakrti.
The state of embodiment is only apparent as the experience of repeated births is a
mere false impression created by matter obscuring the purusa’s purity. Writes De

Smet:

Non-theistic Sankhya resembles Jainism but is more radical in its conception
of the individual spirit. The latter, called purusa (man) or jia (knower), is
never really but only apparently embodied. Hence, it is never really affected
by matter nor tainted in any way by activity which is the exclusive province of
unconscious matter (pradhana or prakrti). Its illusory feeling of repeated
embodiments in the sorrowful round of births is due to its own reflection in
the mirrorlike density of matter. It is a mere fallacy which the Sankhya
teaching suffices to dispel, apart from any asceticism, by the finality of its
demonstration of the inamissible purity of every purusa. Whenever this truth is

grasped by a purusa, he at once recovers the untroubled awareness of his

% Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 243,
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isolation (kaivalya). Pure, unrelated, he is then neither omniscient nor

. 7
parviscient and serene.’

It seems that Sarikhya resembles Vedanta at least to some extent, in so far as it
aspires to dispel the illusory feeling of repeated embodiments in the sorrowful round
of births. Tradition ascribes the authorship of the Sankhya system to Kapila,38 and the
earliest text on Sankhya philosophy is the Sarnkhya-karika of Isvarakrsna®, which
begins as follows: “From torment by three-fold misery arises the inquiry into the

1540

means of terminating it”* . The classical Sarikhya of Isvarakrsna is atheistic*'

although sometimes Sankhya may appear to support a theistic doctrine, such as in the
Bhagavad gita*?. However, although Sankhya can at times support a theistic system,
the notion of God is a nonessential component, the essential components being the
total distinction between purusa and prakrti, their union from which the world
evolves, and their separation at the perfectional stage. The Yoga system is quite close
to the Sankhya sytem in its metaphysics. However, it is distinct-in that it includes not
only theory but a practical side which is a method meant for the liberation of the
purusa from prakrti. The method is based on eight transformational stages and
resembles a ladder by which one may raise himself step by step. The transformation
here is an internal one, and it represents an involution, i.e. a process by which the
purusa gradually separates itself from prakrti until it reaches aloofness or complete

1solation.

In summary, the Sankhya system defines personhood in terms of isolation; the more
one is able to recover himself from the covering of prakrti, the more fulfilled a person
he is. The more progress he is able to make, both theoretically and practically in the
isolation process, the higher level of personhood is expressed by him. Complete

isolation or kaivalya represents the perfectional stage.

*” De Smet, R., “Towards an Indian view of the person”, pp. 62-63.
* Probably 7" c. BCE.
*3"¢. CE.
“Translation by Suryanarayana Sastri, Radhakrishnan and Moore, A Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy,
. 426.
g Sharma, Human Personality in Ancient Indian Thought, p. 41.
* Regarding theistic Sankhya in the Bhagavad gita, See for example: De Smet, R., “Towards an Indian
view of the person”, p. 66.
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The Transcendental Self of Vedanta

The Vedanta philosophy is derived from the jfiGna kanda portion of the Vedas,
represented by the Upanisads, and its three main teachers are Sankara (788-820 CE),
Ramanuja (1017-1137 CE) and Madhva (1238-1317 CE). The self in Vedantin
thought is called atman, is taken to be transcendental to the world, to exist eternally,
to be conscious and blissful.*> Atman is non-dual with Brahman, the highest being
whiéh is the non-empirical, non-objective and wholly other reality. Whereas the world
depends on Brahman, Brahman depends on nothing else. In the worldly state of
existence, arman is covered by ignorance* and the removal of this ignorance is called
self realisation, a process by which the atman learns to see or perceive itself as it
really is. Self realisation leads to moksa, a stage where the atman attains freedom or
liberation from the bonds of sarsara. The personal God of Vedanta is called svara,

and he is the creator and governor of the world.

These foundations of Vedanta are interpreted somewhat differently by the different
schools mentioned. Sankara’s school called Advaita Vedanta, propounds pure or
absolute non-dualism. Althouth the world in his system is not abhava (non-existent)
or Siunya (void), it is not the ultimate reality. Under ignorance, the self perceives itself
as different from Brahman, and following that, it perceives the phenomenal world as
real. When ignorance is removed by knowledge, the self realises its oneness with
Brahman and experience its true nature. The highest representation of the absolute
perceived by logical categories is isvara or sometimes translated as “God” or a
“Personal god”, who is taken to be saguna Brahman, or Brahman with qualities.
Saguna Brahman is a lower form of nirguna Brahman, or Brahman without qualities.
Acts of devotion to svara are conducive to self realisation, although to achieve self
realisation one would have to transcend even that form of Brahman and realise
nirguna Brahman. The stage of moksa is not the dissolution of the world, but “the

displaceinent of a false outlook (avidya) by the right outlook, wisdom (vidya)”*®

® Sat, cit, ananda.
" Avidya
% Radhakrishnan and Moore, A Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy, p. 507.
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Ramanuja’s school called Visistadvaita, propounds the non-dualism of the qualified.
In his system God*, the selves and the world exist, whereas matter and the selves are
dependent on God. They form a unity in which matter and the selves exist as the body
of Brahman. The individual self is essentially different than Brahman although it has
no purpose to serve apart from him or his service. Ramanuja takes the world to be
real, although dependent, “admits the inalienable individuality of the selves, and holds
that the Supreme Brahman is personal. For him, there can be no such thing as
undifferentiated Brahman”*’. For Ramanuja, the supreme person is Visnu Narayana.
Salvation is not the disappea.fance of the self merging with Brahman but its release
from its limiting barriers. The self’s dependence on God continues in the released
state, but whereas in the conditioned state, it is dominated by its non-essential nature,
at the state of release its essential nature is then manifested, and thus it can continue to
worship and revere God free from passion and ignorance. It is apparent that for

Ramanuja, Brahman is a person, and in that, his approach stands in marked distinction

to Sarikara. In this regard writes Lipner:

In Ramanuja’s theology the personhood at the core of Brahman’s being stands

in marked contrast to the ‘impersonal’ or hyper-personal nature of the
Advaitic Absolute.*®

However, “what is a person according to Ramanuja”? Or to articulate the question
differently, “how does Ramanuja define a person of personhood”? It seems that
although Ramanuja makes much efforts to distance himself from Sarkara, and to
articulate a new and personal philosophy, he still shares similar assumptions with his

advaitin opponent. Regarding Ramanuja’s definition of Brahman writes Lipner:

The definition, contained in TaiUp, 2.1.1., is that Brahman is ‘reality,
knowledge, infinite’. We shall not repeat the exegesis except to point out that
elsewhere*’ Ramanuja expands these definitional characteristics so that there

seem to be five in all: reality (satya), knowledge (jiiana), bliss (Gnanda),

8 [svara

% Radhakrishnan and Moore, A Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy, p. 508.
“8 Lipner, The Face of Truth, p. 80.
¥ $r7 Bhasya, 3.3.13
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purity (amalatva) and infinitude (anantatva). By this the adequacy of the
Taittirtya definition is not substantially impaired in that both ‘bliss’ and
‘purity’ may be seen as drawing out and clarifying the original content of the

definition.>®

It seems that although Ramanuja distances himself from Sankara by declaring that
Brahman is a person, it is apparent that he still relies on the same textual sources upon
which Sarikara relies, and that therefore, the outcome is personhood defined to a large

extent by knowledge. This idea is further reinforced by Lipner:

We have seen that Ramanuja maintains’' that, while ‘bliss’ is not
synonymous with ‘knowledge’, it is coterminous with it such that bliss is the
agreeable aspect of knowledge. ‘Purity’ amplifies ‘infinitude’. If ‘infinitude’
means ‘the absence of limitation due to place, time and being’, ‘purity’
denotes the quality and intensity of Brahman’s perfections and their freedom
from taint of blemish of any kind (i.e. from any sort of limitation such as
necessary contact with materiality, the power of karma, and so on). Coupled
with that of ‘infinitude’, the concept of ‘purity’ emphasizes the

uncompromising transcendence of Brahman’s svariipa over finite being.>?

Lipner emphasizes that “bliss” amplifies “knowledge”, and that “purity” amplifies
“infinitude”, taking “infinitude” to represent the “absence of limitations”.
Lipner concludes that know<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>