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Cette these a pour double objectif d'analyser et de comparer deux types de configurations 

divins-humains, ou theandriques: la figure de limiimdans l'Ismaelisme Nizan et lavnrara 

dans le Vai~.Q.avisme. Cette analyse, effectuee sous un angle philosophique, vise a 
comparer les articulations systematiques du savant et philosophe N~ al-Din Tusi (decede 

en 12 74) et celles de Ramanuja ( decede vers 113 7), philosophe par excellence du 

V ai~.Q.avisme . 

Les articulations divines-humaines, ordinairement reconnues sous le nom d'Incarnations, se 

definissent ou bien comme des figures humaines divinisees ou bien comme des divinites 

descendues dans le monde des mortels. Tandis que le concept Ismaelien Nizan de limiim 

se rapproche plut6t de la premiere definition, cete these tend a demontrer que Tusi s'est 

efforce au contraire de preserver l'unite de Dieu-et par consequent de preserver sa purete 

contre les qualites que lui attribuent les creatures humaines-tout en soutenant que le 

royaume humain constituait un milieu propre a la manifestation (ma~ar)du commandement 

(Amr) divin. Dans un meme sens, tandis que le concept indien de lavatara se definit 

indubitablement comme la descente du divin dans le royaume humain, cette these soutient 

que Ramanuja ne concevait toutefois pas //muamlcomme une Incarnation du divin dans le 

corps humain. La forme humaine etant en effet constituee de matiere, matiere qui se trouve 

elle-meme associee aux qualites qui limitent un etre physique au cycle de la naissance, de la 

mort et de la renaissance (Sa/psllra}-ceci a cause de !'ignorance (inz'"dyff) causee par les 

effets d'actions anterieures et presentes-un tel etat d'etre n'est done pas favorable au divin. 

A cet egard aussi lavatara est plutot une manifestation du divin qu'une incarnation. A 

partir d'une etude detaillee de ces deux concepts, cette these aborde de pertinentes questions 

qui peuvent se poser dans le cadre d'une tentative d'etablissement d'une typologie des 

configurations divins-humains utile aux travaux de recherche dans le domaine de l'Histoire 

des Religions. 
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Section I 

Introduction 

I. Statement of the Problem 

The problem addressed in this dissertation is whether it is possible to make meaningful 

comparisons between significant concepts in two different religious traditions. Charles J. 

Adams, over two decades ago, pointed out that historians of religions have in the main 

neglected to include Islam in their comparative studies, while drawing attention 

simultaneously to the fact that the categories devised by historians of religion did not 

necessarily fit the Islamic tradition. I This neglect has begun to be addressed in recent years, 

mostly in the form of targeted studies such as that ofToshihiko Izutsu's 1966 study titled A 

Comparative Study of the Key Philosophical Concepts in Sufism and Taoism2 and Henry 

Corbin's studies comparing Ismacifi and Mazdaean notions of time and gnosis.3 My own 

interest in the philosophical traditions of Islam and Hinduism led to me to wonder whether 

it was possible to conceive of philosophical systems, deeply grounded in their own 

historical, geographical, social and cultural contexts, as attempting to address universal 

problems. In other words, are there philosophical questions that are articulated in a specific 

manner and responded to in like manner but which nonetheless bear similarity to questions 

posed in another tradition in terms of their attempt to strive for a rational understanding of 

reality? 

1Charles J. Adams, "The History of Religion and the Study of Islam", in History of 
Religions: Essays on the Problem of Understanding, ed. by Joseph M. Kitagawa with 
Mircea Eliade and Charles H. Long (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
1967), 177-193. 
2Revised as T. Izutsu, Sufism and Taoism (Berkely and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1984). 
3In Joseph Campbell, ed., Man and Time; Papers from the Eranos Yearbooks (Bollingen 
Series, XXX, v.3) (New York: Princeton University Press and London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1957) and reprinted in Henry Corbin, Cyclical Time and Isrnaili Gnosis (London: 
Kegan Paul International, 1983). 
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The perennialist approach4 offers the view that divinity, however it may be conceived by 

differing traditions, is essentially one, while religious institutions, modes of worship and 

other expressions of religiosity, albeit inexhaustible in their diversity, are no more than 

symbols pointing to this unicity of divinity. What interested me was not simply the search 

for a perennialism underlying the study of differing religious philosophical systems, nor the 

desire to dismiss the specificities of each tradition, but rather to investigate simultaneously 

the commonality of the issues addressed by philosophical systems, as well as the diversity 

offered by the cultural contexts in which these systems arose. Since such a study in itself 

would prove to be an area too broad for study, it became necessary to isolate a focal point 

around which the two different philosphical systems could be organized. The notion of the 

divinized human being or theanthropos provided such a focal point, for such a person is a 

concrete (at least to appearances) expression of divinity as well as being a recognizable 

means through which knowledge of the divine may be communicated to other humans. In 

addition, such a person represents a source of authoritative knowledge concerning the 

various institutions, rites and ethical behaviour through which the faith community finds 

expression .. What would we find if the notion of the divinized human being in two different 

religio-cultural traditions were to be examined from the philosophical point of view? Could 

the study of two significantly different religious traditions with respect to the concept of 

theanthropos contribute to the development of a general typology of divine-human 

configurations? 

4 As an example, the view of F. Schuon: "There are only two relationships. to take into 
consideration, that of transcendence and that of immanence: according to the first, the reality 
of Substance annihilates that of the accident; accordjng to the second, the qualities of the 
accident-starting with their reality-cannot but be those of Substance." F. Schuon, 
Esoterism as Principle and as Way (Bedfont, Middlesex, UK: Perennial Books, 1981), trans. 
by William Stoddart. This quote is cited in an essay on Schuon's philosophical perspective. 
See James S. Cutsinger, "A Knowledge that Wounds Our Nature: The Message of Frithjof 
Schuon" in the Journal of the American Academy of Religion, LX:3, 465-491, 467. 
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Islam as such does not have the concept of the divinized human being; indeed, the prophet 

Mul).ammad is clearly identified in the Qrn-Jifn, the sacred text in Islam, as a human being.5 

The notion of .(Juliil (connoting the sense of "infusion" in theology (kaliim) and mysticism 

(ta$awwuf)) expresses the idea of the "indwelling of God in a creature".6 Muslims as a 

rule, from the viewpoint of strict monotheism, rejected the notion of 'God's .(Juliil in 

creatures on the grounds that it would lead to the existence of two etemals-----God and the 

receptive object. The notion of .(Juliil also implied that God was divisible, a suggestion that 

was considered unworthy of application to God given the emphasis on his unicity, or 

taw.(Jid. Indeed, the Christian doctrine of Incarnation is generally termed .(Juliil by Muslim 

authors. Furthermore, both Sunni and Shrcr doctors of doctrine condemned Muslim sects 

that they suspected of holding doctrines approaching .(Juliil, for example, the extreme Shrcr 

sects known as the ghulift, among others, who held that the imif~a figure in whom 

religious authority was vested-was veritably God Himself. However, notions of the 

human being whose soul is privy to divine mysteries-such that the individual self is 

overwhelmed by the expression of the divine within it-may be found in the Islamic 

mystical tradition commonly termed Sufism, in the person of the shaykh, the plr, the qufb, 

and so forth. In addition, within the philosophical tradition, there developed a concept of 

prophecy in which the prophet was the communicator par excellence to human beings of 

divine truths. Thus, although the prophet was a human like others, with respect to his soul 

he was inspired, and thus belonged to a vastly different order of being from ordinary 

human beings. Furthermore, according to the renowned Muslim philosopher lbn Sina (b. 

980 CE), the intellect of the prophet (and, in Muslim Shrcr circles, of the imiim) was 

5Qur~an. 18:111 in The Meaning of the Glorious Koran: An explanatory translation by 
Mohammed Marmaduke Picthall (New York and Toronto: The New American Library, 
n.d.), 219: "Say: I am only a mortal like you. My Lord inspireth in me that your God is 
only One God. And whoever hopeth for the meeting with his Lord, let him do righteous 
work, and make none sharer of the worship due unto his Lord." 
6L. Massignon, "I;Iulfil" in Bemard Lewis et al, eds., The Encyclopaedia of Islam (2nd 
Edition) (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1971), 570-571. 
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' 0 
considered to be fully developed and able to receive--unmediated by the processes of the 

human intellect-the emanation of the Active Intellect.7 Shici Is:macms philosophic writings, 

therefore, sought to walk a fine line between asserting God's taw.(lid, on the one hand, and 

establishing the importance of the imam as distinguished from other humans in his 

proximity to God, on the other. 

In Hinduism, the notion of the theanthropos is more easily to be found in the avatiira, as for 

example in the widely known work, the Bhagavad Glta, which details the exploits and 

teachings of ~Q.a, the avatiira of Vi~Q.u. Scholars have more readily seen in this concept 

material for comparison with the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation. 9 Such a dialogue is 

also implicit in the works of John Braisted CarmanlO and Julius Lipner,ll both of whom 

draw attention to Ramanuja as a theologian in their studies of the celebrated Hindu thinker. 

No studies that I know of have been conducted between Hinduism and Islam on the issue 

of theanthropos, with the exception of Robert C. Zaehner, who examines the correlations 

between Hindu and Muslim mysticism.12 This is due, in great part, to the notion that the 

Hindu concept of avatiira, understood as an incarnation of the supreme being, was thought 

7navidson sums up the importance of the Active (facciiJ) Intellect as follows: "One work of 
Alfarabi's, Avicenna generally, and the early works of Averroes not only recognized a 
transcendent cause that leads human intellects to actuality; they represented the transcendent 
cause of human thought, the active intellect, as the cause of the existence of part or all of the 
sublunar world." See Herbert A. Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna. & Aveniies, on Intellect 
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 29. The Active Intellect is the 
tenth intellect emanating from the First Intellect, in al-Farabi's ontological schema, based on 
Aristotle. 
8The Isma"ilis are Shici Muslims whose intellectual achievements and political engagements 
with the larger Muslim community have drawn the attention of modem scholarship. For an 
introduction to the lsma<Ilis, see Wilferd Madelung, "Shiism" and "Isma"Iliyah" in Mircea 
Eliade, editor in chief, The Encyclopedia of Religion (New York: Macmillan Publishing 
Co., 1986), 242-247 and 247-260. For a fuller study, see Farhad Daftary, The IsmifCilis: 
Their history and doctrines (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
9 As for example, in Geoffrey Parrinder, Avatar and Incarnation (London: Faber and Faber, 
1970). 
lOJohn Braisted Carman, The Theology of Ramanuja: An Essay in Interreligious 
Understanding (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1974), 13 and 256. 
11Julius Lipner, The Face of Truth: A Study of Meaning and Metaphysics in the Vedantic 
Theology of Ramiinuja (Albany: State University of New York (SUNY) Press, 1986), 103-
104. 
12Robert C. Zaehner, Hindu and Muslim Mysticism (London: 1960). 
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to come closer to the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation, and hence the two notions were 

perceived to be comparable as a category. In this regard, Geoffrey Parrinder's work may be 

mentioned as one such comparison.13 In this dissertation I will be examining whether the 

notion of avatara can, in fact, be understood as incarnation. Indeed, as will be seen later, the 

very term theanthropic, defined as "pertaining, relating to, or having the nature of both God 

and man; at once divine and human",14 from which the term theanthropos ("God-Man") is 

derived and applied to Jesus the Christ causes a problem if applied without qualification to 

the avatara. 

In order to bring greater focus and depth into my study, I decided to examine the concept of 

imiim and avatara, respectively, in the writings of two philosophers, one from each 

tradition. I have chosen the Ismacm writings of the astronomer, philosopher, theologian 

and mystic Na~ir al-Din 'fiisi (1201-1274 CE) for my investigation into the concept of 

imam. His Isma:cm works, which belong to the Nizan, or Alamiit phase of Ismacnism, are 

significant for illustrating a development in Ismacm theories regarding the imamate from the 

classical Fatimid Isma:cmts formulations that immediately preceded Nizan Ismatflism. 

Scholars of Ismacilism will note that Tiisi's theory advances the imam's position in the 

hierarchy of being, or ontology, significantly over Isma:cm thinkers prior to him, although I 

reserve final judgement with respect to this issue until some of his lesser known Ismacili 

predecessors have been studied more closely. At the same time, to avoid divinizing the 

imam to the extent that his writings could be labelled as being among those of the ghulat

a position that the Ismacilis were not sympathetic to--'fiisi strives to maintain a distinction 

between pure divinity and the imam, which will be explored later in this study in the 

appropriate section on his ontology. It is precisely because 'fiisi's articulation of the theory 

13parfinder, Avatar and Incarnation. 
14-J'he Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford U.P., 1979), v. 2, 
3279. 
15Generally understood to be the period between 910 CE and 1094 CE/1110 CE. 
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of imifmah is closer to the notion of a divine-human configuration that I thought his work 

might yield some interesting observations with regard to the larger study of comparing the 

concept of imifm with the notion of avatlira, as is found in Hinduism. 

During his lifetime, not all of which was spent in association with the Ismaefii dacwah (the 

institution responsible for the understanding and dissemination of the lsma:cm ShiCi 

perception of Islam), Tusi wrote and worked extensively on philosophy, theology, logic, 

~ufism, and astronomy. Tfisi's theological, scientific and mystic works will not be under 

investigation here. For a period in his life, he was a resident scholar at Alamut, 

headquarters of Nizan Ismacnism, and his articulation of Isma:cm thought is reflected in the 

works Ta$awwuriit (more accurately known as Raw{liital-Taslim) and the autobiographical 

Sayr va Sulfik. Even though he declared himself to be an Ithna cAshari ShiCi after the fall 

of Baghdad in 1258 CE (and scholarly opinion is divided on whether he was an lthna 

cAshari Shici all along), his philosophical work prior to his declaration is considered by the 

later IsmaCUi tradition as representative of its theoretical stance. Irrespective of the many 

controversies that exist regarding the true religious ~filiation of this celebrated thinker, the 

above-mentioned works exercised a significant impact on how the concept of imifm was 

understood in post-Fa!imid Ismacmsm. 

Since the notion of avatlira pertains, by and large, to Vi~I)U, I have chosen to study the 

works of the pre-eminent Vai~vava thinker, Ramanuja (1017-1137 CE; traditional dates16), 

a philosopher par excellence, who lived in South India. His major work, the Snohii$ya, 

offers a rich and complex source of investigation for students of Indian philosophy. As the 

leading exponent of the Indian philosophical dar§ana known as Visi$tiidvaita (qualified 

non-dualism), his work represents a major challenge to the reigning darsana of the day, 

Saiikara's Advaita (non-dualism). Whereas for Salikara the supreme being (Brahman) is 

16carman, The Theology, 27, suggests the dates 1077-1157 CE. 
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essentially without attributes (nirgll(lB), and whereas It is the sole reality, Ramanuja offers a 

view that Brahman is replete with attributes and that the world is also real. Thus, for him, 

the notion of anlt8i7lis not a second order of ultimately ephemeral being, but rather a full 

manifestation of the divine being himself. Although his discussions of the nature of the 

aYatiira are scattered throughout his writings, it is clear that the notion of avatifni 

constitutes a vivid Epic and Puri.Qic backdrop to his writings. That is to say, firstly, as a 

Vai~.Q.avite, he was keenly aware of Vi~~u's at"Btiirnsas expressions of divinity, as would 

have been his audience. Secondly, by writing a commentary on the B.IJoga·Fad Oftil, be 

acknowledged the importance of this pivotal text that was to figure so largely in the 

development of the Bhakti tradition. In the introduction to his commentary on this text, 

purported to be the teachings of ~a. Ramanuja clearly understands ~.Q.a to be an 

Bt'111'ifniof Vi~u. That is, he understood ~.Q.a to be a mode of divinity through which 

authoritative teaching was being communicated, teaching that was codified as a SJ11f(i 

("remembered") text. 

Thus, the primary aim of this dissertation is to examine how theanthropic figures are 

conceived of in a philosophical manner by the two thinkers N~ al-Din Tusi and 

Ramanuja. A secondary consideration to be noted, even if not to be explored fully within 

the confines of this dissertation is the fact that the two concepts, imiiiJJand BT'Rtifni. have 

been identified in an actual historical context, namely that of the Indian subcontinental 

Satpanth Ismaeili §.li:tifnliterature. To briefly explore the historical identification of the two 

concepts, I draw the reader's attention to Azim Nanji's study of the Satpanth Ismacili 

tradition in Hind and Sind, in which he focuses on the development of a tradition in 

Northern India that represents a creative interface between Nizan Ismaeili Shtism and, 

among other Indian subcontinental traditions, the Hindu V ai~.Q.ava Bhakti tradition.17 

17Nanji also draws attention to the indigenous Tantric, Sitnr.and Saivite traditions, as well 
as the solar cult, with which the Isma•ili do "'w.rlli(lit. "that which calls", hence "mission") 
may have interacted. Azim Nanji, "The Nizm Isma•ili Tradition in Hind and Sind" (Ph.D. 
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The Satpanth tradition represents the fruit of the Isma'ili Shtite attempts at establishment in 

the Indian subcontinent. A significant feature of its literature is the identification of the 

figure of the Shtite ..ti.t.tKmwith the tenth awaited Hindu avlllifrn. Scholars such as Ivanow, 

Madelung, Khakee and others18 have noted the equation made between these two concepts 

in Satpanth literature, and subsequently, have built on the assumption that these two 

concepts have so much in common that in fact they are identical. To date, there have been 

no studies examin1ng whether there was in fact any philosophical basis on which the two 

concepts could be identified. Although the Satpanth tradition offers an example of the 

possible compatibility of the two concepts, and may offer to historians of religions-once 

more detailed studies have been conducted-interesting clues on how two differing 

religious traditions creatively interface, my primary interest in this study is to analyse the 

philosophical structures underpinning these two respective divine-human configurations. 

In. so doing, this dissertation will, I hope, rectify this lacunae with respect to the 

philosophical compatibility of two distinct notions of theanthropos that came to be 

historically identified in the Satpanth Isma'ili tradition. However, it should be emphasized 

that determining the lustor.ic;ll linkages upon which such an identification may have been 

based will have to be left to future scholarship. 

The Ismacili propagandists who contributed to the formation of Satpanth in. Northern India 

(Sind, Gujarat and Kutchch) are thought to have maintained close ties with the Persian 

school of Nizan: Isma'illsm, headquartered in the fort of Alamut. TuSi was writing his 

dissertation, McG:ill University, 1972), 61-64; this work formed the basis for the book 
published under the title Tlte M"ziid IsmiiYLf Tmdltiat1 ia roe Iado-Pa.kiShi.Ll Subcat~tioent: 
(Delmar: Caravan Books, 1978). 
18see V. Ivanow, "Satpanth" in. CoHect:m1ea, v.1 (Leiden.: E.J. Brill, 1948), 1-48; 
Madelun.g, "Shiism", 13:242-70; G. Khakee, "The PIISitAr-'Ntiiraof Satpanthi Ismailis and 
Im.am Shahis of In.do-Pakistan" (Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1972); Ali S. Asani, 
"The Gin.an. Literature of the Ismailis of In.do-Pakistan: Its Origins, Characteristics and 
Themes" in. D.L. Eck and F. Mallison, eds., Pevotioo .Orr-zne: B.IJ1lkt:i Tnulitioosfrom r.IJe 
Reg.ioos af Iodia(Gronin.gen: Egbert F orstein., 1991), 1-18, as examples. 
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Ismaeili works during the thirteenth century, a period that coincided with a major thrust of 

the Ismaeili conversion .maclJ.i.oa(the da""wliD)into India.19 Thus, it is highly probable that 

Tusi's writings exercised a significant impact on how the concept of imifDI as well as 

Ismaeilism itself was to be understood. While it is difficult precisely to pin down the 

geographical locations of the surviving Ismaeilis after the fall of A1amut in 1256 CE, many 

fled to the Indian subcontinent where the da ""wan had already made strong connections.20 

As Tusi's conceptualizations were contemporaneous, it is likely that they informed the 

developing Satpanth tradition. 

Similarly, the spheres of Ismaeili activity in North India exhibit a Vai~vite presence. The 

§ioiins. as the hymnal literature of the Satpanth Ismaeili tradition is known, make frequent 

references to Vaik.uiJ.\:ha, the supreme resort of Vi~IJ.u; the Lord of the three worlds (an 

indication of the three gigantic strides taken by Vi~u in his fifth incarnation as Vamana, 

the dwarf); Hari, an epithet of Vi~IJ.U-~IJ.a; among others.21 Although the question of 

historical connections between the emerging Satpanth communities and Vai~ava 

communities cannot be fully studied here, it should be noted that Ramanuja, who himself 

lived in the South, travelled to the Northwest and visited places which were already 

established centres of Vai~IJ.avism. The A.tvars (Tamil poet-saints) mention places in the 

North where Vai~IJ.ava communities had developed. The travels of the South Indians 

Nathamuni, Yamuna and Ramanuja through the Northwest may have established a 

connection between the southern and northern Vai~IJ.ava traditions.22 Hardy has shown the 

influence of the South Indian A.tvar tradition (to which Ramanuja subscribed) upon the 

19See in. this connection Tazim R. Kassam, "Songs of Wisdom and Circles of Dance: An 
Anthology of Hymns by the Satpanth Isma•ili Saint, Pir Shams" (Ph.D. dissertation, McGill 
University, 1992). This study investigates the historical origins of Satpanth Isma•ilism, as 
the Indian phase of Isma·ilism came to be known. 
20farhad Daftary, TlJe IsttJii1ti~ 444-445: "Many of the Quhistani Nizans who survived 
the Mongol massacres migrated to Afghanistan, Sind, Panjab and other parts of the Indian 
subcontinent." 
21For examples, see the .,Wiii:t.stranslated by Kassam. "Songs of Wisdom". 
22J thank: Katherine K. Young for drawing my attention to these points. 
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0 formulation of the Bl!if§avalli Purif.p11, a sacred text noted for its tenth book, which deals 

with the highly popular exploits of ~.23 

The comparison undertaken in this dissertation will contribute toward a more sophisticated 

philosophic understanding of the theoretical basis upon which Satpanth ph's (or tlii7~) 

sought to develop an Ismaelli identity within the largely V ai~qavite milieu in which the 

tla ~willl seems to have been active. The comparison proposed in this study will help future 

researchers to understand whether the identification proposed by the Ismaelli pfrsin the 

Indian subcontinent was based on substantive grounds or if it was simply an expedient 

measure to facilitate conversion, or in between the two. Recent studies such as those of 

Kassam point to the fact that Satpanth was a development in India arising out of social, 

cultural, political as well as religious factors.24 If so, then the development of Satpanth 

cannot be viewed only as the imposition of Indian religious symbols upon the Ismaelli 

belief system, or vice-versa, but must be examined more seriously as a creative interaction 

between the deeper social and religious constructs of each tradition. Such an investigation 

would require a development of the scholarship on the p.i'Jilnliterature, which scholarship is 

still in its nascent stages, as well as more information about the Indian communities of the 

time.25 

23Friedhelm Hardy. l'inlba-Bhllk:t:t:· The ear.(y .b.tSt:ay of Ki;s'pa def'vt:ion in Sour.!J India 
(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1983). See Part 5. 
24see Kassam, "Songs of Wisdom". 203-204. Kassam notes: "The period between the 
Sum.rah recapture of Lower Sind in 1051 C.E. and the Ghurid attack of the Isma•ilis in 
Multiin in 1165 CE is most likely the crucible in which the social basis of an indigenous 
Isma"ili community was forged through intermarriages, political alliances and a common 
cause requiring mutual trust and support .. [which] would have ... created a fertile ground 
for the exploration and exchange of religious and cultural ideas." Ibid., 201. 
25 Asani notes, in the absence of any historical verification, that the community itself asserts 
its period of activity in India to be "as early as the thirteenth century". See AJ.i S. Asani, 
"The Ismaili §itlilasas devotional literature" in R.S. McGregor, ed., Per"'Oional Literature 
ia Sou!:IJ Asia: Cu.tn>ot Researc.b 1.9&.s:-1.9.98(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992). 101. 
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To summarize, the aims of this dissertation are firstly to examine, from a philosophical 

point of view, divine-human configurations in two different religious traditions. 

Specifically, this study will investigate the concept of the theanthropos in the Ism1tili 

thought of the philosopher-t187N~ al-Din Tu$i (1201-1274 CE) and the Vai~1}.ava 

philosopher Rimanuja ((1017-1137 CE). 

Secondly, in analysing and comparing the philosophical structures underpinning the 

concepts of imiim and aF'llliim in the writings of the abovementi.oned philosophers, this 

study will examine the compatability of these two concepts and whether their identification 

in the literature of the Satpanth Isma'ilis might have had any philosophical basis. 

Thirdly, on the basis of this study, I will offer some pertinent questions that may be asked 

when developing a typology of divine-human configurations. It is hoped that in this 

manner this dissertation will advance the discussion of meaningful comparative analysis 

between key concepts in different religious traditions. 

11. Methodological Considerations 

There is some debate as to whether or not the undertaking of a comparative analysis such as 

is proposed here is possible or meaningful. For instance, an eminent f)Ufism scholar once 

mentioned that such an endeavour was like comparing apples and oranges. Yet, within the 

context of the historical development of religious traditions, parallel or analogous concepts 

do get identified, as in the example of Satpanth Ismacilism, where an equation is made 

between imiimand lif''llliirll, respectively. Moreover, there is the larger framework of the 
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questions pertaini.Og to broader religious concepts such as divinity and the development of 

typologies to help organize deeper reflections on and responses to the sacred by human 

societies through the ages. That there is possibility of and value to comparative work was 

sharply brought into focus by Marilyn R. Waldman in her self-described "best bad pun": 

"You can make fruitful comparisons between apples and oranges, especially if you are 

interested in small round objects. "26 

Waldman's thesis is that such a comparative study of categories outlined by the discipline 

commonly known as the history of religions is possible, provided that there has been 

careful reflection on certain key issues pertaining to the categories, and proceeding from 

that, the procedure of comparision is clearly and explicitly outlined. For example, she asks: 

a. Do we begin by assuming similarity or difference or some mixture of the two? 

b. Do we believe that comparative strategies are discovered, uncovered, found, 

constructed, stipulated, or imagined? 

Following upon questions such as these, W aidman goes on to discuss how her own 

comparative research proceeds along the lines of "stipulating or constructing patterns of 

similarity explicitly, according to a stated rationale." I have kept W aidman's observations to 

the fore-if perhaps not quite in the manner intended by her-when constructing a 

methodology for the purposes of my investigation, especially with regard to stipulating my 

comparative strategy. This I have done by isolating four categories within the systematic 

articulations of each thinker through which I will be examining the concept of the divine

human configuration, that is, imam and avatifra, respectively. These four categories are: 

ontology, psychology, epistemology and salvation. They will enable me to determine 

whether there are similar philosophical concerns and issues that pertain to the concepts of 

Q 26Marilyn R. Waldman, "Islam and the Comparative Study of Religion." Draft paper 
presented to the American Academy of Religion, Anaheim, California, November 1989. 
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imiim and avatara, respectively. With respect to Waldman's flrst question, whether we 

begin by assuming similarity or difference, or some mixture of the two, I would like to note 

only that the Satpanth tradition considered them identical; that is, that someone, at some 

time, at some place, thought the two were identiflable as identical. Whether in fact, 

speaking from a philosophical point of view, there is any basis for them to be identical, or 

similar or different or a mixture, is something I will depend on my sources to tell me. Thus, 

in my conclusion, I will draw a comparison based on my investigation of each thinker's 

reflections on the nature of the imifm and avatara, respectively, with regard to the larger 

categories outlined above. Following this, I will briefly examine, as a secondary but critical 

issue, whether the Indian Isma:cm da cwah had any substantial basis for declaring the imiim 

as tlie tenth avatara in its hymnal literature. Finally, I will raise the questions that need to be 

asked were a typology of divine-human conflgurations to be developed within the 

discipline of History of Religions. 

Problems of Scope 

Considering that this study undertakes an examination of two key thinkers, one from each 

tradition, it is important to clarify in what respect will it be of value to Islamicists and to 

lndologists. With respect to the growing fleld of Ismacm studies, it must be noted that a full 

study of Na~ir al-Din Tusi has not, to date, been undertaken precisely because of the 

various flelds to which he made a contribution.27 The Ismacm: writings of Tiisi represent 

27Noted by James W. Morris, "The Philosopher-Prophet in Avicenna's Political 
Philosophy", in Charles E. Butterworth, ed., The Political Aspects of Islamic Philosophy 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 157. He observes: "Unfortunately, the 
many extant studies of al~Tfisi (whether in Western languages or in Persian and Arabic) tend 
to focus on narrower subjects--e.g., his astronomical endeavors, Ismaili Shiite writings, 
role in Imami Shiite kalam, political functions (under the Mongols and earlier), and . 
relations with al-Qiinawi (and other disciples) [of Ibn al~'Arabi]-without indicating the 
way these writings and activities are tied to his lifelong devotion to the study and teaching 
of Avicenna's philosophy and its political applications." Whether or not one agrees with 
his view of the underlying unity in Tusi's diverse spheres of intellectual activity, the charge 
levelled against the scholarship on Tusi holds. However, such a complete work on all of 
Tfisi's writings must necessarily be preceded by detailed study on the each of these areas. 
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only one aspect of his thought. Studies of his Ismacifi writings have so far been conducted 

by Ivanow, Badak:hchani, Madelung and Dabashi. Hodgson and Daftary refer to his 

thought in the context of larger studies.28 Ivanow's research constitutes a paraphrase of 

TUsi's Ta~awwurift, as well as the preparation of an edition of the text and its translation, 

which is accompanied by an annotated glossary of terms. As such, important though 

Ivanow's scholarship was for drawing attention to and making accessible 'fusi's Ismacfii 

writings, it does not constitute a full analysis. Badak:hchani, as part of his doctoral 

dissertation in which he presented a new edition of the Ta$awwuriit, as well as a partial 

translation of the same, examined the doctrines of bif.tin (lit. the 'inner", hence, esoteric), 

ta 3wil (symbolic interpretation), tacJim (instruction) and qiyifmat (the Resurrection). 

Although his efforts are laudable and useful for further scholarship, there is no systematic 

analysis of the notion of imifm as is proposed to be undertaken here. Madelung's work on 

the Ismacifi aspect of 'fusi has hitherto been recorded in his paper on 'fusi ethics; as a noted 

scholar on Shitism, further works from him would be welcome. His landmark study on the 

historical development of the institution of imifmate and its relation to the doctrine of 

imifmah has cleared the field for more detailed studies of the concept of imifm with respect 

to individual thinkers. I am, as are other scholars of Ismacilism, awaiting with interest 

Hamid Dabashi's paper on Tfisi that is shortly to be published in a collected edition by 

Farhad Daftary. In addition, there is still much research to be undertaken with respect to 

the intellectual history and development of ideas from one Ismacm thinker to another, and 

28For example, see W. Ivanow, "An Ismailitic Work by Nasiru'd-din Tusi" in Joumal of the 
Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland (1931), 3:527-564; W. Ivanow, ed. and 
trans., The Rawdatu't-Taslim commonly called Tasawwurat by Nasiru'd-din Tusi (Leiden: 
E.J. Brill, 1950); Sayyed Jalal Hosseini Badakhchani, "The Paradise of Submission: A 
Critical Edition and Study of Raw~eh-i TasUm commonly known as Ta~wwuriit by 
Khwajeh Na~ir al-Din Tiisi, 1201-1275" (Ph.D. dissertation, Oxford University, 1989); 
Wilferd Madelung, "N~ir ad-Din Tiisi's Ethics Between Philosophy, Shicism and Sufism" 
in Richard G. Hovannisian, ed., Ethics in IslaQJ (Malibu: Undena Publications, 1985), 85-
101; and Hamid Dabashi, whose paper on Tiis1 is about to appear in a series of articles on 
Isma'ilism to be edited by Farhad Daftary and is not yet available. Marshall G.S. Hodgson, 
The Order of Assassins: The Struggle of the Early Nizan Ismii'ilis Against the Islamic 
World ('s-Gravenhage: Mouton & Co., 1955), esp. 231ff, and Daftary, The Isma'ilis, 408ff 
include Tiisi in their larger purview. 
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from one Isma:cm phase to another. The connections between the Ismac-J.li works of Tusi 

and prior Isma:cm as well as Muslim philosophers such as lbn Sina still have to be 

researched and for these the scholarly world awaits the writings of James W. Morris and 

Hamid Dabashi, both of whom are purported to be working on these issues. Scholars such 

as Madelung, Halm, Corbin and Daftary29 have attempted to begin to place the history and 

thought of Ismacm ideas in a continuum. Current scholarly research as evinced in the 

writings of Walker, Alibhai, Hunzai, Kassam, and Hunsberger,30 to name but a few, is of 

necessity still centred on examining the contributions made by individual Isma:cm thinkers 

(none of which writings are on Tiisi). 

The efforts ofTusi's Ismacm works evidence a close familiarity with previous works in that 

tradition as well as engagement with philosophical issues in the larger context of Muslim 

philosophy that occupied Ismacm thinkers of the Fapmid period. Given the focus and 

scope of this work, it will not be possible (nor relevant) to examine Tusi's Ismacm works in 

the full context of Ismacm thought as well as Muslim philosophical thought However, this 

29wilferd Madelung, "Das Imamat in der friihen ismailitischen Lehre" in Der Islam (1961), 
43-135; Heinz Halm, Kosmologie und Heilslehre der friihen ismif"IIiya: einc Studie iiber 
islamischen Gnosis (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1978); Henry Corbin, Trilogie Ismaelienne 
(Tehran and Paris, Institute Franco-iranien, 1961); Henri Corbin, Histoire de la Philosophic 
Islamique (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1964); Farhad Daftary, The Ismii•Ilis, op. cit 
Although this list is by no means exhaustive, it must be mentioned that after Ivanow's 
landmark 1952 monograph in which a comprehensive look at Ism&:•Ilism was offered, 
Daftary's was the frrst attempt to survey the development of lsma•Ilism within a historical, 
political and intellectual context. See W. lvanow, Brief Survey of the Evolution of 
Ismailism (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1952), and Daftary, cited above. 
3%ul E. Walker, The Wellsprings of Wisdom: A Study of Abii Ya'qiib al-Sijistlim""'s Kitao 
al-yanabfc {Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1994); Paul E. Walker, Early 
Philosophical Shiism: The Ismaili Neoplatonism of Abii Ya'qiib al-Sijistiini (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993); Paul E. Walker, "Abii Yacqub al-Sijistani and the 
Development of Ismaili Neoplatonism" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, 1974); 
Mohamad Abualy Alibhai, "Abii Yacqiib al-Sijistani and K.itab Sullam al-Najat: A Study in 
Islamic Neoplatonism" (Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1983); Faquir Muhammad 
Hunzai, "The Concept of Tawi)Id in the Thought of l;lamid al-Din al-Kirmani (Ph.D. 
dissertation, McGill University, 1986); Sayyed Jalal Hosseini Badakhchani, "The Paradise 
of Submission"; Tazim Rahim Kassam, "Songs of Wisdom"; Alice Chandler Hunsberger, 
"NR$ir-i Khusraw's Doctrine of the Soul: From the Universal Intellect to the Physical World 
in Isma:cru Philosophy" (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1992), as examples. Also 
my own short study: Zainool Rahim Kassam, "The Problem of Knowledge in Nilir-i 
Khusraw: An Ismaci:II Thinker of 5th/11th century" (M.A. thesis, McGill University, 1984). 
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study should advance studies undertaken in that regard. Similary, his work as a Twelver

Shicite theologian, as a commentator on the esteemed philosopher Ibn Sina (A vicenna), as a 

$iifi and as a scientist are completely outside the purview of this dissertation. However, it 

is my hope that this study of Tusi's thought as found in his major Isma:cm work, the 

Ta$awwuriit, will further the research on Isma:cm philosophy, and thereby contribute both to 

the study of Islamic philosophy and more integrated Ismacm studies. In addition, this study 

on the concept of imam should advance scholarship on the historical development of ideas 

concerning imifmah with respect to Isma:cm studies as a whole and Nizan Ismacilism in 

particular. 

For Ramanuja, the situation is somewhat different. As a key Indian philosopher, Ramanuja 

has commanded greater scholarly attention, both indigenous and western, than has Tiisi. 

References to some of the key works on Ramanuja can be found in the bibliographies of 

both Carman and Lipner. However, there are still infinite possibilities for research both 

with respect to specific issues in his thought, and with respect to his engagement with other 

darianas or Indian philosophical schools. For instance, in examining the secondary 

literature on Ramanuja, I was unable to find any systematic analysis of his position on 

avatifra. This is perhaps due to the fact, mentioned earlier, that this concept is not of central 

concern to him even though it forms an underlying backdrop against which many of his 

ideas are articulated. Carman examines the notion of avatifra briefly in the context of wider 

discussions of God's relationship to man's moral and religious action in the form of divine 

grace, and in the divine•s role as merciful protector and savior. Although he does not 

undertake a full investigation of the avatifra, his work on the theology of Ramanuja has 

thrown some light on the importance of the avatifra in a devotional context. I hope that my 

study will augment Carman•s treatment of the issues from a philosophical perspective. 

Lipner's discussion is all too brief, comprising no more than five pages in total, but his 

comments provide very helpful clues. Although Lipner considers Ramanuja to be a 

theologian in his overall concerns, he has examined the philosophical subtleties in 
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Ramanuja's works that have added to my understanding of this complex and intriguing 

philosopher. My studies on avatara from the point of view of philosophy will, I hope, add 

to Lipner's work. In order to conduct an inquiry on the concept of avatara in Ramanuja's 

writings, I have consulted three primary sources, namely, Snohif~ya, Vedifrthasaqtgraha 

and Gitifbhif$ya . In this regard, my study offers the frrst full investigation of this concept 

in Ramanuja's writings and my contribution lies in specifically examining the concept of 

avatifra with respect to four categories of philosophical investigation, namely, ontology, 

psychology, epistemology and teleology in the sense of salvation/liberation. It is my hope 

that this study of Ramanuja's abovementioned writings with respect to the notion of avatifra 

will contribute to the field of Indian philosophy in general, and V ai~Q.ava studies in 

particular. 

Regarding Translations 

The works utilized in this dissertation have all, by and large, been translated by earlier 

scholars in the field. Tusl's Ta$8wwurift was first translated in 1950 by W. Ivanow,31. 

whose indefatigible efforts in the field went far in establishing Ismacm studies on the 

scholarly map. As noted by Daftary,32 Ivanow's original field of study was Iranian 

languages, and he worked under the directorship of the eminent philologist, C. Salemann at 

the former Asiatic Museum (renamed the Institute of Oriental Studies) in St. Petersburg. In 

his many translations of Ismacm works, Ivanow took great pains to point out peculiarities 

within the language of the text, problems encountered in translation, authorship, dating, and 

notes on the technical terms and doctrines presented in the text. While the translations are 

31The Rawdatu't-Taslim commonly called Tasawwurnt by Nasiru'd-din Tusi, Persian Text, 
edited and Translated into English by W. Ivanow (Leiden: EJ.Brill for the Ismaili Society, 
1950). 
32parhad Daftry, "Bibliography of the Publications of the Late W. Ivanow" in Islamic 
Culture, Jan. 1971, 55. 
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not always literal, they communicate the concepts intended, provided one has recourse to 

the original text. 

The Ta$awwurift was re-edited and portions of it retranslated by Jalal Badakhchani33 in 

1989 on the basis of new manuscripts that had come to light subsequent to the manuscripts 

utilized by Ivanow. Badakhchani reports several misreadings by Ivanow, stating that they 

are too numerous to point out, and claims that the latter also deleted a great number of the 

Arabic quotations from the body of the text. 34 However, he does not himself provide a 

complete translation of the text, choosing to paraphrase at certain sections. Accordingly, in 

the section on Tusi, the translations provided by Badakhchani will be utilized when 

available, and recourse made to Ivanow's translations in other instances. Despite his greater 

fidelity to the text, Badakhchani's translations are less readable compared with Ivanov's. 

There is still room for improvement in this area of translation and this is perhaps a task that 

can be taken up at a later date. In all cases, I have checked against the Persian original to 

ensure that the translation offered, whether Badakhchani's or Ivanow's, does not depart 

from the meaning of the text. In many instances, to improve the accuracy of the translation, 

I have offered my own. The Sayr va Suliik has been translated by Badakhchani in an 

unpublished work titled Contemplation and Action in 1987.35 This work has not been 

utilized to any great extent in the dissertation; however, Badakhchani's translation is offered 

in the one or two instances in which it has been cited. 

For the section on Ramanuja, the chief works that have been utilized are his magnum opus, 

the Sribhif$ya; the Vedifrthasarpgraha, which van Buitenen refers to as Ramanuja's 

"philosophical debut"; and the Gitifbhif$ya, a commentary on the Bhagavad Gitif, which van 

33Badakhchani, "The Paradise of Submission", op.cit 
34Jbid., 3, n. 2. 
35J. Badakhchani, "Contemplation and Action: English 
(author's typescript, London, 1987; first translated 1983). 
text of Sayr va Suliik. 
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Buitenen places as having been composed after the Sribhli~ya. For the Snohii§ya, I have 

utilized the edition of the text offered in the The University of Poona Sanskrit and Prakrit 

Series, which aimed at providing a critical edition of this key text, along with "an English 

translation, Introduction, Notes and Appendices" by Raghunath Damodar Karmarkar, a 

respected senior Poona Sanskritist.36 The Vedlfrthasarpgraha has been similarly edited and 

translated by J.A.B. van Buitenen, a noted lndologist and eminent Sanskritist.37 For the 

Gitaohli$ya, I have taken recourse to the translation of A. Govindacharya published in 

1898.38 Although this is a much older translation, given the more recent (1985) translation 

available ofM.R. Sampatkumaran,39 I have preferred it owing to its more literal translation 

of the text, despite its archaisms. The Sanskrit text itself is found in the Granthamiila.40 

The translations of Carman and Lipner have been utilized in the contexts in which they 

occur. In all cases, all the translations utilized are those of authorities well-established in the 

field. I did not think it necessary to reproduce their worthy efforts in this area, except to 

check the Sanskrit originals for my own clarification. 

Ill. A Brief Historical Overview of the Concept of Imiim 

The term imiim (literally, "one who precedes", "one who leads the prayer") is understood 

by Shicah Muslims to connote the true successors of Mul)ammad with respect to the 

36 Sribhif$ya of Ramiinuja, edited with a complete English Translation, Introduction, Notes 
and Appendices by Raghunath Damodar Karmarkar (Poona: University of Poona Sanskrit 
and Prakrit Series, Part 1: 1959; Part II: 1962; Part III: 1964). 
37Ramanuja's Vedlirthasaipgraha: Introduction, Critical Edition and Annotated Translation 
by J.A.B. van Buitenen (Poona: Deccan College Monograph Series, 1956). 
38 Sri Bhagavad-Gitlf with Sri Rlimanujlfchlirya 's V.iSi$/ildvaita-Commentary, translated into 
English by A. Govindacharya, the disciple of Snman (sic) Yogi S. Parthasarathi Aiyangar 
(Madras: At the Vaijayanti Press, 1898). 
3917Je Gitaohlf$ya of Rlimiinuja, trans. M.R. Sampatkumaran (Bombay: Ananthacharya 
Indological Research Institute, 1985 [reprint]). 
40sri Bhagavad Ramanuja Granthamala, ed. Sri Kanchi P.B. Annangaracharya Swami 
(Kancheepuram: Granthamala Office, 1956). 
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spiritual, and at times, the temporal, leadership of the community. One of the sources for 

this claim is the account, found in both Sunni and ShiCJ collections of lJadith (traditions 

recounting the sayings and actions of the Prophet and his companions), concerning the 

details of what has come to be termed the Farewell Pilgrimage of the Prophet. According to 

an account given by Ibn J:Ianbal in his Musnad, the Prophet declared his cousin and son-in

law cAn to be in a position of authority similar to his own: 

We were with the Apostle of God in his journey and we stopped at Ghadir 
Khumm. We performed the obligatory prayer together and a place was 
swept for the Apostle under two trees and he performed the mid-day prayer. 
And then he took c Ali by the hand and said to the people: Do you not 
acknowledge that I have a greater claim on each of the believers than they 
have on themselves?' And they replied: 'Yes!' And he took eAU's hand and 
said: 'Of whomsoever I am Lord [Mawla], then cAJi is also his Lord. 0 
God! Be Thou the supporter of whoever supports cAll and the enemy of 
whoever opposes him.' And cumar met him [tAli] after this and said to 
him: 'Congratulations, 0 son of Abu TIDib! Now morning and evening [i.e~ 
forever] you are the master of every believing man and woman.'41 

In subsequent events, eAU did become the fourth caliph, but his caliphate was contested by 

Mucawiyah, the Umayyad governor of Syria, who claimed tltat the issue of the third Caliph 

cuthman's murder had never been fully resolved, accusing cAn of complicity in the affair. 

cAll's supporters rallied around him and came to be known as the party (shi'ah) of c Ali. 

The next event of significance in the development of Shitism is the death of J:Iusayn, the 

son of cAli, at Karbala (in Iraq) in 680 CE. This led to the formation of a radical Shicite 

sect called the Kaysaniyah, whose doctrines need not concern us here except in so far as 

they considered cAii and his three sons as "successive, divinely appointed imiims with 

supernatural qualities. "42 The doctrines of the Kaysaniyah were not accepted by the more 

41Reproduced from Moojan Momen, An Introduction to ShJci Islam (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1985), 15. In his notes, Momen draws attention to other 
similar traditions (l)adlth) found in Ibn I;Ianbal's Musnad. as well as to the Sunan of lbn 
Maja. This specific tradition is found in lbn I;Ianbal's Musnad, 4:281. The Arabic text is: 
man kuntu mawlilhu fa.~AJI mawlanu, Allilhumma wali min walilhi wa-'adi min 'adilhi, wa 
ifn~ar min n~rihi wa-akhdhal min khadhilihi. 
42Wilferd Madelung, "Shiism", 13: 242. 
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conservative Shicah in Kufah. Accepting successively the imifmate of ~usayn's 

descendants, the Kufan Shicah "sought the guidance of the imam as an authoritative, 

divinely inspired teacher rather than as a charismatic leader. "43 

By the time of ~usayn's great-grandson Jacfar al-~adiq's death in 765 CE, the Smcah had 

developed into a "significant religious community with a distinctive law, ritual, and 

religious doctrine. "44 The doctrine of the imiim, as it had appeared by this point in time, 

differed from the Sunni doctrine regarding the leader of the community in one significant 

aspect. While the Sunni theologians had identified Mul)ammad, the bearer of the revelation, 

as merely a human being like themselves, the Smcis considered Mul)ammad not only to be 

human, like themselves, but also as someone who in his heart was able to receive the divine 

revelation (wa.Qy). Thus, the Prophet was considered a link (wa~Ilah) between humanity 

and divinity. Then, while the Sunnis held that revelation came to an end with the demise of 

Prophet Mu})ammad (the seal of the prophets), the Shicah held that, on the contrary, it was 

not revelation that had come to an end, only the bringing down of a divinely-sanctioned 

law book (risalah). That is, Mu})ammad was both a nabi and a rasiil, both a "warner" and a 

"messenger" with an authoritative lawbook, the Q~an. It was the prophetic function 

embodied in the revelation of a book of laws, as it were, that had come to an end, not the 

inspirational function. The latter belied a closeness to or link with the divine. This 

inspirational function of the prophet set him apart from other mortals, and, in his capacity to 

receive inspiration or wa.Qy, the prophet was considered a wall (lit. friend, helper, guardian, 

patron) as exemplified in the Qur~anic vs. 5:55: "Your wall is only God, his Messenger, 

and those who [truly] believe". To clarify the distinction between Mul)ammad and c Ali, the 

Shicah maintained that prophethood as represented by Mu})ammad as the conveyor of 

God's message (risiilah) had come to an end, that is, Mul)ammad's death signified the end of 

43Ibid, 243. 
44Ibid. 
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-- nubiiwwah (prophecy), but that revelation in the form of divine inspiration (wa,Py) 

continued, in the wilayah (spiritual authority)45 of tAJi. 

The importance of sustaining divine inspiration after the death of Mul)ammad was 

articulated as a difference between the exoteric and the esoteric aspects of the revealed 

scripture. The Q~an constituted what has been termed the tanZJ1, "that which has been 

brought down," the exoteric revelation. However, due to the many difficult, abstract, and 

metaphorical passages within it, the Qur~an's message was seen to have contained much 

within it that could not possibly have been explained by the Prophet during the short span 

of his lifetime. It was thus necessary for divine providence to have allowed for the ongoing 

interpretation of the revealed scripture, so that its esoteric meaning could be revealed to 

human minds at the appropriate time. This interpretation of the esoteric passages, termed 

the ta. 3wll, became the preserve of the imam, who continued in his person the function of 

wilayah, or divine inspiration. Thus, concomitant with the tanzll/ta. 3wll aspects of prophecy 

were the ?ifhir/bapn aspects of the revealed scripture. The tanz!l was that which was 

revealed to Mul).ammad and the ta 3wll represented the ongoing interpretation of the tanzil 

for succeeding generations, thus rendering the tanzfl relevant for all future eras. 

Accordingly, the ¥JDir was that which was the apparent meaning of the text, while the biipn 

signified its inner, or esoteric, meaning. The Shitah maintained that this function of wilayah 

was bequeathed by Mul).ammad to c Ali and his heirs through Fafimah, the daughter of 

Mul).ammad. This wilayah was to continue to the end of time, since, after the Qur:Jan, no 

more legislative scriptures were to be revealed. 

45For a fuller discussion of wilayah, see Hermann Landolt, "Walayah" in Mircea Eliade, 
Editior in Chief, The Encyclopedia of Religion (henceforth ER), 316-323. With respect to 
the Ismacili view of wilayah as articulated by the famed Fatimid jurist Qa(fi al-Nu'man, 
Landolt notes that wilayah stood "esoterically (ba#n) for the true knowledge (J}aqiqat al
ciJm) bestowed primordially on Adam and inherited by prophets and imams, [and] is the 
very foundation of the sacred history of prophecy itself and its necessary fulfillment in the 
imamate." (320) 
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c Within this general framework concerning the articulation of the Shicah concept of imifm 

developed the specifically Isma:cm concept, which continued to be reformulated according to 

different historical circumstances.46 Our specific concern here is the nature of the imifm. 

General Shicah formulations had already set the imifm apart from other human beings in that 

the imam in his nature was human but, in addition, was spiritually elevated, and thus linked 

to the divine in his capacity . to receive divine inspiration. . The Ismacfiis derive their 

nomenclature from another dispute over succession, this time, over Ismacn, the elder son of 

Jacfar al-Sadiq (d. 765 CE). Isma:cn, although designated successor by Jacfar, predeceased 

him, and Jacfar's followers separated into different factions. Some followers transferred 

their allegiance to another son, cAbd Allah al-Aftai;I, while some others, upon the latter's 

death a few years later, recognized another yet son, Miisa al-Kazim, giving rise to the 

branch that today is recognized as the Ithna cAsharlya, or Twelver Shicah. Yet other 

followers "either denied Ismacil's death, or recognized Ismacil's son Mui;Iammad"47 as the 

imam and came to be known as the IsmaC!liyah, and is the stream that concerns us here. 

Jacfar's doctrine was based on the premise that the world cannot exist without the leadership 

of the imam, who is divinely appointed and guided, and who is a requisite authoritative 

teacher in all religious matters. Due to his divine mission, the imifm is conceived of as 

being infallible or sinless (mac~iim) and occupies the prophet's rank in every way except in 

the revealing of a new scripture. Those Muslims who in any way rejected, disbelieved or 

disobeyed the divinely appointed imam were, in fact, rejecting the Prophet, and this 

constituted an act of apostacy. The· succession of divinely appointed imifms passed from 

father to son by designation (na~~). and would continue to the end of time. While temporal 

rule was possible for the imam, it was not deemed necessary to his office. In fact, Jacfar 

46For an examination of this in some detail, see Wilferd Madelung, "Das Imamat", 43-135. 
An exhaustive overview of the Isma:cms and their doctrines, with the exception of the 
Satpanth period, the scholarship on which is still in the early stages, see Farhad Daftary, 
The Ismacnis. 
47Madelung, "Shiism", 244. 
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forbade his followers to engage in political or revolutionary activity, declaring instead that 

the rightful position of the imams as rulers of the world would be restored at the advent of 

the QiPim ("riser") at the end of time.48 

Within Twelver Shicism, the events that led to a further development in the theory of 

imamah surrounded the death of the eleventh imiim, J:lasan al-cAskari, in 874 CE. Disputes 

over whether or not he left an heir led to further schisms, but the main body of his 

followers declared that a son was born to him but had been hidden, and was declared to be 

the twelfth imiim. He was declared to remain in hiding (ghayba) until his return at the end 

of time as the Mahdi and the Qa3im, at which time he would re-establish the righteousness 

of the Shicah cause.49 In the first phase of his concealment, he was declared to be in 

contact with a series of stewards (wakil, safir). The fourth of these died in 941 CE without 

appointing a successor, and this initiated the second phase, or the greater ghayba. The 

imiim is henceforth thought to live on the earth, incognito, and not in regular contact with 

any one person, although he may communicate to one or another of his followers and 

intervene in the affairs of the community. so 

Within Ismacm Shicism, the attempt to establish the Fatimid caliphate led to the 

identification of the successor of Ismacn, MuQ.ammad b. Ismacn, with the awaited Mahdl or 

Qii'im. The significance of this identification lay in the development of a cyclical view of 

history, according to which each napq, or speaker-prophet,Sl was accompanied by a wa$f 

(executor) or asiis ([one who would lay the] foundation), and followed by seven imiims, the 

seventh of whom would rise to occupy the rank of the speaker-prophet of the next cycle. 

48Ibid., 243-244. 
49For more details on the return of the Imam as the Mahdi, see Abdulaziz Abdulhussein 
Sachedina, Islamic Messianism: The Idea of the Mahdi in Twelver Shi'ism (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1981), especially Chapter 5. 
50Ibid., 244. 
51The frrst six speaker-prophets are identified as Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus and 
Mul)ammad. See W. Madelung, "Shiism: Isma:qJiyah", in ER, 248-9. 
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His function would be to abrogate the previous religious law (sharfCah) and bring a new 

scripture and law. In the case of Mu}J.ammad b. Ismacn, however, while he would abrogate 

the law of Islam, he would not bring a new scripture (since his ancestor, the prophet 

Mu}J.ammad had been the seal of prophecy in this regard), but would instead reveal in full 

the hitherto hidden esoteric import of the Q~an. As the Qii'im and Mahdi, he would rule 

the world and restore righteousness. During his absence, the teaching was to be handed 

down through twelve l)ujjahs (literally, "proofs", that is, "verifiers"), each responsible for a 

province or jazirah. Below them were several ranks of dii'is. The development of this 

theory of imamate and its attendant organizational structure cannot be dated with any 

certainty. The successors ofMu}J.ammad b. Isnui'11 are also shrouded in mystery, and very 

little is known about the development of Ismacilism until the middle of the ninth century, 

when the Ismacms reappeared on the historical scene in an organized effort to establish 

what later became the Fatimid caliphate in North Africa. However, as Madelung points 

out, "the ancestors of the Fatimids, claimed neither descent from Mu}J.ammad ibn Ismacn 

nor the status of imams, even among their closest dii'is, but described themselves as l)ujjahs 

(lit. "proofs"; here meaning deputies) of the absent imam Mu}J.ammad ibn Isma:cn."52 

Subsequently, however, cAbd Allah, later to become the first Fa:timid caliph, declared that 

his predecessors had been, in fact, legitimate imiims, but had concealed this truth out of 
. 

concerns for political safety. He also declared that the names of Isma:cn and Mu}J.ammad b. 

Ismacn had been used along with other names as cover names to conceal the true identity of 

the imams after Jacfar, whose son cAbd Allah was reckoned to be the legitimate heir. These 

declarations led to further schisms, but in any case cAbd Allah was declared caliph and al

Mahdi by his diici, Abu cAbd Allah al-Shici, in 910 CE.53 This led to a separation in the 

understanding of the two terms, mahdi and qa~im, which had previously been understood to 

52Ibid., 249. 
53Ibid., 249-250. 
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connote the same eschatological figure. Thus, some of the functions of the awaited mahdi 

were thought to have been taken over by the Falimid imam al-Mahdi, with the expectation 

that his successors would fulfill whatever he was unable to carry out in his lifetime. 

Henceforth, the title al-QiPim was reserved for the awaited seventh speaker-prophet (nif.tiq), 

and imam of the end of time. 54 The development of subsequent Flitimid theories of the 

imamate, which were not without many intricate dimensions, placed the Fapmid caliphs as 

imifmsofthe sixth cycle (that is, the cycle ofMul,tammad), and projected the appearance of 

the Qa3im even further into the future. Essentially, the imam was understood to occupy a 

rank below that of the nafiq and the asas; however, in the absence of both, the imam 

functioned as the primary guardian and interpreter of the revealed scripture, transmitting his 

knowledge in turn to the ranks of initiates below him. Details on the ontological and 

cosmological hierarchies employed to explain the rank of the imam differ from one Fa timid 

thinker to the other, although agreement was reached on the imam's spiritual authority and 

his function as interpreter.55 

Within the Isma91i Shicah, another split occurred after the death of the Isma:cm Flitimid 

caliph, al-Mustan~ir (d. 1094 CE). His eldest son, Nizar, was imprisoned by al-Mustan~ir's 

vizier, al-Afc;lal, who placed Nizar's younger brother, Al,tmad, on the Flitimid seat of 

caliphate. Nizar's claims, however, were championed by I;Iasan-i ~aboal]., an Ismacili daCf 

who had gained control of the fort of Alamiit just south of the Caspian Sea, and 

thenceforth, his followers came to be known as the Nizanyah or Nizan Isma:cms. I;Iasan-i 

~abbah's ideological contribution lay in his development of the theory of tacJim (lit, 

54Madelung, "Al-Mahdi", in H.A.R. Gibb et al, eds., Encyclopaedia of Islam (2nd edition) 
(henceforth E/2) (Leyden: E.J. Brill, 1960-), 1237. 
55For differing. IsmaCili articulations of the rank of the imam, see as an introduction Sami N. 
Makarem, "The Philosophical Significance of the Imam in Isma:eilism" in Stvdia Islamica 
XXVII (1967), 41-53. Mention of this article is made by way of introduction, in light of 
the more detailed studies such as those of Walker, Hunzai, and others, on different Isma'lli 
thinkers. 
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"teaching"). 56 According to this theory, the divinely sanctioned and authoritative teaching 

(tacJim) of the imifm with respect to knowledge of God was necessary for all human beings, 

whose intellect alone could not possibly span the range of such requisite knowledge. 

I;Iasan-i Sabbah died in 1124 CE and was succeeded by his deputy Buzurgummid. 

The next point of significance for the development of the theory of imifmah occurred in 559 

AH/1164 CE, when Buzurgummid's grandson, I;Iasan cala: dhikrihi al-salam, proclaimed 

the resurrection (qiyiimah). I;Iasan seems to have maintained that as pu.ijah of the absent 

imifm, he was spiritually identical with him. His son Mul).ammad, however, declared that 

his father had really been the imiim, and thus that he was both physically and spiritually the 

imifm, and he developed the doctrine of qiyifmah further.57 

According to this doctrine, the imifm was conceived of as being the manifestation of the 

divine word (kalimah), which was the command (amr) and which put the cycle of creation 

into motion. As the lord of the age of qiyifmah (resurrection), he was the QiPim. 

Henceforth, the spiritual truths attendant upon the revelation (the tanzil), which had hitherto 

remained hidden (bif.tin), could be openly declared by the imifm-qii3im to his followers, the 

true believers. The imifm-qiPim, as the manifestation of the divine word, was, so to speak, 

the manifestation of the divine in so far as this was possible within the realm of creation. 

As Marshall G.S. Hodgson points out, the development of the doctrine at this time, with its 

emphasis on attaining spiritual perfection under the guidance of the imifm-qii:>im, moved the 

Isma:cms "closer to the practices of a Sufi fariqa," an option they were forced to utilize after 

the disintegration of the Isma:cm state at Alamiit. 58 

56For an expostbon of the doctrine of ta'lim, see Hodgson, The Order of Assassins, 
e~ially chapters II and VI. 
5 Ibid., chapters VII and VIII; also Daftary, The Ismlf'ilis, chapter 6. 
58M.G.S. Hodgson, "The Ismacm State", in The Cambridge History of Iran, v. 5, ed. by J.A. 
Boyle {Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 475, 482. 
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Mul)ammad's son JaHil al-Din I;Iasan (d. 1221 CE) rescinded the qiyifmah doctrine and 

commanded his followers to observe the sharfcah in its Sunni form, a command that was 

relaxed to some degree by his son, cAUi~ al-Din Mul)ammad (d. 1255 CE). It was during 

his reign that Na~ir al-Din Tii~i (d. 1274), whose Isma:cm works will be the focus of our 

attention in this dissertation, came to Alamiit. He wrote several works which stand 

testimony to the Ismaem doctrines of this period, and as noted by Hodgson, reflect the 

contemporaneous teachings concerning the doctrine of qiyifmah. 59 

The fort of Alamiit was surrendered to the Mongols in 1256 CE and the subsequent 

persecution of the Ismacms led to the concealment of the imifms. We do know that another 

split occurred between the followers of Qasim Shah and Mul)ammad Shah, the grandsons 

of the last imam of Alamut. The descendants of Qasim Shah seem to have operated from 

Anjudan.60 They also seem to have been associated with the Nicmatullahi ~iifi order up 

until the nineteenth century. 61 In the mid-eighteenth century, the imam of the Qasim Sham 

line, Abii al-I;Iasan Shah, was appointed governor of the province of Kirman until his death 

in 1206 AH/1791-2 CE. His grandson, I;Iasan cAn Shah received the title of Agha Khan, a 

hereditary title, from the Persian ruler, Fat}) cAir Shah, and after an unsuccessful attempt to 

regain control of Kirman, he moved to India in 1259 AH/1843 CE.62 The foUrth Agha 

59Jbid. Opinion is divided on Tiisi's religious affiliation before, during and after his stay 
at Alamiit The consensus, across the board, however, is that his writings from the Alamiit 
period reflect Isma'ili teachings. See Hodgson, The Order of Assassins, 239-243; Daftary, 
The Ismi¥ilis, 408-410; G.M. Wickens, The Nasirean Ethics by N8$ir al-Din 'fiisi (London: 
George Alien & Unwin, 1964), introduction, esp. n.i, 21. Abdulhadi Hairi's "N~ir al-Oin 
Tfisi: His Supposed Political Role in the Mongol Invasion of Baghdad" (M.A. thesis, 
McGill University, 1968) is an example of kinds of arguments . advanced to explain 'fiisfs 
eng&gement with the Isma'ilis from the point of view that Tiisi was a Twelver Shicite, 
whereas Badakhchani's treatment of the issue is to defend Tiisfs actions from the perspective 
that he was a sincere Ismacm during. the time he wrote the Ismacm works. 
60w. Ivanow, "Tombs of some Persian Ismacili Imams," in Journal of the Bombay Branch of 
the Royal Asiatic Society (JBBRAS), xiv (1938), 49-62 
61Madelung, "Ismaciliyya," in EI2, 201. 
62Jbid. Also see Daftary, The Ismli'ilis, 501, 511ff. 
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c Khan, Karim al-I;Iusayni, presently resides in Aiglemont, France, and is considered by the 

heirs of the Nizan Ismacms to be the forty-ninth imlim. 

As Madelung notes, after the fall of Alamiit, the "Nizfui communities ... developed largely 

independently of each other. "63 He identifies four major communities: the Syrian, Persian, 

the Upper Oxus region, and the Indian. His observation holds true to a certain extent, 

· especially since after the fall of Alamiit there was no clear locus of leadership. The Syrian 

community had, under the leadership ofRashid al-Din Sinan (1140-1192 CE)-titled "The 

Old Man of the Mountain" by the Crusaders-already begun to develop independently in 

the Alamiit period, even while maintaining its allegiance to the leaders at Alamiit. The 

literature of the Syrian dacwah comprised largely ofFatimid and Qarmati works that were 

composed in Arabic.64 No Persian works seem to have been translated, and the qiylimah 

doctrine as introduced via Rashid al-Din Sinan does not seem to have taken the precise 

formulation it did in Alamiit. According to Hodgson, the Syrian tradition contains popular 

Shicah ideas that are not mirrored in the Alamiit tradition, such as the prominence of the 

figures of KhiQ_r, Abii J)harr, and the concept of transmigration.65 The Syrian community 

did, however, retain a degree of independence after the fall of Alamiit, largely through the 

payment of tribute first to the Christians, by whom they were almost completely 

surrounded, also to the Hospitallers and Templars, and then to Salal;l al-Din and his 

successors. Under the Ottomans they were granted millet status.66 The literature of the 

Syrian Ismacilis is still in the process of emerging and has yet largely to be studied.67 

63Ibid., 202. 
64Madelung, "Shiism: Isma'Iliyah", 257. 
65Hodgson, The Order of Assassins, 205-206. 
66Ibid., 207-209; that is, protection "as a backward and dependent religio-social group, 
autonomously enclaved within the dominant community." 

. 67Daftary, The IsmaCJlis, 444. Some Syrian Isma'lli texts have been brought to light by the 
efforts of 'Arif Tamir. See S.M. Stem, review of A. Tamir (ed.), Arbac Rasii'il IsmlfCiliyya 
(Beirut: Dar al-Kashshaf, 1953) in Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies n 
(1954), 169-171. 
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The community of the Upper Oxus region has retained the works ascribed to N~ir-i 

Khusraw, a late Hitimid diiCJ (d. circa 1074 CE), as well as several Alamiit and post

Alamiit works, notably those of NR$ir al-Din Tii~i. It has also preserved a work attributed 

to the Kufan Shiei ghuliit of the eighth century, the Umm al-Kitao, whose final redaction 

may date as late as the twelfth century. 68 

IV. A Brief Overview of the Concept of Avatara 

The term avatiira comes from the prefix ava, meaning to go down, plus tiira from the verbal 

root t(i, to cross over, attain, and has been understood to mean the descent of the divine to 

earth. 69 In popular usage, the term may also be used to denote the reincarnation or rebirth 

of an earlier figure. Thus, the demons killed in battle will take rebirth on earth to torment 

human beings.70 Also, in modern times, it has been said Idi Amin is the avatiira of 

Hitler. 7l Nor are all avatiiras benevolent in their intent, as seen by the idea of Buddha, the 

false avatiira of Vi~Q.u portrayed in the Vi~.pu Purii.pa (circa 400-500 CE), whose purpose 

was to mislead the demons by converting them to Buddhism.72 Chiefly the notion of 

avatiira is applied to the incarnations of Vi~Q.u, and although the number varies with 

different scriptures, tradition commonly refers to ten such "descents," with the tenth yet to 

appear. The notion of avatiira is also associated with the iiciiryas and sants of 

Srivai~Q.avism.73 With the development of Kr~Q.aism, Kr~Q.a too supported avatiiras, such 

68Madelung, "Shiism: Isma'iliyah", 257. 
69Sir Monier Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary (Delhi: Motilal 
Banarssidass, 1970 (1899)), 99. 
70Matsya Purifpa 47:26-27, cited by Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty, The Origins of Evil in 
Hindu Mythology (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), Preface, v. 
7lusage among the South Asians expelled by Idi Amin from Uganda in 1970. 
72For a discussion on the moral ambiguity of this avatifra, see O'Flaherty, The Origins of 
Evil, 188; 204ff. 
73see John Carman and Vasudha Narayanan, The Tamil Veda: Pij/lin's Interpretation of the 
Tiruvayamoji (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), 146, and also 
91-92. F.or the role of the aciirya as mediator, see Patricia Y. Mumme, The ~riva#pava 
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as Cadradhar, the founder of the Manhav movement in Maharashtra, circa 13th century 

CE,74 and Caitanya (16th century CE) in Bengal. 

The work of Madeleine Biardeau 75 bears testimony to the complexities attached to the 

figure of the avatiira, and of necessity we can only offer a few remarks as background to the 

detailed examination of Ramanuja's writings, for whom the idea of avatara is associated 

with Vi~Q.u-NiirayaJJa. One of the earliest references to the notion is found in the Bhagavad 

Gitii, which forms chapters twenty-three to forty of Book VI (also known as the Bhi~ma

parvan) of the eighteen-volume epic poem Mahabhiirata.76 However, scholarly opinion is 

divided on whether Kr~Jta is here clearly identified as an avatara of Vi~JJU or not.77 This is 

Theological Dispute: Mapavif/amlfmuni and Vedanta Desika (Madras: New Era Publication, 
1988), 239 ff. For the sant tradition, see Daniel Gold, The Lord as Guru: Hindi Sants in 
the Northem Indian Tradition (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987). See 
also Raymond B. Williams, "The Holy Man as the Abode of God in the Swaminarayanan 
Religion" in Joanne Punzo Waghome and Norman Cutler, in association with Vasudha 
Narayanan, eds., Gods of Flesh, Gods of Stone: The Embodiment of Divinity in India 
(Chambersburg, Pennsylvania: Anima Publications, 1985), 143-157. 
74Friedhelm E. Hardy, "Kr~l}aism" in ER, 7:390. 
75For an essay on, and titles of Biardeau's work, see Julian F. Woods, "Hinduism and the 
Structural Approach of Madeleine Biardeau" in Katherine K. Young, ed., Hermeneutical 
Paths to the Sacred Worlds of India (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1994), 160-185. 
76see Robert N. Minor, Bhagavad-Gita: An Exegetical Commentary (New Delhi: Heritage 
Publishers, 1982) for a discussion on the origins and authorship of the Bhagavad Git5. The 
main points of discussion are whether the Bhagavad Gita was an independent text, perhaps 
from the Bhagavata cult, which worshipped the deities Vasudeva and ~t;ta. or whether it 
forms an integral part of the Mahlibharata. If the former, then the text may have been 
incorporated by the largely Vai~Qavite compilers of the Mahabharata in an attempt to 
revitalize vedic orthodoxy, especially after the major challenge posed to the latter by the 
advent of Buddhism and Jainism. For this, see also G.P. Upadhyay, The BtlflunaQas in 
Ancie11t India (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1979), Chapter 2: The Challenge of 
New Socio-Religious Communities. The Bhagavad Gita is thought to date anywhere 
between the 5th century BCE and the 2nd century CE, depending on whether it is a 
composite work or not, and Minor dates it at around 150 BCE. 
77For example, David R. Kinsley tacitly assumes that Kr~t;ta reveals himself in the Bhagava.d 

. Gitii "as an avatara of Vi~Qu, an incarnation (or "descent") of the supreme god, whose divine 
purpose is to ensure victory for the just PaQQ.avas" in The Sword and the Flute (Berkeley: 
The University of California Press, 1975), 9. J. Gonda, on the other hand, argues with F. 
Edgerton, who also holds the view that Kr~IJ.a is an avatara of Vi~QU, that the text does not 
clearly support such a view, and that although Arjuna considers ~Qa to be a manifestation 
of Vi~l}u, Kr~l}a is himself silent on the issue. See 151, n. 70 in Vi$!Juism and Sivaism: A 
Comparison (London: The Athlone Press, 1970). Similarly, Friedhelm E. Hardy makes the 
case that when the Bhagavad Gita is read as an independent work and not in the light of the 
Vai~l}avism that permeates the remainder of the Mahlibharata (see note 5 above), "There is no 
suggestion here that in the person of the physical ~t;ta a different being, that is, an eternal, 
unmanifest Vi~l}u, is contained." See "~Qaism", 7:388. 
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due to the fact that the tenn sambhava is used in the key text that commentators such as 

Ramanuja have understood as being a reference to the notion of avatifra, viz. 4:6. 

Upadhyay suggests that the myths found in the SatapathaBriihmapa, a text that predates the 

Bhagavad Gitii, were evolved around Vi~Q.u to show him participating in the realm of 

creation in times of distress, and were utilized by the later Bra:hmat;tic theologians to harness 

the currents of devotional theism with the earlier Vedic ritual-based religion.78 Various 

manifestations of Vi~Q.u as well as manifestations of other gods are mentioned in the great 

epic, the Mahiibhiirata, whose compilation evolved over several centuries, although it seems 

that the list of the ten avatiiras commonly associated with Vi~Q.u may have been a later 

insertion.79 Sheridan notes that the "word avatiira introduces a note of systematization into 

the PuriD).as .... The number of ten manifestations was fixed soon after the Mahiibhiirata, but 

the names vary with the particular text, not achieving standardization before the eighth 

century A.D."80 

Gonda points to the lack of textual evidence in determining exactly how it was that the 

Vedic Vi~Q.u came to be connected and fused with the cults of NarayaQa and Kr~Qa

Vasudeva.81 Thus, although Vi~Qu and Kr~Qa are widely held by scholars to be two 

independent deities, the development of the process of their fusion is not well understood. 

However, the association of the two deities is found in texts such as the Mahiibhiirata, that 

is, in all sections except the Bhagavad Gitii, and the Vi$QU Puriipa, which Hawley considers 

to date from about the fifth century CE, although he suggests that the merging of the two 

deities may have taken place as early as the first century BCE from archeological 

evidence. 82 In both these works, Kr~Qa is considered a manifestation of Vi~Qu. However, 

78see Upadhyay, The Brahmai}as in Ancient India, Ch. 3: BmmaJ}as as Theologians. 
79see Geoffrey Parrinder, Avatar and Incarnation, 21-22. 
80Daniel Sheridan, The Advaitic Theism of the Bhagavata Purapa (Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass, 1986), 60. 
81 J. Gonda, Vi~IJuism and Sivaism: A Comparison, 24. 
82John Stratton Hawley, "KrHta" in Mircea Eliade, Editor in Chief, ER, 8:385. 
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c in the Bhagavata Puriil)a, by far the most important text for development of ~Qaism, and 

thought to be compileci in South India at about the ninth or tenth centuries, twenty-two 

avataras of Bhagavat, understood to mean Vi~Qu or ~Qa, are mentioned. It is significant 

to note that in this Puriil)a, Kr~Qa is no longer considered simply an avatara of Vi~Qu, but 

rather is identified fully with the latter. 

The fusion of Kr~Qa, among the most popular of the various deities of devotional theism, 

with Vi~QU, a V edic god, has led to the inclusion, by the V ai~Qava tradition, of all the 

various religious sects and movements that combine Kr~Qa worship with the formulation of 

their systematic philosophies. As such, then, although other important deities such as Siva 

and Durga are said to have avataras, the avatiira phenomenon is associated largely with 

Vi~QU. 

Some salient features identified by Gonda83 that may be mentioned in connection with the 

rise of Vi~QU to pre-eminence and the fusion of Vi~QU with Kr~Qa are as follows. First is 

the notion of Vi~Qu's all-pervasiveness, hinted at by the story of his three strides (~g Veda 

1, 155, 6), in the span of which all created beings reside, while he himself resorts to the 

bright realm of heaven, above the reach of mortal knowledge. Then is his association with 

the axis mundi, argued for by Gonda on the basis that Vi~QU is said to "sustain the upper 

component of the universe" ({?.g Veda 7, 99, 2); that the yupa, the sacrificial post mounted 

by the ritual sacrificer in order to reach heaven, belongs to Vi~Qu (this accounts for the 

lower end of the axis); and that he lives in the mountains (RV 1, 155, 1; 8, 31, 10), 

interpreted by Eliade as a meeting point of heaven and earth. Moreover, Vi~QU protects the 

womb of Aditi (interpreted by Gonda to be the "place of universal creation"), which is 

identified as the navel of the earth (the middle of the axis). Thirdly, there is the notion of 

Vi~Qu as promoting the welfare of gods and humans exhibited in his strides that create a 

83see J. Gonda, Vi$Quism and Sivaism, Chapter 1, for a fuller discussion of these. 
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place of safety. In imitating the three strides of Vi~J:}u, the sacrificer is enabled to reach the 

highest goal (Satapatha Briihmapa 1.9.3. 9f; 15). This notion is also revealed in his 

connection with the sacrificial pillar that enables the two-way traffic of sacrifice and boons 

and the idea that Vi~l}u is allied with the soma, the power of life. 

Another feature highlighted by Gonda is the identification of Vi~l}U with the supreme 

person of the ~g Vedic hymn 10. 90, the Pum$8 Siikta. In the hymn, the primeval person, 

whose origin is unknown and from whom Virifj (a term that connotes the idea of 

"extending far and wide") was born, gives rise to an evolved Pum$a (lit. 'Person') who is 

sacrificed and thereby gives rise to phenomenal creation. This action forms the paradigm 

for a sacrificial rite that enables the sacrificer to realize his identity with the totality of 

existence (idarp sarvam). In the Satapath8 Brahmap8, this totality, or Pum$a. is identified 

with Narayal).a, considered to be the author of the ~g V edic hymn. Later, in the 

Mahiiniiriiy8pa Upani$8d,84 Narayal).a is praised variously as the Absolute, the Supreme 

Lord of the Universe, Brahman, Prajapati, the Highest Light, Vi~J)U, and the Pum$8 who 

fills the whole universe. He is identical with cosmic order (rtam), truth (satyam), and is the 

One who may assume every form. Moreover, the Puru$a is not different from the Atman, 

and is compared, in a manner indicating the axis mundi, to a tree fixed in heaven. In other 

words, here we have a fusion of the idea of the supreme person-Puru$a-with Prajapati 

and Narayal).a; this person is also called Hari and Vi~IJ.u, and he is pervasive, having entered 

light, animals, and humans; he is the navel of the universe he supports; moreover, he is all-

seeing and omniscient. 

84This long Upani~ad forms the conclusion of the Taittiriya Arapyaka, which itself is a 
continuation of the Taittiriya Brllhmal)a, which is a continuation of the Taittirlya Sarphita in 
the Black Yajurveda. See Maurice Wintemitz, History of Indian Literature, v. 1, translated 
by V. Srinivasa Sanna (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, [1907] 1981), 217, 178. Wintemitz 
suggests that the entire Vedic literature was composed by 500 B.C.E.; he also suggests that 
the Upani~d is of a fairly late date but does not offer one. See 218. 
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c Then, in the Mahabhiirata, Kr~J:.la is considered to be the eternal Puru~a, the ungenerated one 

(svayarp.bhii) (Mahabharata 3.13.49; 186, 13; etc.); and the same identification is made in 

the Bhagavad Gitlf (10:12; 11:18, etc.). Kr~J:.la is identified with "that Person, by which the 

All is pervaded and supported and in which all beings abide" (Bhagavad Gita 8:8, 10, 22, 

etc.). He is declared to be "the Highest Brahman, the supreme manifestation of divine 

essence, the purifying power par excellence, the eternal celestial Puru~ the unborn 

universal ruler ... " (Bhagavad Gitlf 10: 12f; 11 :38). Finally, in the Mahiibhifrata, ~J:.la is 

identified with the "unborn primal god Vi~QU Puru~a" (Mahiibhifrata 3. 187. 45). 

Gonda points out that the Mahabhiirata does not represent the last stage in the development 

of the merging of Kr~Qa, NarayaQa and Vi~Qu, but that the process continues. So, for 

example_, in a text dating perhaps from the fourth century CE, the re-enactment of the 

puru~amedha (sacrifice) is to be accompanied by the recital of two texts, the J!.g Vedic 

10:90 hymn of the Puru$a siikta, and the J!.g Vedic 1, 154, 1, the Vi$.PU siikta: "I shall 

proclaim the mighty deeds ofVi~t)u", thus pointing to the complete merging of the identity 

of the primeval Puru$a with Vi~.t)U-Narayat)a. 85 

However, the identification of Vi~Qu with ~Qa brings to the fore the tension within their 

relationship, noted by both Hawley and Hardy. Hardy points out that the avatiira concept 

was introduced to "clarify the relationship between Kr~J:.la and Vi~.t)u", and that this "had 

very far-reaching consequences for the interpretation of ~.t)aite material, including the 

Gitlf itself. "86 This tension regarding the supremacy and original autonomy of ~I,la as an 

independent deity is revealed best perhaps in the Bhagavata Purii.pa, in which ~Qa 

occupies a central position, identified with Brahman, the supreme being, in an Advaitin 

85For the above discussion on puru$8, see ibid., Chapter 11. 
86see Hardy, "Kr~Qaism", 388. 
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framework.87 Similarly, in the earlier Bhagavad Gfta, all avatifras are said to have issued 

forth from Kr~l).a, and not, as would have been expected, from Vi~l).u.88 

Thus, it appears that the development of the avatifra theory had occurred by the compilation 

of the Mahifbhifrata, and appears to have drawn from mythic events recorded in the earlier 

scriptures to develop a Vai~J}.avite religion. This development was not without internal 

tension as evinced in the debates surrounding the origin and authorship of the Bhagavad 

Gita, which is often cited as the key text for viewing Kr~J}.a as an avatifra of Vi~l).u. By the 

time of the Vi~pu Purapa (circa fifth century CE), the avatifra theory was well developed, 

and the BhagavataPurif{la (circa ninth century CE) brings once again to the fore the issue of 

Kr~l).a's supremacy and independence from Vi~I)u, declaring, in fact, that it is Vi~I)U who is 

an avatifra ofKr~l).a.89 Nimbarka (circa fifteenth/sixteenth centuries) identifies Kr~I)a with 

Brahman for the first time in the vedanta tradition, once again pointing to the tension.90 

Notwithstanding this tension, however, Vai~J}.ava theology has struggled to incorporate 

Kr~I)a worship into its fold. 

The term avatifra, according to Parrinder,91 is a relatively late term, not occurring until the 

late Upani~ads. It is most often used in the great epic, the Mahabhlirata. Sheridan points 

out that the term does not occur in the Bhagavad Gitii, the Nlfrayapiya of the Mahifbhlfrata, 

nor the Harivarpsa, "where such words as janman, sambhava, sr.jana, and pradurbhava are 

employed."92 Hardy draws attention to terms such as riipam, vapus, tanum + k[, astha, "all 

87Ibid., 389. 
88Hawley, "Kr~J;Ia", 385. 
89see Sheridan, The Advaitic Theism of the Bhagavata PurH{la, 63. This is as a cosmic 
manifestation (guvavatara); that is, "Vi~t}u is the pure being (sattva), Brahma is action 
(rajas), and Siva is inertia (lamas)." However, those avatifras that descended "to relieve the 
burden of earth" associated with Vi~J)u are, in this Put.It}a, attributed to K~J)a as the one 
who manifests himself in these forms. See 67. 
~ardy, "Kr~Qaism", 390. 
91Parrinder, Avatar and Incarnation, 19-20. 
92sheridan, The Advaitic Theism of the Bhagavata PurtfQa, 60, citing Suvira Jaiswal, The 
Origin and Development of Vai$Qavism (Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1967), 120. 
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c denoting 'taking on a body' ... ".93 On the basis of Hacker, Hardy states: "Avatira as 

denoting the person 'descending' (and not the action itself) seems to have evolved only 

towards the middle of the first millenium A.D."94 The first book of the Mahiibharata is 

called a "partial avatara" ( aipsiivatarana), and gives the first exposition of the nature and 

purpose of the avatiiras. In speaking of Kr~:Q.a, the first book mentions that Vi~:Q.U appeared 

(priidurbhiita)in the family ofKr~:Q.a (Mahiibhifrata 1, 58, 51, etc.). 

The standard list of the ten avatiras associated with Vi~:Q.u appears to be a later insertion 

into the appendix, the Hariva1psa, of the text. The avatifras are not listed together in the 

standard critical edition of the epic, indicating that the avatira theory was still in the process 

of development. The first book speaks simply of two manifestations (priidhurbhiivii) of 

Vi~:Q.u, as horse-head (hayasira) and swan (ha1psa); the horse-head (or horse-necked, 

hayagriva) disappears from later lists to reappear in the Vi~pu Purifpa as the horse avatifra 

(asvatifra) instead of the dwarf avatifra. The swan, too, does not reappear in later lists. 

Their place is instead taken by the fish (matsya) avatara, which is first mentioned in the 

Satapatha Briihmapa 1.8.1, and the story is elaborated upon in the epic, wherein the fish 

declares itself to be Brahma, lord of the creatures (Prajapati), and is later identified with 

Vi~Qu (Mahiibhiirata 3.186). The tortoise (kiinna) (Sampatha Brifhmapa 7.5.1), boar 

(variiha) (Satapatha Brifhmapa 14.1.2) and dwarf (viimana) avatifras likewise have their 

origins in the Satapatha Briihmapa, and the stories of the boar and the dwarf are also found 

in a kernel form in the Taittirfya Sa1phitii 7.1.5 and 2.1.3, respectively. The dwarf avatifra 

reproduces the essence of the story of the three strides of immense proportion taken by 

Vi~QU at Indra's request found in the Taittiriya Sa1phitii. 

Other avatiras mentioned in the epic are the man-lion (nara-si1pha) (Mahiibharata 3.270), 

Parasu-Rama (Mahiibharata 3.115; 5.96), Riima-candra, who is mentioned in the 

93Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti, 23. 
94Jbid., 24. See also P; Hacker, "Zur Entwicklung der Avatarlehre", in WZKSA, v.4, 47-70. 
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Mahiibhifrata (but whose story is told more fully in the epic poem devoted to him, the 

Riimayif{la), ~Q.a (Mahiibharata 2.188 & 270) and Kalkin, the avatlira yet to come 

(Mahiibharata 3.139). A fuller description of Kalkin is found in the Kalkin Purai)a, which 

is not counted among the eighteen great Puriir)as. 95 

An avatiira not mentioned in the Mahabharata96 but which appears in the Vi$QU Purlf{la is 

the Buddha avatara, thought to have come into general acceptance after the writing of the 

great epic. It is considered a means to counter the influence of the Buddhists and the Jains. 

It is also mentioned several times in the Bhagavata. Pura.pa (e.g., Bhagavata Purai)a 1.3.24; 

2.7.37,etc.). 

The purpose of the avataras is worthy of some brief exploration,97 a fuller description not 

being warranted as it is so readily available elsewhere. The horse-head and swan both are 

associated with recovering the Vedas from two demons who had stolen them during 

Brahma's sleep at the dissolution of the universe. Matsya, the first avatlira, became a fish to 

save the seventh Manu, the progenitor of the human race, along with seven sages from the 

deluge, the account of which is found in the Matsya PuriiiJa. The tortoise served as the 

foundation upon which the gods and demons set the churning stick in order to churn the 

ocean for the nectar of immortality. The boar rescued the goddess earth (Prthivi) from the 

demon HiraQ.yak:~a who had captured and imprisoned her under the cosmic waters. The 

man-lion upheld the righteousness of Prahlada, a devotee of Vi~l)u, who was persecuted by 

his father the demon-king Hiral)yakasipu. The king had won a boon from lndra, according 

to which he could not be killed by either human or animal, neither during the day nor the 

night. In the dwarf avatiira, Vi~l)u as Aditya restored the cosmos to the gods, who had lost 

95for the above, see Parrinder, Avatar and Incarnation, 22-27. 
96Except, as pointed out by O'Flaherty, in the Kumbhakona edition, 12, 348, 2; 12, app. 1, 
no. 32, lines 1-17. See O'Flaherty, The Origins of Evil, 188, and n. 59. 
88For this paragraph, see David Kinsley, "Avatara" in ER, 2:14-15, and also Parrinder, cited 
above. 
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it to Bali, ruler of the asuras (demons), by asking for the territory he could cover in three 

strides. Parasu Rama humbled the K~atriyas, or warrior class, several times for the 

injustices they had heaped on the BrahmaQ.as, or priestly class, thus restoring social and 

religious order. As Rama-candra, Vi~Q.u defeated the demon RavaQ.a and set up a rule of 

virtuous kingship. Kr~l)a's purpose was to destroy the oppressor of the world, the demon 

Karpsa, and to aid the Pai)Qava brothers in their battle against their cousins, the Kauravas. 

And finally, Kalkin would come to glorify Vi~l)u, bring this cycle to an end, and commence 

a new age. In the latter, he would exterminate foreigners, restore order and peace to the 

world, and in the end, after giving the earth to the BrahmaQ.as, retire to the forest. The 

avatifra not mentioned in the epic, the Buddha avatifra, was sent to delude those deserving 

of punishment into forsaking the V edas and Hinduism by offering them the false hope of 

Buddhism, thus earning them punishment in hell or inferior births. As pointed out by 

Kinsley, this avatifra is interpreted more positively in later texts, in which he is said to have 

come to the world to teach nonviolence and gentleness.98 

In all of these, some of the characteristics identified by Gonda stand out. The idea that 

Vi~Q.U acts for the good of the universe and for restoring cosmic order is revealed in the 

actions of the horse-head, swan, fish, and boar avatifras. The controversy surrounding the 

moral ambiguity of the Buddha avatifra has already been mentioned above. The salvation of 

the righteous creatures within the world is demonstrated by his various engagements-as 

much through wit as by fonn--with demonic forces, as shown by the man-lion, Para8u

Rama, Rama-candra, Kr~Q.a, and will be shown by the awaited Kalkin avatifra. Then, the 

connection of Vigm with the axis mundi is borne out through the tortoise avatifra. Finally, 

the notion of his all-pervasiveness is expressed through the three strides taken by the dwarf 

avatifra. 

98Kinsley, "Avatara", 15. 
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c Gonda's theory is that the continuation of Vi~l)u's characteristics into the various avatara 

forms indicates an awareness on the part of the writers of the epic literature of the need to 

absorb the various streams of theistic devotion into the fold of emerging Hinduism. 

However, the question remains as to how the notion of the supreme being was reinterpreted 

in order to explain the philosophical relationship between the supreme being and the forms 

of the avatiira, and this will be one of our central questions as we study Ramanuja's work in 

the following. 

V. The Identification of Imifm with A vatara in the Satpanth Tradition 

Whether or not the concepts of imifm and avatara bear any similarity or can be considered 

to be identical, the fact remains that an identification of the two concepts did take place in a 

historical context, namely, within the Satpanth Ismacili tradition of the Indian subcontinent. 

In his investigation of the Haji Bibi case in 1908 in India, Justice Arnould noted the 

following about the lengthy ginifn Das A vatifr, part of the then liturgical tradition of the 

Satpanth lsmacms: 

What is Dasavatar? It is a treatise in 10 chapters containing (as, indeed, its 
name imports) the account of ten avatars or incarnations of the Hindu God 
Vishnu; the tenth chapter treats of the incarnation of the Most Holy All ... it 
is precisely such a book as a Dai or missionary of the Ismailis would 
compose or adapt if he wished to convert a body of not very learned Hindus 
to the Ismaili faith. It precisely carries out ... the standing instructions to the 
Dai ..• viz, to procure conversion by assuming, as in great part true, the 
religious standpoint of the intended convert. This is exactly what the book 
does: It assumes the nine incarnations of Vishnu to be true as far as they 
go, but not the whole truth, and then supplements the imperfect Vishnuvite 
system by superadding the cardinal doctrine of the Ismailis, the incarnation 
and coming manifestation (or Avatar) of the 'Most Holy' Ali.99 

99 Asaf eAii Asghar Fyzee, Cases in the Muhammadan Law of India and Pakistan (London: 
Clarendon Press, 1965), 545. 
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Perhaps taking his cue from Justice Amould, Ivanow further develops the conversion 

theory of why this identification was made. According to his 1948 study of Satpanth, 

Nizan Ismacm missionaries (dacis) devised the "bold [tactic of] separating the meaning and 

spirit of Islam from its hard Arabic shell ... [and] explained the high ideals of Islam in the 

familiar terms of the ancestral religion and culture of the new converts".lOO Identifying 

messianic expectations as the "'bridge' between lsmailism and Hinduism", Ivanow 

explained Satpanth doctrine as an effort "to make Islam recognized as the religion of the 

final period, Kalijug, according to Hindu terminology ... [hence] eAli b. Abi 'fiilib, the first 

Imam, was introduced as the expected Tenth Avatar of the Deity. "101 

In her study of the Dasa A vatara texts, presented in 1972, Gushan Khakhee observed that 

"the basic theme of the 'Dasa A vatara' is the theme of god's coming to man in an incarnation 

for the 'liberation' of man and the destruction of the demon (evi1)."102 She noted that the 

text specifies that Hari (an appelation ofVi~Qu) is the tenth Nakalanki incarnation, and "that 

he is sitting in an Arabian country")03 

Nanji published his work on the Satpanth tradition in 1978, a work that represents a 

significant step forward in the scholarship on that tradition. In it he notes how in a ginan 

titled BuddhaA vatlira: 

the ninth incarnation is already made to foretell the coming of this tenth 
avatlira. The eschatological fulfillment of the Hindu doctrine would, 
however, find its culmination, not in the standard figure of Kalki, but as the 
form of cAii. He was to be the Mahdi who would kill Kalitiga, the 
embodiment of evil .... Furthermore, it was stated that this manifestation of 
cAli would be located in Dalamdesh (i.e. Daylaman), and he would be 
manifested through the teaching of Pir Sadr al-Din who would come to 
Jambudvipa (i.e. India).104 

100w. lvanow, "Satpanth" in Collectanea, v.l (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1948), 21. 
101Ibid., 22. 
102Khakhee, "The Dasa Avat.ara", 42. 
1°3Ibid., 44. 
104Nanji, The Nizan IsmaciJi Tradition in Hind and Sind, 113. 
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In two cosmogonic ginans, the Gayatri and the Moman Chetvari)i, the divine being, 

described as formless (niriikiir) takes a form, that of eAU, who after a long period of 

inactivity, takes the form of Vi~Q.u.105 Nanji goes on to note: 

It is only the ten avatiiras of Vishl).u, the representation of the pre..:etemal 
eAU, who are considered the most significant epiphanic earthly 
representations during the period of the Four Yugas. As the tenth avatiira, 
the historical eAU and after him the Imams become the earthly epiphanies of 
the pre-etemal eAU.106 

Hasina M. Jamani, in her 1985 study of a giniin titled Brahm Prakash, noted that "[the] 

ginan says that the Lord (siiheb) whose Name is the object of quest has manifested himself 

for the sake of his creatures through several yugas . ... The Brahm Prakiish maintains that 

the tenth Avatiira has manifested himself into Islam".107 In this ginan the Named (sabda) is 

identified as Imiim Mahdi, the expected messiah through whom liberation is to be 

attained. I os 

Ali S. Asani has noted the identification of the imiim with avatiira in many of his recent 

articles on the ginans, and points out that the ginans continue to play an important role in the 

devotional life of the community. He observes that "today, several centuries later, the 

ginans dominate the community's religious life not only in the subcontinent but also in other 

parts of the world to which Ismailis of Indo-Pakistani origin have immigrated, such as East 

Africa, Europe, North America, and Australia. "109 

In their 1992 study of the ginans, Christopher Shackle and Zawahir Moir draw attention to 

the many honorific epithets of the imam mentioned in the giniins, such as 'Lord of the Three 

105Jbid., 114, 118. 
106Ibid., 118. 
l07Hasina M. Jamani, "Brahm Prakash: A Translation and Analysis" (M.A. thesis, McGill 
University, 1985), 92-93. 
108"In the Kali-yuga he has taken the form of Naklanki/ ... f When Imam Mahdi extends his 
protection, twelve crores and innumerable souls will then attain liberation." (BP 137, 139) 
Cited in Jamani, "Brahm Prakash", 93. 
109 Ali S. Asani, "The Ismaili giniins as devotional literature", 103. 
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Worlds' (tribhovar), which, they note, are closely associated with their Vai~Q.ava origins.~ 

They remark in the context of the cyclical nature of salvation: 

There is an obvious similarity between this cyclical scheme, so uniquely 
characteristic of Ismailism within Islam, and the Vaishnava doctrine of the 
ten manifestations (Sk avatar) of Vishnu through the four ages (Sk jug) 
which constitute a cycle of Hindu cosmic time. This striking resemblance is 
repeatedly dwelt upon in the ginans, in accordance with the limited 
reinterpretation of indigenous beliefs typical of the Ismaili Mission. The 
mysterious figure of Kalki, whose appearance is promised in the Vaishnava 
scheme at the end of the present Kaliyuga (kalajug) as the saviour from its 
evils, is recast and given greater significance as the 'Stainless One' (Sk 
nakalanki), i.e. none other than the Immaculate Mahdi who as the ultimate 
manifestation of Ali the Imam is called the tenth manifestation (Sk dasam 
avatar).llO 

In her paper on syncretism, Kassam examines how the the different elements in the giniin 

Brahma Prakasa "retain their potential to communicate meanings specific to different 

religious communities ... while retaining the central meaning for each."lll For example, in 

drawing attention to the role of the formless creator as the Divine Player, identified as eAU, 

the text of the Brahma Prakasa is able to evoke "the figure of Vi~I)U, both in his 

transcendent aspect and in his immanent aspect as the incarnation Krgta. "112 At the same 

time, "[the] vagueness of the idea that the Formless takes form to save humanity permits the 

meanings associated with the names Imam Mahdi and eAU in their original context to 

continue to exist."113 The multiplicity of meanings associated with Vi~I)u in his various 

aspects and the imam/mahdi are unified in the Divine Player himself, the path to whom is 

specified as being through the satguru (true guide).114 

110Christopher Shackle and Zawahir Moir, Ismaili Hymns from South Asia: An 
Introduction to the Ginans (London: University of London, 1992), 23. 
111Tazim R. Kassam, "Syncretism on the Model of the Figure-ground", in Katherine K. 
Young, ed., Henneneutical Paths to the Sacred Worlds of India (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1994), 241. 
112Ibid., 238. 
1131bid. 
114Jbid., 240. 
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The above scholars have drawn attention to differing aspects of the imam-avatara figure 

that have been highlighted in the giniins. For instance, Ivanow draws attention to the 

messianic expectations that were to be fulfilled by this figure. Khakhee mentions that the 

figure has the double mission of both liberation of devotees and destruction of evil, 

manifested as a demon. Nanji shows that the giniin literature contains an account in which 

the ninth avatiira foretells the advent of the tenth avatara, killer of the demon Kafuiga, and 

specifies that he will be from Daylaman (where Alamut, the seat of the Nizan imamate was 

situated). Further, he draws attention to the notion found in the giniins that the creator, who 

is formless, takes the form of c Ali, who then takes the form of Vi~QU and his avatifras. 

Jamani's study points to a ginan in which the theme of the formless taking form is 

developed further, where the soul attains fulfilment through devotion to the Named. 

Shackle and Moir draw attention to the tenth avatara who is the stainless one (nakalanki or 

ni~kalanka), identified as the messianic figure of the Mahdi. 

By and large, the scholarship on the giniin literature has revealed the fact that the 

identification between the imam and the avatlira was made by the authors of the 

literature-who themselves are shrouded in myth and legend, and for whom there is a lack 

of clear historical data. Attention has also been drawn to the common elements highlighted 

in this identification, for example, messianic expectations, salvific role, destruction of evil, 

providing accessibility to the formless through form, and the stainless/immaculate nature of 

both. However, the question that has not been asked to date in any overt manner is whether 

there was, in fact, any substantive philosophical basis upon which this identification could 

have been made. Kassam is the first scholar who has implicitly drawn attention to this 

problem in her paper on syncretism, where she argues that the differing meanings 

associated with each of the concepts were artfully maintained by the author of the text under 

study, who also sought, however, to attain a resolution by creating a text that was 

analogous to a figure-ground illustration (the simultaneous appearance in the illustration of 
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both the chalice and the two human profiles, each coming into view depending upon the 

viewer's point of focus). 

Clearly, in order to appreciate more fully the merging and synthesis of Hindu-Muslim ideas 

in the ginan literature, a significant question is whether or not the notions of imam and 

avatiira, respectively, are substantively the same, analogous or related. Such a philosophical 

analysis would help scholars to examine the Satpanth giniin literature with a much greater 

level of sophistication than has hitherto been possible. Although it is not within the scope 

of this dissertation to examine this literature here, a philosophical investigation of the 

concepts of imam and avatiira will enable scholars of the literature to understand how the 

authors of the ginans sought to evoke the deeper structures of meaning associated with 

each divine-human configuration. 

Further, it will help to advance discussions on the interpretations that have been cast on the 

Satpanth literature itself, for instance, whether this literature was, as Ivanow and others 

have claimed, simply a Hindu veneer on Ismacm ideas for the purpose of conversion. Most 

of the scholars mentioned above have utilized other frameworks to explain the Satpanth 

tradition and some have dismissed its intellectual value by viewing it as merely folkloric in 

nature. Ivanow makes the assumption that the identification of the imam figure, c Ali, with 

the tenth avatiira, is undertaken purely for the purposes of conversion. He attributes the 

success of the Isma:cm venture in the Indian sub-continent to the Isma:cm pirs' ability to 

appeal to familiar Hindu ideas to convince local, ordinary Hindus in Sind and other parts of 

the Indian subcontinent that Satpanth Isma:cmsm was "the crowning phase of the whole 

development of Hinduism. "115 

Gulshan Khakhee in her attempt to explain the Satpanth literature draws attention to 

Bernard Lewis' suggestion that the ten avatiiras are homologues of the ten Intelligences of 

115Ivanow, "Satpanth", 1:24. 
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c earlier Fa:tirnid Ismacm cosmogonic speculations. While this schema was derived in 

principle from Aristotle and not Plotinus, as she suggests, it was outlined chiefly by the 

Fatimid diiCi Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani and reappears again in the ontological and 

cosmological scheme proposed by Na~Ir al-Din Tii~i, who worked during the post-Fatirnid, 

Alamiit phase. Khakhee dismisses Lewis's suggestion, however, because in her view the 

Das A vatifra texts of the Satpanth Ismatilis contained little by way of philosophical 

language, and in addition, the description of the first eight avatifras was drawn largely from 

prevailing Hindu myths, albeit in an "unrecognizably altered form. "116 

Nanji, unlike Khakhee, does not discount the intellectual formulations of the preceding 

Ismacm tradition in his attempt to explain the development of Satpanth. In developing 

Corbin's interpretation of the development of the theory of imiimate, he focuses on the 

notion of ta~wil, which was declared by one of the imams of Alamut, I;Iasan caJa dhikrihi 

al-salam, as the key to the reformulated doctrine of the qiyamah (resurrection). Further, in 

Nizan Ismacilism, the conception of the imam as the prime practitioner of ta~wil changes 

from being the manifestation of the second intelligence, as in the Hitirnid philosopher-da'f 

al-Kirmani's system, to "the Epiphany of the existentiating word (kalima), the creative fiat 

(kun), of eternal existentiation (ibdac)."117 (The exposition of such a view is found in 

Tusi.) 

In Nanji's view, the ginan literature is further evidence of the 

ability of Ismacni writers to. integrate into their systems a variety of strands 
... [just] as we find in the Fatimid schemes the use of a Neoplatonic 
emanationist outlook to propound the doctrine ... All of thus brings us back 
to the point made earlier ... about the method by which concepts are 
continually restructured in Ismacm thought to provide a new formulation of 
the doctrine.l18 

116Khakee, "The Dasa Avatiira", 41-42. 
117Henry Corbin, "Divine Ephiphany and Spiritual Birth in Ismailian Gnosis''. as quoted in 
Nanji, op.cit., 119, n. 78. 
118Nanji, The Nizan Isma~ill Tradition, 110. 
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By and large, approaches to Satpanth Ismacilism have laid emphasis on the transmission of 

Nizan Ismacm ideas through Hindu myths and symbols. Few have examined the 

possibility of Satpanth as expressive of a unique synergy of Indian and Isma:cm concepts, 

or of the impact of the notion of avatiira on the development of the notion of imiim. The 

fact is that the theory of imiim has never been a static concept, but rather, has developed as 

a dynamic concept, and been expressed in various ways through the course of Isma:cm 

intellectual history. While this has been tacitly acknowledged by all the abovementiond 

scholars, none have seriously examined the notion of avatara to assess whether this did, in 

fact, play any role in the Satpanth conceptualization of the imiim, and if it did, in what 

substantive manner. Nor have any, with the exception ofKassam, pointed to the possibility 

that the multi valency of meanings associated with the figures of imiim and avatiira might 

have been retained by the author of such a giniin as Brahma Prakiisa, thus giving weight to 

the notion that despite all its folkloric appearances, the literature was carefully constructed. 

Thus, the value of asking our question lies in contributing an overlooked but nonetheless 

important intermediary step with respect to the discussion of whether Satpanth was merely 

a tool for conversion or whether it was a remarkably creative and intellectually sound 

engagement between two religious traditions, or something in between. Outside the pale of 

specific Satpanth studies, an examination of this question will enable historians of religion~ 

to discuss and develop further studies on divine-human configurations in different 

traditions, as outlined in the Introduction above. 
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Section II 

CHAPTER 1 

Avoiding Tasbbih and Ta'fil: 

Ti.isl's Conception of God, the Most High 

In this chapter, which begins the investigation of the question outlined in the Introduction, 

we will examine Tiisi's ontological framework. Tusi's primary objective in presenting his 

view of God is to show that God, the Most High, is independent (munazzah) of any 

relation with the created world. Tilsi is impelled to do this out of consideration for the 

Q~Wanic verse, "Say: He, Allah, is One (a1Jad)."l Safeguarding God's oneness, or tawlJid, 

which can also be understood as an attempt to maintain God's transcendence, was one of 

the major preoccupations of Muslim discourse. This concern found expression in the 

attention focussed on the divine attributes,2 and the various proponents of the Ismaefii 

position shared this concern over tawlJid.3 

God's Attributes 

The question of God's oneness required an articulation of the notion of God that would 

avoid falling into the pitfalls of both tashbih, outright anthropomorphism (also tajslm, 

corporealism) that occurs when emphasis is placed on God's attributes, and tacp1, the 

1Qur~an, Siira al- Ikhla$, 112:1: Qul huwa allahu ahadun. 
2For the discussion of knowledge as one of the essential divine attributes, see Franz 
Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant: The Concept of Knowledge in Medieval Islam (Leiden: 
EJ. Brill, 1970), 109ff. 
3see for example, Paul E. Walker, "Abu Yacqub al-Sijistani and the Development of Ismaili 
Neoplatonism" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, 1974); Faquir Muhammad 
Hunzai, "The Concept of Taw]ftd in the thought of I;lamid al-Din Kirmani" (Ph.D. 
dissertation, McGill University, 1986); both of which examine the approach taken by two 
different Ismacili thinkers concerning tawi}Id. 
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negation of all ascription to God, such that it results in a concept that is devoid of any 

relevance, thereby leading to atheism. 

Tiisi's arguments with respect to the oneness---or uniqueness---of God may be seen as part 

of a dialogue with Muslim philosophers and theologians and reveals his familiarity with the 

ideas of other religious traditions such as Zoroastrianism. The Q~anic references to 

God's hands and feet or his sitting on a throne, and having sight, hearing, wisdom and 

knowledge, to mention only a few, were interpreted by the early theologians such as the 

I;Ianbalites as attributes to be taken literally, bilii kayfa, "without [asking] how" .4 

Following the dictates of the Qur~anic verse, "Nothing is like Him; He is the One who 

knows and sees" (Qur~a:n, 42:11), early Qur~a:nic exegetes held that God had attributes that 

were unlike those of human beings. The Muctazilite school of theologians, known as the 

rationalists, asserted that belief in God's tawl}id necessitates that ascribing attributes to God 

implies multiplicity in His being. Even if God's qualities were inherently part of His 

essence, and inseparably joined to it, it would still mean positing other elements besides 

God. Therefore, they employed ta 3wil, or figurative interpretation, to elucidate a 

metaphorical meaning for all anthropomorphic statements in the Q~an. 

However, such a rationalist interpretation di~ not augur well with the traditional exegetes, to 

whom such a treatment of God's attributes amounted to tacpJ, "stripping the concept of God 

of its contents".5 The schools of al-Ash0ari (d. 935 CE) and al-Maturidi (d. 944 CE) 

contended that since attributes were mentioned in the Qur~a:n. they must be predicated of 

Him. The former held that "God knows by a knowledge that is not distinct from His 

essence", 6 and furthermore, that not all of God's attributes are eternal, such as His creating 

4Ignaz Goldziher, Introduction to Islamic Theology and Law, trans. from the German by 
Andras and Ruth Hamori (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), 92. 
5Jbid., 96. 
6Jbid. 
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or providing, which come into play when creatures are brought into being.7 The Maturidis 

criticized this position as being tantamount to stripping the concept of God of any 

meaningful content, countering that all of God's attributes are eternal, but it is inadmissible 

to say that God's attributes are identical with Him or that they are distinct from His 

essence.& 

With respect to avoiding tashbfh, the ascription of attributes to God, TUsi argues somewhat 

in the manner of the Muctazilah who, as we have seen, held that God was totally 

transcendent. They attempted to safeguard God's unity by not allowing any possible 

comparison between God and His creatures. TUsi addresses the question of God's 

attributes in the following manner: 

For example, we say that our Creator is Wise O;lakim); we call Him-the 
All-High-Wise (.Qakim) for the reason that we who are his creatures and 
devotees recognize (mishiniisim) and know (midiinim) the signs of [His] 
Wisdom. And if we, who are His creatures and devotees, are endowed with 
(lit. characterized by) wisdom ({likmat), it necessarily follows for us to say 
that all wisdom is from Him. Similarly, in our own being (wujijd) we find 
that in this world no action proceeds from us without being preceded by a 
thought (ta$awwiir) concerning that [action]. Thus, when we see that our 
thought is necessary for our action, accordingly, when we say something 
about the work of Him-the Most High-we cannot transcend (bar 
natawiinim gup~sht) the limits of our analogy, that is, [we speak] from the 
level of our own knowledge and perception .... 9 

7w. Montgomery Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought (Edinburgh, Edinburgh 
University Press, 1973), 316. 
8Ibid. 
9-r 7-8, P 9; BP 9. Translation mine (KH). All references to the Rawr;fat ul-Taslim, more 
commonly known as the T~awwuriit, are to: (i) the edition and translation prepared by W. 
Ivanow, Tasawwurat (Rawdatu't-Taslim) (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1950). This edition contains 
an extensive introduction, with notes. The text of Ivanow's translation is found on the page 
numbers indicated prefaced by T, while P indicates the pagination of the manuscript, not the 
Persian page on which the edited manuscript occurs. The Persian text itself may be found on 
the page numbers indicated prefaced by P. (ii) Also included are references to the more 
recent, though unpublished, edition that has been prepared by Sayyed Jalal Hosseini 
Badakhchani as part of his doctoral dissertation. See his "The Paradise of Submission: A 
Critical Edition and Study of Raw~eh-i Taslim commonly known as T8$l!Wwuriit by 
Khwajeh Na~Ir al-Di:n Tfisi" (Ph.D. dissertation, Oxford University, 1989). This new 
edition supercedes Ivanow's edition and translation both in accuracy of translation-in the 
case of misreadings and omissions-and increased clarity of text based on the older 
manuscript. In addition, it offers, as mentioned in the Abstract, I, "a comparison of the 
oldest known manuscript of the text with three other manuscripts and the version of the text 
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c In other words, for TUsi, any attributes ascribed to God stem from the human point of view. 

To say that a proof for God may be established would be tantamount to claiming that one 

has encompassed the reality of His ipseity, which is not possible for creatures to do. Thus, 

any proof that may be furnished regarding God's ipseity is absurd.lO 

There were other ways of conceiving the notion of God that were brought to the forefront 

by Muslim philosophers. For example, the view that God is the First Cause was held by 

the Aristotelian philosophers in Islam, such as al-Farabi (d. 950 CE), considered the 

'Second Master' after Aristotle, who was considered the 'First Master.' This view, that the 

world had emanated out of the superabundant goodness of God, who could thus be 

considered the First Cause, was later criticized by the philosopher-theologian al-Ghazzali 

(d. 1111 CE) on the grounds that such a mechanical outpouring of the universe from the 

primal cause omitted to attribute to God any exercise of His Will. That is, God had no 

choice but to produce the universe, which was not fitting in a conception of God as 

Creator. 11 Similarly, to hold that the world was eternal, as did many of the philosophers, 

was to admit that God had a partner, since both He and the world were eternal. For the 

philosophers, the eternality of the world was a natural corollary of the view that God, as 

perfect, could not change, and if there was a time when the world did not exist, and then 

edited by W. lvanow ... [and] includes the variants of all manuscripts and a twenty-eighth 
representation (~awwur) [reconstructed from fmgments] which is missing from Ivanow's 
edition." The manuscript utilized by Badakhchani is the oldest known manuscript, having 
been copied in 1560 CE, and appears to be a closer copy of the autograph manuscript than 
any other available. The two manuscripts accessible to Ivanow date from 1764 CE and 1924 
CE, respectively. References .to ·Badakhchani's edition and tmnslation will be indicated by 
page numbers prefaced with B for the tmnslation and BP for the Persian manuscript text (not 
the Persian page on which the edited text appears). If Badak:hchani offers · a synopsis rather 
than a translation, then only the appropriate references from Ivanow will be given. All 
translations from the Ta$awwurat are indicated in parentheses following the citation; hence 
Ivanow is indicated (I); Badakhchani (B), and myself (KH). I have utilized lvanow where 
Badakhchani provides only a synopsis of the text and provided my own tmnslations in cases 
where the accuracy of the text might be served better. 
l<fr 6, P 7; B 157, BP 7. 
11See the discussion on Ghazzali's attack on philosophy in Oliver Leaman, An introduction 
to medieval Islamic philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), Part I, Ch. 
1: How did God create the world? 
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another time when the world came into existence, then this would imply a change in the 

essence of God, which would then denote His imperfection. For Ghazzali, however, the 

issue of the eternality of the world was yet another proof that the philosophers were 

ungodly, for to him the view that the world was eternal denied the active Will of God and 

the conception of God as the creator. 

With respect to God as cause, Tiisi argues that where there is a cause, there has to be an 

effect. This leads to the problem both of relationality, as well as of plurality, both of which 

are not permissible in our concept of God. That is to say, since a cause exists for the sake 

of an effect, and an effect cannot exist without a cause, it places both cause and effect in the 

realm of relationality (i{lafi), and God is above relationality. Moreover, relationality belongs 

to the category of oppositions, such as existence/non-existence; being/non-being; 

cause/effect; truth/relativity, etc., and since oppositions can only exist between two things, 

and two things can only belong to the realm of plurality, they cannot be applied to God, for 

God is above oppositions.12 Thus, he argues, "it is an error to speak of a 'first cause', 

following the philosophers, in relation to God, but ... it is correct in relation to the 

Command of God ... which is the source of all existents." 13 

Tiisi also examines the notion of God as creator. The issues regarding the creatorship of 

God are that, for the philosophers, God was always the creator (or more accurately, the 

First Cause), for to say that there was a time when he was not the creator would imply that 

something changed in His essence in order for Him to make the decision to create--and 

change indicates imperfection in the deity. For if God is perfect, then He need not change, 

12Sayyid Jalal Hosseini Badakhshani, trans., notes and introduction, "Contemp1ation and 
Action" (author's typescript, 1987), 51-52, #27. This work is a translation and text with 
notes and an introduction of an untitled work of 'fUsi's that was given the title Sayr wa 
Suliik "by whoever first published the text." The text is found in a collection of Tiisi's 
works edited by Mudarris-i Rizvi , titled Majmii'ah-i RaslPil, and it is in the introduction 
(h) that Rizvi mentions the name. 
13Ibid, 52, #28. 
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and if He changed, then did He change in order to increase His perfection? If so, then He 

was not perfect before the change took place. The implications of God always having being 

a creator are, correspondingly, that the world is eternal and co-existent with God. But such 

a view, as GhazzaJI was quick to point out, implies shirk, for to posit the eternality of the 

world implies that God had a partner. Moreover, it made the Q~anic assertion that God is 

a creator meaningless if one were to hold that the world had always been in existence. 

Tiisi argues along the lines of the philosophers when he states that to say that there was a 

time when the world was not in existence is to imply that there was a time when the Creator 

was still not a creator, or that His creative power was in potentia and not in actu.14 Such an 

implication, he says, is indicative of disbelief, kufr, for it is necessary to maintain that God 

was always a creator, and hence that there never was a time at which the world did not 

exist. 

His hypothetical questioner, however, then raises the issue of shirk, co-partnership, if both 

God and the world are eo-eternal. Tiisi replies to this objection by stating that he does not 

deny either that the world was eternal nor that the world is transient (mu1Jdith). Its 

eternality is constituted "by its coming from the state of potentiality to that of necessary 

existence (wujiib), and from imperfection to perfection", while its transience is constituted 

"by the fact of its potential existence (imkan) and its imperfection ( nuq$ifn)" .15 Thus, Tiisi 

once again takes recourse to the idea that to deny the eternality of the world would deny the 

creatorship of God, and since God has always been a creator, the world must always have 

existed, even if in the form of potential existence and in a state that requires it to be brought 

to perfection. At the same time, he is careful to point out that the transience of the world 

and all the imperfections attached to it should not be reflected back towards God. 

Moreover, he points out, it is an imaginary human idea to say that there was a time when 

14t65, P 47-48; BP 47-48. 
15T 65, P 48; BP 48. (I) 
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the world was not, and another time when the world was, for no creature can ascertain the 

truth of the matter (paqiqat-i l;lal): in other words, the question of the existence of the world 

is a divine matter to which human conception cannot reach. 

It is salient to mention that unlike the philosophers, Tilsi holds the view that God willed to 

create, but that like the philosophers, he understands the mechanics of creation to have 

occurred through emanation, and also, along with the philosophers, he finds it necessary to 

maintain the eternality of the world. In other words, had the philosophers been able to 

maintain both the theological position of God's willed creatorship and the philosophical 

understanding of the necessity of emanation as the mode of creation and the eternality of the 

world to safeguard the potency of God's Will, then he would not have had cause to find 

fault with the philosphers with respect to their understanding of God as the First Cause. 

This needs be noted because Tilsi, at this stage in his life, which is at the time of the writing 

of the Ta$awwurat, is much closer to the position of the philosophers than he is to that of 

the theologians. It should also be mentioned that Isma:cm philosophers prior to him also 

found it important to maintain both the willed creation of God as well as the emanative 

mode of creation. In other words, as Muslims, they felt they had to uphold the creatorship 

of God; as philosophers, their cosmological schemes depended upon emanation and as a 

corollary of this, upon the eternality of the world. 

To turn to the discussion on the nature of God found in the Tasa wwurlft, Tilsi sets out, frrst . . 
of all, to establish that there is only one God. He examines the notion of duality both from 

the standpoint of asking whether there are two eternals and from that of whether duality is 

expressed through attributes. He dispenses with the first question by asserting that such a 

stance would imply that there are two gods, one good and the other better, which is absurd. 

Regarding the second, Tilsi asks whether such an attribute is created or divine: if created, 

then it is not worthy of being an attribute of God's, and if divine, then such an attribute 

C could apply to one god only as the other god would require a different attribute in order to 
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be distinguished from the first.16 However, although the existence of objects in this world 

depends on someone different from them rather than upon themselves, that is to say, a 

wlijib al-wujiid, viz. something existing by virtue of its own necessity,17 the existence of 

God cannot be proven. This is so because in reality God is the establisher of all proofs 

(thiibitiit))S To say that the existence of God can be proved is to imply that the ipseity of 

God can be comprehended (mubit ast) in its reality, which is impossible, for the nature of 

God cannot be comprehended. We understand Tiisi to mean that the nature of God cannot 

be comprehended in its reality by anything that falls within the realm of created being, for, 

in Tiisi's view, God is far above the ability of created beings to comprehend Him in reality. 

He extrapolates further that neither can God be comprehended by non-created being, for to 

posit the existence of such a being would imply that there was a being equal in power to 

God, which would indicate duality, and indeed Tiisi asserts, evidently in response to 

Zoroastrian notions, that there cannot be two equal powers both claiming to be divine. 

Tiisi makes the statement that just as we cannot comprehend the notion of God, so, too, we 

cannot understand his role as creator. Tiisi does not elaborate upon this point. He simply 

asserts that the source of all existence is the volition (Amr) of God, called the Word 

(Kalima).19 The first creation (mawjiid) that comes into existence from this command of 

God, directly, without any intermediary, is the frrst intellect (cAql-i awwal), and all 

subsequent existents come into being through different intermediaries. Thus, the soul 

(Nafs) comes into being through the mediation of the cAql, and so on. 

The text now switches into a question-and-answer format. Some one points out that this 

creative act-termed ibdac, may be understood as creation ex nihilo, but not in the sense that 

it is creation out of nothing, but out of something to which existence or any other creaturely 

16T 5, P 7; B 157, BP 7. 
17T 2, P 5; B 155, BP 5. 
18T 5, P 7; B 157, BP 7. 
1~ 6, P 8; BP 8. 
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attribute cannot be predicated.2o The creative act emanates (fif1i(i) from the volition (Amr) 

of the Creator21 without any intermediary (tawassut), and not in time. This process is 

likened to the image of a light spreading from a lamp, such that this light is thought to spead 

without volition (bi ikhtiyifr). The implication of this, suggests the questioner, is that 

neither can the creatorship of the creator be proved, for, if we were to expand on the 

questioner's argument for a moment, there is nothing willed about it. As mentioned above, 

one of the problems relating to the process of emanation from the source of all existents is 

that if emanation is viewed as an outpouring that takes place by virtue of the very nature of 

the source of all being, then the idea of a God who makes the active decision to create 

disappears from view. Such appears to be the case here. To return to the questioner then, 

not only does it become difficult to prove the existence of the creator, but also of the 

creative act, that is, of the act as being a creative act rather than an automatic act (biikhtiyifr). 

In his answer, Tu si points out that the simile of the light of the lamp applied to the creative 

act is only a metaphor to make accessible to human understanding how divine volition 

works.22 It should not be taken to correspond exactly in reality to that which it refers. 

Attributes given to God such as absolute existence (wujud), oneness, simplkity of 

substance (bisa_tat), spontaneity (ikhtiyar), knowledge, might, etc. are, according to Tusi, 

like saying that God is pure light or an absolute bounty (fay(i); and that although these 

qualities are given to Him separately, it does not imply that all of these qualities are not one 

with Him. His main argument, however, is that these are creaturely properties, referring to 

creatures, and not to God, suggesting that we utilize them as aids to our understanding of a 

concept that is really beyond our reach. Therefore, he asks, in what way can the properties 

volition (ikhtiyifr) or non-volition (bl ikhtiyiiri) be applied to God and how can these be 

2D-fhis is N~ir-i Khusraw's view. see W. Ivanow, ed. and trans., Six Chapters of Shish Fasl 
also called Rawshana'i-nama by Nasir-i Khusmw (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1949), 30, P 6. 
21Termed the mubdi'-one who creates through ibdac, from the Ar. root b-<J-c, to innovate, 
to make something new. 
22T 6-7, P 8; BP 8. 
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binding?23 Tiisi appears to be saying that willing to create or creating through emanation, 

that is, spontaneously, may be ways in which we can approximate how the world comes 

into being. However, the manner in which this happens at the divine level is something we 

cannot have any knowledge of. All we can safely say is .that creation comes into being 

through divine volition (Amr) by a creative act (ibdiiC). Divine volition may be understood 

metaphorically as the Word of God (Kalima) and, similarly, the divine creative act may be 

understood metaphorically as light spreading from a lamp. 

Tiisi has introduced a fine line of distinction between God-whom he wants to protect from 

being attributed with any description arising out of human conception-and God's Will or 

volition or command, Amr, which in his view is the source of all existents. Since the nature 

of God is not accessible to human understanding, the exact relation between God and His 

Word is not detailed in the Ta~awwuriit However, in the Sayr va Suliik, Tiisi mentions that 

the Word (Kalima, i.e., Amr) is not something additional to God's essence when viewed 

from the point of view of His exaltedness. Had it been so, another mediator would have 

been needed. By this, Tiisi means that had the Amr been additional to God's essence, it 

would have been eo-eternal with God. Since such a notion is inadmissible in order to keep 

God's monotheism intact, another attribute would have had to be devised that was internal 

to God's essence in order to keep God's omnipotence intact. However, from the point of 

view that the command is the cause for that which is caused, it is something additional to 

His essence. What is additional is the mode of the divine Word in which it is cause for the 

effect, because since the dyad of cause/effect belong together, this introduces a relation 

between them, and relationality belongs to the category of oppositions, which, as has been 

mentioned before, belongs in the realm of plurality24 and hence in the realm of created 

beings. 

23T 6-7, P 8; BP 8. 
24ss 51, #27, SSP 82-83. 
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God, His command, and the act of creation (ibdifC) are, therefore, a divine mystery, although 

Tiisi does not explicitly say so but indicates through the arguments outlined above. He 

gives good reason as to why they should be a divine mystery. If they were amenable to 

human understanding, then this would be tantamount to claiming for humans the ability to 

comprehend the divine, thereby denying to God any real lordship over the realm of created 

entitites. Similarly, the relationship between God's Word or command and the first 'Aql, 

which is the first existent to issue from the Command of God through the act of ibdac, is 

understood by the metaphor of the light of the lamp, in which the light denotes the cAql, 

while the lamp stands for divine volition (Amr). In declaring that the Creator aspect of 

divinity remains essentially a divine mystery, Tiisi incorporates the philosophical view of 

existence as having issued forth from the First Cause-divinity-through a process of 

emanation. He identifies the Will of God, the Amr, as the cause of all inanimate and 

animate creations (mawjildiit wakii3inat) and adds: 

Although the Command of God, the Most High, who is the cause of the 
existents (mawjildiit) and the universe (ka:Jiniit, lit. creatures), is an absolute 
emanation (also bounty) (yik fayc;l muflaq) that emanates (lit. shines) equally 
upon alll8,000 worlds without illumination (tajalli) or bounty (ciniiyati) to 
some over others, each existent speaks of His creation (kiir, lit. work) 
according to the existential rank it has received from the Command of God, 
the Most High, and in proportion to the effects (iithiir) [of the Command] 
that it has witnessed in its own essence (dhiit).25 

Tfisi tries to strike a balance between the strict monotheism dictated by the Qur3an and the 

references found in the same to God as a being by utilizing the hermeneutical strategy of 

alternating points of view. Thus, from the point of view of the divine essence, God is 

above any creaturely attribution, and unrelated in any way to the realm of creation. 

However, from the point of view of the creatures, He is all and more that we can attribute to 

Him-He is creator, lord, one, simple in substance, wise, mighty, has will, etc. Logically 

speaking, however, all these attributes are aimed at the Will or Command of God, and not 

25T 17, P 16-17; B 160, BP 16-17. (KH) 
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God per se, although we must bear in mind that God's Will is not to be differentiated from 

him from the point of view of God himself. Moreover, each creature speaks of God from 

the position it occupies, so the cAql, which "received its existence from the Command 

without any mediation and was one (wiil)id) in its oneness (wa1Jdat), did not see or know 

anything but one (wii{lid) and oneness (walJdat); and in relation to its own knowledge and 

vision it said: Nothing can proceed from one (wiil)id) except one (wa1Jdat)."26 Similarly, 

the Nafs, from its point of view, while looking in the direction of the 'Aql sees oneness, 

and looking in the direction of matter (jism), which it came into possession of and began to 

control through the aid (ta 3yfd) of the 'Aql, sees plurality, would say: nothing can result 

from one except plurality. 27 

Thus, if 'fiisi has succeeded in de-anthropomorphizing God by holding Him to be far above 

any attributes humans can impute to Him, thereby avoiding the pitfall of tashbfh, he does so 

because from the point of view of God, no attribute can fully comprehend his nature, nor 

be, in any real sense, be applied to him as it sterns from the creaturely point of view. 

However, to then avoid falling into the pitfall of tacpJ, Tiisi changes the lens to say that from 

the creature's point of view, depending upon the status occupied by the creature, certain 

positive attributes can be applied to God, and these are to be understood always within the 

context of the relation of the existent to that which is onto logically prior to it, and from the 

point of view of the existent's origin. For example, following the logic of avoiding tashbfh, 

to say that something issues from God is untrue, for God has no connection with anything 

material. Were we to admit a connection between an existent and God, then we would be 

denying God's oneness (wa}Jdiiniyyat). If we deny that things come from God, we would 

be denying the existence of creation, which is also clearly untrue. But to admit that things 

come from God would produce a relation that in turn would result in the denial of truth 

26-y 17-18, P 17; B 160, BP 17. (KH) 
27T 18, P 17; B 160, BP 17. 
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itself. And to say that the issue of something from God is in a way possible and in a way 

impossible would be to imply plurality, which again is not befitting of God. 

So, in a tacit acceptance of the difficulty of maintaining a balance between tashbih and tacp1, 

Tiisi has to introduce the point of view of the creature. As iterated above, from the point of 

the view of the cAql, from one only one can issue forth. Tiisi offers very little detailed 

. explanation of why this is so, and to a certain extent we have to reconstruct his argument. 

He says of the cAql that it is the First, because it is the first to have come into existence (the 

first to have become mawjiid). It is called the Active (faccaJ) Intellect, because through its 

aid (ta~yid) the things of this world come from the state of potential existence into actuality. 

It is called the Universal Intellect (cAql-i Kull), because all the individual intellects 

connected to beings are its traces (or effects-athlfr). It always remains quiescent with 

respect to the creative force it receives from the Kalima or divine Word, while it is in a state 

of movement with relation to the Nafs, or the second existent. 28 

The question is: does the cAqllook toward the Kalima or Amr when it declares that from 

one can come only one, or does it look toward the Nafs, which has come into being through 

it, when it makes its declaration? In searching the text for possible clues, it appears that for 

Tiisi this is a statement made by the cAql in acknowledgement of God's unity, or taw.flid. 

Furthermore, when the cAql begins its process of contemplation, which ultimately results 

in the remainder of creation coming into existence, this is a unified conception (ta$awwiir), 

since for the cAql, one thought encompasses all thoughts, and all thoughts become one 

thought. 29 This is based on the notion that the cAql's unity is due to the fact that for it all 

relative aspects become one since it is turned toward Him. 30 

28y 19; P 17; B 161, BP 17. 
29y 10, P 11, BP 11. 
30Ibid. 
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To return, then, to the issue of tacpJ, from the point of the view of the cAql, God is One. It 

may be argued that if Tiisi says that the cAql does not know anything outside itself, which 

is what we may extrapolate when Tiisi says that the cAql contains the idea of all existents 

within itself, then how could it assert that God is one when it says that from one only one 

issues forth ? The objection holds until we turn to Tiisi's statement that although God is not 

an existent, and hence cannot be known and acknowledged as such by the cAql, 

nonetheless the cAql must be conscious of deriving fay(i (bounty) from the Command, 

because it is to the Amr that the cAql submits (taslim) itself. Based on this it would appear 

that the cAql's assertion that from one issues forth only one means that from the Kalima or 

Amr, which is the source of all creation, only one has issued forth, viz. the First Intellect. It 

is not meant in the sense that from one existent, another existent has come forth, because the 

Kalima or Amr is not understood by Tiisi to be an existent. The emphasis here is on the 

Amr as simple cause, not on Amr as existent. Moreover, the cAql's assertion is based 

upon its own knowledge: it is one in its oneness (wiiQid ba-w~dat) and· knows only 

oneness. Therefore, it is logical for it to assert that from one only one ensues, that is, from 

a simple (ba~it) cause, only one effect comes into being. The Soul, however, has come into 

existence indirectly, through the mediation of the Intellect, and with its help (ta:Jyid), it 

comes into possession and control of matter (jism). When it looks toward the Intellect, it 

sees one and oneness. However, when it looks in another direction, it sees many and 

plurality. Therefore, the Soul asserts that from one plurality has issued forth.31 

Accordingly, everything that is existent formulates a theory regarding its origin (i$diir) from 

God consistent with its knowledge and ability to perceive. When people assert that God is 

cause of all existence, they do so in conformity with their place in the order of things and 

their origin-although they run the risk of attributing plurality to His essence, and this is 

clearly contrary to the notion of taw-!Jfd. To deny the possibility of something coming from 

31T 18, P 17; B 160, BP 17. 
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God, says Tiisi, "I would be denying the figurative and the relation (majiizi wa i~iifah)" ,32 

the figurative being that God is said to be the creator, and the relation being that we, as 

existents, must have a connection with Him in order to exist. However, this would deny 

His unity. Accordingly, Tiisi asserts, if he were to say that things do issue forth from Him, 

then "I would be denying the reality itself."33 

Tfisfs point is simply this: all our articulated notions concerning God's creation are 

constructed arguments. Each view has merit in that it seeks to avoid one pitfall or the other. 

At the same time, each view raises further logical problems. Therefore, although one must 

avoid being negligent by refusing to comment on these questions, at the same time one must 

remain aware that any articulation is limited by one's knowledge, ability to perceive the true 

nature of things, and one's status in the order of created beings. In the end, each creature 

speaks of God in accordance with its position in the existential hierarchy, and in proportion 

to the divine traces (iithiir) manifested in its substance ( dhiit). 34 Thus, it can be surmised that 

although Tiisi calls upon the "point of view" argument to avoid the pitfall of tacpJ, he 

nonetheless cannot accept the point of view of the unthinking believer who attributes God 

with being the source of all existents or of those who try to qualify their beliefs by 

distinguishing between a unique, substantial existent and the plurality of accidental 

existents. That is simply not going far enough in his view. 

What, then, would comprise correct belief? If we look at his interpretation of the Q~anic 

dictum, "Alliihu Akbar" (God is Great), we see another illustration of his understanding of 

divine nature. This statement, according to him, means that God is greater than being liable 

to description. Further, it means that He is greater than being above description, and that 

He never diminishes or becomes deficient. He explains that the word akbar, if taken alone, 

32T 16, P 16; B 159, BP 16. (B) 
33Ibid. 
34T 17, P 16-17; B 160, BP 16-17. 
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means that there may be great ones in that class (jins) but to understand this of God would 

amount to unbelief (kufr) and polytheism (shirk). Hence it is not allowable. 

Rather, he suggests, one has to recognize that there is a double purpose contained within 

this statement, because humanity cannot be exempt, that is, must consider things from the 

point of view of the starting point (mabdac) and the destination point (macad). Initially, the 

statement appears as a belief that has a certain form (~iirat) and description (~ifat), and it is 

necessary for the believer to testify to this as otherwise the person would give up the idea 

of, we assume, the belief in God altogether. The second consideration is to recognize that 

the point of the first consideration- accepting the form and description of the statement-is 

that it is something that belongs to the realm of humanity and not to God. This is because 

the truth of His substance cannot be known to anyone except God Himself. Thus, the 

secondary consideration consists of the denial and abolition of His attributes. This forms 

the point at which the believer begins the journey of returning to the realm of perfection, 

and hence Tiisi sees the second consideration as relating to the return (macad). 

Yet, as Tiisi is careful to point out, God Himself is above both these considerations, that is, 

He is far above attribution (which is something humans do in order to acknowledge their 

point of origin, mabdac) and also above not having attributes (which humans acknowledge 

in order to acknowledge the point of their return, macad). If this were not sufficient to 

establish the greatness of God that is above both the assertion and denial of attributes, Tiisi 

goes on to declare that He is also above being free from both these. In other words, the 

very idea of the freedom of God from every creaturely conception of Him is an idea rooted 

in human conception, and He is also beyond that. Now this, according to Tiisi, is what 

constitutes praise (wa~f) in the realm of creation, while in the realm of the divine Will 
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(Amr) the mystery of the paradox contained within the formula is alluded to by the 

Qu~anic vs.: "Is not His the creation and the command?"35 

We may argue, however, that thus far Tusi has succeeded perhaps in rendering God above 

any creaturely description and, further, even freed Him from the conception that He is 

above creaturely description. In so doing, he has fulfilled his purpose to avoid falling into 

the pitfall of tashbih. He has also pointed out that statements that appear to 

anthropomorphize our conception of God do so in order that the believer may acknowledge 

his point of origin. But has he not gone too far the other way and fallen into the pitfall of 

ta cpJ? For is not his conception of God such that Deus is rendered completely absconditus, 

completely hidden from view, such that it would be very difficult for the believer to have a 

notion that would fulfil the need for a personal deity? In other words, is there an 

immanency to God at all in Tiisr's view, or is God compelety transcendent? 

The Divine Will (Amr) 

We have seen that Tusi has sought to establish that God qua God is beyond description, 

even the description of being beyond description, and that the mysterious connection 

between God and his Will is essentially a matter that only he understands. Having 

explained that we must always bear in mind that God qua God is beyond and free from any 

connection with the created world, he then proceeds to use the terms God and his divine 

Will (Amr) almost interchangeably. 

Let us turn to those statements made in the text that refer direcdy to the volition or Will of 

God, that is, that aspect-if we may call it that-of God that "faces" creation. TheAmror 

Will of God is variously described as being the cause of all inanimate and animate existents 

(mawjiidat va ka:l:inat); it may be described as an absolute emanation (fay{i-i muf]aq).36 The 

35QurJan 7:54; cited on T 158, P 107; B 220, BP 107. 
36T 17, P 16; B 160, BP 16. 
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first destiny (taqdlr-i awwal) proceeds from the Command to the Intellect, and qa{la, 

predestination, by which is meant the first imposition of duties (taklif) is established in the 

first Tablet Oaw/;1-i awwal) by the Command.37 The Amr also determines the existential 

rank (martaba) which every existent occupies, which in turn determines that existent's origin 

(mabda 3) and return (maciid).38 So, for instance, human beings are said to have come from 

the world of the divine Will (Amr-i iliihi) into the being of symbolic and illusory existence 

of ordinary creatures, and to the place where everything created is proof of the existence of 

God.39 The purpose of the emanation (ifii{lat) of the Word (Kalima=Amr) was to facilitate 

the progress (taraqqf) of the cAql, that is, to grant it eternal peace, absolute perfection and 

knowledge of reality.40 The perfection attained by each existent is proved by its surrender 

(taslfm) to its superior, and by its placing itself at its superior's disposal (ta$arruf). 41 

Similarly, the cAql "is superior to all other creatures [because] its submission to the Exalted 

word is purer and more sincere, and it avoids partnership with the Exalted Word in will, 

knowledge and power better than any other creature. "42 

How does Tusi view the relationship between God the creator and the created world? One 

of the cardinal presuppositions in Islamic philosophy that was inherited from the Greeks 

was the notion that the effect must bear some traces of the cause. As we have seen above, 

Tiisi cannot conceive of God as cause, for to do so would compromise God's tawl)id or 

uniqueness since the notion of cause implies the notion of effect and the two together form 

a dyad. God is above dyads or oppositions. Rather, Tusi names the Will (Amr) of God as 

that which humans may consider divine cause. Although in absolute terms God's Will is 

37T 48, P 36; BP 36. If the Jaw}J-i awwal is the same as the law}J-i ma}JIIJ¥--Wld there is no 
reason why it should not be-then we may note that Tfisi identifies this as the Universal 
Soul. See T 120, P 82; B 197, BP 82. 
38T 85, P 59; B 173, BP 59. 
3~ 92, P 64; B 178, BP 64. 
40r 111, P 77; B 191, BP 77. 
41T 109, P 76; B 190, BP 76. 
42T 110-111, P 77; B 191, BP 76-77. (B) 
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internal to his essence and non-distinct from him, from the point of view of human 

understanding we may separate out this Will from the notion of God qua God so as to keep 

our conception of God intact with respect to his uniqueness. Can we, then, detect in Tiisi's 

articulation of the divine Will any elements that connect the cause to the effect? 

In order to determine this we must examine Tiisi's view of how the created world comes 

into being. In response to a question regarding the source of existence (mubdic-; 

mawjiidat), he says: 

My conception is that the instaurator (mubdic) of existents (mawjudat) is 
one, namely the Command (Amr) of God the All-High and Sacrosanct, 
which is called "the Word" (Kalima). The first existent (mawjiid), which 
came into existence through divine (lit. pure; ma/;1(1) instauration (ibda') 
without any intermediary (bi tawassut) from the Command was the First 
'Aql [Intellect]. [All] other existents came into existence from the 
Command through the mediation of [other] intermediaries; for example, the 
[Universal] Soul (Nafs) through the mediation of the Intellect ('Aql), and 
the Hayiila, [Universal] Nature (!abrcat) and [Universal] Body (!ism) 
through the mediation of the SouL43 

There are two points that may be made here. First, there is a descending hierarchy of 

creation or, more precisely, created existents, depending upon the number of intermediaries 

that separate that existent from the Will (Amr). Accordingly, the Universal or First 

Intellect, the cAql, which comes into existence directly from the divine Will without any 

intermediary, "by its substance (jawhar) is superior to all existents (mawjiidat), by its 

existence the most perfect, and by its position the highest; it possesses absolute perfection 

(kamifl-i muflaq). Therefore, where it is, there is pure good (khayr-i ma/;1(1). "44 Second, 

every existent that speaks of God's work, that is, creation (klir) can be classified, according 

to Tiisi, by its rank in the order of creation, and "extent of benefaction" (lit. trace of 

emanation, athar-i fay(i) that it receives from the Will (Amr) of God.45 This emanation, 

43T 6, P 8; BP 8. (KH) 
44T 46, P 35; BP 35. (I) 
45T 7, P 9; BP 9. (I) 
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also understood as bounty or abundance (fay{1),46 is manifested in each existent in the 

traces (fithiir) on the soul or the actions (acmfil) of the body.47 Tusi's intent here is to show 

that existents cannot transcend the limits of their knowledge and vision when they speak of 

the doings of God. However, the statements he makes are instructive for us in revealing 

that the emanation, abundance or bounty (fay{~) of the divine Will, which Tusi has already 

likened to light spreading from a lamp, are a key point of connection between the divine 

Will and its effect, viz., creation. A chief characteristic of the cause that is contained in the 

effect-that is to say, existents-is the manifestation of the abundance (fay{l) of the cause in 

the existent in the form of traces in the soul and the actions of the body. 

Another characteristic connecting the cause to the effect is articulated by Tusi in the 

following: 

... the First cAql by the power of divine assistance (ta:Jyld) of the Highest 
Word (i.e. Divine volition, Kalima 3i acJa), conceived the idea (ta~awwur) of 
all things (ashyfi3), both spiritual and material, to the utmost limits .... Such 
an idea (ta~awwur) of the cAql became the existentiating (Ijfid) cause 
(sabab) of the commencement (badfiyat) of all things (ashyiP), with all that 
every creation (mawjiid) required (mfiyaptaj).48 

Here we have the second characteristic that links the effect to the cause: the notion that the 

cAql conceived the idea of all things in creation "by the power of divine assistance" or 

ta 3yid. Tusi views the Intellect as possessing absolute perfection. Why, then, does the cAql 

need the power of divine assistance or ta 3yid? Since ordinarily the notion of absolute 

perfection would imply independence of anything external to itself, it is clear that for Tfisi 

the notion of perfection is understood somewhat differently. The cAql's perfection lies in 

(i) that it came into existence without an intermediary, and (ii) that it submitted to the divine 

46-rhe term fay{l (from the Ar. root f-y-if) has been used as a technical term in classical Islamic 
philosophy to depict emanation. Its range of meanings include the notions of flowing over, 
superabundance, bounty, pouring forth, issuing and so forth. 
47T 7, P 9; BP 9. 
48T 8, P 9; BP 9. (I & KH) 
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Word or Command. In the first aspect, the cAql is the recipient of the emanation (fay(~) of 

the Command, and in the second, it is the recipient of the assistance or guidance (ta 3yld) of 

the Command. In both cases, it receives these in very act of ibdac or (primordial) 

instauration. Is this ta 3yid the same as fay(~ ? From the context, it appears that ta7id, lit. 

"assistance, support" is connected to the notion of forming an, idea (ta$awwur). In other 

contexts, the notion of ta 3yid is mentioned in connection with understanding things 

directly.49 Fay(/, on the other hand, appears in its manifestation to be a kind of potency, a 

"power" that is latent in every existent, such as the instinctual drive to move or the capacity 

to reason. That is, although it is a form of divine bounty, or abundance or emanation from 

the point of view of the source, from the point of view of the existent, it is a power 

contained in the soul or an ability possessed by the body. The two notions appear to be 

close! yinterconnected: 

A person who knows everything without learning from anyone, i.e., who 
does not need any physical instruction (tacJfm-i jismanf) or acquisition and 
convincing (iktisiib wa talqin), and does not have to be taught by anyone, 
i.e., that knowledge unites with his mind from the emanations of the lights 
(az fay(l-i anwiir) of [divine] assistance (ta 3yid), and should teach others, is 
a }Jujjat. so 

The ]Jujjat is the manifestation of the Universal Intellect (cAql) on the human plane. 

Drawing upon the notion that "every substance (lit. quiddity, miihiyyat) that has its origin in 

the higher world has a manifestation (maJ?har) in this world,"51 Tilsi identifies the }Jujjatas 

someone who: 

would know everything without instruction (taclfm) and extracts (istinbii!) 
the veri ties (paqii3iq) of all things from his own soul. He is not in need of 
anyone or anything save the assistance (or guidance, ta3yfd) of the 
manifestation (maJ?har) of the Highest Word (Kalima) that [alone] is above 
him. All is perfect in his own essence ( dhiit) and he brings to perfection all 
that is other than himself. 52 

49T 45, P 35; BP 35. 
5~ 143, P 97; B 211, BP 97. (B and KH) 
51T 186, P 129; BP 129. (KH) 
52T 186, P 129; BP 129. (KH) 
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This passage is intended to elucidate an understanding of the status of the }Jujjat, a figure in 

the lsma'ili hierarchy, which we will be discussing shortly. However, for our purposes 

here, it is clear that ta 3yid is conceptualized as a knowledge of the divine that is flashed 

directly upon the soul, while fayl). as shown in the lines preceding this passage, is the 

bountiful emanation received by each existent in the very process of creation. The granting 

of ta:Jyid by the divine Will presupposes the existence of fayl). Perhaps what Tiisi is trying 

to articulate is the notion that if fayl) is the potency contained in every order of created 

being, then ta 3yid is that knowledge which actualizes that potency. This reading finds 

support in Tiisi's delineation of the c Aql: "It is also called the Agent or Active (fa"ifl) cAql 

because it is through its help (ta 3yid) that things in this world come from the state of 

potential existence into the state of actual being",53 a notion highly reminiscent of, if indeed 

not derived directly from, the Aristotelian dictum that things can only be brought from the 

state of potentiality to actualization by something that is itself actualized. 54 

cAql and Nafs 

In a discussion on existence,55 Tiisi outlines three categories: the necessary (wlijib), the 

possible (mumkin) and the impossible (mumtanac). The necessary is that category of 

existence which is the source of all influence (mufayyil)-i fayl)hli). The impossible is that 

53T 19, P 17; B 161, BP 17. (I) In this regard, according to al-Farabi in his Rislfla J:Pl cAql 
(24-25), "the agent intellect is that principle which makes that essence which was an 
intellect in potentiality, an intellect in actuality and which makes the intelligibles which 
are intelligibles in potentiality, intelligibles in actuality." See Ian Richard Netton, Al-
raraoi and his School (London: Routledge, 1992), 49. According to Davidson, "Avicenna 
postulates, following Aristotle, that 'whatever passes from potentiality to actuality' does so 
'only through a cause that is actually [what the other is potentially].' "There must 
consequently be a I wholly actual] cause that makes our souls pass from potentiality to 
actuality in respect to intelligible thoughts,' and the cause is the 'active intellecttn See 
Herbert A. Davidson, Alfarabi, A vicenna, & A verrraes, on Intellect (Oxford: Oxford UP, 
1992), 87. 
54see Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, & Averrraes, 18-19: "Whenever 'what exists actually 
is generated from what exists potentially,' the transition from potentiality to actual.ity is 
effect 'by means of what [already] actually is [in possession of the characteristic in 
question]."' He gives Aristotle's Metaphysics 9.8.1049b, 24-25 in W.D. Ross's Oxford, 1924 
edition of the Metaphysics, as the source. 
55T 12-13, P 12-13; BP 12-13. 
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which is prevented from accepting any influence whatsoever. All existents in this world 

belong to the category of the possible, which lies between the two limits, the necessary and 

the impossible. The category of possible existence is that which is able to accept faytj from 

elsewhere. 56 Tiisi does not give us much information about the cAql and the Nafs, and if 

we are to accept his categories of existence prima facie, we may advance the notion that all 

existents including the cAql and the Nafs are possible existents. Both cAql and Nafs 

accept influence: "Among its [the cAql's] properties, is its always remaining static in what 

creative force it receives from the Kalima. "51 Regarding the Nafs: "The Nafs-i Kulli, 

however, ... received its existence from the Command (Amr) through the cAql, and was 

able, with the latter's assistance (ta 3yid) to govern (ta~arrui) and organize (tadbir) 

[Universal] Matter (jism) .... "58 However, neither the cAql or the Nafs are possible 

existents in the manner that the existents of this world are, for although both are from the 

point of the view of the Absolute contingent upon the Will (Amr) of God, from the point 

of view of created entities, they reside in the horizon of perfection. The cAql, indeed, is 

described as perfect, and "it is through its help (ta 3yid) that things in this world come from 

the state of potential existence into the state of actual being. "59 The Nafs is described by 

Tusi with the epithet "holy" (muqaddas) and is conceived of as being the soul of the 

macrocosm (calam-i kabir), which consists of the area "(f)rom the circumference of the 

highest sphere (al-falak al-acJa) to the centre of the depth of the earth."60 Elsewhere he 

says, "When the Universal Soul (Nafs) submits to the Universal Intellect, it becomes 

perfect."61 Indeed, he adds, "(The purpose] of the emanation (faytj) of the cAql upon the 

56T 12-13, P 13; BP 13. 
57T 19, P 17; B 161, BP 17. (I) Lit. "in what emanates upon it from the lights of the 
Kalima". 
58T 18, P 17; B 160, BP 17. (KH) 
59T 19, P 17; B 161, BP 17. (I) 
60T 19, P 17-18; B 161, BP 17-18. (B) 
61T 110, P 76; B 191, BP 76. (B) 
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Nafs was to grant it that perfection which it had the potentiality to accept. "62 In additional 

comments regarding existence, Tusi outlines four categories: individual (juzwi) existence, 

individual inclined toward generic existence, generic (kulh) existence and existence that is 

beyond both the individual and the generic. Generic existence is that of those who belong to 

the realm of absolute distinction (mubayanat-i mupaq), which is removed (mujarrad) from 

false ascription of partners (to God) (ishtirifk-i mubp/).63 Although this is aimed at human 

beings, who start out in life with individual existence (wujiid-i juzwi), we may read that 

generic existence (wujiid-i kulli) is the rank of existence also enjoyed by the cAql and the 

Nafs, both of whom are also termed 'cAql-i Kull' and 'Nafs-i Kull' by Tiisi. There is no 

doubt that Tiisi, along with earlier Isma:cm thinkers, conceives of the Nafs as housing an 

imperfection (nuqsan) in its substance.64 However, the Nafs appears to have been assisted 

by the cAql in moving towards perfection by the latter's assistance (ta 3yld), and becomes 

thereby both the soul of the macrocosm and the first "preserved tablet" (lawh-i ma.Qfiiz)65 

upon which are inscribed the divine mysteries. Although Tiisi does not say so explicitly, it 

is clear that for him the Nafs holds an exalted position with respect to creation and humans. 

In the final analysis, for Tiisi the traces of the cause, the divine Will or Amr that are to be 

found in the effects are fayp and ta3yld. Although the Amr is the source of both of these

however interchangeable these concepts may appear to be-they reach all subsequent 

existents through the mediation of the cAql and the Nafs, as we shall see presently. 

The Processes of Creation 

We have already seen how the First Intellect originates from the divine Command (Amr) in 

an act of mysterious origination, explainable only by the simile of light spreading 

62T 111, P 77; B 191, BP 77. (KH) 
63T 84, P 59; B 173, BP 59. (KH) 
64T 10, P 11; BP 11, which consists of the awareness that it is separated from the divine will 
bJ. the cAql. 
6 T 120, P 83; B 197, BP 82. 
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indiscriminately, that is, without differentiation, from a lamp. This frrst existent (mawjiid), 

known as the Universal Intellect or cAql-i Kull, is well-nigh perfect, having come into 

existence from the divine Will (Amr) directly without any intermediary (ba-ibdifc-i mafl{l bi 

tawassut). 

Tfisi then gives two explanations of how the rest of creation proceeded. The ftrst, his 

answer "as a whole", states that the First Intellect: 

by the power of Divine assistance (ta 3yid) of the highest Word (kalima3i 
a'lif), conceived the idea (ta~awwur) of all things (ashyif), both spiritual and 
material, to the utmost limits. That is, [it conceived] all that comprises the 
world, from the outer sphere (al-falak al-mufJit) to the core of the earth 
(markazu'l-ar{l), in the form (shakl) and being (hay3at) that it now has, [that 
of] a universal organism (shakh~I kulli) .... This idea (ta$awwur) became the 
cause of the coming into existence of the origin (lit. commencement, Ar. 
badayat) of all things (ashyif3) with all that was required (miiyafltifj) by every 
existent (mawjiid), such as intellects ('uqiil) with (lit. and) their illuminative 
(ishrifqift) [abilities], souls with their properties (ta$arrufiit), spheres with 
their regulating [abilities], the elements (arkifn) with their [abilities to exert] 
influence (ta 3thirift), and the kingdoms of nature (mawiilid) with their 
proportionating [tendencies] (tanifsubiit)-for all their activities they were 
established and their requirements for perpetuity ensured. ... while this 
conception [of the 'Aql] was being formed, in a single moment [that is, 
instantly] all this by way of ibdii' and ikhtirif' came into existence (wujiid). 
Both [kinds of creation, i.e., ibdif' and ikhtirif'] were one: ibdif', that is, 
[everything] intellectual ('aqlifni) came into existence unmediated from the 
Command, and ikhtirif', that is, [everything] spiritual (rii{lifni) and material 
(jismifni) came into existence from the Command (Amr) through the 
mediation of the Intellect ('Aql) and the Soul (Nafs).66 

How is this passage to be interpreted? It appears from the passage quoted above that the 

direct outcome of the power of divine assistance (ta 3yid) that is the hallmark of the Divine 

Will is to produce within the First Intellect the idea (ta~awwur) of all things, both spiritual 

and material. Since the idea precedes the existence of anything, the very fact of this idea 

66T 8-9, P 10; BP 9-10. (KH) 
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having arisen in the First Intellect necessitates the coming into being of all existents that it 

has conceived. While the creation of the First Intellect is through ibdac,61 that is, directly, 

immediately, and out of divine mystery through the Will of God, the coming into being of 

all other existents-spiritual and material-is through the process of ikhtirii~, a form of 

creating that implies-from its verbal root connoting "to split, to break apart"-a connection 

with the source of its creation. Tiisi maintains that the idea arose at the same moment68 as 

the First Intellect came into being, and appears to be a logical corollary of its existence. 

That is, both the ibdac (creation of the First Intellect69) and the ikhtirac (creation of all the 

spiritual and material existents through the agency of the cAql and the Nafs) occur at once, 

in the same moment, although logically ibdac must precede ikhtiriic. 

The effect of the ibdifL-the process through which the First Intellect came into being-is 

direct and immediate, while the effect of creation through ikhtirac, the process through 

which all spiritual and material existents necessary to bring into existence all things (ashya~) 

with everything that each existent (mawjiid) would require (ma yal)tiij), is not quite so 

direct even if its origin or commencement (badayat) is immediate. 

Tiisi then outlines his understanding of creation through ikhtirac, that is, relating to all 

spiritual and material existents. The First Intellect meditates upon three aspects of its 

existence, which Tiisi is quick to point out are in reality only one, although when viewed 

67The term ibdii", used by Isma'ili thinkers prior to 'fiisi, connotes the idea of direct, 
immediate creation or coming into being out of no prior substance to which it bears a 
connection. That is, it is coming into existence not from a thing; that is, not from anything 
that is accessible to human perception. See Na~ir-i Khusraw, Kitifb Jamic al-lfikmatayn. 
edited with a double introduction by Henry Corbin and Mob. Mocin (Tehran and Paris: 
L'lnstitut Franco-Iranien, 1953), P 211, #227. The verbal root of this tenn signifies an 
innovation, something new, and hence the idea that it bears no relation to anything prior to 
it. It was perhaps a term used by IsmaCili thinkers in order to safeguard, at one and the same 
time, both the positive aspect of the Creatorship of God through His Will, and the negative 
aspect of keeping the Divine free of all association with created entities. 
68Nowhere does Tiisi speak of time and how or when it came into being. However, based 
on previous Ismacm thinkers such as Na~ir-i Khusraw, we may safely assume that linear 
Time is not part of the primordial configuration here. 
69-rhis is how we must necessarily understand the creation of that which is intellectual 
(caqlifni); it implies, of course, that the traces (iithiir) of the Intellect must be included. 
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from the aspect of relativity, they comprise three meditative 11moments", so to speak.70 In 

the first meditation, the cAql-i Kull examines its own cause, which has a higher affmity 

(nisbat-i shariftar diisht), that is, with the divine Word. The result of this cogitation is the 

coming into existence of the second intellect, the intellect (caql) of the outer sphere (falak al

afliik). In its second meditation, the First Intellect reflects on its own substance, and finds it 

to have intermediary affinities (nisbat-i wasat diisht). In this connection Tiisi states that the 

First Intellect recognizes that its substance is necessitated by something else (wiijib bi-ghayr 

ast), that is, that it is necessitated by the divine Will (Amr). This meditation leads to the 

coming into existence of the Universal Soul, or Nafs-i Kull, that is, the soul of the outer 

sphere. In the final moment, when the First Intellect reflects on its own existence by 

possibility (imkan), it realizes that it itself was merely a possibility (mumkin) and hence, has 

inferior affinities (nisbat-i adwan).11 Tiisi has noted elsewhere that possible existence 

means that it is capable of accepting influence, which we may understand as being the fay{! 

and ta3yfd that it receives from the Amr. This thought becomes the cause of the coming into 

being of the outer sphere, the falak al-afliik itself. 

70J' 10, P 11; BP 11. Precursors of this notion are to be found in al-p-arabi, who depicted 
Aristotle-who himself does not appear to have made a causal connection between the First 
Cause and the incorporeal movers of the spheres--as imputing to the First Cause only two 
thoughts, "a thought of the First Cause and a thought of its own essence", which brought into 
existence a second intelligence and the first sphere. Al-Hirabi depicted 'Plato' as holding 
the view that the First eternally emanates the first intelligence (•aql, nous) that, in turn, 
eternally emanates both the soul and the intellect of the first sphere, and the body of the first 
sphere. This process is continued by the second intelligence, proceeding to the existence of 
the tenth intelligence. lbn Sina tempered this theory, ascribing "three aspects to the thought 
of each intelligence, in order to explain the intelligence's emanation of three things-the 
soul and body of the corresponding sphere and the next intelligence in the series." See 
Davidson, Alfarabi, A vicenna & A verraes, 44-46; n. 10; 74ff., esp. 75, and 76, n. 6. 
71 Tiisi does not specify what he means when he talks about superior, mediary and inferior 
affmities. We assume that he means that the•Aql recognizes three aspects pertaining to its 
existence: that its cause is indicative of something higher, beyond its ability to understand, 
that is God; that its substance is necessitated by the divine will, and that its existence is 
possible, which as he explains elsewhere, means that it is capable of accepting influence, 
that is, the fay(/ and ta•yid of the Amr. The notion of higher and lower affinities is also 
found in al-Kirmani's Ra/;lat al-'Aql, which explains the emanation of the second and third 
intellects, respectively (following Aristotle). See Farhad Daftary, The Ismlf'llis: Their 
history and doctrines (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 246. 
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It must be noted that Tiisi appears to use the device of three moments, that is, the frrst 

meditation on cause, the second meditation on substance, and the third meditation on 

existence to clarify what he considers to be a unified thought within the First Intellect, since 

the cAql laiows no plurality. What is of interest, however, is that these moments indicate 

that the First Intellect cogitates on its cause as necessary in and of itself; on its substance as 

necessitated by someone or something else, that is, on its substance as contingent; and on 

its existence as a mere possibility even if, as is mentioned elsewhere 72 in the text, it comes 

into existence directly. As necessary cause, it brings forth the Second Intellect, the intellect 

of the outer sphere; as contingent substance, it brings forth the Universal Soul; and as 

possible existent, it brings forth the outer sphere. As a result, the outer sphere possesses an 

independent (mufiiriq) controller (mudabbir), that is to say, the caql of that sphere, and a 

direct (mubiishir) moving agent (mu]Jarrik), tbat is to say, the Nafs-i Kull. In other words, 

there is a resonating pattern at work here. 

Since no material body (jism) can come into existence without form ($iirat) and primordial 

material substance, if we may translate the term Hayiilii thus, the coming into existence of 

these latter two, form and substance, is attributed to two moments of reflection originating 

from the Universal Soul or Nafs-i Kull. In the frrst moment, the Nafs-i Kull reflects on 

the substance of the cAql-i Kull and recognizes it to be perfect. This recognition leads to 

the existence of form ($iirat), that "comes from the field of perfection (llayz-i kamiil)."13 

Elsewhere, Tiisi calls this Universal Nature, tablcat-i kulll, and he identifies this as one of 

the powers (quwwathii) of the Nafs-i Kull, of which all spiritual entities are a pan.74 

The second moment of reflection occurs when the Nafs-i Kull meditates on its own 

substance and cognizes it to be imperfect, presumably because its existence has not taken 

72T 19, P 17; BP 17 . 
73T 9, P 10; BP 10. 
74T 22, P 19; BP 19. 
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place directly from the divine Word but is mediated by the cAql-i Kull. From this 

realization comes into being, from the field of defect @ayz-i nuqsifn), the Hayiila, described 

elsewhere as a simple abstract substance (jawhar-i baslt-i macqiiJ), which is also passive 

(munfacaJ) and may perhaps be identified with what Tiisi elsewhere calls the absolute body 

(jism-i muf]aq). Tiisi elaborates: " ... no action (ficJ) occurs through itself, and, before it is 

connected with anything, it is not manifest in any form ($iirat). Its function lies in being a 

receiver of all forms that are emanated upon it (ki bar ii fay{/ kunand). "75 Tiisi points out 

that the Universal Soul's movement towards perfection is made possible by the ftrst body 

(jism-i awwal).16 To be more precise, the action undertaken by the Nafs-i Kull upon its 

realization that it is not perfect, is precisely a movement towards achieving perfection, and 

this results in the coming into being of the Hayiila, described as "a simple intelligible 

substance (jawhar-i ba~It-i macqiil) that is not perceptible to the senses, and is existence 

(wujiid), that is, the ipseity (huwiyyat) of things: each existent (mawjiidiit) possesses 

existence (wujiidi) by which it is [rendered] existent (mawjiid).11 According to this, the 

Hayiilii is essential in imparting existence to forms. 

Tiisi is not very clear when he asserts: "It was so because the movement towards perfection 

was inevitable for the Nafs, and it followed from this that the First Nature (tabicat-i awwal) 

should be the starting point of that movement, and the beginning of progress (mabda:Ji 

qabiil-i l)arakat-i awwal) should be the "first body" (jism-i awwal)."18 However, this is 

likely not a contradiction if we consider that since the Nafs was destined to move toward 

perfection, it began that movement immediately that it acknowledged the perfection of the 

cAql, thereby causing the existence of the universal or first nature (tabicat-i kulli, awwal). 

75r 21, P 19; BP 19. (KH) 
76r 22. P 19. 
77r 21, P 19, BP 19. 
78r 22, P 19; BP 19. (I) 
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The Universal Soul (Nafs-i Kull) lays this Universal Nature (.tabfcat-i Kullf) into the 

Universal Body (jism-i kull) or, put in another way, the Universal Body receives the energy 

(ta~thir) of the Nafs-i Kull through the mediation of the Universal Nature. Each material 

body derives its individual nature (.tabi'at-i juzwi) from the Universal Body, and it is this 

individual nature that enables every material body, from the outer sphere to the core of the 

earth, to remain in its allotted, fixed position. Thus, although the movement (taQrlk) of all 

bodies (ajsam) comes from the Will (Amr) of God, it is mediated by the Nafs-i Kull. 

Since the Universal Body could not receive the energy of the Nafs-i Kull directly, it was 

necessary for the Nafs-i Kull to produce the Universal Nature, through which the Nafs-i 

Kull's energy could be transmitted to the Universal Body. The purpose of the Universal 

Nature is at first to give bodies motion, and in the end to bring them to rest. Just as the 

agency of the Nafs-i Kull was required in order to give things form, similarly the agency of 

the Universal Nature was required to give bodies motion and passivity, in which lies their 

"secondary" perfection.79 By this Tusi appears to mean that bodies are thus able to fulfill 

the vision of the cAql-i Kull and give form to all that it conceived pertaining to the physical 

world. Of course, this "manifestation" presupposes all previous existents, such as the 

Universal Nature, the Universal Soul and the Universal Intellect. 

Having delineated the processes by which the Second Intellect, the Universal Soul and the 

outer sphere come into being, Tusi notes that the process is replicated by each intellect and 

each soul to bring into existence a total of ten intellects (including the Universal Intellect), 

nine souls and nine spheres, culminating in the sphere of the Moon, whose reigning 

intellect is called the cAql-i faccaJ, the "Active" intellect. This is the intellect that brings "the 

79-r 22-23, P 19-20. Since BP pagination seems to concord with Ivanow's ms. pagination, it 
will henceforth be omitted in cases where B provides only a synopsis. 
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things of this world from the state of potentiality into the state of actuality" and hence is also 

called "the giver of forms" ( wahibu'$-$UWar). so 

It is here, at the sphere of the Moon, that the force of the creative act (£ant-i amr), which 

has descended through ibdac to each sphere, enables the emanations and rays of the stars to 

fall upon the elements (arkan) comprising the nature (tabiCf) of the sphere of the Moon. This 

stimulates the passive activity (ta/Jarruk-i inficaJati) of the four elements (Canif$ir) namely, 

fire, air, water and earth, resulting in a generated product (mawlad) capable of accepting 

form (shayastagl-y-i qabiil-i $iirat). The "Giver of forms", that is, the Active Intellect, gives 

to each of the kingdoms of nature, namely, minerals, plants, animals and humans, a form 

appropriate to each. "All these, in proportion to their merits (isticdad), received a share of 

the force(athar) from the energy of the Nafs-i Kull and a light from the lights of the First 

cAql, e.g. compactness in minerals, growth in plants, sensibility and free movement in 

animals, reason and intellect in man."81 There is an innate hierarchy in the order of 

creation, so that although minerals, plants and speechless animals precede humans, the 

ultimate purpose of all of these having been brought into existence is to set the stage for the 

entrance of the human being: 

Such a hierarchy of creations (silsila 3i wujfid) in the periodicity of things 
(itadatu'l-ashyiP) has by the will (Amr) of God the All-High reached its top 
and perfection in the rank of the human being, who has the ability (isticdad) 
to receive that perfection which consists of the possession of those 
intellectual means (asbiib-i caqlani) and physical possibilities which are 
characteristic of him/her. 82 

8!rr 10-11, P 11. See also lbn Sina, Shit1P (Iliihiyyiit) m 413, quoted in Davidson, 
Alfarabi, Avicenna & Averraes, 78, n. 16, where Ibn Sina also calls the Active Intellect the 
"giver of forms" based on the notion articulated by Davidson ·that "(a)ll natural forms are 
contained in the active intellect in a unified, undifferentiated mode, and the active intellect 
eternally emanates them not through choice but as an eternal, constant, and necessary 
expression of its being." 
sir 14, P 14. (I) 
82T 15, P 14-15. (I; KH) 
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Although the will (taqdlr) of God, according to TUsi, was "to make all that was potential in 

individual souls come into a state of actuality by the influence of the spheres and stars," it 

appears that the conflicting actions of stars "could have produced different forms in the 

basic categories of beings (u~iil-i mawiilld)." 83 The divine purpose inherent in the divine 

Will (Amr) was to have been to bring the potential inherent in all the different souls of 

creatures into a state of actualization. However, in reality, due to the inherent imperfection 

of the various components involved in the process of creation, there are differences in 

degree to which the potential in souls is actualized. Tiisi does not elaborate upon the 

differences found within the forms of the various categories of creation, nor does he dwell 

upon why souls are different from each other, but only states that such is the case. 

The Aims of Creation 

At this point, several key features need to be highlighted. Firstly, we briefly sketched the 

details of the process through which the initial idea (ta$awwur) of the Universal Intellect is 

played out. We found that the cAql's conception of a macrocosmic organism regulated and 

controlled by a soul-the Nafs-i Kull-finds expression in a universe ranging from the 

core of the earth to the extremities of the outer sphere. The Universal Soul controls the 

universe through its effects, the Universal Nature, which is a power of the Universal Soul, 

and the simple substance (Hayiila), also termed Pure Matter (jism-i mutfaq). Tiisi does not 

state clearly whether Pure Matter and Universal Matter are the same; in any case, Universal 

Matter forms the body of the outer sphere. It is purely a substance that is capable of 

accepting an effect, and since it cannot directly accept the energy of the Nafs-i Kull, it 

requires the agency of an intermediary, the Universal Nature (fablcat-i kull), which is 

created precisely for that purpose by the Nafs-i Kull. Thus, we may identify the two key 

players in the cosmic drama of unfolding the universe: the cAql-i Kull, which conceives the 

83T 15, P 15. (I) 
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thought of the universe and its controlling soul, and the Nafs-i Kull, which moves towards 

its own perfection through providing the power (quwwat), that is, the Universal Nature, 

and the material (Hayiilii) necessary for the actualization of the cAql's thought. 

Secondly, both the Universal Intellect and the Universal Soul and, it may be argued, every 

existent brought into being by the actions of these two universals, are recipients of divine 

assistance in the form of an emanation (fay~). previously identified as a kind of power or 

illumination originating indiscriminately, that is, without differentiation, from the divine 

Will (Amr). The ability of each existent to benefit from this divine assistance in the form of 

fay~ depends upon·its capacity to receive this illumination, and this is determined by its 

place in the hierarchy of creation. Given this data, it appears from Tiisi's description that the 

entirety of creation is the recipient of some amount of divine energy or influence. This 

suggests that Tiisi views every existent as a product of the divine Will (Amr), even if the 

latter's only direct creation (through ibdac) is the cAql-i Kull. 

Thirdly, the cause of "the coming into existence of the origin of all things with all that every 

creation required" is identified as the initial thought of the cAql-i Kull. That is, immediately 

upon its existentiation, the cAql-i Kull formed the idea of a macrocosmic being (shakh~-i 

kulli), regulated and controlled by its soul, and this idea gave impetus to the process of 

creation (ikhtirac). However, Tiisi gives us an elaborate account of the processes of 

creation, more precisely ikhtirac, only to reinforce the notion that the entire purpose and 

intent of creation is fulfilled by the microcosmic being, that is, the human being. Tusi 

describes human beings as "the ultimate purpose" for which minerals, plants and speechless 

animals were brought into existence. 84 Further on in the text, Tiisi elaborates: 

It is known that no being which has claims to the perfection of creation (lit. 
createdness) and nobility of descent in the whole world is more noble than 
man, because he is a synthesis (majmuc) of the most important lights of the 

84T 15, P 15. (I) 
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First cAql (la{iicif-i anwifr-i caql-i awwal), the main object of the forces of 
the Nafs-i Kulli, of the most wonderful order of spheres, of the division of 
the constellations of the Zodiac, of the movements of the stars, of influences 
of the elements of nature, of the variation of mineral substances, the action 
of different species of plants .... 85 

Tiisi expresses in yet another way his conception that humanity is the teleological aim of 

creation. He notes that to humanity applies the principle of "first comes the thought, and 

then the action." 86 That is, when a person requires a bench to sit on, he first prepares the 

wood, calls a carpenter who makes it, and then finally the person is able to sit on it. The 

final product and the processes involved in its manufacture reveal the original intention. 

Similarly, it is evident from the processes of creation and the delay in the arrival of 

humanity on the creaturely scene that the purpose of creation was the human being. 

In support of this notion, Tiisi notes that when divine bounty (fay{/) fell upon the Universal 

Intellect, it did not stop there. Rather, the coming into existence of another creation, namely 

the Universal Soul, was destined. Nor did the divine grace stop there, continuing instead to 

the spheres, and the elements, and the kingdoms of nature, and finally to humanity. There 

the divine grace (fay{i) stopped, indicating that creation had reached its limit, its purpose. 

A human being, therefore, is: 

... the synthesis (majmii') of all these ·phases (maqiimift) and perfections, 
bearing resemblance to the whole of the world by the wonders of the 
constitution of his body, and the wonderful activities (ta~ifnif) of his soul, 
while the purely spiritual entities remained in possession of only one 
perfection. This is why man, being in semblence the model of the mysteries 
of both forms of existence, and the combination of the activities [lit. traces] 
(iithifr) of both worlds, is ennobled and enlightened by all these perfections, 
both spiritual and material. 87 

The human being is not simply the ultimate purpose of creation. Tiisi introduces the notion 

that when the cAql conceived the idea of all things with the assistance (ta 3yld) of the Amr, 

ssr 34, P 27-28. (I) 
86-f 15, P 15; also T 185, P 128. (I) 
87r 186, P 128. (I) 
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it conceived it in the form of an organism, the macrocosm, shakh~i~i kulli, complete with a 

soul that would control, regulate and sustain it 88 This thought became the cause of creation 

(ikhdtife) 89 through the agency of the cAql and the Nafs. Tiisi adds that we know that a 

man has reached maturity when he is able to procreate. Similarly, when the macrocosm

whom he terms the Universal Human (insan-i kuJJI)-reached maturity, it produced the like 

of itself, that is, the individual human being (insan-i juzwi). Although the human being 

appears to be the microcosm contained in the macrocosm, in reality it is the macrocosm 

contained in the microcosm.90 This point is the fulcrum of Tusi's Ismaem persuasion for it 

is on this point, we suggest, that the entire edifice of his justification of the notion of the 

imam as a human being rests. 

Since the entire macrocosm is contained in the human being, and since the human being is 

the ultimate purpose for which all of creation came into being, then it is clear that every 

substance in the macrocosm should find manifestation in the microcosm.91 Accordingly, 

Tusi says, 

The Highest Word, the First cAql, the Nafs-i Kulll, each has an 
embodiment, or manifestation (ma?har) in this world. The manifestation of 
the Highest Word is the Jmam-upon whose mention be peace, who is 
beyond conception and representation (ta$awwur wa ta$wir) and exalted 
above attributes and their negations (wa$f wa tanzlh). The manifestation of 
the First CAql is the J;ujjat of the Imam-upon whose mention be peace, 
who gives form to perfection ($firat-bakhsh-i kamal). The manifestation of 
the Nafs-i Kulli is the Prophet. He is the giver, to souls, of the ability to 
receive during origination (kawn-i [dawr-i?] mabda') that form ($iirat) 
which is the ultimate perfection (kamal~ighayatf).92 

88T 8, P 9. 
89Jn contrast to ibda', which is the process by which the Amr created the 'Aql, and which 
remains a mystery inaccessible to human thought as well as to the Intellect. 
~ 34, p 27. . 
9lT 186, P 129: "It is known that every substance that has its origin in the higher world has 
~manifestation (ma?har) in this world." (I) 

T 119, P 82; B 197, BP 82. (I, B, KH) 
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Amr as lmiim 

There are several facets of this identification that we must .consider. First, are there any 

limitations posed on the divinity of God by the manifestation of his Command in the 

corporeal realm in the lmiim? That is, do the limitations attached to the corporeal realm 

thereby also apply to the lmiim? This issue will also be addressed in the next section with 

respect to Ramanuja's conception of avatiira. TUsi's awareness of this issue is reflected in 

his statement that "in terms of the reality of realities, he [the lmiim] has never come and will 

never come to these relative realms (akwiin-i i{iiifi)."93 For Tiisi, the purpose in assuming 

existence in the realms of relativity, that is, this world, is "so that each of these realms may 

acquire a perfection which it does not have. "94 However, the lmiim "does not need any 

perfection outside of his essence, not only in these realms, but in the whole universe. Does 

he not in reality bestow existence and perfection on these relative realms and all creation ?"95 

The mode and purpose of the lmiim 's manifestation in the realms of relativity is explained 

thus: 

But relatively, and because of 'manifesting (ta~iihur) in relation to the 
inhabitants of [these realms] and not manifesting (~fir) in his essence 
(dhiit),'96 he manifests (ta~iihiiri diirad) himself actually (J)aqiqat)91 in each 
of these realms (kawn al-akwiin), for the sake of their existence (wujiid). 
For if he were not to be seen (na~ari) and manifested (~uhiiri) in each of 
these realms, and [if] each realm were not to be related to (i{iiifi) and 
connected (itti~iilJ) with him, then those worlds would not be in existence. 
Accordingly, in terms of relativity, the abdif198 are, and have been, eternally 
manifest. It is for this reason that he is both father and son, sometimes a 
child and sometimes an old man, and so forth.99 

93T 140, P 95; B 209, BP 95. (B) 
94Ibid 
95Jbid. 
9&rusi appears to be quoting someone here, not identified by either of the editors of the 
text. 
97Ivanow translates this as "he really appears". 
98Neither Ivanow or Badakhchani translates this term. I assume, with them, that it is simply 
another way of saying Imam. Steingass offers by way of definition: "certain persons by 
whom God continues the world in existence ... ." See F. Steingass, A Comprehensive 
Persian-English Dictionary (New Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint Corporation, 1973), 5. 
99T 140, P 95; B 209, P 95. (B & KH) 

83 



c 

c 

The second aspect, which is by far the weightier in the context of Islamic thought, concerns 

the larger discussion with respect to God's attributes. As we have explored above, Tiisi 

succeeds in rendering our conception of God such that God qua God is entirely free or 

beyond anything we might say of him. In this respect, Tiisi remains a strict monotheist, 

refusing to attach anything from the creaturely world to God. In safeguarding God's taw{lid 

or oneness, he divests our notion of God from tashbih-the anthropomorphization of 

God-or tajsim-the ascription of corporeal notions to God. However, it may be argued 

that by doing so, he has rendered the concept of God meaningless for the purposes of 

religiosity, which demands that there be a link between God and creation. In addition, has 

he not taken away the force of those Qur~anic statements that refer to God's hands, face, 

wisdom and other such attributes? Such a stance was known as tacpJ, denying God all 

attributes. 

Tiisi was well aware of the need to strike a balance between the two concepts, tashbih and 

tacpJ, when constructing an articulation of God. In the tradition of Ismacm thinkers prior to 

him, he draws upon the Qurcanic notion of creation through God's Command in the form of 

a word-"Be!"lOO The Word, Kalima ("Kun!"), and God's Command, Amr, are 

considered by Ismacm thinkers to be synonymous: the Kalima is the Amr, and the Amr is 

the Kalima. Tiisi places this Kalima-Amr in front of God, so to speak, so as to retain the 

imponderable, unknowable mystery of God. Na~ir-i Khusraw suggests that the divine 

Word (Kalima) is simply a metaphorical way for us to understand God's creatorship, but 

that is not the way in which it literally happened-no one can know that. All we know is 

that the Kalima-Amr brought the first existent, the cAql-i Kull or Universal Intellect, into 

being through ibdac "bringing [of something] into existence not from a thing [that is, ex 

nihilo]."lOl This Ismacm thinker, who lived almost two centuries before Tiisi, then focuses 

100Qur~an 36:82: "Verily, His command, when He desires a thing, is to say to it, 'Be!' (kun), 
and it is." 
lOlsee n. 66 above. 
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his energies on the role played by the Universal Intellect, the cAql-i Kull, in the creation of 

the world. He draws upon a Neoplatonic scheme, and he too views the human plane of 

existence as one upon which the Universal Intellect and the Universal Soul are manifested 

in the imifm and the messenger-prophet (rasiil), respectively. His resolution of the problem 

of the attributes of God is, accordingly, by locating the manifestation of all God's attributes 

in the Intellect as Imiim. This notion bears comparison with the idea of the divine logos 

personified. 

We have seen that Tiisi concurs with Na~ir-i Khusraw insofar as Kalima-Amr, ibdac, and 

the universal existents are concerned. Along with Na~ir-i Khusraw, he draws upon the 

Neoplatonic schema along with the injection of the Kalima-Amr and the concept of ibdac 

in order to provide a Muslim framework within which the Neoplatonic scheme operates. In 

addition, he also utilizes an Aristotelian system when he introduces the notion of the ten 

intellects and the nine souls (nufiis) and spheres (aflifk).l02 Tiisi was no doubt familiar 

with the Aristotelian tradition in Islamic philosophical thought, and would also have been 

familiar with the writings of I:Iamid al-Din Kirmani, an Isma:cm Aristotelian philosopher of 

eminent standing at the Fatimid court. 

Earlier Isma:cm thinkers had identified the cAql as the repository of all divine attributes, and 

had advanced the view that it found manifestation on earth in the person of the Imifm. Tiisi, 

while retaining some of the philosophical underpinnings of this view, goes a step further. 

102The utilization in Islamic philosophy of elements from Aristotle and Plotinus to arrive at 
a view integrating the thought of both thinkers began perhaps with the attribution of 
paraphrases by Porphyry of parts of the Enneads of Plotinus to Aristotle, the best known of 
which in the Arab world are (i) the work commonly known as the Theology of Aristode 
(Uthiiliijiylf Aris(if(iflis) and (ii) Proclus's Elements of Theology known as Kalam fi. ma/;1{1 al
khayr (Liber de Causis). On these works, see P. Kraus, "Plotin chez les arabes," in Bulletin 
de 11nstitut d'Egypte 23 (1941), 263- 295, as well as studies such as those included in 
Parviz Morewedge, ed., Neoplatonism and Islamic Thought (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1992). Translations of the Arabic Plotinus may be found in Plotinus, 
Plotini Opera, 3 vols., ed. P. Henry and H-R. Schwyzer (Paris and Bruxelles: Descl6e de 
Brouwer and LEdition Universelle, 1959). See v.2, trans. Geoffrey Lewis, Plotiniana 
Arabica ad codicvm fidem anglice vertit. 
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manifestation-ma?har--instead of that of }Judiid. In function both terms appear to be 

similar, in that the term }Judiid was conceived of as the outer limit, the periphery that joins 

the higher order to the lower, and is therefore the best in its class. In Na~ir-i Khusraw's 

view, the five universals necessary for creation find their corresponding counterparts in the 

world of humans, stacked in hierarchical order, with the imam at the top representing the 

cAql-i Kull. The imifm therefore represents the uppermost spiritual limit accessible to 

humans, and it is through him that both divine grace (fayt;l) and divine assistance (ta~yid), 

originating from the Kalima, are channelled to human beings. God's attributes, then, must 

rightly be applied to the cAql-i Kull-cum-Imifm since, for humans, he is the source of all 

divine treasures. 

Tilsi departs from this. earlier conceptualization. First, he points out that in reality, the 

Imifm has no attachment to the relative world, a view that is consonant with the notion that 

God is free from any connection with the created world. However, from the point of view 

of relative existence, the Imifm takes on manifestation (ta?ifhuri difrad) in every realm 

(kawn) of existence in order that that realm may exist.I03 All realms have a relation (it;liffa) 

and connection (itti~ifl) with him, for their very existence depends on it. Tilsi does not 

elaborate in the text itself how this parallels the function of the Amr in the macrocosm. We 

can only speculate that the Amr, too, is related to and connected with every realm of 

existence through its emanation or fayt;l that spreads like a kind of illumination throughout 

existence and is manifested in traces (athiir) and actions (acmal).104 It has been suggested 

earlier that this fayt;f may be likened to a kind of existentiating force, and it is evident that 

Tilsi attempts to carry this notion forward into his conception of the Imam as necessary for 

c 103T 140, P 95; B 209, BP 95. 
lO<f.r 7, p 9. 
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every category of existence. In its aspect of pure divinity, that is, as God qua God, the 

Amr has no relation to the created world. 

Similarly, knowledge (macrifah) of the Imiim from the standpoint of the lmifm is 

impossible for creatures (to attain). However, with respect to [the Imiim's] relation to 

creatures, "knowledge of him has been arranged into four categories so that no one may be 

deprived from recognizing him in accordance with [that creature's] existential rank. "105 

Indeed, the fourth category approximates the recognition of the lmifm 's essence through the 

reality of his attributes, and Tusi likens this category of knowledge of the lmifm to pure 

light that blinds the eyes of perspicacity.106 By virtue of his substance, the lmiim is the 

bearer of the truth (mu}Jiqq), and this truth becomes, for those who accept it, the lmiim's 

emanation (faycj) and effect (athar) upon them)07 Tfisi has already mentioned that the 

Amr's emanation (faycj) spreads uniformly; however, substances accept it according to 

their position in the scale of existence and to the extent that they are capable of accepting 

it)08 

The purpose of the lmiim is to be recognized for what he is. Although he himself is above 

learning or not learning, he is the source or giver of this recognition or knowledge 

(macrifah), through which the cAql attains its perfection. The cAql is manifested in the 

person of the }Jujjah, a human functionary in whom this knowledge (macrifah) is attained 

"by the effusion of the illuminations (az faycj-i anwiir) by means of [divine, i.e., the 

lmiim's] assistance (ta 3yid)."l09 The }Jujjah's mission is to teach others. We find here a 

delineation of the position and role of the }Jujjah in the dacwah (lit. "mission"; "that which 

calls"): 

105y 136, P 93; B 207, BP 93. (B) 
106y 137, P 93; B 207-208, P 93. 
107y 141, P 96; B 210, BP 96. 
108Literally, "in proportion to the effects/traces (athlfr) which are manifested in its substance 
(dhat)." T 17, P 16-17. 
l09y 143, P 97; B 211, BP 97. (B & KH) 
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His position has been likened to that of the moon, because just as the body 
of the moon is in itself dark, and is illuminated by the sun, and in the 
absence of the sun becomes its lieutenant (khalifat-i a blishad) and lights up 
the earth in proportion to its strength and the amount of light that it has 
obtained from the sun, so is the soul of the supreme J;wjjat, which by itself 
knows nothing and is nothing, lit by the effusions of the illuminations of the 
Imam's assistance Oamacat-i anwifr-i ta~yid). When the lmifm is concealed, 
he acts as his vicegerent (khalifa). Through the power to accept the 
emanations (fay{!) of the lights of knowledge (anwifr-i cjJm), which he has 
obtained in proportion to his capacity (isticdad), the pujjat gives the people 
awareness of the Imlim, may greeting be upon mention of him, and shows 
them the path to him. He establishes the truth of the imlimat of the Imifm, 
and of his community, with arguments and proofs that no impartial and 
intelligent person can deny. He causes the souls of pupils that are prepared 
to accept the form of perfection (~iirat-i kamlil}-the potentially learned-to 
be actually learned by the forms of perfection he bestows (bakhshad) .... 11° 

It is because the (1ujjah is able to bring others than himself to perfection111-a perfection 

that must needs be viewed in terms of knowledge, as we will discuss under the section on 

epistemology-that the pujjah is conceived by Tusi to be the manifestation of the cAql. 

For the cAql is, by virtue of th1a 3yid it receives from the Amr, perfection itself, and 

because it is an actualized existent, it is able to bring potential existents from a state of 

potentialitJnt4ctualization. 

Tiisi advances the argument that since the ultimate purpose of creation is the human being, it 

is logical that the manifestation of the Amr should be in the form of a human being, albeit 

from the human perspective. In this respect, the origin (mabda 3) of creation is made 

manifest on the creaturely plane. Existence, however, has both a beginning and an end. If 

the source is manifest on the human plane, then it is evident that the end or "return" (macad) 

should touch the source1 12: such is the feature of the chain of existence. In this respect, the 

function of the pujjah is crucial, for thepujjah touches the source, that is, the Imifm, by 

HOT 143-144, P 97-98; B 211, BP 97. (B & KH) 
111T 186, P 129: "He is perfect in his own substance and also brings others than himself 
into perfection. For this reason we know that he is the manifestation of the First cAql." (I) 
112T 186-187, P 129. 
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virtue of his ability to receive the Imiim 's guidance in the form of the illumination that is 

ta 3yld. At the same time, by bringing other human beings into a state of perfection through 

his teachings, the ~ujjah is connected, in knowledge, to human beings in a hierarchy of 

varying degrees of knowledge. The implication is that ultimately every human being may 

strive to prepare his or her soul such that it is able to reach the status of the soul of the 

~ujjah, and thereby receive the emanation of the Imiim's guidance (ta 3yld). This guidance 

consists, ultimately, in knowledge of reality as it is; it is the realm of disclosure 

(mubifyanat), and it consists in a correct understanding of taw~fd or God's unity. 

The notion that perfection consists in preparing the soul to rise through degrees of 

knowledge until it is able to perceive directly the truths of reality by divine illumination sets 

the stage for the entrance and role of the messenger-prophet (rasiil). Souls differ, says 

Tiisi, with regard to their ability to accept the light of illumination coming from the divine 

Amr. Since human beings "were unable to receive the Amr of God without any 

intermediary", it became necessary for there to be intermediary agents. The thoughts of 

these intermediaries are similar to transparent glass, able to take light from one side and give 

it out from the other. These intermediaries are the messenger-prophets.ll3 The role of the 

messenger-prophets is to esablish two laws: the shancah, and the qiyifmah and ifkhirah. 

The sharicah concerns relations among human beings, while the qiyifmah and ifkhirah, the 

resurrection and the hereafter, respectively, relate to establishing the institution of the 

imiimate. 

Unlike the manifestation of the Imiim and the ~ujjah, the manifestation of the rasiil occurs 

only at the time of origination of a cycle (bar sar-i dawr-i mabda:J).114 His soul is the 

113T 115, P 79; B 194, BP 80. 
114This is a reference to the cyclical notion of time held by the Ismacilis: the history of the 
world is divided into several periods (dawr); each period is heralded by the appearance of a 
major messenger-prophet. Previous such prophets include Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses 
and Jesus. 
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manifestation of the Universal Soul, the Nafs-i Kull, and accordingly, he is entrusted with 

divine inspiration (amifnat-i wa{ly-i iliihi).ll5 Tiisi views the prophet as someone who is 

able to make pure intelligibles(matqUliit-i mut}aq) and divine forms of assistance (ta 3yidiit-i 

ma{l?)-the source of which is the Amr, by way of the Intellect, cAqJ-perceptible to the 

senses, the faculty of estimation and to the imagination)16 He does this through ta 3yid;117 

having received divine assistance himself, he is able to use it to govern the affairs of the 

physical world.118 The role of the messenger-prophet is to establish uniform rules that 

would govern the righteous behaviour of a communityl19 and establish obedience, since, 

according to the Qur'an, obedience to the prophet is obedience to God.120 

Having established the sharJCah, the messenger-prophet will have set human souls on the 

path to perfection through the revelation (tanzil) he brings. That is, he will have enabled 

humans to rise "from (righteous) activity to [matters of] knowledge. and from [matters of] 

knowledge to [matters of the] intellect [az cjJmiyyiit bar caqliyyiit].l21 The time of the 

coming of the imiim is then established, this time being the beginning of the period of 

perfection (dawr-ikamiil). This takes the form of an instruction, detailed in Qur~an 5:71122 

to the messenger-prophet to make explicit the appointment of eAU, the son-in-law and 

cousin of Mul).ammad, the messenger-prophet as the wa$1, executor of the prophet's will. 

115T 120, P 82; B 197, BP 82. 
116T 116, P 80; B 195; BP 80. 
1171bid. 
118T 122, P 84; B 198-199, BP 85 (az fay{i-i mawadd-i ilahl). 
119T 118, P 81; B 196, BP 81: Humanity "needs to unite (ijtiml¥) around righteousness 
($al81;1), which is called religion (millat) and religious law (sharlcah), for the sake of two 
things: mutual prevention (tamanuc) and cooperation (ta'awun)." (B) 
12~ 119, P 81; B 196, BP 81; Qur~an 4:80. 
121T 117, P 80; B 195, BP 80; (B) (brackets mine). 
122"0 Prophet! Preach what has been revealed to you from your Lord. And if you do not, 
you will not have preached His message." Tfisi takes this as Qur3anic evidence that the 
Prophet was to appoint cAii as his Wll$1, executor, and says that he did so by declaring (at 
the oasis of Ghadlr al-Khumm): "cAii is the lord (mawla) of those whose lord I am. 0 God, 

~~·~~~~~·~~~~·~~~ 
him who forsakes cAii, and make truth go with him, wherever he goes." See T 155-156, P 
105. cAii is considered by the Shicah to be the first Imam. 
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Tiisi makes the statement that the imam dominates both the initial and the final stage of 

religion. He has already said that the messenger-prophet makes his appearance at the 

period of origination (dawr-i mabda 3). We can only understand by this apparent 

contradiction that what Tiisi means is that even during the period of origination of religion, 

the imam is present in that it is his light that emanates upon the soul of the messenger

prophet. During the period of perfection (dawr-i kamal), the imam reveals himself to be 

such, as by now the messenger-prophet has left the human realm, having established the 

sharicah: 

The illuminations (anwar) of the instaurating Command (amr ibdaq), 
through his [the Imam's] Command (farman), enlighten the souls of 
those-the select in reality-who are prepared (mustacad) through the form 
of the[ir] recognition (~firat-i ma'rifat), love (mupabbat), obedience (tacat) 
and meditations/contemplations ('ibadat) for the perfection of the divine 
Command (amr). Through the Imam ... all sensory, estimative and 
imaginative perceptions (mapsfisat wa mawhfimat wa mukhayyalat) will be 
opened to the certitude of the intelligibles and pure [divine] assistance (cayn
i ma'qfilat wa map{l-i ta 3yidat), in accordance with the principle: "tacwiJ 
increases my love for God."123 

The hnam, therefore, builds upon the structure the messenger-prophet has already put into 

place. While the latter has begun the task of perfection for the human soul by establishing 

the sharicah and entailing obedience to him, the Imam continues this mission by providing 

ta'wil or interpretation of the mysteries contained in the Qur0an. We will discuss the 

notion of ta'wfl in a later section; suffice it here to note that the entire enterprise of human 

"return" and perfection is envisioned by Tiisi, in the tradition of Ismacm thinkers before 

him, as consisting of a perfection of know ledge aided by love, obedience and worship. 

Crucial to this knowledge is the correct understanding of God, which brings us back to our 

discussion of God's attributes. Throughout his work, Tiisi attempts to delineate the 

function of the Imam with respect to both creation and the perfection of human beings. 

l23T 117, P 80; B 195; BP 80. (KH) Ivanow's edition cites instead another principle: 
"ta.cwil is the taking of things back to their origin." (I) 
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While human beings are the ultimate purpose of creation, they are, nonetheless, only 

potentially perfect. In order for creation to come to its end, that is, in order for creation to 

attain actual perfection, key roles have to be played by the messenger-prophet (rasiil), the 

l;mjjah and the imifm as manifestations of the Nafs, cAql and Amr, respectively. Having 

linked the Amr to the Imam, TUsi says: 

You may call the Imam, may greetings be upon mention of him, either the 
Imam, or the Eternal Face of God (wajh allifh), or the Greatest Attribute 
($ifat-i ac?BJil) and the Great Name of God, or the Manifestation of the 
Sublime Word (ma?har-i kalima 3i acJa), or the bearer of truth of the age 
(m~iqq-i waqt). He without creatures [is] all, but all creatures without him 
[are] nothing-that is, all [that you call him] has one and the same meaning. 
Peace!124 

In the context of our present discussion of the problem of tashblh and tacpJ as they relate 

to God's nature, TUs1 suggests that this manifestation of Amr as Imam is an act of God's 

mercy, "as a man among others, so that, through him man may know God in the true sense 

of recognizing Him, and obey God in the true sense of obeying Him. "125 Further, he says: 

[God] has made him truly independent of both the material and the spiritual 
and has made both of them dependent upon him. . .. God has clothed him in 
the garment of His own oneness and has granted him His own eternity and 
perpetuity. God has bestowed on him something of His own names and 
attributes by which he manifests himself, and the lights of that name and the 
traces of that attribute appears in him. His speech is the speech of God, his 
acts are the acts of God, his command is the command of God, his word is 
the word of God, his decree is the decree of God, his will is the will of God, 
his knowledge is the knowledge of God, his power is the power of God, his 
face is the face of God, his hand is the hand of God, his hearing is the 
hearing of God, and his sight is the sight of God. [Thus] can he say: 'We 
are God's beautiful names and His exalted attributes' meaning that the great 
name and the greatest attribute of God are specified and personified [in] me. 
And ... 'I knew God before the creation of the heavens and the earth.' And 
... 'I am the one who raised the heavens and spread the earth. I am the first 
and the last, the manifest and the hidden, I have knowledge of 
everything. '126 

124-f 145, P 98; B 212, BP 98. (B & KH) 
125T 128, P 88; B 202, BP 88. (B) 
126T 129, P 88-89; B 202-203, BP 88-89. (B) 

92 



c 

c 

Tiisi is well aware that such a stance stands to earn him instantaneous ejection from the 

community of Muslims dominated by the interpretations of Sunni theologians. However, 

he stands his ground. Indeed, he argues, to be a true monotheist demands that God be kept 

free from all associations with any creaturely concepts or attributes that we, given our 

limited understanding of divine reality, may assign to him. Having already established that 

in reality God is above any association with creation, and that the notion of creation is itself 

a mystery (as connoted by the term ibdac), he pinpoints the primary function of the Imiim: 

to communicate this truth about monotheism to those whose souls have undergone the 

necessary preparation. At the same time, he seeks to hold together the veracity of religious 

language used in the Qur0an that speaks of God as having attributes by suggesting that 

these attributes are, indeed, very real. However, as the following will show, they are not 

real in the sense that God has attributes that have an independent reality from him. Rather, 

they are real in that they are means for humans, from the human point of view, through 

which he may be recognized as "exalted above the description and the describer")27 He 

explains: the meaning of the claims made by the Imams, viz., 'We are the most beautiful 

names of God and His brightest attributes' and 'God is recognized through us, obeyed 

through us and disobeyed [through us]' is "that God is recognized through us and 

worshipped through us ... Thus, whoever wishes to pronounce the real name of God, the 

Exalted, and to recognize the Exalted by His real name should recognize the person whose 

claim and summons this is and who is unique in this claim and summons."128 That is, God, 

the Exalted, "has a true name through which He can be known",129 and this true name is 

the Imam, who is recognized by each category of worshipper according to that worshipper's 

station. 

127T 160, P 108; B221, BP 108. (B) 
128Jbid. (B) 
129T 159, P 107; B 221, BP 107. (B) 
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We may understand more clearly what he means if we turn our attention to his explanation 

of what is perhaps the most oft-repeated declaration concerning God: Alliihu akbar (God 

is great). This explanation contains clues to his conceptualization of tawf~Id with respect to 

tashblh and tacpJ. Tiisi declares that the formula, ''Alliihu akbar (God is Great)" means 

"He is too great to be described and too great not to be described")30 However, the 

profession (iqrar) of the phrase "God is Great ... will appear as a belief into a certain form 

($iirat), and in word as an attribute ($ifat)."131 If, from the point of the origin (mabda 3) this 

profession were not to exist, then, "the result would be denial of [God's] attribute 

(tacpJ). "132 At the same time, from the point of view of the return (macad), we must be clear 

that the form and attribute ($iirat wa $ifat) captured by the phrase cannot properly be 

applied to God, "because the reality of the essence of God, the Exalted, can only be known 

by Him, the Exalted. Thus according to the second aspect the negation and denial of His 

attributes necessarily follows."133 In addition, how the attributes of God are to be 

understood depends upon the rank of the believer. It is true, says Tiisi that God has a real 

(tlaqiqi) name, by which he can be known. The common people repeat God's names such 

as al-raflmiin (the Compassionate) or al-ral;rim (the Merciful) without paying attention "to 

the question whether such names are relative (i<)iifi) or real (tlaqiqi)" .134 The chosen 

(khii~~) use these names mindful that they are relative, and in addition use the name which 

"the Exalted has specified for himself [both relatively and in reality]."135 Perhaps by this 

Tiisi means the names given to God in various contexts, by which the chosen understand 

that, for example, AlUih, or Wajib al-wujiid (the necessary existent) mean that God is above 

attribution. The specially chosen (akha~$-i khii$$), who recognize that God must not be 

attributed anything that belongs to the creaturely world, call him by 

130T 157, P 106; B 219, BP 106. (B) 
131T 157, P 106; B 220, BP 106. (I) 
l32Ibid. (B) 
133Jbid. (B) 
134T 159, P 108; B 221, BP 108. (I) 
135Ibid. (B) 

94 



c 

c 

that name wherein the name and the named are the same, absolute, and 
exalted above the description and the describer, and this is that greatest 
specific and personalized name which says ... 'We are the most beautiful 
names of God and His brightest attributes' ... Thus whoever wishes to 
pronounce the real name of God, the Exalted, and to recognize the Exalted 
by His real name should recognize the person whose claim and summons 
this is and who is unique in this claim and summons.l36 

In all of this, it is clear that for Tiisi the path to avoiding the pitfall of both tashbih and tacfil 

is through asserting the manifestation of divine attributes through the manifestation of 

God's Will or Amr. 

However, despite the human form of the Imam, Tiisi does not hold the position that God's 

attributes are corporealized in the Imam. In his discussion of the issue, he declares that to 

maintain that the hnam does not resemble humans in any way is to deny the senses and 

sense-perceptibles. On the other hand, to maintain that the hnam resembles humans in all 

aspects is to deny the intellect and intelligibles. That is, if God's attributes were to be 

corporealized in the Imam, then this would mean that the Imam could be recognized from 

the standpoint of his being the Imam (az an-ja ki Imam ast). This, however, is impossible, 

"because no one's senses or intellect can attain recognition (macrifah) of the Jmam'sessence 

( dhat) and the reality of his attributes. "137 However, from the point of view of his being 

human (ha bar iza-y-i khalq): 

it is permitted that everyone should, according to [their] existential rank, 
know, and say, something about recognition of him. For God's greatest 
mercy to mankind is the appearance of the lmam of the time (imam-izaman), 
as a man among others, so that, through. him, man may know God in the 
true sense of recognizing Him, and obey God in the true sense of obeying 
Him)38 

He maintains that on the one hand, the Imam, in his substance, is unknowable. Yet, on the 

other hand, just as the Amr appears in every category of existence since it is the 

136T 160, P 108; B 221, BP 108. (B) 
137T 128, P 88; B 202, BP 88. (B) 
138Ibid. 
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existentiating force-the details of which remain a mystery to human knowledge-so, too, 

the Imiim appears or manifests himself in order to sustain existence. It appears that the 

logical corollary of this is that as long as there is existence, there will have to be an aspect, 

mysterious though it may be, of God that "faces" creation, even though in reality God is far 

above the ability of creatures to see him. While on the cosmic ontological (or macrocosmic) 

plane this "face" is the Amr, on the terrestial plane of the world it is the Imiim that provides 

the "face" through which God speaks to us and we come to know him: that he is, in reality, 

far above anything we may say of him. In the realm of relational or creaturely existence, 

however, he appears as a man, interprets the Qur~an to reveal its real (71aqlqi) meaning, and 

through his assistance (ta 3yld) leads the human soul to perfection that consists in knowing 

the truth about God's unity (tawPid). We, therefore, now turn to a discussion of the 

characteristics of the human soul, and subsequent to that, to a discussion of epistemology 

and salvation and the key role played by the Imifm regarding these. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Inslin: The Summum Bonum of Creation 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, we examined the position occupied by divinity and the Imlim in the 

larger framework of Tiisi's ontology. In this chapter, we will examine Tiisi's reflections on 

human psychology with respect to the soul's ontological status, its epistemological 

affliliations, and the mode of its salvation. The purpose of doing so is to determine the role 

played by the Imam in the development of the human soul. 

Mabda'-the Origins of the Human Soul 

To reiterate the position occupied by the human being in the scale of existence, it was noted 

that Tiisi states that the First Intellect, empowered by the assistance (ta~yfd) of the divine 

Word (Kalima) "conceived the idea (ta~awwur) of all things (ashyif:J), both spiritual and 

material, to the utmost limits."l Tiisi remarks that the cAql-i Kull conceives of this as an 

organism that has a soul which sustains, regulates and controls it. In addition, the cAql's 

thought is the cause of "the coming into existence of the origin of all things, with all that 

every existent (mawjiid) required ... no sooner had the'AqJ conceived that idea (ta~awwur) 

than all instantly came into existence by way of creation and initiation (ibdif' wa ikhtira~). "2 

While ibda' is the direct, non-mediated creation of the 'Aql itself by the Highest Word 

(Kalima 3i a'lif), ikhtira3 is described as the creation of all the spiritual and material existents 

through the agency of the 'Aql and the Nafs. Broadly, we may conceive of ikhtiriP as 

relating to the mechanics of how things come to be. 

lT 8, P 10. 
21bid. 
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The goal, and apex, of the creative process, is the human being. In this regard, Tiisi says: 

Such a hierarchy of creations (silsiJa:lj_ wujiid) in the periodicity of things 
(iCi:fdatu'l-ashyii~) has by the will (Amr) of God the All-High reached its top 
and perfection in the rank of the human being, who has the ability (isticdi:fd) 
to receive that perfection which consists of the possession of those 
intellectual means (asbiib-i caqliinl) and physical possibilities which are 
characteristic of [the human being]. 3 

The appearance of the human being signals the ongoing culmination4 of the creative 

process. That is, the initial conception (ta$awwur) of the 'Aql finds actualization in the 

presence of the human being, who has all the intellectual and physical tools required for 

existence. Tiisi notes: 

It is known that no being which has claims to the perfection of creation and 
nobility of descent in the whole world is more noble than the human being, 
who is a synthesis (majmuc) of the most important lights of the First cAql 
(lafiicif-i anwiir-i cAql-i A wwal), the main object of the forces of the Nafs-i 
Kulli, of the most wonderful order of spheres, of the division of the 
constellations of the Zodiac, of the movements of the stars, of influences of 
the elements of nature, of the variation of mineral substances, the action of 
different species of plants .... 5 

Such a reading of Tiisi-that the advent of the human being on the creaturely scene marks 

the ongoing culmination of the creative process is supported if we understand creation to be 

the outward process from the one to the many. However, if the arrival of the human being 

signals the actualization of the Universal Intellect's mandate, that does not mean thereby that 

the human being is in a state of bliss. It does mean, however, that as an existent, the human 

3T 15, P 14-15. {I; KH) 
4By this I mean, although Tiisi does not explicitly say so, that creation is an ongoing process 
since its source can never be exhausted. Also, Ibn Sina, whose philosophical system is 
followed closely by Tiisi, considers "prime matter, with its potentiality for exhibiting the 
forms of all natural objects in the sublunar world, [as] eternally emanated by the active 
intellect with the aid of the movement of the heavens." See Davidson, Alfarabi, A vicenna & 
A verroos, 77. 
5T 34, P 27-28. (I; KH) 
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being is endowed, on the one hand, with all internal faculties, and on the other, all external 

means and agencies it requires in order to actualize its potential for perfection and bliss . 

. 
In other words, the source (mabda~) of creation-that is, the initial conception of the cAql-

is made manifest on the creaturely plane and creaturely perfection is expressed in the form 

of the human being. Indeed, the human soul (nafs-i insiini) is the first perfection (kamal-i 

awwal) of the jism-i tabfCf (material nature); the first animating power. 6 What this means is 

that for the material nature that has been prepared by the influence of all the cosmic forces to 

receive the human soul, the human soul serves as the first perfection, that is, the frrst mover 

ofparts.7 In his reading of Aristotle, al-Farabi defines the notion of first perfection thus: 

Now what is in its fust perfection is still in potentiality, and the potential is 
generated for its act; and this is precisely the thing whose substance is not 
identical with its act. 8 

In other words, the soul directs the body, and for it, the body exists to serve it. The 

potential that exists within the body for the use of the soul, and which the soul animates, 

that is, activates, are the sensory and psychical or internal faculties. The latter comprise 

five: /;liss-i mushtarik, the "combining" sense; mu~awwira (perception); mufakkira. (thought 

); wiihima (estimation) and /;llifi:r-a (memory).9 In his discussion on the soul, Tiisi 

establishes a hierarchy of command, as it were, between the senses and the command (amr), 

by which may be understood the teachings of the Imam. While sensation is one of the 

powers of the body, sense-perception-for which Tiisi uses the term /;lass-is one of the 

6T 27, P 23. 
7Ibid. Just as the Nafs-i Kulll grants Universal Nature (fabl'at-i kulli) motion and rest. 
8Muhsin Mahdi, trans. with an introduction, Alfarabi's Philosophy of Plato and Aristotle 
(Ithaca, N.Y: Comell University Press, 1962), 123. 
9T 38-39, P30-31. In Alfarabi's reading of Aristotle: "The natural substance that admits of 
soul will thus be the material of the soul; and nature will be either a preparation, a 
material, or an instrument to be used by the soul in its acts. Thus there will be two types of 
nature in animate substances: a type that is material, and a type that is an instrument Hence 
in the animate substances nature is not for its own sake but for the sake of the soul." See 
Mahdi, Alfarabi's Philosophy, 117. 
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powers of the soul. Accordingly, sensibles are those objects that are brought into 

perception. The hierarchy proceeds as follows: 

Imagination, khayiil, has, as its lower face, sensation (!Jiss), and for its upper 
face, estimation (wahm); estimation has, as its lower face, imagination, and 
as its upper face, the soul (nafs); and the soul has, as its lower face, 
estimation, and as its upper, the intellect (caql); and the intellect has, as its 
lower face, the soul, and as its upper face, the command (amr).lO 

This chain of command flows through the intellect, which in turn controls the soul. The 

soul controls estimation, which informs the imagination, and directs the senses. Put in 

another way, it may be said that the senses, which bring sensibles into perception, are the 

basis, that is, form the material for the imagination, khayiil, which forms the material for 

estimation (wahm). Estimation is the material for the soul, which itself forms the material 

for the intellect. The intellect looks toward the command, amr, for its own actualization. 

The obverse is equally true. As will be noted later in this chapter, if the intellect does not 

accept direction from the Amr, then the intellect becomes subservient to the soul, which in 

turn becomes subservient to the estimative faculty, which-and Tu si misses mention of the 

imagination, perhaps because the imagination accompanies the soul beyond the mortal 

grave-becomes subservient to the senses, resulting in the descent of the human soul to 

heU.tl 

.However, the soul itself, as something which is in its first perfection, is still in potentiality, 

that is, its substance is not identical with its act. The substance of the body is not identical 

with its act, for its acts are caused by the soul, which controls it. Similarly, the soul's 

substance is capable of being controlled by something else. Al-Farab'i noted in his reading 

of Aristotle that the cognitions belonging to human beings were not entirely caused by the 

soul. Humans are distinguished from other creatures in that they possess the power of 

l<Yr 31-32, p 26. (KH) 
llT 56, P 42; B 166. 

100 



c 

speech; in addition, human cognitions "are an equipment for acts that go beyond, and are 

more powerful than, the acts of the souL "12 Thus Aristotle, according to al-Hirabi, came to 

the conclusion that animate substances are of two types: "one rendered entirely substantial 

by the soul and another that the soul renders substantial as material or instrument for the 

intellect and the intellectual powers." 13 Humans, who fall into the latter category, are not 

complete unless endowed with an intellect, and this al-Farabi terms an intellect in its flrst 

perfection, that is, still in its potential state.14 Although Tiisi was closer to lbn Sinii 

(Avicenna) than to al-Fiiriibi in his philosophic thought, the appeal to al-Farabi is 

appropriate here. For, while Ibn Sina differed from his illustrious predecessor concerning 

the details of the intellect, it is al-Fiiriibi who laid the groundwork in his exposition of 

Aristotelian thought concerning the necessity of the intellect to complete and demarcate the 

human being from other animate beings. Ttisi alludes to this briefly when he says: "the 

wisdom of the Creator, the All-High, has destined that the powers ta$arrufiit), movements 

(barakat) and actions (afcifl) of humans (insan) should all [depend] on the intellect (ham 

caqli bashad) .... "15 He does not, in fact, explain precisely how the intellect is associated 

with the human soul, except to say that the "human soul perceives (tacaqqul) its own 

substance (dhat) and perceives (tacaqqul) intelligibles (macqiilat) and distinctions 

(mufifraqat), not through corporeal means. It perceives (dar yabad) all these through [the 

means] of its own substance." 16 In order to understand what Ttisi is trying to say, attention 

must be drawn to some elements of the intellectual tradition preceding him. Al-Farabi, as 

mentioned earlier, had already drawn attention to the Aristotelian conception that human 

beings are a class of animate beings whose souls exist in order to serve the intellect and the 

12Mahdi, Alfarabi's Philosophy, 122. 
13Ibid. 
14Ibid., 122-123. 
15r 35, P 29. (I & KH) 
16T 25-26, P 21; BP 21. (KH) 

101 



c 

intellectual powers.17 Broadly, what this means is that just as the body exists for the sake 

of the soul, which directs it, so too, the soul exists for the sake of the intellect, which is in a 

position to direct it, thereby making it possible for the soul to actualize its potential. The 

human intellect, termed variously caql-i insifnft8 (human intellect), nafs-i nif.tiqa'i 

mumayyiza19 (rationaVspeaking and discriminating/discerning soul), and caql-i hayiilifnflO 

(the intellect associated with the hayiilii, that is, the potential intellect), joins the foetus 

before the child is born, at the appropriate time. Thus, it is clear that just as the body is the 

carrier for the soul, the soul is the carrier for the intellect. 

Characteristics of Souls, Chiefly the Human Soul 

Bodies, says Tusi, are not endowed with the ability to act or to move. Rather, these 

properties are due to the force underlying their corporeality (jismiyyift). While elements 

such as ftre display a certain innate movement, this is due to their nature (.tabiCf). In some 

cases, a body moves without consciousness or freedom, as in the vegetable kingdom, and 

this is due to the vegetative soul (nafs-i nabiiti). In the animal kingdom, the movement of 

bodies is due to the animal soul (nafs-i baywifnl). It is free and is based on understanding 

and comprehension; however, this movement is lacking in clear discernment (tamylz). In 

the human sphere, the movement of bodies is free, made with understanding and 

comprehension, and coupled with "complete perception and clear discemment."21 Such 

movement is due to the force of the human soul (nafs-i insani). 

17See above, n. 10. Mahdi, Alfarabi's Philosophy, 122. A closer parallel to Ibn Sma is 
likely possible given that Tiis1 cites a definition similar to Ibn Sina's for the soul: "The 
human soul (nafs-i insifni) is not a body (jism), nor one of the powers of the body, because 
matter (jism) is divisible and the soul is not divisible." BP 21. See Davidson, Alfarabi, 
Avicenna & AverrtJes, 83. 
l8T 38, P 30. 
19Jbid. 
2(}y 30, p 25. 
21T 24, P 21. (I; KH) 
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A subcategory of soul, the imagining soul (nafs-i khayiili), directs itself on the one hand 

toward the senses and sense-perceptibles (piss wa malJsiisiit) and, on the other, toward the 

intellect and intelligibles (caql wa macqiiliit). When this soul unites with the animal soul, it 

is capable of acting in conjunction with any organ of the body, becomes dependent upon it 

for its action, and deteriorates when that organ deteriorates. However, when the nafs-i . 
khayiili is associated with the nafs-i insiini (human soul, that is, the "carrier" of the 

intellect), it is able to perceive ideas without depending on the organs of the body, and does 

not deteriorate when the body deteriorates. Rather, it (nafs-i khayiili, the imagining soul) 

may become eternal with the eternity of the human soul, thereby becoming a partner of the 

. soul in both its happiness and its misery. At the deterioration of the body, when the soul 

separates from it, a trace of the imagining soul remains in the nafs-i insiini. According to 

Tu si, the human soul will receive the appropriate reward or punishment for the actions and 

knowledge of the imagining souL Moreover, the imagining soul will remind the human 

soul of that reward or punishment. 22 

There are significant differences between the human soul and all other types of souls, that 

is, the vegetative and animal souls. While the latter are divisible (mutajazzi wa munqasim), 

destructible (fiisid) and associated with the functions of the organs of the body, the human 

soul is a simple spiritual substance (jawhar-i rii}Jiini-y-i basit), not a force or power 

(quwwat). As such, it is capable of subsisting after its separation from the body. Its 

association with the body enables it to convey movement (tal)rik) to it, introduce change, 

control it, and keep it in order (tadbir). Although it is not eternal in the sense of being azali, 

that is, both without beginning and without end, it is eternal in the sense of being abadi, that 

is, it has a beginning, but not an end; it is not destructible. Tusi identifies the substance of 

22T 25, P 21. For a synopsis of Ibn Sina's views on the soul, likely Tfisi's source, see 
Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna & Ave.rr6es, 115-116. 
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the soul as belonging to a class by itself and relates that its substance (jawhar) "comes from 

the world of the cAqf'. Further, the human being is, in this world, a spiritual being 

"dressed in flesh." 23 

The key distinctive feature of the human soul is that its substance comes from the world of 

the cAql. He notes that both 'aql (that is, individual or particular intellect) and nafs (that is, 

individual human soul) come from the world of the 'Aql (that is, Universal Intellect).24 A 

more specific indication can be found in Tilsi's comment that the cAql "is also called the 

Universal (kull) cAql, because the individual caqls, intellects, which are connected with 

intelligent creatures, are its effects [lit., "traces"] (iithiir)." 25 

The human soul associates its substance with the intellect, intelligibles and distinctions 

(caql, macqiiliit, mufaraqiit).26 It receives the emanation-conceived as illumination 

(fay{l)--<>f the cAql, and "becomes the place of gathering of the spiritual powers 

(riil)aniyyiit) and the treasury of abstract ideas ($uwar-i macqfiliit)".27 It is necessary for the 

human soul to be intellectual and spiritual in its substance, for were it material (jismiini), it 

would not have the capacity to store the forms of knowable things or of intelligibles ($iwar

i macJiimiit, macqiiliit). However, it needs the body (haykal) in order to manifest itself, just 

as a craftsman needs his tools. Thus, "it requires the head and brain in order that it may 

think, or distinguish between various objects ... the eyes to see, the tongue to speak, hands 

to catch things .... "28 

23T 25, P 21. (I) 
24T 28, P 24. 
25T 19, P 17. (I; KH) 
26T 26, P 21. 
27T 26, P 22. (I) This notion bears comparison with Ibn Sina's view that when the 
actualized soul is released from the body, it enjoys permanent conjunction with the active 
intellect, "becomes 'united with' the incorporeal region, 'enters into the company' of the 
incorporeal beings, becomes of the same substance' as they, and has 'the intelligible order of 
all existence' inscribed in it." See Davidson, Alfarabi, A vicenna & A verraes, 104. 
28T 27, P 23. 
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Another distinctive feature of the human soul is that it is the first mover of parts and the 

cause of change in the state of the body. Tilsi terms this, as discussed above, the ftrst level 

of perfection of the material body. Further, the human soul is the source of the power or 

ability of that which can be given form (quwwat-i payiilifnl).29 It is the principle that 

shapes the hayiila of the body. His statement may be taken to mean that the soul controls 

the body in such a way as to use the body to express itself, just as a craftsman (the soul) 

uses wood (the body) to make a table (give expression to his conception). This is a rather 

crude analogy; however the intent is to show that the soul makes the faculties of the body 

operative. It is these faculties that are rendered inoperative when the physical organs 

disappear, not the human intellectual faculty that belongs to the soul, which continues to 

subsist.30 Thus, although the human soul is not dependent on the physical body (haykal) 

for its existence, it utilizes the [bodily] faculties which are connected (mu{laflft) to it in order 

to reveal (namf31 shavad) itself, in the same manner that a king reveals [his power] through 

his army and craftsmen.32 As will be seen in the following, Tiisi identifies the manner in 

which the soul reveals itself as having to do with morality, or good and evil. 

Tilsi says that although human souls are at first simple (sada), they are formed gradually 

through knowledge, ethics, actions and so forth. These "states" (Qiilat-hii) become a 

singular form ($iirat) of the substance (jawhar) of each soul, and the nafs becomes the 

hayiilii-that which accepts form-of that [spiritual] form (that is, the soul takes on that 

29In his discussion on Hayiila, Tusi defines hayiila as formation, sllkhtagl, that is, isticdad, 
able. He further mentions that it is like the material out of which something is made; the 
universal hayiila, however, is the jism-i muflaq, absolute body, while the primal hayiilii is 
a simple abstract substance (jawhar-i basit-i ma'qill) that is the ipseity (huwiyyat) from 
which existence is derived. T 20-21, P 18-19. From this we surmise that hayilla is used in 
the sense of being the material out of which something is fashioned: "its function is that of 
being a receiver of all forms which may be given to it". (I) 
3<1 take this interpretation from Ibn Sina's view of Aristotle's psychology. See Davidson, 
Alfarabi, A vicenna & A verraes, 109. 
31should be namm; possibly an older form? 
32T 27, P 23. 
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"constructed" form).33 The soul's distinguishing function, according to TUsi, is to purify 

this form so that it may achieve perfection: 

The eminence of the nafs depends upon its knowledge (ciJm) because, as we 
see, every soul which is capable of acquiring any knowledge becomes more 
eminent as compared with those souls which remain ignorant. It is known 
that the soul, by acquiring knowledge, becomes stronger than other souls, so 
that it may ultimately acquire the knowledge of the great ljujjats. Such a 
man, by the purity of his substance (jawhar), becomes the recipient of the 
benefit of the lights of the Highest Divine Word (qiibil-i fay{l-i anwiir-i 
Kalima~i caJa), and by Divine knowledge becomes distinguished from other 
souls.34 

That is, the soul is itself the hayiilii-or material-for the form ($iirat) developed by its 

substance (jawhar). This form needs to be purifed through knowledge in order to be able to 

accept the benefits outlined in the quote above. In order for the human soul to gain 

eminence, it needs "nourishment from knowledge and [right] behaviour (ciJm wa camaJ)".35 

In this respect, Tusi's conception of the soul is in keeping with al-Farabi's notion that the 

soul is material for the intellect, whom it serves. Although the soul is the first perfection for 

matter, it itself is still a potential that can be developed. As Tfisi says: 

Just as man as an organism (shakh$) is contained in sperm potentially, so 
the final human perfection is potentially contained in it (nafs). Its (that is, 
the soul's) special function consists in systematically and gradually purifying 
that form ($iirat) so that its source of life (cayn-i l;laylft) through Him, the 
All-High, would come into the state of actuality. 36 

In the following chapter, we will see that these two notions that the soul itself is material

hayiilif-for the intellect and that it is, in the initial stages, something potential that is capable 

of being developed or actualized, are intimately connected to the stages of the development 

33T 28, P 23. 
34T 28, P 23. (I) 
35T 28, P 24. (I) 
36T 27-28, P 23. (I) 
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of the human intellect. In this respect, it may be said that the soul's development and 

attainment of actuality depends upon the extent to which the intellect is developed. 

Macad-the Teleological Purpose of Humanity 

Earlier Ismacm thinkers such as Na~ir-i Khusraw had identified the purpose of human 

existence with the redemption of the Universal Soul.37 In Nii$ir-i Khusraw's view, the 

whole process of temporal creation was spurred by the Universal Soul's attempt to redress 

its deficiency (nuq~an) with respect to the Universal Intellect For, in that formulation, the 

Nafs-i Kull's cognizance of its having been created through an intermediary, the Universal 

Intellect, resulted in the creation of the physical world, including the natural kingdoms and 

its most excellent creature, the human. In addition, through the assistance (ta 3yfd) of the 

Universal Intellect, the Nafs-i Kull was able to place in the world of human beings the 

actualized, perfected souls of the Lords of the Truth (khudawandlin-i tJaqq). The mandate 

of these perfected beings was to bring the souls of ordinary human beings into a state of 

actual perfection from their inherently potential state. The teleological purpose of human 

beings, who are endowed with a trace (athar) of the cAql-i Kull by virtue of their intellect, 

lies in their acceptance of the spiritual teaching of the khudawandan-i tJaqq, whereby their 

souls will be brought from a state of potential perfection into that of actual perfection. The 

achievement of such perfection in all of humanity will result in the Nafs-i Kull attaining its 

own perfection.38 

3? Although this appears similar to Gnostic formulations in which the Soul is "tempted" by 
matter and needs to be rehabilitated through the agency of the Intellect, and which was 
expressed in Islamic philosophy in the writings of Mu~ammad b. Zakariyya al-Razi, N~ir-i 
Khusraw does not hold such a view. Rather, his conception of the nuq$ffn or deficiency of 
the soul is more in keeping with Plotinus' avowedly anti-Gnostic stance, which Khusraw 
accessed most likely in the form that Plotinus' writings reached the Islamic world, The 
Theology of Aristotle. 
38For a longer explication, see my earlier study "The Problem of Knowledge in N~ir-i 
Khusraw" (M.A. thesis, McGill University, 1984), chs. 4 and 5. A more recent analysis is 
that of Alice C. Hunsberger, "Na~ir-i Khusraw's Doctrine of the Soul: From the Universal 
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the Nafs-i Kull to attain perfection. Tfisi assigns to the Nafs two thoughts: the first 

thought, directed at the cAql, whom it recognizes as perfect, brings into existence Fonn 

($iirat), from the plane of perfection ({layz-i kamiil). The second thought was focused on its 

own substance and it realized that it was imperfect.39 This brought the Hayiilii into 

existence from the "field of defect ({layz-i nuq$iin)".40 Na~ir-i Khusraw indicated that 

although the Nafs held an exalted position, its nuq$iin or deficiency was not something that 

could be removed until humankind as a whole had been perfected. Tfisi, however, 

although he admits that the Nafs "occupies an inferior position [to the cAql] and houses an 

imperfection in its substance",41 says in a discussion on surrender (taslim) that the Nafs-i 

Kull attains perfection upon surrendering itself to the cAql: "the purpose of ... the 

emanation (fayc;l) of the Intellect to the Soul, i.e., the emanation of that perfection which it is 

able to accept ... is [so] that the chain of being should come to reach its apex in man .... "42 

That is, for Tfisi, the Universal Soul does not have to wait until the whole of humankind 

has achieved perfection-as appears to be held by Na~ir-i Khusraw-before it actualizes its 

potential perfection. Tfisi makes the statement that "potentiality (imkan) is the cause of the 

acceptance of an influence ( qabfil-ifay{l). "43 If the actualization of the Nafs'potentiallies in 

its ability to receive influence from that which will actualize it,44 then the source of the 

Nafs-i Kull's perfection lies in its having accepted the influence of the cAql. This, 

Intellect to the Physical World in Ismatfli Philosophy" (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia 
University, 1992). 
39Tusi does not tell us what this imperfection consists of. It is likely that he expected his 
readers to have been exposed to thinkers such as Nasir-i Khusraw, who attributes this 
imperfection to the Nafs having come into existence via an intermediary, the 'Aql-i Kull. 
40r 9, P 10. (I) See also above, n. 9. 
41r 10. P 11. (I) 
42r 111, P 77; B 191, BP 77. (B) 
43r 12, P 12. (I) 
44 According to the Aristotelian dictum that something may be brought into the state of 
actualization only through the agency of that which is actualized itself, which here is the 
•Aql-i Kull. 
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according to Tiisi, occurs at the point when the Nafs, "in the longing which it experiences 

for the perfection of the position of the First cAql, and imitating the latter, which it usually 

does, keeps the spheres continually moving."45 That is, it is when the Nafs-i Kull"was 

able, with the assistance (ta'yid) of the Intellect, to govern (ta~arruf). and organize (tadbir) 

matter (iism)."46 This then brings us full circle to the point at which Tiisi can assert that the 

Nafs in surrendering itself to the cAql-by accepting infuence from the latter-is granted 

the perfection which it has the ability to receive. In other words, before the advent of the 

human on the plane of existence, the Nafs-i Kull has already attained its perfection; indeed, 

the very fact of human existence may be attributed to the Nafs-i Kull's striving for, and 

attainment of, perfection. That is, the purpose for which humanity comes into being, which 

is to play out the original conception (ta$awwur) .of the 'Aql-i Kull, entails as part of the 

process the Nafs-i Kull's attainment of perfection. This differs from Na~ir-i Khusraw's 

conception, according to which the the Nafs-i Kull's attainment of perfection is conditional 

upon the realization of perfection by humanity. The consequence ofTiisi's departure from 

Na~ir-i Khusraw's view is that the human being is the product of an already perfected 

Universal Soul, and no longer bears responsibility for that entity's perfection. Indeed, as 

we shall see shortly, the aim of human existence is linked to the human being's own self

understanding of the origin from which it comes and to which it must return, and to a 

striving toward the attainment of eternal happiness. 

Tiisi points out that existence has both a beginning and an end. On the one hand, the arrival 

of the human being, replete with the intellectual and physical tools needed for survival, on 

the creaturely scene simply marks the ongoing summation of the creative process. On the 

other hand, it marks the beginning of the human being's end or "return" (macifd). 

45T 13, P 13. (I) 
4~ 18, P 17; B 160, BP 17. (KH) 
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c According to the Qur~anic dictum, "As He brought you forth in the beginning, shall ye 

return" (7 :28), the origin of the human being dictates what the return should be. The notion 

that the human being is the summation and the end toward which creation was directed is 

echoed by Tiisi in many different ways, some of which have been mentioned in the 

previous chapter. Attention may be drawn to Tilsi's view that, at first glance, the human 

being may appear to be the microcosm in the macrocosm. However, since this microcosm 

is itself the synthesis (majmuc) of all the stages and perfections that are preparatory to 

human existence, it should be noted that in reality, the human being is the macrocosm who 

contains within himself the microcosm or the various components of which it is a synthesis. 

As such, the human species is the "field" in which these components are manifested: 

The Highest Word, the First cAql, the Nafs-i Kulli, each has an 
embodiment, or manifestation (m~har) in this world. The manifestation of 
the Highest Word is the Jmam-upon whose mention be peace, who is 
beyond conception and representation (ta$awwur wa ta$wfr) and exalted 
above attributes and their negations (wa$f wa tanzfh). The manifestation of 
the First cAql is the J;ujjat of the Imam-upon whose mention be peace, 
who gives form to perfection ($iirat-bakhsh-i kamal). The manifestation of 
the Nafs-i Kulli is the Prophet. He is the giver, to souls, of the ability to 
receive during origination (kawn-i [dawr-i?] mabda 3) that form ($iirat) 
which is the ultimate perfection (kamal-ighayatf).41 

It is evident from the above quote that Tilsi considers the physical appearance of the human 

being on the creaturely stage simply one part in an ongoing process of development. The 

physical manifestation of the human being, replete with all faculties and means requisite for 

survival, is the result of the collaborative work of the entities that are created by the divine 

word. However, this results in a human being who is the "first perfection", as mentioned 

above, of material nature (jism-i tabici). Human beings have the potential to develop 

further, and it is in this context that Tilsi states that the Nafs-i Kull, who finds embodiment 

among human beings in the person of the Prophet (Mul)ammad), is "the giver, to souls, of 

c 47T 119, P 82; B 197, BP 82. (I, B, KH) 
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the ability to receive during origination (kawn-i [dawr-i?] mabda3) that form (~iirat) which 

is the ultimate perfection (kamiil-ighiiyatl).48 

Predestination: Qadar and Qada 

To understand what he means, we must turn briefly to Tiisi's discussion of predestination. 

In a discussion on qadar and qadii, both of which terms mean predestination, Tiisi defmes 

qadar as the "first" destiny (taqdir-i awwal), as that "which came to the First cAql by the 

first command (Amr)."49 Qadiiis defined by him as the "first imposition of duties (taklif-i 

awwal) which by the first commad (amr-i awwal) was entered (thabt gashta) into the first 

Tablet (Law~-i awwal)."50 Two "angels", Sabiq and Shahid, are appointed to deal with 

qadar and qadii, and their purpose is to "stir up (bar mi angizad) all the creations to attain 

the perfection and ultimate limit (ghiiyat) which is appropriate to each, and for which they 

were created." 51 To follow the example Tusi furnishes, while the first destiny (taqdir) is 

to lay the foundations of a house that is to be built, the first imposition (takllf) is to ensure 

that all that the house should contain be complete. If we may transpose this analogy, then 

the cAql-i Kull's initial conception becomes the laying of the foundation of the "house", 

that is, the human being. Divine revelation through prophecy becomes the imposition 

(takllf) that will ensure that the "house" attains completion, that is, it has that which it needs 

in order to be completed. This completion, as we have seen above, lies in the actualization 

of the potential perfection laid into the human soul in the form of the partial intellect, which 

is a trace (athar) of the cAql-i Kull. 

48Ibid. 
49T 48, P 36. (I) 
5~ 48, P 36. (1, KH) 
51T 48, P 36. (I) 
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However, even though the foundation and the necessary requirements for the perfection of 

the human being be present, the human soul may still be unable to realize its potential. As 

Tiisi points out: 

The evil which may be met with here (in-jii bii miyiin mi iiyad) comes not 
from qapii or qadar, but is due (az jihat) to the veils @ijifb-hii) of the senses, 
imagination, and estimation with respect to all that is presented to the 
purview (nzq:ar) of thought (fikrat) [and] the faculties of perception (ba$irat
hii), and therefore, our choice (ikhtiyiir) does not come right. 52 

Knowledge (diinish), perception (binash), opinion (ra 3y) or judgement by analogy 

(qiyiis)-all of these are not in themselves sufficient to help humans to make right choices 

with respect to their return. 53 For this, a human being must enter a state of apprenticeship 

(muta'allimi). Choosing not to be instructed by a teacher (mucaJJim), deprives humans of 

knowledge concerning what is beneficial (khayr) and what is evil (sharr) for them. 54 In his 

discussion on paradise and hell, Tiisl describes the logical outcome of a person who 

deviates from the Amr, that is, from the guidance of the Imiim: 

True hell is the reversed (mankiis) intellect, i.e., that which is separated from 
the Command. For example, the intellectual becomes spiritual, the spiritual 
estimative and the estimative perceptual, by [which is meant that] his intellect 
merges into his soul, his soul merges into his estimation and his estimation 
into his sense perception, until [it, the intellect, falls] into Hell, which is the 
worst destination. 55 

Earlier in the chapter attention was drawn to Tiisl's conception that the hierarchy of 

command between the command (Amr) and sensibles operates in both directions. That is, 

either a person can choose to focus on intelligibles (macqiiliit) or on sensibles (ma(lsiisiit). 

52T 48, P 36-37; BP 37. (KH, I) Ivanow's manuscript text differs from Badakhchani's, and I 
have used the latter here. Ivanow's would read [literally] as follows: " ... but is due to the 
veils of the senses, imagination, estimation, and thought that are before the purview (nR?M) 
of our faculties of perception (ba$lrat), and for that reason by our choosing, the right course 
is not followed [that is, we do not choose the right course]." (KH) That is, Ivanow places 
thought (flkrat) among the veils. 
53T 48, P 37. 
54T 48, P 37. 
55T 56, P 42; B 166, BP 42. (B) 
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Should the former be chosen, and this implies accepting and acting in accordance with the 

guidance of the teachings originating in the Imiim, then "when the soul leaves the body, [if] 

it has been inclined in all aspects towards the acquisition of intellectual benefits, and if the 

shadow of the senses has not become a veil to the light of its free will, it will remain 

eternally in a state of pleasure without pain, happiness without sorrow and life without 

death; everything will be as it should be for it. "56 Should, however, the person be 

captivated by sensuous pleasures only, then eternal despair will overtake the soul from the 

thought that the pleasures of the bodily life can never be experienced again after death. It is 

in this respect that it may be said that the intellect becomes subservient to, or "perceives", 

that is, turns toward the soul, which becomes subservient to the estimative faculty, and so to 

the senses. Such persons have not succeeded in reaching the ultimate limit (ghiiyat) for 

which they were created. The consequence of this is that they are bound into the world of 

sense-perception and experience a terrible deprivation of imagined sensory pleasures when 

loosened from it at the separation of the soul from the body.57 Hence they remain in a state 

of need rather than attaining a state of the self-sufficiency that connotes not only happiness 

but also perfection. 

From the above discussions, it is clear that for Tiisi, the soul's potential for actualization is 

dependent upon the development of its form. There are two aspects to this development 

that go hand in hand: first, the development of the human intellect, which comprises four 

stages, and which will be delineated in the chapter following, on epistemology; and second, 

the acceptance of the form given by the Prophet in the form of the law, or sha:rfCah. This 

form may be developed further through apprenticeship to the lfujjah, whose knowledge 

comes from the Imiim. The details pertaining to this apprenticeship will be discussed in 

56T 54-55, P 41; B 165, BP 41. (B) See in this connection Ibn Smas depiction, in 
Davidson, Alfarabi, A vicenna, & A verr"lJes, I 09ff. 
57T 55, P 41; B 165-166, BP 41. 
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subsequent chapters. Central to the development of the soul is the notion that teaching or 

instruction is required in order that the human being may distinguish between good and 

evil. 

Good and Evil 

Tusi conceives the whole order of creation in terms of good and evil. Because the cAql-i 

Kull is the first to emerge out of the divine command (Amr), it is "by its existence the most 

perfect, and by its position the highest, (and) it possesses absolute perfection (kamiil-i 

mu.tlaq). Therefore, where it is, there is pure good (khayr-i ma.(l{i). "58 Similarly, the Nafs-i 

Kull, by virtue of its position as having been created through the intermediary of the cAql-i 

Kull, is a mixture of perfection and deficiency, that is, of good and evil. Finally, the Jism-i 

Kull, or Universal Matter, is in a state of absolute deficiency, and therefore, "where it is, 

there is pure evil (sharr-i ma.(l{i). "59 

While evil is generally conceived of in terms of morality, here Tusi's understanding of evil 

is equated with the s.tate of deficiency (nuq$iin). As we shall see presently, he does not 

exclude the moral dimension of evil from his discussion. However, he would like to clarify 

the ontological underpinnings of evil before he enters upon any discussion of the various 

dimensions of evil, including morality. We have previously seen that the state of deficiency 

indicates the distance between that existent and the will of God. The farther that an existent 

is from the will of God, the greater its deficiency. The Nafs-i Kull is deficient because it 

came into being only after the c Aql came into being, and as a result, it was not the direct 

recipient of the Amr'semanation. 

ssr 46, P 35. (I) 
59r 46, P 35. (I) 
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Closely tied to the concept of deficiency is that of possibility-imkan. The perfection that is 

actual for the cAql by virtue of its having been directly created through ibdac by the Amr 

is only a potential for the Nafs. Whatever perfection it had the potential to receive was 

given to it by the cAql's emanation (fay(/) upon it. 60 However, the position of the Nafs 

even when it is granted perfection is still inferior to that of the cAql, since the latter's 

surrender (taslim) to the Amr is "purer and more sincere" than that of any other created 

being. 61 Therefore, the place of the universal existents in the order of creation determines 

both the level of their deficiency and the perfection that may potentially be attained by each 

of them. In this regard, if their level of deficiency is linked to the level of their potential 

perfection, then we may say that this deficiency determines the extent to which that 

universal substance is capable of acting and of receiving influence. Matter is incapable of 

acting, only of being acted upon: hence, where it is, there is absolute evil. The Nafs-i Kull, 

which is a mixture of both deficiency and perfection, that is, both good and evil, is capable 

both of acting and of being acted upon, and we have seen previously that when it submits to 

and receives the •Aql-i Kull's emanation (fay(/), its potential for perfection is actualized. 

In this connection, pure goodness is seen as the characteristic that renders an entity or 

existent independent, that is, not in need of anything, and generally, the cAql-i Kullis 

regarded as perfect primarily because it does not stand in need of anything; it is self

sufficient. Self-sufficiency and the ability to act are also connected. for not only is matter 

not self-sufficient, it also cannot act by itself. Thus, we may understand Tiisi's conception 

of cosmic evil as being that where there is absence of good, that is, absence of self

sufficiency and the power to act. 

60]' 111, P 77; B 191, BP 77, 
61T 110, P 76. 
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Where does the human being appear in Tiisi's schema of good and evil? It would appear 

that since human beings are the last to come into being, their place in the order of creation 

would indicate that they, too, must be totally evil. However, we must clarify that Tiisi's 

principle of the gradation of goodness according to order of creation applies to universals 

(kulli) and not to individual (juzwi) forms of existence. The human being is a composite 

of matter, soul and intellect. As such, the potential toward perfection contained within a 

human being is determined by two factors: first, the Nafs-i Kull's action (ficJ) consists of 

communicating the forms ($UWar) of things it received from the intellects ('aql-hii) 62 to 

matter, and the resulting chain of existence comes to an end in the human being. Human 

beings thus originate in both the cAql and the Nafs;63 for their souls, which originate in 

the Universal Soul, bear traces (iithiir )--in the form of their individualized intellects-of the 

Universal Intellect, the 'Aql. 64 Therefore, although human beings are the last to appear 

among creatures, they have the potential for perfection. It is on this basis that Tiisi asserts: 

"Thus the surrender which formed the perfection of the 'Aql has become his [that is, the 

human being's] exclusive property."65 Tiisi images this actualized potential as a state in 

which: 

Such a man, by the purity of his substance (jawhar), becomes the recipient 
of the benefit of the lights of the Highest Divine Word (qifbil-i fayt;l-i anwifr
i Kalima 'i 'alii), and by Divine knowledge becomes distinguished from other 
souls. They bring salvation to the souls of those creations who sink in the 

62It is possible here to see a collapsing of the Active Intellect of Ibn Sina-irnplied in 
Aristotle's De Anima-and the second hypostasis of Plotinus. Some of the functions of this 
active intellect are detailed in Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, & Avem:les, 76. Had TUsi 
been following the purely Plotinian system, the term caql-ha would have been simply cAql, 
which, in fact, is how Ivanow translates it. 
63T 28, P 24: "The human soul, however, being the product of the force of the cAqJ.-since 
both the caql (individual intellect) and the nafs (individual soul) come from the world of 
the 'AqJ.-derive their nourishment from knowledge and acts ('ilm wa camaJ)." 
64T 19, P 17: "[The First cAql] is also called the Universal Intellect because individual 
intellects (cuqiil), which are connected with intelligent beings, are its traces (athar)." 
65T 111, P 77; B 191, BP 77. (I) 
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c sea of the Hayiila, and are tied by the ties of nature (tabi'at), by their 
teaching and learning releasing them from the darkness of error. 66 

Thus, Tusi envisions actualized perfection to be primarily epistemological in nature: it 

allows the direct reception of the radiance of the divine Word (Kalima). This is understood 

by him as distinguishing that person with knowledge of the divine. Simultaneously, it 

enables that person to aid others in attaining salvation, through teaching. However, in order 

to reach such a state of perfection, the human soul must derive its nourishment "from 

knowledge and right behaviour ('ilm wa 'amal). "67 This indicates the importance of ethics 

for Tu si in his framework, along with his emphasis on intellectual achievement. 

Drawing upon the cosmic framework of three possible states of existence, viz., good, 

mixed and evil, Tusi goes on to suggest that accordingly, there are three component worlds 

in this realm. Corresponding to the cAql-i Kull is the world of intelligibilia ('iilam-i 

'aqlani), which is pure good. Then there is the spiritual world, or the world of life ('iilam-i 

nafsanl), where good and evil are found mixed together. Finally, there is the world of 

materialityorcorporeality (caJam-ijismiinl), which is pure evil. 

Each of these worlds finds its correspondence in people. The people of the world of 

intelligibilia are the "people of unity" (ahl-i wafldat); those of the world of life are the 

"people of gradation" (ahl-i tarattub); and those of the corporeal world are the "people of 

opposition" (ahl-i ta{ladd). The first are those who believe in the Qiyamah (Resurrection); 

the second are those who profess religion; and the third are those who are opposed to 

religion. 68 

66T 28, P 23. (I) 
67T 28, P 24. (I) 
68T 46-47, P 35-36. By the first category he means thoSe who have given their allegiance 
to the Imam, that is, the Ismacms; by the second, he means Muslims in general, and by the 
third, those who oppose religious affiliation. See T 115-117, P 80--81 for the relationship 
between the sharlcah (prophetic law) and the Qiyamah, and the view that the prophet rules 
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In another classification, Tiisi suggests that there are really four categories of existence, by 

which he appears to mean final existence: individual or partial (wujud-ijuzwf); individual 

inclined toward the generic (wujud-i juzwf ki riiy ba kulli difrad); generic (wujud-i kulli); 

and that which is beyond either the individual or the generic (wujud-i biflif-y-i juzwi wa 

kulll). Given the discussions above, we may relate partial existence to the world of 

corporeality and the people of opposition; the second category to the world of life or soul 

and the people of gradation; and the generic category to the world of intelligibles and the 

people of unity. Tiisi confirms this with his statement that those who attain generic 

existence "belong to the world of absolute self-evidence (mubayanat-imut]aq) [and] are free 

from mingling with the false (mubfil) in any way. "69 Indeed, he declares that one who has 

a partial existence will become dissociated from the origin it was thought to have but did not 

in fact have, and therefore, it will have no "return." 

The implication of the above is that the goal of each individual person, that is, the "return" 

of each individual is already predestined by the origin of that person. Tiisi accounts for 

differences, that is, gradation (tarattub) and qualitative difference (tafli()ul) in the various 

types of intellects found in humans by pointing out that these are, in any case, at first a 

the frrst period-of sharicah-whiie the Imifm rules the second period. Daftary, drawing on 
several Nizan sources, explains these categories as follows: "There are the opponents of the 
imam (ahl aJ.:ta{ladd), the non-Nizan bulk of mankind, including both Muslims and non
Muslims. . .. Secondly, there are the ordinary followers of the imifm, the so-called people of 
gradation (ahl al-tarattub), representing the elite of mankind (kha.~$). These ordinary 
Nizaris have gone beyond the Sharica and the ?ifhir to the blifin, the inner meaning of 
religion. Having found only partial truth, however, they still see both the :pihir and 
theblifin. As a result, they still see both themselves and the imam, and as such, they are not 
fully saved in the qiyama. Finally, there are the people of union (ahl al-wal)da), the super
elite (akha$$-i khif$$) amongst the Nizaris, who see only the imifm in his true nature. 
Discarding all appearances, the people of union have found full (kulli) as opposed to 
partial (juz'i) truth. They have arrived in the realm of l)aqiqa, the blftin behind the bafin, 
and see only the imam in his true spiritual reality. It is the people of union who are truly 
resurrected and existent in eternal Paradise; they have obtained full salvation in the 
ziyama." See Daftary, The IsmlfCJJis, 395; also n. 149 in which he mentions his sources. 
9T 84, P 59; B 173; BP 59. (I). Or, "devoid of any kind of falsifying commonality 

(ishtirak-i mubfil)." (B) 
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potential within the human soul. 70 Tiisi states clearly here that by this he means the stages 

of the development of the human intellect, which will be explored further in the chapter on 

epistemology. However, the development of the intellect, though essential, is not in itself 

sufficient, for the human being must also develop the potential for goodness. Thus he 

articulated the view that the ultimate goal of the individual endowed with a partial intellect

which is the case with humans-is "to progress from the partial intelligence of ordinary life 

to the prophetic intelligence of the religious law, and from [this] to the resurrectional 

intelligence of the Hereafter. "71 Further, he says: 

The origin is also relative self-recognition (khwishtan-shinasi-y-i if)iffi), i.e., 
knowing why one has been created; and the return (macad) is true self
recognition (khwishtan-shinasl-y-iJ;aqlqi), i.e., doing that for which one has 
been created. 72 

All human beings, by virtue of the effect (athar) of the cAql-i Kull in their souls (nafs-i 

insiinl), have the potential to develop. Tiisi states: 

There are souls which so vigorously follow the path towards perfection that, 
when their potentialities are actualized, they make the best creations. And 
there are also souls who lean towards opposition (tai)add) and may so badly 
fall irito the following of deficiency (nuq~an) that, when their potentialities 
are actualized, they become the worst creations. And there are souls keeping 
to the middle course, sometimes following the road to good, and sometimes 
to evi1.73 

Thus, differences among human souls arise in the manner in which this potential is allowed 

to develop. The extent to which humans strive toward perfection or opposition will 

determine the category of existence th.ey will ultimately attain. That is, importance is to be 

given to the mode of the actualization of human potential in determining the return of that 

human soul. Should the soul actualize the evil that is potential within it, then it will suffer 

70r 30, p 25. 
71T 85, P 59; B 174, BP 59. (B) 
72T 85-86, P 59-60; B 174, BP 59-60. (B) 
73T 49-50, P 37-38. (B) 
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the fate of those who have partial existence. On the other hand, should the human soul 

strive toward goodness and actualize the potential for goodness within it, then that soul may 

attain existence that is inclined to generic existence, or attain generic existence itself. In 

following the path toward perfection, the human being who possesses practical intellect 

(caql-i maCfshati-yi dunyawi}-a property that is common to most normal human beings

is assisted "by the prophetic intelligence of the religious law (caql-i sharCJ-y-i nabawi)."14 

This gives rise to the form attained in the first realm (kawn-i awwal), which "is the realm of 

the origin (mabda') in which, by virtue of the creation of the physical world, the general 

relative testimony (shahiidat-i camm-i i?iifi) is realized, and the signs of His Exalted action 

which are the effect of His Exalted power, are a guide to Him, the Exalted. "75 In other 

words, it is through prophecy that "the general well-being of creation is maintained. "76 

Thence humans are assisted by "the resurrectional intelligence of the Hereafter (caql-i 

qiyiimati-yi iikhirati),"17 through which they may enter the second realm (kawn-i 

duwwum). This realm "is the intermediary realm in which, by virtue of the creation of the 

realm of the divine Command, the real specific testimony is realized and the signs of His 

Exalted speech which are effect of His Exalted knowledge, are a guide to Him, the 

Exaited."78 Through the manifestation of thecAql (that is, the f;ujjat), the realm of 

dissemblance (kawn-i mushiibahat) unites with the realm of disclosure (kawn-i 

mubiiyanat).19 Humans gain access to knowledge of good and evil, and this knowledge is 

essential in enabling them to choose a path promoting the development both of intellegence 

and ethical virtues. By following the twin paths of rightly-guided knowledge (cilm) and 

behaviour (carnal), the soul then becomes prime material for constructing a form through 

74T 82, P 58; B 172, BP 58. (B) 
75T 92-3, P 64; B 178, BP 64. (B) 
76T 82, P 58; B 172, BP 58. (B) 
77Ibid. 
78T 93, P 64; B 178, BP 64. (B) 
79T 93, P 64, B 178-179, BP 64. 
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which it can both actualize its potential and attain its salvation in the form of returning to its 

origin. This third realm is spoken of as where there is "unalloyed unity." The fate of the 

soul according to the various stages of its development is imaged graphically in the 

following account of paradise and hell. 

Paradise and Hell 

In a discussion on paradise and hell, Tiisi identifies the real paradise as the absolute free 

will (ikhtlyii.r-i ma}Jf:), "where everything is as it should be", "a realm of eternal reward, 

everlasting perfection and limitless existence", the meaning of all of which "is to attain God 

in all aspects".80 The real hell, on the other hand, is absolute predestination or compulsion 

(jabr-i ma}Jf:), and is where "everything is as it should not be", a realm of "eternal 

punishment, everlasting disappointment and limitless non-existence", meaning that it is 

"falling from God in all aspects."81 

Having connected paradise and hell to one's ethical behaviour in accordance with the 

Quraanic vs. 53:31,82 Tiisi goes on to state that the real paradise and hell are not according 

to the physical descriptions of them given by the prophets. For, if paradise and hell "were 

made of bodily matter and composed of material things", there would have been no 

difference "between this world and the Hereafter. "83 Rather, prophetic descriptions are 

"given in accordance with intellectual capacity, and they were said in order to encourage 

desire and induce fear, so that ordinary people might incline to obedience and abstain from 

disobedience. "84 

8<J.r 54, P 41; B 165, BP 41. (B) 
81T 52, P 39; B 164, BP 39. (B) 
82"(He] punishes those who do evil according to their deeds and rewards those who do 
good with what is best." Cited on B 164, BP 39. 
83T 52, P 39; B 164, BP 39. (B) 
84Ibid. 
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Indeed, Tiisi identifies the everyday phenomenal world-the realm of dissimulation (kawn-i 

mushabahat)-in which the true are mixed with the false, the good with the wicked, the 

truthful with the liars, as absolute hell. Absolute paradise, on the other hand, is the realm of 

disclosure (kawn-i mubayanat), in which the truth is separated from the false, the godly 

from the ungodly, the good from the wicked, the good from the evil. It is, Tiisi implies, in 

order to escape the realm of hell that even those who have no need of the prophetic law and 

its rites and rituals, conscientiously regard these as their absolute duty. This is so that 

religion may be frrmly established. However, the "expressions of Revelation belong to the 

kawn-i mushabahat and are characterized by multiplicity and are by nature Hell. "85 Thus, it 

is essential that the symbolic interpretation (ta 3wn) of Revelation be sought by those who 

wish to advance to the realm of disclosure (kawn-i mubayanat), which is paradise: "And 

whoever arrives at the kawn-i mubayanat from the kawn-i mushiibahat and seeks and 

attains ta'wn in the expression of the Revelation (cibarat-i tanzili) is a denizen of 

Paradise. "86 Thus, for Tiisi there is both an epistemological and an ethical dimension to his 

conception of paradise and hell. 

Both paradise and hell are conceptions (ta$awwur) in the imagination (khayal). Thoughts 

are connected to the senses, to the soul, or to the intellect. If thoughts remain in any one of 

these spheres, then the result, correspondingly, will be different So, for example, a person 

who remains in the sphere of the senses will become imprisoned by them, and this will be a 

veritable hell. Those persons who remain in the sphere of the soul will gain a glimpse of 

paradise, while those who remain in the sphere of the intellect will find real paradise in their 

souls, and their souls will be in paradise. 87 Indeed, true paradise is "the straight (lit. 

85T 54, P 40; B 165, BP 40. (B) 
86T 54, P 40-41; B 165, BP 41. 
87T 55, P 42; B 166, BP 41-42. 
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established, upright, mustaqim) intellect, i.e. united with the Command. "88 Since the human 

soul is eternal (abadi),89 its fate when it separates from the body will be decided according 

to its level of actualization while still connected to the body. Hence, the path90 followed 

during its connection with the body will determine the extent of its pleasure or pain in the 

disembodied state, and that pleasure or pain will be eternaL9l This eternal state comprises 

the "return" (macad) of human beings. 

The notion of union or conjunction with the Command (Amr) is significant in two aspects. 

The first concerns the human intellect, while the second concerns the Command. With 

respect to the first, to a philosophically attuned audience, this would connote the notion of a 

human intellect that had been actualized from the state of potentiality; that is, was able to 

attain conjunction either with the Active Intellect (following Aristotelian legacies) or the 

Universal Intellect (following the Neoplatonic scheme). However, the Active Intellect, in 

the Aristotelian-inspired scheme, was the tenth intellect in the ontological hierarchy, and the 

intellect responsible for giving form to the sublunar world. The Universal Intellect, in the 

Neoplatonic scheme, was the first of the hypostaaes to emanate from the ontos. Tfisi, here 

at least, does not subscribe to either of these notions. Rather, he views the human intellect, 

in its perfect state, to unite with or conjoin with the Command, which is viewed by Muslim 

philosophers as ontologically the source of either the incorporeal intelligences, of which the 

active intellect is the last-following Aristotle, or the universal intellect in Neoplatonic 

88T 55--56, P 42; B 166, BP 42. (B) This would assure a state of supreme eudarnonia. See 
also lbn Sina's view in Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna, & Averrt'ies, 109-110. In this state, 
according to Ibn Sina, the soul "can conjoin with the active intellect in a perfect conjunction. 
It then experiences intellectual splendor and eternal pleasure." (Shif1P: De Anima 248) The 
difference is that for Tiisi conjunction takes place with the Command. 
89T 25, p 21. 
9°"The thought, word and deed of the follower of truth (mu{liqq) is truth, veracity and 
good; the thought, word and deed of the follower of falsehood (mub{il) is falsehood, lying 
and evil. ... The recompense for the follower of truth is reward and the recompense for the 
follower of falsehood is punishment." T 52, P 39; B 164, BP 39. (B) 
91T 25-26, P 21. 
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c terms. That is, the Command is associated with the First Cause-in al-Farabi's terms, who 

stands above the movers, or with the ontos, from which the Neoplatonic hypostaees 

emanate. Thus, to a philosophically trained mind, Tusi's view of supreme happiness as 

found in absolute paradise would indicate that the human intellect must at least have reached 

a state of actualization. Tusi says here that such a person "becomes content with the 

recognition of pure intellect, returning to his God with happiness"92 and also that absolute 

paradise and hell are of such magnitude that "no one's estimation and thinking can obtain a 

description of them. "93 

TU.si has already pointed out that the Command finds manifestation in the phenomenal 

world in the person of the Imiim. Thus, it is clear that when TU.si speaks about the necessity 

to seek and attain the ta 3wil or symbolic interpretation of the tanzil, he means that one who 

wishes to enter paradise must become a follower of the truth (mubfil), that is, one who 

accepts the teaching of the J;wjjats since it originates with the Imiim, or the Command in the 

kawn-i mushiibahat. That is, striving to become one with the Command is not simply a 

question of training in philosophy, but also entails participation in a community that both 

receives instruction from, and gives allegiance and obedience to, the Jmiim. However, as 

will be seen in the following, Tfisi acknowledges that there may be intractable opposition to 

such a view. 

Tarauub and Ta{liidd 

Tiisi continues in the context of his discussion on good and evil to clarify why some souls 

follow the path toward perfection while others lean toward opposition (tafjiidd). He very 

subtly moves the discussion from one of ontological evil-in which matter is associated 

92T 55-56, P 42; B 166, BP 42. (B) 
93T 52, P 39; B 164, BP 39. (B) 
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with evil-to one of moral eviL He does this by changing his tenninology. Instead of 

talking about sharr, evil, in human beings, he begins to frame the notion of those who fall 

into deficiency-nuq~iin, which, as we have seen, is also associated with the ontological 

evil that characterizes matter-as being rooted injahl, ignorance. Specifically, he connects 

the opposition (ta{liidd) found in individuals to the traces (iithiir) in them of the First 

Ignorance (Jahl-i Awwa1).94 He sets this up in contrast to the individual or particular 

intellect (caql-i juzwi) that is a trace of the Universal or First Intellect (cAql-i Awwal). A 

soul that allows itself to be controlled by its intellect, then, does not lean toward opposition 

(ta{liidd), but toward orderliness (tarattub). 

There is an ambiguity apparent in Tusi's work which is difficult to resolve. On the one 

hand, Tiisi seems to subscribe to the notion that all humans have the potential to develop 

toward perfection by exercising the option of allowing their souls to be controlled by the 

trace of the Universal Intellect inherent in them, the particular intellect. On the other hand, 

he indicates that some souls may have a trace in them of this first "ignorance", which is an 

effect of the First Ignorance, "counterpart of the First cAql. "95 It is only when the soul is 

allowed to develop that it will become clear which soul will tend toward good and which 

one toward evil. This statement implies a predestinarian view. Indeed, he goes so far as to 

say that the whole purpose of the union (itti~iil) 

of the soul with the body is that the form of good ($iirat-i khayr) which is 
potential in the good soul, and form of evil ($iirat-i sharr) which is potential 
in the wicked soul, cannot be distinguished in them without such. union. 
(Without this) the advance of the good soul from the state of possibility to 
the state of actuality (cannot be attained), just as the fall of the wicked soul 
from the limit (/Jadd) of the potential evil to the pit of frustration (imtinac) 
[cannot be attained]. This is because both these kinds of the souls, in so far 
as they are souls (min }Jayth al-nafs), in respect to their mental constitution, 

94T 49, P 37. 
95T 49, P 37. 
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resemble each other. They cannot be distinguished until they come into 
actual being (wujiid-i cayni).96 

Just as souls have tendencies towards orderliness or opposition, so too do material 

configurations (mawiidd-i ajsiim) have tendencies to rise up or to fall down or to retain a 

middle course. In keeping with the principle that all things return to their source, 

substances receive the souls that are inclined accordingly, and become controlled by these 

souls. Accordingly, good substances receive good souls, median substances receive souls 

that sometimes incline toward good and sometimes towards bad, and, by implication, 

substances that have a tendency toward evil receive souls that incline toward opposition.97 

Tiisi does not elaborate upon what he means here. This may be a reference to the notion 

found in al-Farabl's reading of Aristotle that the elements combine to form the material that 

is capable of accepting a souL The varying influence of the heavenly spheres in affecting 

this combination accounts for the differences found in such prepared materials. Hence, 

some materials have a preponderance of the element of fire, and are thus classified as fiery, 

while others have a preponderance, say, of the element of earth, and are thus classified as 

earthy. When a prepared material accepts a soul, that soul controls the material. Regarding 

those material bodies that are prepared by nature as a material or instrument for the soul, al

Farabi says: 

That by which [this kind of natural body] is rendered substantial, after 
having been rendered substantial by nature, will be the souL The natural 
substance that admits of soul will thus be the material of the soul; and nature 
will be either a preparation, a material, or an instrument to be used by the 
soul in its acts. Thus there will be two types of nature in animate 
substances: a type that is a material, and a type that is an instrument. Hence 
in the animate substances nature is not for its own sake but for the sake of 
the soui.98 

96T 32-33, P 26. (largely I) 
97T 50, P 38. 
98Mahdi, Alfarabi's Philosophy, 117. 
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Al-Ridibi goes on to connect the material nature controlled by the soul with the notion of 

health and disease. Although "the soul itself is the cause (as the end and, with the help it 

receives from nature, as the agent) of having this specific material present in the soul," 

"health and disease inhere in the animate substance because of their nature and natural 

powers, which pertain specifically to what is animate. "99 That is, the soul is both the cause 

and the agent of the type of material that it controls with respect to disease or health. Tiisi 

may have been drawing upon this notion when he proposes that bodies that have certain 

innate tendencies come to be controlled by certain types of souls. He takes the notion found 

in al-Farabi that links health and disease to the controlling soul and develops it to include 

the idea that souls that are inclined toward good will accordingly choose material substances 

that may be utilized as instruments employed by the soul in its good actions. Similarly, 

souls that are inclined both toward evil and toward good will choose to control material 

substances that will be utilized both for the performance of good actions and evil actions. 

Although Tiisi does not specify so here, it is implied that souls that are evil will choose 

those material substances that will be utilized to perform evil acts. 

Tiisi's conceptions of matter and souls in this context raises the question whether souls are 

predestined in the first place. As has been noted above, this is an issue that cannot be 

resolved without difficulty as there appears to be some ambiguity in the text regarding 

Tiisi's standpoint. To do him credit, the fact that he does not mention that evil souls will 

conjoin with ill-disposed material substances would appear to indicate that he views souls 

as being primarily of two types: those that are inclined toward good, and those that are 

inclined toward evil as a result of the effect of the First Ignorance. Association with the 

body then serves to enable the soul to play out its choices more fully, as indeed he notes in 

99Jbid., 119. 
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his enumeration of the advantages of the union of the soul with the body: that such a union 

serves to distinguish good souls from those which are evil. 

Tusi simply states that the good (nlkan) are those who come from the authentic (or real, 

true) substance (gawhar-i {laqq), and the bad (badan) come from the false substance 

(gawhar-i bif,til))OO As such, then, he is equating the First Ignorance (jahl-i awwal) with 

the false substance (gawhar-i bapl), and calls it the counterpart of the First cAql. He 

connects the notion of ignorance-jahJ-with that of opposition (ta{iadd) to the religion of 

truth (din-i {laqq). The association of {laqq (truth) with the First cAql clearly indicates that 

the religion of truth (din-i {laqq) is from the cAql. We know that the cAql is manifested as 

the {lujjah of the Imam, responsible for the teaching (ta'llm) that is aimed at perlecting the 

soul. Therefore, Tusi may have meant that the souls who lean toward opposition, identified 

as having originated from the First Ignorance that is false (bapl) in its substance, are either 

those who oppose religion altogether, or oppose the da'wah specifically. He does not 

specify what he means by the First Ignorance, and we can only suggest that he means Iblis, 

the primordial counterpart of Adam, who refused to follow the command of God. Iblis was 

consequently cursed by God. Iblis was the teacher (mucaJlim) of the angels before the 

advent of Adam, whose knowledge he did not equal. Although truth and falsehood {l)aqq 

wa bif,til) represented by Adam and Iblis, respectively, appeared alike in the beginning, in 

the end, in paradise, only tru~h prevails while falsehood (bafil) has no existence there)Ol It 

may also be noted in passing that Tusi's use of the term "jahl" suggests the pre-Islamic 

period classified by Muslim historians as the "Jahiliyah", that is, the period before the 

Arabs were favoured with a revelation from God. In other words, it is a period in which 

there was ignorance about God and the prophetic law (sharfCah), which is the basis for the 

100[ 50, p 38. c 101T 69-71, P 49-51. 

128 



c 

c 

belief in resurrection or the Qiyamah. As such, then, Tusi may also be addressing, in a 

veiled manner, Zoroastrian notions of two deities of opposing inclination, and suggesting 

that evil does not have the substantive basis required to merit it being raised to the level of a 

deity. His approach may possibly have been an attempt to create a bridging link between 

Zoroastrian views and Islam, undertaken with the strategy of casting an interpretation on 

good and evil that would be consonant with the Islamic view on monotheism. 

Ti.lsi continues that for the bad of this world, who have their origin in this First Ignorance, 

who by their nature become deserving of punishment, their state is such that they "will for 

an eternity remain in great despair and immense sorrow".l02 The good, on the other hand, 

while they may occasionally lapse into evil, will eventually return to their original good 

nature (fi{Iat), and for them the dacwah is like "the nature of an elixir which acts upon the 

substance of every piece of copper in such a way that it becomes standard pure gold."103 

That is, it is for those who have already accepted religion, more specifically the sharicah, 

for whom the dacwah is meant. The dacwah is not intended for those who have rejected 

Islam in the first place; indeed, the dacwah's only purpose is to return the good to their 

originalnature: 

The good (may) at first, in this world, fall out of their original (spiritual) 
constitution (fi{Iat), occupying themselves with improper activities, and 
taking no care: "what, then, is a son?" By (accepting) that dacwat, 
propaganda of the (true) religion and the imposition of duties (taklif), they 
forget their improper activities and return to their original nature (fitra.t). The 
dacwat for the souls of the good is like the nature of an elixir which acts 
upon the substance of every piece of copper (har mis) in such a way that it 
becomes standard pure gold.104 

l02p 51, T 39. (I) 
103T 51, P 38. (I) This is a notion taken from alchemy. 
104T 51, P 38. 
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As mentioned earlier, Tilsi connects the notion of good and evil as characteristic of 

ontological perfection and deficiency with the notion of moral good and evil as 

characteristic of the religious frame of reference. In the latter, the concern is to show that 

ontological perfection or deficiency combine to form the stage upon which the religious 

movement toward spiritual perfection or deficiency is manifested. If spiritual perfection is 

attained through influence from the dacwah, then the soul enters paradise; if, on the other 

hand, spiritual deficiency is actualized through opposition to the dacwah, then the soul 

enters a state of hell, which, although it has suffering attached to it, also means non

existence from the point of view of paradise. In this respect, from the foregoing discussion, 

Tfisi appears to hold a predestinarian view with respect to those who oppose the dacwah, 

implying that they are predestined to do so on account of the effect of the First Ignorance on 

their souls. This does not appear to square with his view that all souls are capable of 

development. Indeed, according to that view humans have the choice to aid the preparation 

of the soul for paradisiacal bliss by aligning themselves with the dacwah and accruing what 

benefits they can from it. We can only surmise from this that since the dacwah requires an 

acceptance of the prophetic law (sharicah) as the basis upon which its teachings are made 

pertinent, that those who do not accept the prophetic law remain in a state ofjahl, ignorance, 

and that the dacwah, therefore, is not meant for them. It is not clear whether Tiisi includes 

non-Muslims as well as non-Isma:eilis among those who oppose (ahl-i ta{ladd): that is, 

those who oppose the prophetic law, as well as those who accept the prophetic law but 

oppose the dacwah. We will return to a discussion concerning the details of human choice 

in the chapter on salvation. 

It has already been pointed out that Tilsi considers Universal Matter to be pure evil in that 

it possesses absolute deficiency (nuq$iin). As a result, the corporeal world (caJam-ijismifni) 

is pure evil. He makes a distinction between universal evil (sharr-i kulli) and partial evil 

(sharr-ijuzwi), and points out that universal evil really means non-existence. For example, 
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if fire were to be taken away from the world-that is, to cease to exist-then this would be 

universal evil, absolute non-existence. Partial evil can be likened to fire burning a house, 

resulting in damage. Now, something that does not exist does not need a cause, whereas 

something that does exist, does need a cause. For example, being rich requires a cause, 

whereas remaining in poverty does not. His intent in these analogies, strange as they may 

be, is clear: he wants to disabuse his readers of the notion that evil has a substantial cause 

that is equal in power to the substantive cause of good. Having established that absolute 

non-existence is universal evil and does not require any cause, he then goes on to point out 

that partial evil, which is what we see in the world, is something that cannot attach itself to 

any substance: "The idea of being evil cannot stick to the substance or effect of water, or 

fire, in reality, and may be applied only metaphorically, relatively and by chance."105 In 

other words, it would be absolutely evil if fire and water were not to exist at all-since, it is 

implied-they are needed to sustain us. The analogy of fire with the human soul arises if 

we note that if fire has the inherent capacity to bum. However, the manner in which this 

capacity is utilized will determine whether fire is put to good use or bad. Similarly, the soul 

is affiliated with matter but is capable of being ruled by the intellect and by the distinctions it 

may learn that obtain between good and evil through the teachings of the sharrcah and the 

dacwah. Depending upon how the soul is controlled, it, too, may be put to good use-in 

constructing a form that will make it the best of creations, thereby opening a path for it 

toward perfection-or it may be put to bad use, thus creating a gateway to hell for itself. In 

other words, the human soul needs no cause to be inclined to evil, but it does need the 

instruction of a teacher in order to be inclined toward good. 

If one were to attempt to reconcile Tu si's views here with the view above-that some souls 

are predestined, as it were, to incline toward evil, as a result of the effect of the First JahJ.-

lOST 49, P 37. (I) 
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then his view that evil cannot attach itself to any substance would have to be explored 

further. If evil cannot be attached to a substance, then the effect of the First Jahl on the 

human soul cannot be said to be a lasting effect unless the soul itself, when conjoined with 

a body, acts in such a manner that it progresses to hell. Tiisi appears to indicate that in the 

universal sense, the presence of opposition is necessary in order for existence to continue: 

fire is essential in order to perpetuate human existence. Similarly, it may be argued, 

opposition to religion in the form of the First Ignorance, manifested in the figure of Iblis, is 

essential in order that religion becomes necessary. Indeed, he remarks that religion is 

necessary because humanity needs to agree concerning righteousness and the laws and 

rules regarding such must necessarily come from someone appointed by God.106 To push 

the analogy, then, ignorance (jahl) (regarding righteousness, or good) necessitates the laws 

and rules of religion (shancah). On an individual level, the presence of ignorance may be 

turned to benefit if one seeks out that which will remove it, or to harm if one opposes that 

which may remove it. The question is whether in Tiisi's view humans are predestined to act 

in a certain way. By and large, his text indicates that humans can choose to control their 

inclinations; thus, although one may be inclined toward doing evil, one may choose not to 

do so, and one may be inclined toward non-performance of religious duties, but may 

choose not to do so, and finally, one may be inclined to ignore a teacher, but may choose to 

listen. 

As a final comment, it may be noted that the categories of "return" bear some affmity to the 

details Tiisi outlines concerning the origin ($udiir) of existents (mawjiidift).101 There were 

three "moments" in the cAql's thought (ta$awwur): the first, a meditation on its cause, 

which it cognized as perfect, that is, self-sufficient; the second, a meditation on its own 

106T 118, P 81; B 196, BP 81. 
107Given in T 8-9, P 9-10. 
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substance, which it cognized as having intermediary affinities, that is, that its substance was 

due to something else; and the third, a meditation on its own existence by possibility, which 

it cognized as having inferior affinities, that is, that its existence was merely a possibility, 

that is, it was in need of something. It will be remembered, from the previous chapter, that 

the significance of these "moments" lies in the entity created by the 'Aql as a result: the 

first leads to the coming into existence of the second intellect, the intellect of the outer 

sphere (falak al-afliik; also termed carsh, the Throne). The second moment causes the 

existence of the Soul of the outer sphere, that is, the Universal Soul or Nafs-i Kull; while 

the third moment causes the existence of the outer sphere itself. 

Each of these moments finds its corresponding category in the "return" of human souls: 

those that attain the world of intelligibles, which is pure good; those that attain the world of 

life, which is good and evil mixed together; and those that attain the world of corporeality, 

which is evil. If we bear in mind the connection of evil with deficiency, and the connection 

of deficiency with lack of self-sufficiency or the ability to receive but not to give, then we 

can draw the connection between each of the meditative "moments" of the CAql-d Kull and 

the three possible categories or states the human may ultimately reach. Be that as it may, the 

crucial element that we have explored in this section has been to point out that for Tiisi the 

possibility toward attaining human perfection lies in the connection of the human soul to the 

world of the intellect. In order to actualize this potential, the human being stands in need of 

a teacher. 

By identifying the prophet as the key element or existent that enables the human soul to 

receive the form whereby the human will attain ultimate perfection, Tiisi establishes a link 

between philosophy and religion. That is, he contributes to the ongoing engagement 

between religion and philosophy by drawing upon both sources of knowledge in order to 

build his exposition of the origins of humanity and its teleological purpose. The critical 
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points at which he does this are two: firstly, in explaining how things are generated, he 

places the primary impulse as divine, in the form of the divine command (Amr) or word 

(Kalima). The mechanics of creation, or generation, are explained along the broad lines of 

what appears to be a synthesis of Aristotelian and Neoplatonic structures, which it is not 

necessary for us to explicate here. The second critical point comes into focus once the 

generation of the human being on the creaturely scene has been established. At this point, 

using a framework in which creation is seen to have reached its aim-the generation of the 

human being-he introduces the notion of return (macad). This return cannot be effectuated 

unless the human potential for ultimate perfection is realized. Further, this potential cannot 

be realized without the aid of revelation, made explicit with his marked emphasis upon the 

role of the prophet in preparing the soul for ultimate perfection. 

Here, it may be noted that Tiisi argues that the end or "return" (matifd) should touch the 

source, and access to this source is made possible by use of the intellectual and physical 

tools with which humans are endowed. Just as the divine Word is able to create the 

universe with the objective of creating the human being through the mediation of the 

Intellect and the Soul, so too the Imiim is able to effect a return with the objective of 

realizing the potential for perfection contained within the human being through the agency 

of first the Rasill and then the Ifujjah. This will be explored in subsequent chapters; 

however, it must be noted here that this is the second critical point at which Tiisi introduces 

the importance of revelation, albeit through the agency of the intellect, as occupying a key 

role in the human soul's attainment of perfection. 
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CHAPTER 3 

From Illusion to Reality: The Path through Knowledge 

Introductory Remarks 

As discussed previously, for Tiisi, God cannot be the object of knowledge for a knower. 

To reiterate briefly the reason for this, since God is above and beyond anything that can be 

said of him on account of his non-relationality to the things of creation, he does not enter 

the sphere of knowledge from the point of view of human intelligence. Rather, the most 

that human beings can know is to affirm that there is an entity who willed creation into 

existence, an entity that.is by the same token beyond both being and non-being and, in fact, 

beyond any of the categories admissible to human thought. Neither can the existence of 

God be proved, for to say so would imply that thereby one comprehends (ml$it ast) the 

ipseity of God in its reality.I Since such comprehension is impossible for humans, the 

existence of God cannot be proven. 

The Universal Intellect's Knowledge of God 

When we examine the elements of an epistemology in the writings of Tiisi, we must 

necessarily depart from the usual categories employed by philosophers when asking, who 

is the knower, or subject of knowledge; who or what is the object of knowledge; and by 

what means is the thing known? We have already seen that these categories are unified by 

Tiisi in the Universal Intellect, the 'Aql-i Kull, who, according to Tiisi's formulation, is at 

once the subject and the object of knowledge, since it is "one in its oneness (wapid ba

wal)dat), and, with its knowledge and sight, has never seen or known anything except for 

oneness. "2 It is the subject, or knower, because anything above it cannot be characterized 

lT 6, P 7; B 157, BP 7. 
2T 18, P 17; B 160, BP 17. (I) 
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may have is of a radically different nature from the categories of knowledge admissible to 

creatures. This position is akin to the Muctazilite (an early group of thinkers in Islam) 

position that Gods knows, but not in the manner in which we know something. The cAql-i 

Kull is also the object of knowledge because all existents, material or spiritual come into 

being through its thought (ta~awwur), and, for the cAql, "one idea in it means all ideas and 

all its ideas mean one. "3 The cAql's thought, by the power of assistance (ta~yld) from the 

divine word (Kalima, that is, the command, Amr, of God) "conceived the idea (ta$awwur) 

of all things (ashyiP), both spiritual and material, to the utmost limits .... Such an idea 

(ta$a wwur) of the cAql became the existentiating (Ijiid) cause (sabab) of the commencement 

(badiiyat) of all things (ashyiP), with all that every creation (mawjiid) required (miiy8Qtaj).4 

Thus, all the objects of our knowledge are unified in the thought of the cAql. The cAql 

knows all that is in existence, and, by the same token, all objects of knowledge are unified 

in its thought. 

How does the Universal Intellect know all things? Tiis'i does not address this explicitly. 

The point of ambiguity arises from the fact that the Intellect conceives its existentiating 

thought through the assistance (ta 3yid) of the Command or Word (Amr, Kalima) of God. 

The Universal Intellect's thought is inseparable from action, that is, the action of 

existentiating or initiation (ikhtirac, bringing into being). Further, the cAql's capacity for 

thought is derived from the assistance it receives from the metaphorical word of God. 

Indeed, as we have seen earlier, in the hierarchy of creation, all existents are in the dual 

position of receiving benefit from the category of existence above them, and of giving 

benefit to the category of existence below them. Thus, it may be said that no existent 

thinks-and thereby acts-without the confluence of both the assistance (taJyfd) received 

C 3r 10, P 11. (I) 
4r 8, P 9; BP 9. (I & KH) 
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from a higher category and its own capabilities. Indeed, in his description of the cAql-i 

Kull, Tusi declares that it remains "perpetually immobile because of the illuminations of the 

lights of the Word which are emanating upon it and it is permanently causing the Sacred 

Soul(= the Universal Soul) to move and to rest."5 

It necessarily follows, then, that the view the cAql has of the Kalima is constrained by the 

limits of the cAql's knowledge,6 which, as we have seen, is manifested in "the idea of all 

things, both spiritual and material, to the utmost limits. "7 The cAql cannot know the ipseity 

of God, for to do so would imply that a created entity could comprehend the nature of 

God.& Therefore, it necessarily follows that the truth concerning God lies with what is 

above creation, that is, with the Command or Word of God, the Amr or Kalima.9 

Human Epistemology 

Let us turn now to the human being. We have already discussed that Tusi views human 

beings as soul-bearing entities distinguished from other animals by virtue of their capacity 

to reason. This capacity is directly connected to the Universal Intellect, for all individual or 

partial intellects are considered to be the effects or traces (athiir) of the cAql-i Kull. 

Furthermore, the cAql-i Kull grants its assistance (ta 3yid) to existents in this world so as to 

5T 19, P 17; B 161, BP 17. (B) 
6T 8, P 9. Implied when Tfisi: remarks on T7 00 that "in this world everything that speaks of 
God can be classed according to the position (martaba) which it occupies in the creation, and 
the extent of benefaction (athar-i fay{l) from the volition (amr) of God the All-High which 
it manifests in the actions (athar) of its body." If the cAql is to be understood as the chief of 
the created entities, having come into existence without any intermediaries, then the phrase 
"in this world", that is, the world of created entities, would include it. 
7T 8, P 9. (I) 
8T 6, P 7; B 157, BP 7. 
9This notion is reverberated in the short autobiography, the Sayr va Sullik, which avowedly 
stems from Tfisi's Ismacili phase. In it Tiisi says: "Knowledge of the First Command of the 
True One-praise be to Him-in so far as it is He, in other words from the aspect of absolute 
unity, is the knowledge of God by God (macrifat-i khuda bi khuda) within the limits of the 
knowledge that God bears witness that there is no god but He. (3: 18) This is the noblest 
degree of certainty, the most perfect mode of knowledge, unlike that of knowledge of the 
cause through the effect, since such knowledge does not give certainty." See Jalal 
Badakhchani, unpublished edition, translation, notes and introduction, "Contemplation and 
Action", London, UK, 1987, 54 (author's typescript). 
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enable them to "become actualized from potentiality through its assistance. "10 It is 

important to recognize that the human being does not arrive on the scene of creation totally 

perfected. Although the human soul is described by Tusi as "the flrst perfection of the 

material body (iism-i tabfCf)"ll in its ability to move parts and effect changes in the 

condition of matter, its perfection, nonetheless, is only potentially contained within itself: 

Just as man as an organism (shak$) is contained in sperm potentially, so the 
flnal human perfection is potentially contained in it (nafs [that is, the soul]). 
Its [the soul's] special function consists in systematically and gradually 
purifying that form ($iirat), so that its source of life (cayn-i tJayiit) through 
Him, the All-High, would come into the state of actuality .12 

The soul (nafs) is central to the attainment of human perfection, posited here in terms of 

actualizing life; that is, while human birth is a kind of life, it is only the potential state of 

what actual life can be. We have had an inkling of what actual life means for Tiisi in his 

description of paradise, or the world of reality: it is the ability to perceive things clearly, to 

distinguish illusion from reality. Such a conception inextricably links the notion of human 

perfection to an alteration in the very perception of the knowing and living subject Or, to 

put it in another way, although the soul is primarily considered to be the bearer of life, there 

is a subtle shift from this function to its concommitant function as bearer of the ability to 

reason, which, we may remind ourselves, is i&lf a trace (athar) of the cAql. As we will see 

below, it is of key importance to Tusi that the clear use of reason combined with the 

assistance of the 'Aql is central to the attainment of human perfection or an actualized life, 

reminiscent of the Socratic dictum: "An unexamined life is not worth living". 

As a result, normal human epistemological functioning is itself the point of departure for a 

fundamental paradigmatic shift resulting in a movement from the state of potential life to 

actual life. This is accompanied by a significant alteration of consciousness with the 

10<[ 19, P 17; B 161, BP 17. (B) 
llT 27, P 23. (I) 
12T 27-28, P 23. (I) 
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dreams, that is, they are perceived without an awareness of their true import; instead, they 

are mistakenly interpreted at face value. This is not to say that the things of this world have 

no existence. Rather, it means that the things of this world are perishable and have non

substantial (cadamf) being. Further, the world is called such because it is comprised of 

those things that are most readily apparent to the human senses: 

... the world (dunyii) is a realm of dissemblance13 (kawn-i mushiibahat), 
where the follower of truth and the follower of falsehood, veracity and lies, 
truth and falsehood, the veracious one and the liar, good and evil, the one 
who is good and the one who is wicked all seem the same. In this state all 
distinctions become similitudes [that is, appear similar to each other], so that 
a man is confused [by them] and veiled from the truths, such that he cannot 
differentiate between one and another and is unable to discriminate between 
these [states] that have been mentioned here.14 

Akhirat, or the life hereafter, also the realm of disclosure (mubiiyanat), is that realm in 

which different entitites will appear as distinct from each other. Hence, good can be 

distinguished from evil, for the life hereafter will be a state in which all similitudes will be 

rendered distinct, such that through the recognition of the divine (macrifat-i iliihf) truth will 

become illuminated and certified as being such from falsehood.15 Viewed from the 

perspective of an actualized life, the truth concerning mundane life becomes more clear: 

Everything that comes into existence, or goes into non-existence, is long
lived and has good luck, or has a short life and ill luck, in each of these 
states there is concealed a rare secret (sirr) and wondrous command 
a,mkm), which is not concealed to the people of understanding (khirad) and 
knowledge (diinish).16 

The ability to perceive the secret and command results in the deployment of the 

hermeneutical device known as tacwil, which will be discussed below. 

13Badakhchani translates the term mushabahat as resemblance; Ivanow as illusion. I have 
elected here to use dissemblance in the sense that a thing may appear to be other that what it 
is in verity. 
14-f 90, P 62; B 177, BP 63. (KH) 
1ST 90, P 63; B 177, BP 63. (KH) 
16T 183, P 126; (KH); Ivanow's edition has ahl-i 'ilm instead of ahl-i khirad va danish. 
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Human Receptors of Knowledge 

TUsi considers humans to have five external senses and five internal senses, all of which are 

instrumental in acquiring knowledge. His description of these exposes the conception of 

his day regarding the elements of human perception. Accordingly, of the five external or 

outer senses, viz. touch, taste, smell, hearing and sight, the first three develop in the child 

when it is still in its mother's womb, while hearing and sight develop at the moment the 

child is born. The inner senses consist of the following: (1) (piss-i) mushtarik, "the 

combining" (sense); (2) mu~awwira, conception; (3) mufakkira, thought; (4) wah.ima, 

estimation; and (5) }Jiifit-a, memory. These join the child, one at a time, while it is still in the 

womb.l7 

All the above-mentioned faculties or powers (quwwathii) are, however, instruments of the 

human soul (nafs-i insiini). The human soul associates itself with the developing body 

while the latter is still in the womb, starting in the brain and spreading thence to the 

remaining parts of the body and its organs. IS As mentioned in the previous chapter, the 

human soul is neither a body-hence divisible-nor one of the body's powers-hence 

destructible on the dissolution of the body. Rather, it is indestructible and thus, in a way, 

eternal (abiidi). It is in a class by itself, since its origin is from the world of the Universal 

Intellect (cAql). As a result, it "accepts the Intellect's emanation, and is the passage 

(maurid) for spiritual entities (ru}Jiiniyyat) and the treasury of intelligible forms (khaziinah-i 

~uwar-i macquliit)."19 Its substance, dhiit, is not identified with the functions of the body; 

rather, those functions are perceptible to it by virtue of its own substance. Indeed, the 

substance of the human soul is associated with the intellect (caql), intelligibles (macquJiit) 

and distinctions (mufiiraqiit). Its connection to the human body is such that the soul 

17T 38, p 30. 
18T 38, p 30. 
19T 26, P 22. Ivanow transliterates $UWar as $iwar. (KH) 
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"conveys to it [the body] movement (taQn"k), or introduces change to it, or controls it, or 

keeps it in order (tadbir)."20 

Tfisi points out that all human souls are initially "plain" (sifda) and are formed gradually 

through direct recognition (macrifat), reasoning (ra~y), thinking by analogy (qiyifs), ethics 

( akhliiq), habits/customs (Cifdift) and deeds (camifl), "so that all of these each become a form 

(~iirat), thus building up the substance (jawhar) of each soul, and this becomes its 

hayillif. "21 Attention has been drawn in the previous chapter to the notion that the soul 

itself serves as material (hayillif) for the intellect, by which, it may be surmised, is not meant 

only reasoning (ra 3y) but all the acts that call into play the capacities of intelligence (caql). 

However, although the soul is from the world of the Intellect, and is associated with 

intelligence (caql), this does not necessarily mean (1) that all humans are thus naturally 

propelled toward developing the full potential of the soul as "the passage for spiritual 

entities and the treasury of intelligible forms", or (2) that all human intellects are equal. 

With respect to the first limitation-that not all humans will develop the full potential of 

their intelligence-bearing souls-Tu si's articulation draws attention to the fact that at birth 

the soul does not have a clearly distinguished form, being plain, so to speak. The form that 

the soul will ultimately take depends to a large degree on what it does to develop itself 

through the aforementioned activities such as reasoning and its ethical behaviour. Already 

here some distinctions have crept in, for not all souls will struggle to acquire knowledge 

through study or apply that knowledge to act ethically. 

Further, 'fiisi is at pains to point out that although humans may begin life with a clean slate 

with respect to the form ($ilrat) of the soul associated with each human body, there are 

many factors at work that will introduce diversity among humans. From the time the child 

20y 25, p 21. 
21y 28, P 23. (I & KH) 
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is formed in the womb of its mother to the end of its life, it will experience differences from 

other human beings with respect to its health, climatic conditions and upbringing. As a 

result, the differing combinations of the spheres and the stars, ingrained cultural customs, 

and the level of maturity amongst parents, teachers and preceptors, will leave traces in the 

developing soul of the human.22 Both the environment into which the human being is born 

and develops, and the initiatives taken by that human in order to acquire knowledge and act 

upon it in an ethical manner, will determine the form the soul will come to take. 

With regard to the second limitation, although the soul is plain (siida) at birth, there are 

nonetheless predestined differences between the intellects of human beings.23 To 

understand what Tiisi means by this, we have to refer to a discussion in which he outlines 

the reasons for which the soul associates with the body. Although in appearance actions 

are carried out by the body, in reality the body is a passive instrument of the soul. That is, 

the acting force is manifested through its recipient, just the Command (Amr) is manifested 

in its creation, and spirit (riib) is manifested through the body (jism).24 That is, the soul 

becomes manifest in the body. Accordingly, one of the benefits (fawii3id) of the 

association of souls with bodies is that it separates out souls, one from the other, good from 

evil. The evil form (~iirat-i sharr) that is potentially contained in one soul, and the good 

form ($iirat-i khayr) potentially contained in another resemble each other due to their 

constitution. However, they become distinguished from each other through the union 

(itti$iil) of the soul with the body. How is this so? Through union with the body, the soul 

is able to actualize its potential, whether it is a movement toward perfection, or from the 

edge, limit (badd) of evil toward the pit offinitude (that is, hell).25 Mention has been made 

in the previous chapter regarding Tusi's notion that souls choose the prepared physical 

22T 71-72, P 51-52. 
23T 29, P 24. 
24T 32, P 26. 
25T 32~33, P 26. 
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material they will inhabit; accordingly, souls of good attitude will choose material that can 

be utilized accordingly, whereas souls of medium attitude, that is, that incline toward both 

good and bad or evil will choose material that will be utilized for the purpose chosen.26 

In the last chapter Tusi's views regarding whether human souls were predestined toward 

goodness or evil were explored. We came to the conclusion that although evil has no 

substantial basis, it nonetheless is an effect that is contained potentially in human souls in 

their very nature and, accordingly, they may be predisposed to actualize the evil that is 

potential in them. The root of this evil lies in a moral choice made by the problematic First 

Ignorance (Jahl-i A wwal), exemplified in the act of Iblis to disobey God's command to bow 

to Adam. It is not rooted in anything substantive such as an eternal power equal to that 

which is the source of good. The connection between the ontological evil that Tfisi 

identifies with Universal Matter (Jism-i Kull) and moral evil identified with the First 

Ignorance (Jahl-i Awwal) is the notion of deficiency, nuq$ifn, that ultimately results in non

existence (cadami). What, then, can be made of Tusi's statements that human souls are at 

first "plain" (sifda) ? It appears that most likely he meant that upon birth, no human 

possesses the form ($iirat) that will constitute the abiding entity that will pass on to heaven 

or helL In this respect, all humans have a choice in the construction of this form. It is 

necessary in this context to note a brief discussion Tusi has on the "return" with respect to 

the flesh and the spirit. He mentions that those who oppose the true religion, that is, the 

"people of opposition" (ahl-i tar;Jadd) do not have an origin (mabda 3) nor a return (macad), 

neither corporeally nor spiritually.27 As explored in the previous chapter, what he may 

have meant here, although he does not explicitly say so, is that he considers those souls 

who are inclined toward evil to be those who do not ever become Muslims. It is for this 

reason that such people are considered to have no return, because they never had an origin 

2&f 50, p 38. 
27T 95, P 65; B 180, BP 65. 
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that was substantial in nature. In other words, those who fail to become Muslims deprive 

themselves of having an origin. An initial reading of Tusi suggests that a human's origin 

lies in the world of the intellect, and that this is predetermined before the human soul unites 

with the body. However, in light of his view that the people of opposition never had an 

origin, it may be supposed that accepting the true religion-in his view, Islam-affnms that 

the soul has a substantial origin, as opposed to a soul that does not have a substantial origin 

and is rooted, instead, in the non-substantive First Ignorance, likened to the choice made by 

Iblis. If this reading of Tusi is accepted, it is clear that all Muslims fall into one of two 

categories: the ahl-i tarattub ("people of orderliness") and the ahl-i wa{ldat ("people of 

unity"). The former have an origin and a return both in flesh and in spirit; that is, they both 

profess Islam in this world and will have a form, however weak, to carry them into the 

hereafter. It is these for whom the body is a means through which the soul may attain 

perfection (iilat-ikamiil-i nafs): 

For in the initial stages of its quest for perfection, when it (the soul) is weak, 
the mediation of the body is indispensible. It attains virtues and perfection 
by means of the body. This is the very purpose of the existence of the body. 
Whenever the actions of the body conform to the influences (lit. effects) of 
the spiritual (iithar-i riipiini), the resurrection of the body will take place in 
meaning and in reality. That is, when, by means of the senses, the soul 
turns to absorbing the sciences (cuJiim) and accepting (intellectual) benefits, 
for, through the careful deliberation (ta'ammul) of compound sensibles 
(ma{lsiisiit-i murakkabiit) it acquires the ability to conceive (lit. acquires the 
conceptions of) the forms of intelligibles. Likewise, the body reaches its 
perfection through the soul, and the soul becomes perfect by the benefits its 

·derives from the body. Both are cases of the same thing, namely, the 
corporeal becomes spirituaJ.28 

This reward or punishment will be presented in forms that Tusi has described elsewhere as 

mediated by the imaginative soul (nafs-i khayiili), producing either happiness or remorse in 

the soul in the appropriate locale of paradise or hell. It is clear that for Tiisi the majority of 

Muslims fall into this category. Moreover, if our reading of Tiisi concerning the people of 

28T 94, P 65; B 179, BP 65. [KH & B) 
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opposition is correct, then those who are non-Muslims, or those who refuse to become 

Muslims, are understood by him as those who have no substantial origin in any case and 

therefore not to be bothered with; not by Muslims in general, and not by the Ismacfii 

dacwah in particular. Indeed, he says, "the dacwah is not intended for the bad, so that they 

also should become good. "29 

As for the second category of Muslims, the ahl-i wal)dat, Tilsi identifies them as those who 

have already attained unity (wal)dat), that is, the truth of realities or truth of truths 

(l)aqiqatu'J-I)aqiPiq). Such people "cannot be said to have an origin or a return insofar as 

ultimate reality is concerned either in body or in spirit."30 Although this appears to be the 

same as for the people of opposition, Tilsi means something quite different: 

for in reality they have not have not fallen from the world of Unity (ciiJam-i 
wal)dat) that return to that place of unity should be necessary for them. But 
from [the perspective ofl those places which are the realms of relativity
relative to these realms-all have an origin and all a return, whether 
corporeal or spiritual. Because even if they do not come into this realm 
from the point of view of reality, they come into this realm from the point of 
view ofrelativity.31 

Tilsi's classification of human existence into four categories has been noted in the previous 

chapter, that is, individual existence; individual inclined toward the generic; generic, and that 

which is beyond both individual and generic existence. Those who attain generic existence 

are identified as belonging to the realm of "absolute self-evidence (mubayanat-i mutJaq) 

[and who] are free from mingling with the false (mubpl) in any way."32 Of those whose 

existence is beyond the individual and generic, it is only possible to say that they know 

what is free from or beyond the commonalities pertaining to [the realm] of dissemblance 

(mushabahat) or the specificities of [the realm] of self-evidence or disclosure (mubayanat). 

29-r 51, p 38. 
30y 95, P 65; B 180, BP 65. (B) 
31T 95, P 65; B 180, BP 65. (KH) 
32T 84, P 59; B 173, BP 59. (I} 
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Thus, it appears that Tiisi considers the ahl-i wa.Qdat, the most select of the followers of 

truth, to be those who have attained generic existence, that is, the l;wjjats. At the same time, 

the Imam, who alone has been identified by Tiisi as the Mupiqq, that is, having the 

knowledge of unity,33 must belong both to the category of those who are beyond the 

individual and the generic, while sharing some characterists of those who are generic in 

existence. To explain, Tiisi says that "(t)he origin of someone who has attained total [or 

generic] existence is an origin which is exactly the same as the retum."34 At the same time, 

he says regarding the followers of truth (mupiqqan) that they are either strong or weak; "the 

strong dwell [in the realm] of unity, and have not, in reality, descended from [the realm of] 

necessary existence so that they should need to go back there. "35 It appears that for Tiisi 

the terms mabda 3 and ma'ad are pertinent only to souls that are generated are part of the 

process of creation impelled by the Universal Intellect's thought. Accordingly, those who 

have attained generic or total existence (wujud-i kulli) are the same as the people of unity 

(ahl-i wapdat), who can be assumed to .be the pujjats. Personages of such stature have 

never really left the domain of the unicity of the First Intellect; that they have suffered no 

separation out of that realm. On the other hand, the imams belong to the realm of the divine 

word or Kalima, at which level the truth of truths is clearly known insofar as one may 

speak of the knowledge of the divine word, given that knowledge itself is a category that 

applies to created entities and not to the realm of the creator or that which is above the 

creative process sparked by the Universal Intellect. In that case, then, the appearance of the 

imams in the phenomenal world is couched in the same metaphorical manner in which the 

Universal Intellect acknowledges the divine Word: the Intellect understands the command 

of God in the form of a word in order to make it intelligible for itself and to link it with the 

notion of omniscience and the omnipotence that is manifested in the form of a word. For 

33r 126, P 87. 
34r 85, P 59; B 174, BP 59. (B) 
35T 87, P 60; B 175, BP 60. (B) 
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humans, the imam appears metaphorically-and in all physical semblance--as a human 

who gives manifestation to the command of God. If the notion of the word is crucial in 

communicating both the concept of knowledge and the concept of command, the notion of 

the human is important in setting up a recognizable category through which instruction may 

be gleaned. It is in this aspect that the imam, belonging to the category of existence that is 

beyond the individual and the generic, shares a characteristic with those who belong to the 

category of generic existence and who are also the ahl-i wapdat: he, too, appears in the 

world of relativity although in reality "he has never and will not ever come into the world of 

relativity."36 The difference, of course, is that while others have an origin and a return, the 

imam does not, since he does not fall into the category of created existents: 

He [the Imam] has neither a beginning (badayatf) at inception (dar awwal), 
nor transformation and change in the middle, nor a termination (nihayatf) at 
the end .... Although he is perpetual (qa3im) and everlasting (baqi) and he 
is the reason for the cause of all existents and he is the lord who grants 
being to the whole of creation and is in ultimate truth independent of [the 
categories ofJ species and individual, yet it appears in relation to the physical 
world that he has both individuality and a species. His individuality is his 
species, and his species is his individuality. His person is perpetual through 
his species till the end of all ends.37 

The position of the ahl-i ta{ladd (the people of opposition) is not the same as that of the ahl-i 

wa]Jdat. If we are correct in assuming that by the ahl-i ta{laddTiisi meant those who choose 

not to become Muslim, then it appears that Tiisi regards non-Muslims almost as an 

ephemeral by-product of the Universal Intellect's conception, for they have no substantial 

origin. Akin to this is the notion that those who choose not to be Muslims are participants 

of the same ignorance that impelled Iblls, despite his immense knowledge, to reject Adam 

as worthy of obesiance. Tiisi was far too learned a man not to recognize in his non-Muslim 

compatriots fellow human beings of noble learning, and his view that they never had any 

36-f 140, P 95; B 209; BP 95. (KH) 
37T 129-130, P 89; B 203, BP 89. (B) 
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origin of substance must bear testimony to the importance he gave to the acceptance of 

God's revelation to humans through Mul;lammad, that is, Islam. 

In the following, our discussions of Tiisi will assume that he is talking about the ahl-i 

tarattub, the "people of orderliness", that is, Muslims. In his descriptions of the human 

soul, Tiisi makes it very clear that all the substances of the human souls are "of one and the 

same kind (jins). "38 Further, the human soul is a simple spiritual substance (jawhar-i 

l'iitliini-y-i basit).39 It is not divisible, nor is it composed of parts. How does Tiisi explain 

the differentiation of souls, as for example, between souls that incline toward goodness and 

those that incline toward opposition? It appears that the distinction between souls arises as 

a result of the soul's acquisition of knowledge (ciJm): "The eminence (sharaf) of the nafs 

depends on its knowledge (ciJm) because ... every soul which is capable of acquiring any 

knowledge becomes more eminent as compared with those souls which remain ignorant. "40 

However, maintains Tiis'i, just because intellect (caql) is a common property of all humans, 

it does not mean, therefore, that there are no differences between human beings.41 Such is 

clearly not the case, for not only do humans think differently, but they also disagree with 

another. Moreover, were all humans to be equal in their intellect, then one among them 

could not set a standard (taklif) for the others to follow. This is clearly an allusion to the 

prophetic standard, or revelation, as an example of a standard to be followed. In other 

words, there are different types of intellect, all of which are contained in the human soul 

potentially, and can be actualized. These are: ( 1) 'aql-i hayiilanf, the intellect connected with 

the hayiila. This is the capacity to perceive an idea or form independently of the substance 

(mujarrad az mawadd); (2) caql-i malaki, the habituated intellect, which is the ability-no 

longer just the capacity-to perceive an idea or form independently of substance; (3) caql-i 

38T 28, P 23. (I) 
39T 26, P 22. 
4~ 28, P 23. (I) 
4lT 29, P 24. 
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ba-ficJ, the active intellect. This "is the power which makes it possible to make actual the 

perception of abstract ideas from direct cognition ( 9ariiriyyiit) ... into reflections 

(na~ariyyiit), or applying intuition to direct perception"; and (4) caql-i mustafiid, or acquired 

intellect, "which introduces the connection (muniisabat) ... between what has come from the 

potential into the actual" and that power which brings into actualization.42 

To explain this, it is necessary to turn to Tusi's much closer predecessor, Ibn Sina, who 

developed al-Farabi's conception of the different kinds of intellect 

For Ibn Sina, the First, or Universal Intellect, the cAql-i Kull, also termed the First Cause, 

emanates a series of intellects that control a corresponding sphere and soul, and originate 

the intellect of the next sphere. This process culminates in the tenth intellect, which is most 

proximate to the physical world, and constitutes the "active intellect governing our souls. "43 

The active intellect is the cause of both the matter and the forms found in our world-

termed the sublunar world-and its emanation is continuous, although its activity does not 

proceed further in creating eleventh or subsequent intellects.44 The active intellect is the 

cause of human souls and intellects, which cannot be produced by the human body, since 

the latter is corporeal and the former are incorporeaL None of the intelligences that precede 

the active intellect in the hierarchy of emanated intelligences originating with the First 

Intellect are directly responsible for causing human souls and intellects, for although those 

intelligences have a multiplicity of effects, these are with respect to those celestial bodies 

that are not subject to division. Thus, none of them produce multiplicity of effect in any one 

species, which is the work of the active intellect alone, who "operates on the divisible matter 

of the sublunar world".45 

42T 30, P 25. (I) 
43For this exposition of lbn Sina's thought, see Herbert Davidson, Alfarabi, A vicenna and 
A verroes, 14ff. Davidson identifies this with the active intellect implied in Aristotle's De 
Anima. See Davidson, 76. 
44For reasons that need not detain us here but can be found in Davidson, cited above. 
45Jbid., 81. 
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The human soul is conceived of as a subject that "receives" intelligible thoughts46 and the 

newborn child as having a soul that has no thought but has the potential for thinking. Ibn 

Sina differentiates between three stages of the human potential for thought.47 In drawing 

an analogy with the potentiality for writing, he distinguishes between unqualified 

potentiality, possible potentiality, and perfect potentiality. As Davidson explains, the 

newborn infant has unqualified potentiality in that it may eventually learn to write. Once the 

child knows the inkwell, pen and the letters, he can go on to master the art of writing, and 

he thus has the possible potentiality to write. The scribe, however, can apply his art at will, 

having mastered it, and thus, when he is not writing, can be described as having the perfect 

potentiality for writing.48 

In the same manner, the three stages of potential theoreticai49 intellect are: 

(1) "Material" intellect is the wholly "unqualified potentiality" for thought 
which belongs to 11every member of the species." It is a "disposition" 
(isticdad) inhering in the incorporeal human soul from birth. 

(2) "Intellect in habitu" (bi'l-malaka) is the "possible potentiality" in which 
the human subject possesses the "first intelligible thoughts." These are 
theoretical propositions of the sort man affirms without being able to 
"suppose that they might ever not be affirmed"; examples are the 
propositions that "the whole is greater than the part" .... These examples ... 
are the same that Alfarabi ... gave for the principles of thought which the 
active intellect instills in the human material intellect at the outset. 

(3) "Actual intellect," despite the name, is a further stage of potentiality
the stage of fully actualized potentiality. It is the "complete (kamiiliyya) 
potentia1ity" that is attained when both "second intelligibles" and "intelligible 
forms" have been added to the "first intelligibles," with the proviso that the 
human subject is not thinking the propositions and concepts. At the stage of 

46Ibid., 83, citing Ibn Sina's Shita: De anima, 239-40. 
471t may be mentioned here that humans have a theoretical intellect, which is the intellect of 
interest to us here, since it is the intellect that receives input from the Active Intellect, and a 
practical intellect. Al-Farabi held that the principles of the practical intellect "come from 
experience and not from the active intellect", and lbn Sina identified these as "commonly 
accepted views, traditions, opinions, and flimsy experiences." See Davidson, Alfarabi, 
A vicenna and A verroi!s, 88. 
48 . . . 

Ibid., 84. 
49see above, n. 42 and 47. 
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actual intellect, the human subject does not "actually ... attend to" his 
knowledge, yet can do so "whenever he wishes." ... 

(4) "Acquired (mustafiid) intellect," which alone is an "unqualified 
actuality." At the level of acquired intellect, "intelligible forms" are actually 
"present" to the man, and he "actually attends" to them .... The unqualified 
actuality of thought is "called ... acquired, because it will be shown ... that 
potential intellect passes to actuality" by establishing contact with the active 
intellect and having "forms acquired from without imprinted" in man's 
intellect. 50 

The first, material intellect, bears resemblance to Tu si's caql-ihayiiliini, which is the capacity 

to perceive an idea or form independently of the substance (mujarrad az mawadd); the 

second, to Tiisi's 'aql-i malakl, the habituated intellect, which is the ability-no longer just 

the capacity-to perceive an idea or form independently of substance; the third, to Tusi's 

'aql-i ba-fi'l, the active intellect. This "is the power which makes it possible to make actual 

the perception of abstract ideas from direct cognition ( {lariiriyyiit) ... into reflections 

(na?ariyyiit), or applying intuition to direct perception"; and the fourth, to Tiisi's caql-i 

mustafiid, or acquired intellect, "which introduces the connection (munasabat) ... between 

what has come from the potential into the actual" and that power which brings into 

actualization. 51 IfTusi means to draw any significance to the role and nature of the acquired 

intellect, he does not do so here. He simply draws attention to these classical types of 

intellect to make the point that although human beings are equally endowed with the 

capacity to reason, not all develop their intellect in the same manner or to the same extent. It 

is for this reason that it is necessary for there to be a common standard to be complied with 

by all, that is, the prophetic shari'ah or law, which is compulsory, and connotes the notion 

of taklif, (religious) obligation. Further on, Tu si introduces other kinds of intellect: the 

practical intellect (caql-i ma'ishati), which is commonly possessed, 52 and which could not 

50oavidson, Alfarabi, A vicenna and A vcrroes, 84-5. 
5lT 30, P 25. (I) 
52T 82, P 58; B 172, BP 58. 
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be developed without the imposition of difficulties (ranjhii);53 the intellect trained in the 

prophetic law (caql-i sharCJ-y-i nabawi); and the intellect trained with respect to the 

resurrection (caql-iQiyiimati), which Tusi identifies as the end and purpose (ghiiyat-ighiiyiit 

va muntahii-y-i nihiiyat) of all human means and powers. 54 Apart from a brief mention of 

the stages of the theoretical intellect as described above, he maintains a silence on what may 

be considered the preserve of philosophers. As will be seen below, he discusses a kind of 

knowledge that he terms na~arf, that is, speculative. If the authenticity of his 

autobiographical work, the Sayr va Suliik is to be acknowledged, then it appears that he 

means by na~arf the kind of knowledge that is accessible to philosophers.55 While 

acknowledging the many benefits of philosophy, he remarks that it is outside the scope of 

philosophers to discuss matters such as the "recognition of the True One, the Exalted, the 

Most High, and knowledge of the Origin and Return (mabda 3 wa macad) ... ".56 However, 

the philosophers agree on two points: one, "that the instructor through whose mediation the 

potential perfection of the instructed soul is actualized must [himself] be in a state of 

actualized perfection"57 and two, that such a person, the first of the teachers, must exist 

among humankind, "in order that some may gain perfection through him, and others 

through these ... ".58 

Humans are endowed with animal forces (quwwathii-y-i baywiini), upon which the senses 

and mobility depend.59 These animal forces are the servants and vehicle (khiidim va 

markiib) for the use of the individual soul (or, partial soul, nafs-i juzwi), which itself is for 

the use of the practical intellect. The latter is for the use of the intellect trained in the 

53T 183, P 126. 
54T 82-83, P 58; B 172, BP 58. 
55Badakhchani, Sayr va Suliik, 40. Those who believe in speculative knowledge (n~ar) 
are divided into many groups that include the theologians and the philosophers. Tiisi 
remarks here that his investigations into theology proved "fruitless." 
56Badakhchani, Sayr va Suliik, 40. 
571bid., 46 
58Ibid., 47. 
59T 82, P 58; B 172, BP 58. 
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prophetic law, and this is for the use of the intellect trained for the resurrection. However, 

although the animal powers, the individual soul and the practical intellect are a continuum in 

a progressive series, each composed of components of the previous element in the series,60 

the intellects trained in the prophetic law and in the resurrection cannot be said to be 

composed of anything else, because "both are independent foundations (a~l-i muctabar)."61 

Tiisi elaborates: 

... the animal forces accept the emanation (fay(,i) of partial souls through the 
medium of instruction in the exact sciences62 (taclimat-i riyaQI) until the 
partial souls through education attain totality (kull-i an), [that is,] practical 
intellect (caql-i macishati-y-i dunyawi). Hence, through the medium of the 
human form, they accept the emanations of the religious63 intellect of the 
prophet (caql-i sharci-i nabawi), and, through the medium of the latter, accept 
the emanation of the intellect pertaining to the Qiyamat and the Hereafter 
(akhirat), so that their progress takes place, from the animal forces [onward, 
in the manner stated] to the intellect pertaining to the Qiyamat and the 
Hereafter. 64 

Here, it may be noted that Tiisi argues that the end or "return" (ma'ifd) should touch the 

source, and access to this source is made possible by use of the intellectual and physical 

tools with which humans are endowed. Just as the divine Word was able to create the 

universe with the objective of creating the human being through the mediation of the 

Intellect and the Soul, so too the Imam is able to effect a return with the objective of 

realizing the potential for perfection contained within the human being through the agency 

of the Rasiil (prophet, that is, Mu~ammad) and the IJujjah. Regarding the notion of the 

origin and the return-which hitherto we have viewed solely in ontological terms-TUsi 

mentions in a discussion on the shahadah, the profession of faith ("There is no god but 

Allah" and "Mul;lammad is the Apostle of God"), that relative self-realization (khwishtan 

60So, for example, "the partial soul is a totality composed of the components of the animal 
soul. The intelligence of worldly life is a totality composed of the components of the 
partial soul." T 83, P 58; B 172, BP 58. (B) 
61T 83, P 58; B 172, BP 58. (I) 
62Badakhchani translates riyiir)i as mathematics; Ivanow as education. 
63 SIJarti, that is, pertaining to the religious law or sharlcah. 
64ty 83, P 58; B 172, BP 58. (KH) 
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shinasi-y-i i(jafi), "which is our Origin (mabda:~) comes with the first attestation, and real 

@aqiqi) self-realization, which is our Return (macad) comes with the second attestation.65 

Real self-realization corresponds with the formula: "whoever has acquired the knowledge 

of self, has understood his Lord. "66 The completion of the process of creation-an 

outpouring from the source-marks the beginning of the process of returning to the source. 

Then only is the chain of existence completed, from origin, to existence, to end of existence 

or return. In the broader sense, if creation is construed as the process by which ultimate 

perfection is reached, then it could be said that creation is ongoing until the potential for 

perfection is realized within the human soul. However, if, as has been suggested 

previously, creation is viewed as the process by which that existent who is the goal and 

purpose of creation, that is, the human being, comes into existence, then the process of 

creation may be said to be complete, and the process of return may be said to be underway. 

However, Tiisi clarifies that the notions of origin and return are not unconnected to the 

acceptance of Islam: the origin of the human lies in making testimony to the first 

profession, which is the common confession, and the return lies in making testimony to the 

second. This consists of a specific confession, which, as has been alluded to, is the basis 

for the development of the resurrectional intellect. Tu si draws upon the Qur~an to illustrate: 

when asked who created them, they will say God (43:87), which is the first confession; 

while the second confession specifies Mul)ammad as indicating this God: "God is the 

patron of those who believe and for non-believers there is no patron." ( 47:11) 

Since the eminence of the soul depends on its knowledge, it follows that Tiisi gives 

instruction a key role in the development of the soul. For Tusi, this instruction is what sets 

the manifestations of the cAql and the Nafs apart from other humans: 

65T 158, P 107; B 220, BP 107. (B) 
66Ibid. 
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It is known that the soul, by acquiring knowledge, becomes stronger than 
other souls, so that it may ultimately acquire knowledge from the great 
I;Iujjats. Such a man, by the purity of his substance ljawhar), becomes the 
recipient of the emanation of the lights of the Highest Divine Word 
(Kalima), and by divine knowledge becomes distinguished from other souls. 
They bring salvation to the souls of those creations who sink in the sea of 
the Hayiilii, and are tied by the ties of nature (.tabftat), by their teaching and 
learning releasing them from the darkness of error. 67 

TUsi indicates here that the I;Iujjats bring salvation to all who will listen to their teaching 

and learning, and that the opportunity clearly does exist for all souls to acquire the 

knowledge requisite for salvation. This is contrary to his statements discussed above and in 

the last chapter in which he holds the position that the dacwah is not intended for the bad68 

(badan, that is, the people of opposition, tac)iidd), only to separate the good out from the 

bad. Earlier, it was noted that TU si means by the people of opposition those who are not 

Muslims. In that discussion, he does not emphasize the importance of choice when he 

speaks of that class of humans that corresponds to the material world (tiiJam-i jismiini), that 

is, the people of opposition. However, through his words here he does admit that although 

the natural inclination of such folk is to "sink in the sea" and be "tied by the ties of nature", 

the whole point of revelation-since the presence of I;Iujjats presupposes the messenger-

prophet-is to release such humans "from the darkness of error" through teaching and 

learning. 

It appears, then, that when he speaks of the potential for evil or the potential for good 

contained within the human soul in terms of predestination, that he is responding to two 

things. The first is that on a practical level, because human beings are so different (a 

condition that results from stellar and environmental factors), it is likely that some humans 

become so habituated to making decisions dictated by the senses that they are unable to 

accept revelation and may even actively oppose it. That is, even though they were not born 

67T 28, P 23. (I, with slight modifications, KH) 
68T 51, P 38. 
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as "people of opposition", their circumstances and their choices together rapidly collude to 

make them such. Tiisi appears to have contempt for the "common" people ('awifmm) and 

tries to find all kinds of reasons to explain why they do not accept revelation, or, when they 

do, do not understand its real import. One among these is the notion that the commonplace 

are in abundance while the truly learned are few in number, in keeping with the principle 

that "every creation which has received more in regard of apparent force (quwwat-i shakli), 

received less mental force" (that is, ability to extract meaning, quwwat-i macnawi).69 This 

may help us to understand his statements such as mentioned earlier: 

There are also other souls, wicked, and so extremely advanced in their 
wickedness that they are incapable of receiving any good, honour or 
perfection,-rogues and villains who will never be enlightened by the light 
of knowledge (ciJm) and will never be given shelter by those above them 
who might have been a strong refuge for them. The advantage of the union 
of such souls with their bodies consists in revealing the influence (ta 3thir) 
which is hidden in them, thus separating the good from the bad, and the 
clean from the polluted, and making that difference obvious. 70 

Second, on a philosophic level, evil has no substantial base, unlike good, which has its base 

in the Universal Intellect. If it did, then Tiisi would have to accept the Zoroastrian position 

of two equal and opposite, but nonetheless substantial, origins for evil and for good. Thus, 

he can make statements such as: "The aim of the religion of the Bearers of the Truth is not 

to make the bad good. They carry on the Divine command, according to which there 

should be good and bad in existence amongst the people of this world, so that the good may 

be separated from the bad. "71 That is, it is part of the nature of anything that comes into 

existence from the Universal Soul that good and bad will be inherent within it. The purpose 

of religion is directed not at the realm of pure evil, the sharr-i maQ{l, that is, Universal 

Matter, but rather at the Universal Soul, which has a mix of good and evil within it. The 

mundane world is the field or the stage upon which the major players are manifested: the 

69-r 79' p 56. (I) 
70<f 34, P 27. (I) 
71T 50, P 38. (I) 
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realm of evil takes shape as the body that is controlled by the soul and thereby enabled to 

move. By virtue of the soul's connection with it, the body thus has life. The soul, in turn, 

has the choice of being controlled by reason and thereby possessing "life". We use the 

metaphor of life because it is in a way real and in a way a similitude to the life we see when 

a child emerges from the womb into our mundane existence. Tiisi uses the notion of 

actualizing the potential for goodness to mean the same thing: that the soul has the choice to 

enter the realm of paradise, the realm of clear vision, the realm of the eternal bliss for the 

soul if only it will accept the emanation (fay\f}-which is a benefit for it-offered to it by 

religion. If it does not accept it and live by it, then the human soul will incline toward the 

dictates of its vehicle, the body, and will either land in hell or be consigned to nothingness. 

The body, of course, does not subsist beyond its association with the soul; when the soul 

leaves, it disintegrates. Hence the dacwah, call or mission, cannot be directed at the bad in 

the sense of philosophically understood evil, because evil has no substantial point of origin 

to which it can return. Good, on the other hand, has a substantial point of origin, the world 

of the Intellect. The Intellect has done its part: to provide assistance to the Soul and to the 

human soul. On a secondary level, neither can the dacwah be aimed at those who refuse 

Islam, or who accept Islam for reasons of expedience. However, among those who accept 

Islam sincerely, there may be some who are beguiled by their material nature and become 

subservient to it. It is for these that the dacwah may act, in the terminology of alchemy, as 

"an elixir which acts upon the substance of every piece of copper in such a way that it 

becomes standard pure gold. "72 The choice to develop the good-both by developing the 

practical and the potential theoretical intellects inherent in the human soul and the instruction 

that may be gained from revelation-or to fall into hell remains with the human, even 

though the cards may be stacked against that human by virtue of stellar and environmental 

conditions. 

72T 51, P 38. (I) 
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The Limits of Human Reasoning 

At this point it will be interesting to dovetail 'fusl's discussion here with his discussion 

regarding the kinds of knowledge: (1) direct or axiomatic ( {lariirf); (2) speculative (na~); 

(3) instructive (ta cJimi); and ( 4) divine! y revealed or "assisted" (ta~yidi). Direct or axiomatic 

knowledge is not dependent on the teachings of others; rather, it is knowledge acquired 

through the medium of the imagination, senses, or instinct. It depends only upon the 

human reasoning faculty (fikr) for its use. An example of such knowledge is the immediate 

recognition that "the whole is bigger than the part". We may understand this kind of 

knowledge to be the basic preserve of every human being of sound mind, held in common 

by all. 

The second kind of knowledge, speculative or na?arl knowledge, appears to be that 

knowledge which results from actively using one's powers of reflection. We may 

understand this to mean the kind of knowledge that, for example, philosophers or people 

who are given to thinking about their existence have, although 'fiisi does not specifically 

say so.73 This kind of thinking or knowledge rests on the act of reflection, whereby one 

progresses from thinking that one was not created to the knowledge that not only is one 

created, but that one is the object of actions or influence originating from someone else. 

These actions originating from someone else must come to an end in a final person (shakh~) 

who is the source of the effects/influences (athiir) upon oneself. Further reflection will 

reveal that this absolute source of influence or emanation of energy is the active architect 

(mu~aththir-i~iinic), who is the creator of the world. Then comes the realization that indeed 

the beginning of things perceptible to the senses, as well as the highest 
attributes (~ifiit-i caJii) can only deserve of belonging to Him, the All-High. 
All this, with everything that is related with the signs of the might of God 

73Tiisi's description brings Ibn Tufayl's l;layy ibn Yaqzan into mind, specifically with 
outlining the knowledge that comes about through ever-deepening reflection. A 
comparison would be noteworthy. As mentioned above, in the Sayr va Suliik 'fiisi includes 
both philosophers and theologians in this category. 
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the All-High, and every discussion of the knowledge of these matters, can 
be achieved by intuition, one perception after the other, and in such 
knowledge there is no necessity of any one's teaching (tacJim).14 

Speculative or na?arf knowledge takes for its starting point axiomatic knowledge (parfiri) 

that is known or grasped relatively immediately by the mind (caql) as truth about the 

mundane world. From this it goes on to establish truths that are not immediately 

perceptible, but become perceptible to the mind upon reflection. What is interesting for us 

here is that he appears to include in his progression toward the intuition of these truths 

those things that we would expect would be known to humans only through revelation. 

Although does not say so exp1icitly here, his intention is clearly to establish what Na~ir-i 

Khusraw almost two centuries before him devoted an entire book to: the attempt to 

reconcile reason-or philosophy-with revelation. As humans engage in deep reflection, 

through their heightened speculation they will come to recognize that which is revealed by 

the tanzil, that the world of creation contains the signs of the might of God, leading humans 

to the first testimony of faith, the shahada, asserting belief in the lordship of God.75 

If human beings can arrive at truths revealed by the prophets, then what need is there for 

revelation? TU si clarifies that although speculative thought (na?arf) can come to some of the 

same conclusions as revelation, and for which no instruction is required, there are areas for 

which instruction (ta'lim) is necessary. A clue to the answer to this question is to be found 

7~ 44, P 34. (I) 
75Tusl's description of the knowledge that can be realized through deep reflection is framed 
in terms that are shared by religious categories: the notion that there is an absolute source of 
influence or emanation, that something else is responsible for being, that there is a creator, 
or that attributes ultimately find their point of reference in God. However, it would be too 
simple to say that these realizations are self-evident in the tanzil, or revelation; revelation 
itself provides a starting point that may lead theologians to come to the same conclusions. 
Although the practical outcome of both philosophical and religious reflection is to assert the 
lordship of God, as we have shggested here, it must be clarified that reflection is an integral 
part of both philosophy and theology. Whether it is Qur~anic ayats (verses) that provide the 
basis for reflection (for the theologian) or the ayats (signs) that God provides in the world 
for those who will see (for the philosopher), the point is that reflection is a necessary 
prerequisite for knowledge of ultimate 'reality. 
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in Tiisi's statement that the prophet "in the cycle of Origin (kawn-i mabda:~) bestows on 

souls the aptitude to acquire that form ($iirat) which is their ultimate perfection (kamiil-i 

ghayati)" )6 That is, since: 

the majority of people in this world are, in the first instance, veiled from the 
virtue of accepting the Divine Command and can only perceive what is 
connected with the senses, estimation and imagination, it became necessary 
by the providence of the Exalted for these divine illuminations, which are the 
absolute intelligibles (macqiiliit-i muflaq) and pure [divine] supports 
(ta:~yidiit-i map~) to become perceivable by the senses, the estimation and the 
imagination, through prophets and their posterity and offspring, in 
accordance with: "Revelation is a stage of that degree." Human beings 
accepted these things as a result of [mankind's] closeness to the senses, 
estimation and imagination, and applied themselves to them. These 
principles and laws [govern] the [cohesive] order of particulars, from which 
universals are constituted. For example, the well-being of ordinary people 
in this world was achieved by [their] adherence to these orders and 
prohibitions, and the souls of the elite of the community were prepared to 
accept perfection through these means and intermediaries. Consequently 
they progressed from [righteous] activity to matters of knowledge, and from 
matters of knowledge to matters of the intellect (az cjJmiyyiit bar caqliyyiit). 77 

The assistance of the prophet enables people who cannot reflect deeply with ease to 

understand that indeed, all things created are "proofs of him"78 and "are the signs (iithiir) of 

his omnipotence. "79 Tu si's concern is to show that whether arrived at by way of 

speculative knowledge (na~ari) or by way of the tanzil or prophetic revelation, the first 

acknowledgement or testament is a necessary precondition to what follows, that is, 

knowledge acquired by the following means. 

This is the third kind of knowledge: the instructional (tacJimi). It requires instruction from 

a Universal Teacher (MucaJlim-i Kulli) and concerns what we might call correct 

understanding of the divine (ciJm-i u tacafa: knowledge of him, the Most High). This is 

necessary when speculative knowledge proceeds from the signs of his power-that affirm 

76T 119, P 82; B 197, BP 82. (B) 
77T 116, P 80; B 195, BP 80. (B) 
78T 92, P 64; B 178, BP 64. (KH) 
79T 93, P 64; B 178, BP 64. (I) B. has "Lhe effect of His Exalted power". 
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his Lordship-to attempt an understanding (macrifat) of the signs of knowledge concerning 

him. Questions regarding these matters can only be answered "by the explanations (tacJim) 

of such an exalted teacher."80 Questions falling under this category would be those 

regarding the correct understanding-to avoid tashbih (anthropomorphication) or tacfil 

(agnosticism }-of the oneness of God (tawiJid), or the explanation of the origin of things 

from the divine command in such a way that the return of things to their origin would not 

affect his substance by dint of their plurality. We have already seen an example of such 

tacJim in Tiisi's explanations regarding the attributes of God. When the responses to such 

questions "are concerned with the fonn, separate expressions and other similar matters, in a 

systematic and gradual sequence and inner relations",81 then this kind of knowledge is 

called instructional, tacJimi. However, when the student is able to comprehend the 

implications or inner meanings (bawatin) and abstract ideas (macanf) immediately, then this 

is called "assisted" (ta~yidi) knowledge, which is the fourth kind of knowledge. It may be 

sunnised that the difference between tacJimi and na?ari knowledge lies in that the 

knowledge communicated by the former cannot be readily accessed by the latter. 

Speculative knowledge does not need to take recourse to the tanzil, whereas ta'limi 

knowledge does. 

Prophetic Law and the Resurrection/Hereafter 

What does Tiisi mean by the religious intellect of the Prophet (caql-i shar'i-i nabawi) and 

the resurrectional intellect (caql-i qiyifmati va ifkhiratl), respectively? In his discussion on 

prophets and imifms, Tiisi points out that the relations among human beings are governed 

by the law of the prophets. Human beings differ with respect to their "receptivity to the 

lights of the illumination of the divine Command, just as material objects are variously and 

80J' 45, P 34. (I) 
81T 45, P 35. (I) 
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differently receptive to the physical light of the sun. "82 In order to understand this, we 

must first understand the notion of limits (Qadd83 ). In keeping with the classical conception 

of the kingdoms of nature, held also by Ismacm savants prior to his day, Tiisi sees wisdom 

in the divine arrangement of these kingdoms. That is, the mineral world has as its limit the 

world of plants, which has as its limit the world of animals. The world of animals finds its 

limit in human beings, who find their limit in the prophetic force (quwwat-inabawi).84 

The prophet is a human being, as is confirmed in Qur3an 41:5: "I am a man as you are." 

The import of this statement lies in its assertion that the prophet shares in common with 

other humans all that is connected with physical actions (acmiil-ijismiiniJ5 as well as all the 

elements of creatureliness (khalqi), "such as the constitution of the body, face, form, food, 

drink, clothing, marriage" and so forth from the point of view of sharing the same genus as 

other humans.86 The difference between prophets and other humans lies, according to Tiisi, 

in the reception of inspiration, as highlighted in QurJan 53: 3-4: "And he does not speak 

from lust It is but an inspiration inspired. "87 Ordinarily, human beings are unable to accept 

the divine will immediately, since "they can only perceive what is connected with the 

senses, estimation and imagination". 88 The prophet, on the other hand, "sees with the sight 

of the soul (na?ar-i nafs) and not with the sight (ba$irat) of the eyes."89 However, being 

mortal, the descent of revelation through wa{ly and ilhiim (although both terms mean 

inspiration, we may here distinguish them as divine inspiration and intuition of the divine, 

respectively) still meets the resistance of the imagination (khayiil), and this is revealed in its 

ultimately taking on a material form. Thus, Tu si views the very words of revelation, that is, 

82T 115, P 80; B 194, BP 79. 
83Tusi generally uses the term nihiiyat, lit. "limit". 
84T 119, P 82; B 196-197, BP 82. 
85T 120, P 83; B 197, BP 83. 
86T 123, P 84; B 199, BP 84. (I) 
87T 120, 123, P 83, 84; B 197, 199, BP 83, 84. 
88T 116, P 80; B 195, BP 80. (B) 
89T 121, P 83; B 198, BP 83. (B) 
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of the Qu~an as being veiled by this "interference of the imagination (khayiil)" ,90 which 

then allows him to posit the view that the Qur~an itself contains statements that can be 

understood both at face value and as symbolic. The symbolic meaning, however, can only 

be understood by one "whose soul has been illuminated by the light of truths {tlaqiPiq). "91 

Before we investigate the symbolic meaning contained in the revelation, we must turn our 

attention to the communication of God's wilL In accordance with the classical Ismacffi view 

that five prophets preceded Mul)ammad, each of whom brought a divinely-inspired law or 

shancah, 1\isi declares that when the time comes for a new founder of the sharlcah to arise, 

then at that time the stellar formations 

assemble in such a way that a prophetic person appears who is the 
manifestation of the Universal Soul (Nafs-i Kulli), capable of receiving 
divine inspiration; he is the bearer of the trust of the Revelation (amanat-i 
wahy-i ilahi) and because of the sensory relationship which takes place 
between him and the community (ummat), there will necessarily be give and 
take between the two.92 

We have discussed earlier that Tusi's view is that the divine command (Amr, or divine 

Word, Kalima), the Universal Intellect (cAql-i Kull), and the Universal Soul (Nafs-i Kull) 

are manifested in this world in human form. Just as on the cosmic plane the Universal Soul 

is the architect of the mundane world and the beings in it through the assistance it receives 

from the Universal Intellect, so too on the mundane plane the manifestation of the Universal 

9orusi may be drawing upon al-Farabi's conception of prophecy as the expression of 
philosophic truths through the imagination of the prophet, thereby making the fonner 
accessible to people not lettered in philosophy, that is, the "common" people. However, 
Tilsi's use of the term "resistance" is interesting here for, as we shall see presently, he needs 
it to buttress his argument for the necessity of tacwil, interpretation. T 121, P 83; B 197, BP 
83. (B) See also Davidson's summary of lbn Sinas views on prophecy, and the role of the 
compositive imagination in it, in Davidson, Alfarabi, A vicenna and A verroes, 116 ff., 
especially 121, where he notes, as does Tusi, that "should a man's compositive imagination 
be sufficiently strong, it will generate visions representing events of interest to the man, 
even when the body is awake. Dreams or visions may reveal things exactly as they are or 
recast them into images that will have to be "interpreted" and "undergo exegesis" 
(ta~wwala)." 

91T 121, P 83; B 197, BP 83. (B) 
92T 120, P 82; B 197, BP 82. (B) 
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Soul, that is, the messenger-prophet, is the architect or founder of a religion and a law

giver.93 

The prophet's position is likened to that of a ruler or a physician, who has to impose one 

rule over the people or give them one potion so as to bring them all under sound rules of 

citizenship or make them all healthy. Thus although there may be some who are good 

citizens or some who are perfectly healthy, from the point of view of his prophecy, the 

purpose of establishing a common law is to firmly root the principles of his teaching and 

religion.94 This is because humanity "needs to unite (ijtimac) around righteousness ($alaQ), 

which is called religion (millat) and religious law (shancat), for the sake of two things: 

mutual prevention (tamifnuc) and cooperation (tacawun). "95 

However, instruction in these matters, and the acceptance of the prophet as the ruler of the 

community cannot simply be from someone who is elected by other humans. Rather, the 

prophet should be someone who is assisted (mu'ayyad) and appointed (ma 3miir) by divine 

wisdom.96 Accordingly, the prophet is one who "receives his knowledge through 

Revelation and inspiration (wafly wa ilhiim) from spiritual beings (riifliiniyyift) and angels" 

which knowledge "flash(es) from the Universal Soul, which is the Preserved Tablet (law}J-i 

maflfii?), to his purified soul. "97 That is, his reception of this knowledge is not mediated by 

sense perception, even though it must be expressed through the mediation of perceptible 

mundane reality, as when his inspiration is expressed in words such as form the text of the 

Qur'an. The prophet then organizes a community of believers so as to enable the dual 

possibility of discharging his duty (adii), on the one hand, and of acceptance ( qabiil) of that 

93T 122, P 84; B 198, BP 84. 
94Ibid. 
95T 118, P 81; B 196, BP 81. (B) 
96T 118, P 81; B 196, BP 81. 
97T 120, P 82; B 197, BP 82-83. (B) 
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duty, on the other.98 In this the paradigm of teacher-pupil is re-enacted: for the prophet is 

both pupil (of the spiritualities or riiflaniyyat) and teacher (to his followers); he both 

accepts and discharges. He is a teacher in that he transmits the knowledge he has received 

through revelation and inspiration "to his community in proportion to that which their 

minds are capable of [understanding]."99 Likewise, it may be surmised, the community too 

is both pupil (of the prophet), and with progress, turns teacher (to other members). 

What is the thrust of the prophet's teaching (and pupilship )? In Tiisi's formulation we once 

again see how knowledge is inextricably associated with being and salvation: "The 

manifestation of the Universal Soul is the prophet, who, in the cycle of Origin (kawn-i 

mabda') bestows on souls the aptitude to acquire that form which is their ultimate 

perfection (kamal-ighayati)."lOO We have already mentioned above that perfection consists 

of seeing through the realm of dissemblance to the realm of disclosure, that is, seeing things 

as they really are. It is significant to note that for Tiisi, actions lay the groundwork for the 

soul's control over matter. In order to establish a common standard of righteousness and 

ethically sound action, the religious law or shancah constitutes a unifying basis. Prophets, 

through their assistance (ta:;yidiit), make the absolute abstractions (macqiilat-i mutJaq) that 

constitute the divine illuminations perceptible to the human senses and comprehensible to 

human thought as a preliminary path toward the attainment of unmediated acceptance of the 

divine will)Ol Through the orders and prohibitions of the religious law, "the souls of the 

elite of the community ... progressed from [righteous] activity to matters of knowledge, and 

from matters of knowledge to matters of the intellect (az ciJmiyyiit bar caqliyyiit). "102 In this 

respect the religious law sets the stage for the transmutation of the human form (~iirat-i 

98T 120, P 82; B 197, BP 82. This phrase remains untranslated by B., who simply says "there 
will necessarily be give and take between the two." 
99T 120, P 82; B 197, BP 82. (B) 
lOOf 119, P 82; B 197, BP 82. (B) I prefer realm to cycle for kawn. 
101T 116, P 80; B 195, BP 80. 
102T 117, P 80; B 195, BP 80. (B) 
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insani) into a state of perfection. That is, the prophet's key function is to give human souls 

"the aptitude to acquire that form ($iirat) which is their ultimate perfection (kamiil-i 

ghayati). "103 

Let us, for a moment, explore this notion of initial being. In his discussion on the origin 

and purpose of human beings, Tiisi sets himself to reply to three questions having to do 

with ultimate matters: (1) Where do humans come from?; (2) For what reason have they 

come to this world?; and (3) Where are they headed? His response to the first is that 

humans have come from the "world of the Divine Command (amr-i iliihl) to the realm of 

illusory existence and dissemblance (wujiid-i majaz wa mushabahat) ... in which all 

creations are proofs of him." 104 The reason for which humans have come into this world is 

in order that they may advance "from this dissemblance of ordinary humans (lit. common 

creations) to the clear vision (lit. disclosure, mubayanat) of the distinguished in the [world 

of] Command (khif$$-i amri). "105 This is a process occurring ultimately in three stages, but 

from the point of view of the question, "For what reason have humans come to this wQrld", 

the process is two-fold. In the first realm, (kawn-i awwal), ordinary humans (camm-i 

khalqi) make testimony (shahadat) to the relational (i{lafi). That is, by accepting Islam, they 

acknowledge that they are creatures who are created. This is the foundation, the basis of 

bringing into existence that form which will ultimately rise to perfection. Attention has 

already been drawn to the notion that in so doing, the human soul acknowleges its origin 

(mabda 3) and recognizes that this is the source to which it must eventually return. The realm 

is acknowledged in the second profession ("and that Mul)ammad is His apostle"): this is a 

realm in which the "proofs of his might (dala~il-i quwwat) ... which are the effects/traces 

(iithifr) of His knowledge (ciJm), will lead to Himself." Tusi continues: 

103T 119, P 82; B 197, BP 82. (B) 
104T 92, P 64; B 178, BP 64. (KH) 
lOST 92, P 64B 178, BP 64. (KH) 
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There, through the mediation of the manifestation (ma:t:har) of the First 
Intellect (cAql) in whom all proofs become one proof (dalil), all parables [or 
symbols, mathalhii) become one parable, the perception (na?M) of the 
common people of [the world of] dissemblance becomes unified through the 
instruction (tacJim) of the distinguished (khii~~) among [the realm of] 
disclosure (mubiiyanat).106 

What this means is that the IJujjat, who is the manifestation of the First Intellect, will 

provide those proofs and that teaching which will make known the truths concerning the 

realm of disclosure, in which knowledge of unity (wa{ldat) is attained, whereby human 

perfection is actualized. In other words, through the proofs and the teaching provided by 

the IJujjat, the soul will be able to return to its origin. The lfujjat is described as one "who 

gives form ($ilrat) to perfection. "107 The lfujjats are "those who know everything" without 

having to take instruction (tacJim) or explanations; they are the ones discussed earlier whose 

knowledge is ta~yidi, assisted. The lfujjat is a person "who knows everything without 

learning from anyone, i.e., who does not need any physical instruction (tacJim-ijismiini) or 

acquisition and convincing (iktisiib wa talqin), and does not have to be taught by anyone, 

i.e. that knowledge unites with his mind from the emanations of the lights (az fayl)-i an war) 

of [divine] assistance (ta 3yid)."l08 Such a IJujjat is enjoined to teach others, whom we may 

simply call dacfsi09 who, in turn, will teach others. 

The real teacher of the lfujjat, however, is the manifestation of the highest Word (Kalima3-

i acJa): 

There is someone who is above learning or not learning, who is the lord of 
all this, the bestower of that recognition (macrifat) through which the 
perfection of the intellect is attained. This is the manifestation of the Highest 
Word (Kalima). And 'he is the giver (wiihib) of the recognition (macrifah) 

106T 93, P 64; B 178-179, BP 64. (KH) 
107T 119, P 82; B 197, BP 82. (I) 
108T 143, P 97; B 211, BP 97. (B & KH) 
l09Note that in Ismacm: hierarchies different ranks apply, such as as those listed by 'f"usi: 
blib-i blf{in (the gateway to the esoteric, the inner), zablin-i ciJm (the tongue or language of 
knowledge), dast-i qudrat (the hand of might), and so forth; see T 143, P 96-97; B 210-
211; also T 144-145, P 98; B 211-212. 
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which constitutes the perfection of the cAql'. The purpose of his activity 
(kar) is [to facilitate] all to recognize him and make him their Friend, and 
enter into his party, group and community. This is the Imam, upon whose 
mention be peaceJlO 

Tfisi likens the position of the IJujjat with respect to the Jmam-who is the person meant by 

"the manifestation of the highest word"-to the position of the moon with respect to the 

sun. The moon is by itself dark; however, it is illuminated by the sun, and in its absence 

acts as the sun's lieutenant. Similarly, "the soul of the supreme I;lujjat, which by itself 

knows nothing and is nothing, [becomes] lit by the effusion of the illuminations of the 

Imam's assistance (lamacat-i anwiir-i ta'yid)."lll What is the mandate of the IJujjat? To 

spread information concerning the imam, and to establish the truth of the imiimate by 

offering "arguments and proofs that no impartial and intelligent person can deny." He 

actualizes the potential of those souls who are prepared to accept the forms of perfection by 

bestowing those forms of perfection as well as by his actual assistance (ada3-i ficJi kih 

kunad).1 12 

One example that Tusi furnishes113 of how the truth, that is, necessity, of the imamate is 

established is through the notion of the "immoveable axis". It is an axiomatic truth that 

wherever there is change, there must also be a centre that does not itself move. This is 

illustrated in the notion of a circle: in order to draw the circle, there must be a central point 

which is the focal point around which the circumference is drawn. This notion also 

depends on the axiomatic truth that everything rotating or swaying requires a cause that 

rotates or sways it. This cause, in relation to that which is rotating or swaying, must itself 

be stable and perfect. The imam is such· a central axis. Although prophets and J;mjjats 

110T 143, P 97; B 211, BP 97. (KH) 
lllT 144, P 97; B 211, BP 97. (B) 
112T 144, P 97; B 211, BP 97. 
113The example is attributed to I;Iasan II, titled cala dhikrihi as-saliim (1126 CE-1166 CE), 
Ismac:ili lmiim during the Alamut period. 
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move, that is, are found first in this people and then in another, the imams "never change: 

'We are an eternal people."'ll4 This is so because it is necessary that there should always 

be, amidst created beings, someone who is perfect (kamil). In order to bring the deficient to 

perfection, he must be perfect himself, out of inner necessity, that is, he must not need any 

one's help in order to be perfect himself)l5 It may be noted here that the Imam, as the 

manifestation of the divine Word, stands to the f:Iujjat as the divine Word stands to the 

Universal Intellect, that is, both as the source of the latter's creative power and above its 

reach. Thus, we can see that the second affirmation or testimony referred by Tiisi is the 

recognition of the imifm and the imifmate, bearing in mind that the acceptance of Islam must 

occur prior to this stage. In other words, the J;ujjat has to impart the knowledge of those 

distinguished ones in the realm of disclosure116 to those who are able to receive this 

inStruction, that is, those who are already Muslims and whose souls the prophet has already 

prepared. 

The matter, however, is not as simple as all that. For the Imifm enlightens those souls 

prepared to accept the perfection of the divine Command by commanding the illuminations 

of the divine Command to shine upon them. These illuminations take the form of the 

recognition (macrifat), love, obedience and worship (cibifdat) of those who are distinguished 

in reality.ll7 In his role as catalyst, he utilizes the hermeneutic of ta3wil, symbolic 

interpretation, to turn "those ideas which are based on the perception of the senses, 

speculation and reflection" into intelligibles known with certitude ('ayn-i macqiiJlit) and 

unflltrated [divine] guidance (mal;u;l-i ta 3yfdift).l18 Thus, the Imam is able through the 

hermeneutic of ta 3wfl to turn what are parables in the world of illusion into the truths 

perceived in the world of realities. In this respect, if we may return to our earlier mention of 

114r 132, P 90; B 204, BP 91. (I) 
ll5Ibid. 
116r 93, P 64; B 178-179, BP 64. 
117r 117, P 80; B 195, BP 80. 
118T 117, P 80; B 195, BP 80. (KH) 
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the "angelic" intellect (caql-i malaki); the actual intellect (caql-i ba-ficJ), and the acquired 

intellect (caql-imustafiid), then it would appear that the acquired intellect is that belonging to 

the IJuijat, whose ultimate source of knowledge is the Imifm. We suggest this reading in 

view of the fact that the acquired intellect still falls within the realm of created entities, 

whereas the Imiim, as the manifestation of the divine Word, does not. The acquired intellect 

is the power that "introduces the connection ... between what had come from the potential 

into the actual, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, that reason which does that 

activation."119 The significance of this lies, as mentioned earlier, in the Aristotelian dictum 

that only that which is actual itself can render something from the state of potentiality into 

the state of actuality. This is reflected in Tiisi's words: "in every eventuality there must 

exist a perfect man among God's creatures in order to perfect those who are not perfect ... 

through whose instruction perfection is reached."120 In other words, although it is the 

IJuijat that fulfils this function, it must be borne in mind that the IJuijat's knowledge comes 

from the Imifm (as the manifestation of the divine command), who brings the souls of the 

l)ujjats into actuality. This the Imifm does both through his teaching, that is, 

"interpretation" of the true import (taJwJl) of the tanzil, the revelation, and through his 

(divine) assistance (taJyid). 

The notions of taJwil and taJyid are thus fundamental to the understanding of the function 

of the imifmate in enabling the human soul to progress from the realm of dissemblance to 

the realm of disclosure, from the mundane world to the world of the hereafter and paradise; 

indeed, to the world of humanity's true origin. It was noted earlier that Tiisi clearly 

understands the source of prophetic inspiration to be the Universal Soul, which 

communicates spiritual mysteries directly to the prophet's heart: the prophet sees not with 

c l19T 30, P 25. (I) 
120T 132, P 90; B 204-205, BP 90. (B) 
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c the physical sight, but with the sight (na?M) of the soul (nafs). However, Tfisi claims that 

being human, the prophet's reception of divine mysteries is always mediated by the 

"interference" of his khayal, imagination, and in some instances the preponderance of this 

interference will require "those who know" to interprete the true import of the received 

message. Further, we must note that for the distinguished Muslim philosopher al-Farabi 

(known in the West as Alfarabi) (d. 950 CE), the prophet's facility with the faculty of 

imagination (khayal) was precisely what enabled the prophet to render divine truths-which 

could also be accessed through the rational faculty through the study and application of 

philosophy-into a form that the common, ordinary people, who had no such training in 

philosophy, could digest. That is, the prophet, through his construction of parables and 

sense-perceptible images through the use of his divinely-inspired imagination, played a key 

role in making divine truths accessible to all, trained or not. A much closer predecessor, 

Ibn Sina, may have detailed aspects of the role of the imagination in prophecy that may be 

more in keeping with Tusi's own conceptions and have been noted in the relevant notes 

above. 

Tusi views the prophet's imagination as double-edged. On the one hand, it enables the 

crystallization of the divine truths flashed upon his soul and hence, renders these truths 

perceptible to the ordinary human being. At the same time, the prophet's imagination, 

which he sees as a form of "interference" (mucara{la), acts as a veil to those very truths)21 

Tusl's intent is not to cast any doubt on the veracity of the prophet's knowledge. His intent 

is rather to show that the crystallization of the realities that the prophet knows through his 

illumined soul into material form is like a dream, a spiritual dream that may need 

interpretation. The immediate example Tusi cites is the verse "By the snorting chargers!" 

(Qutoan 100:1) that differs greatly in its literal and allegorical meanings)22 Although he 

121T 121, P 83; B 197, BP 83. 
122T 121, P 83; B 197-198, BP 83. 
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does not offer an explanation of this verse's allegorical meaning here, nonetheless, his point 

is clear. Commentators on the Qu~an have long pointed out that there are verses in the 

Qur~an that are clear or unambiguous; there are other verses that are both clear and 

ambiguous, and there are other verses that are entirely ambiguous. Indeed, says Tfisi, there 

is a ta:Jwfl for all the verses of the Qu~an. and the QurJan is rendered even more miraculous 

in its hidden aspects-accessible through ta"wfl-than it already is in its formal, explicit 

aspects.l23 He cites the Qur~anic verse that has long been called upon by the Shicis as 

legitimate proof that the imams are meant in the phrase "those well-grounded in knowledge" 

(Qur~an 3:5): "But none knows its [the Quraan's] ta'wfl [interpretation] save God, and 

those well-grounded in knowledge."124 Further, according to Tfisi, the prophet's role was 

to firmly establish the commandments of the "external" or formal religion, and it is only 

after this is done that "the meaning and reality of those injunctions [of the religious law], 

which is are the specificities of clear disclosure (khu~ii$-i mubiiyanat), could be 

introduced."125 

In the Isma:cm concept of history as articulated by Tusi, Mul)ammad is viewed as the final 

prophet, final because he brings the establishment of the religious law begun with Adam to 

completion.126 He also introduces the period (dawr) of the Qiyamah, or resurrection. The 

period of Qiyamah is distinguished through the reign of the imiims.127 In appointing eAU 

ibn Abi Talib as his wa$1, or the executor of his will, the prophet joined his law (sharJCah) 

with the Qiyamah)2B The wa$1, or executor, of the prophet's will-and there has been a 

Wa$1 for each of the six major prophets, from Adam to Mul)ammad-is one "in whom the 

light of Imamat was firmly established"129 and to whom prophetic knowledge (ciJm-i 

123T 169, P 115; B 228, BP ll5. 
l24Qur~an 3:7. Non-Shlci compilers of the Qur)an end the verse after the word "God". 
125T 170, P 116; B 228, BP 116. (B) 
126T 152, P 103; B 216, BP 102. 
127T 154, P 104; B 218, BP 105. 
128T 155, P 105; B 219, BP 105. 
129T 149, P 101; B 215, BP 101. (I) 
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nubuwwah) was temporarily entrusted. The role of the imifms in general is to preserve the 

systems of law given by the prophets.HO While the prophets previous to · Mul}ammad 

prophesied both the coming of another prophet and the advent of the QiPi.m of the 

Resurrection, Mul)ammad was both the last prophet and the heralder of the QiPim and the 

Resurrection.131 

In appearance, the aim of each succeeding prophet is to bring the religious law of previous 

prophets to perfection, not to abrogate it.132 However, argues Tiisi, in order to bring 

something into the form that it is ultimately intended to be, the previous form must be 

abrogated. Thus, in order for a human being to emerge out of the sperm, it has to pass 

through the stages of clotted blood, embryo, flesh and bones, and it must annul these 

previous forms as it moves and develops into the ultimately intended form. Mul}ammad 

can be understood as bringing religion from the state analogous to the spermal form--in 

which Adam introduced it-to the form analogous to that of a human being.133 However, 

the ultimate form of the human being is that "resurrectional intellect" through which it is 

able to discern the realm of disclosure (kawn-i mubifyanat).134 In order to achieve this, 

during the period of the Qiyifmah, the imifms may manifest the truth through stages 

(mariftib), decreeing different things at different times. In each of these instances the 

welfare of humankind depends on what he decrees, despite appearances to the contrary.135 

In order to understand the full import of ta 3wil, loosely translated as symbolic interpretation, 

some preliminaries must first be noted. In the Ismacnr view, here articulated by Tiisi, 

13D-r 151, P 102; B 216, BP 102. 
131T 153, P 103; B 217, BP 103. 
132T 153, P 103; B 217, BP 103. 
133T 152, P 103; B 217, BP 103-104. 
134y 85, P 59; B 174, BP 59. 
135T 138, P 94; B 208, BP 93-94. 
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although there are precedents, Adam is not considered to be the first human; rather, he is 

considered to be the initiator of a new phase in the history of humanity. This new phase, or 

dawr ("period") differs from the previous period in the constitution of the people: in type 

and form, language, ideas, powers, ways of living, actions and religion.t36 In this cyclical 

view of history, the Ismacm view is that at the beginning of each new period, a new law 

(shancah) is introduced, and this is the time when the esoteric truths of the revelation or law 

are held in abeyance. This era, when a new law is introduced, is called the dawr-i ~atr, the 

period of occultation or concealment. At the proper time, which is during the reign of the 

QlPim or "resurrector" of the period, the inner meanings or truths (baqiPiq) of the shancah 

are revealed, and this era-within the larger period is termed the Qiyamah, or resurrection. It 

is the Qa:~im'sprerogative to decide the point at which the full "unveiling" (kashf) of divine 

mysteries will take place, and in the meantime, to appoint the periods during which the law 

will dominate. Thus, in the Ismacm view, Adam was the initiator of a new phase or dawr, 

in his period, six prophets were to appear with laws, including Adam: Noah (Nul)), 

Abraham (Ibrahim), Moses (Musa), Jesus (clsa) and Mohammed (Mul)ammad). 

Mul)ammad, as final prophet, was both the completer or "seal' of the periods of religious 

law (adwar-i shariPic) and the opener of the period (dawr) of Resurrection (Qiyiimah).131 

Accordingly, he appointed cAII as his wa~lor executor, as commanded in the Qur~an, 5:71: 

"0 Prophet! Convey that message and if you do not convey [it] you are not a prophet."138 

In Tiisi's view, although cAII introduced the (inner) explanation or significance (mubayanat) 

of the tanzil, the exoteric revelation, only companions such as Salman followed this, while 

most of the Muslims "consolidated in favour of the literal prescriptions of law (a{lkiim-i 

?ifhir-i sharc)",l39 leaving cAn no choice but to declare that the Qiyamah would be would 

136T 67, P 49. 
137T 152, P 102; B 216, BP 102. 
138Qur3an 5:70. T 155, P 105; B 219, BP 105. (B with slight modifications) 
139T 171, P 116; B 229, BP 116. (KH) 
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be announced by one among his descendants.l40 The Qiyiimah or resurrection is said to 

be announced by the first "blowing of the trumpet", which, according to Tusi, occurred 

during the imifmate of Mustan~ir bi'l-Iah, by someone whom Tusi calls HaQnit Sayyid-na, 

by whom he probably means I:Iasan bin Sabbah. At this time he (Sayyid-na) based the 

dacwat on the principle that "the truth in each era is what the Bearer of the Truth (MuQiqq) 

of the time [that is, the lmiim}-on whose mention be peace-says, not that which has 

been heard from a past MutJiqq."141 The final phase, the rule of the Qa:~im and its 

concomitant belief in Qiyifmah, is the one in which humans were thought to be at Tfisi's 

time. Based on the belief that this final phase would be introduced by the second "blowing 

of the trumpet", which was to occur forty years after the first blowing of the trumpet, it was 

held that the Qii3im would begin his rule. This occurred with the advent of the hnifm 

(I:Iasan II) titled caJa dhikri-hi al-saliim (lit. "on whose mention be peace"), who ordered the 

manifestation of [the true] meaning (f:uhiir-i ma'nawf).142 At this time, the "dacwatofthe 

Resurrection, which is the perfection of all religions and sects, will prevail over all religious 

laws. "143 Given the meaning TUsi has thus far ascribed to the Qa:Jim, that he will make the 

esoteric meanings of the law freely available, that is, unveil the divine mysteries, it is likely 

that what TUsi meant by this statement is that the esoteric meaning of the law will prevail 

over the outward meaning: 

All the verses of the Qur~an-from the opening of the Book to its end
each one is significative (ta 3wflf) of which these words are [but] traces 
(athar) of those explanations (bayifn) that are commanded, by which the 
people of truth (ahl-i baqq) and intelligence (khirad) should know that the 
Qur~an is beyond this literal revelation (?iihir-i tanzfl), and [its] meaning and 
purpose is something else which it is necessary to seek. It is by dint of 
ta"wfl.that the Qur~an is a miracle, and not from the point of view solely of 
what has been brought down (tanzfl) (that is, the letter of the Revelation). 
Further, the ta 3wil of the Qur~an is not known to anyone save God and 

140J' 172, P 118; B 230, BP 117-118. 
141T 174, P 118; B 231, BP 118. (KH) 
l42T 175, P 119; B 232, BP 119. B. translates this as "manifested himself spiritually", which 
is at odds given the occurrence of the verb: bifanniid (decreed, ordered, commanded). 
143T 172, P 119; B 230, BP 118. (KH) 
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those well-versed in knowledge (riisikhiin dar 'ilm), as is said in a verse 
(3:5): "But none knows its interpretation except God and those well
grounded in knowledge."144 

If the ta 3wil is concerned with unveiling the veri ties signified by the literal revelation, the 

issues Tusi is preoccupied with give us an indication as to what some of those verities 

might be. These would include unveiling the truth concerning divine unity (wa.Pdat); the 

truth concerning the origin and the return (mabdac wa macad); the truth concerning the 

bniim as the manifestation of the divine Word (Kalimah) and hence as beyond relationality, 

on the one hand, and as the living proof of God, on the other, and the position of the bniim 

as the prime source of ta 3wil. As mentioned previously, the "resurrectional reason", which 

is the ultimate form of the human being, is attained through the gradual manifestation of the 

truth and thereby, enabling entrance into the realm of disclosure (kawn-imubiiyanat). 

The imiims provide assistance through symbolic interpretation (ta~wil) of the law (sharicah) 

brought by the prophet. This knowledge is communicated to the believers through the 

agency of the l;mjjat. As Tusi notes: 

The expressions of the revelation (cibiiriit-i tanzili) are adjusted to the realm 
of dissemblance, are suited to its plurality and the nature of hell. The 
meaning revealed by symbolic interpretation (macni-y-i ta:Jwfli) belongs to 
the realm of disclosure, and is suited to the (profession of) oneness 
(wa(ldat), and the nature of paradise .... Whoever from the realm of 
dissembling arrives in the realm of disclosure, inquires into the real meaning 
of the expressions in the revelation (cibiiriit-i tanzili), and acquires such 
knowledge, becomes a denizen of paradise.145 

Through ta 3wil, then, the inner or real meaning of the revelation is revealed. The ta 3wll 

cannot be revealed to those who do not have a prior intellectual understanding of the 

imiimate and the function of the imiim. This is essential to understanding why the imiim is 

not bound to act according to the religious law, "for truth follows the Imam and the Imam 

144T 169, P 115; B 228, BP 115. (KH) 
145T 54, P 40-41; B 165, BP 40-41. (I, with minor modifications) 
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does not follow the truth, because he is the Lord of the truth (khudifwand-i paqq)."146 Such 

persons who expect the Imifm to act according to the dictates of the shari'ah are likely to 

"become mad, and may regard these [explanations] as some of the most unlawful 

things. "147 However, those who do have an understanding of the role and function of the 

imifmate and the imifm, recognize that "the Imifm acts in a way beyond the comprehension 

of creatures. "148 It is only the believer who: 

will recognize him with the light of his innate nature (niir-i fitrat) and will 
know ... that the Imam is the one who is legitimate in his own essence ... 
truthful people by accepting that truth, which is his emanation (fay~) and 
effect (athar), will become the followers of truth. When he deems false 
something the creatures of this world consider to be true, they recognize it to 
be false, and, when he deems true something they consider to be false, they 
recognize it to be true. ... By following these principles one reaches the 
highest of the high {maqifm-i maqarr) which is the dwelling place of the 
foremost ones (sifbiqifn).149 

We have illustrated examples of ta 3wil-and by extension, tacJim-above in discussions of 

how the attributes of God are to be conceived and what paradise and hell really mean. As a 

further illustration, we may turn to some aspects of Tiisl's account of the story of Adam in 

the QurOan. Adam is fashioned by God from earth and clay; He asks the angels to bow 

down to him, and they initially protested, to which God replies, "I know what ye do not". 

They then obeyed, all save Satan or Iblls, who claims that he is a being of flre, while Adam 

is merely one of clay. Iblis then tempts the couple, Adam and Eve, to eat of the forbidden 

tree, and for their disobedience, they are commissioned to the earth. However, this occurs 

only after they have repented, and been forgiven, and God promises them that they will 

return to a paradise never to fall out of it again.150 

146T 141, P 96; B 210, BP 96. (B) 
147T 141, P 95; B 209, BP 95. (I) 
148T 141, P 95; B 209, BP 95. (I) 
149T 141-142, P 95-96; B 209-210, B 95-96. (B) 
l5~ 63-64, p 46-47. 
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This is a primordial myth or account that will be understood at face value by those "whose 

sagacity and insight does not go beyond the matters of this realm of dissemblance. "151 

However, while those whose perception (na:{:M-i ba~irat) extends from the realm of 

dissemblance to the realm of disclosure (mubiiyanat) affirm this account exoterically (bi

.Qukm-i #[hir) and according to the revelation ( tanzil), they know that esoterically (bi-.Qukm-i 

biipn), and according to ta 3wil, each of these secrets and indications establish truths and 

meanings.152 

Thus, the true interpretation of the story of Adam and lblis according to ta~wil is that just 

prior to Adam's advent, the Qii3jm--or revealer of the esoteric truths-of the previous 

period had shut the door of the activity revealing the necessary mysteries-the dacwah--of 

that period's Qiyiimah. Adam was detailed to lay the foundation of the practice of the new 

sharicah. However, the disciples of the previous period, that is, the angels, found it difficult 

to swallow the formal prescriptions of the law after they had been exposed, for so long, to 

the hidden truths and divine mysteries, and protested, only to be informed that they did not 

know all, and so they submitted. lblis, a teacher in the old dacwah, refused to accept the 

new formal prescriptions of the law. In seeing himself as "a being of fire", that is, one who 

had access to "assisted" (ta 3yidi) knowledge, and Adam as "a being of earth and water", 

that is one whose knowledge was speculative (na?ari) and instructional (tacJimi), he refused 

to submit. 

The prohibition to eat of the tree in paradise was in reality a prohibition to teach the esoteric 

truths until the proper time. However, lblis approached Adam and succeeded in convincing 

the inexperienced Adam to reveal the inner meaning, whom Tiisi says is exemplified by 

Eve, who knew "the esoteric laws and inner meanings (a{lkiim-i biipn wa macanf)."153 

151r 64, P 47. (I) 
152r 64, P 47. [Paraphrased by KH] 
153r 10. P 50-51. (I) 
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Having recognized their error, they repented, and were finally forgiven and enabled to 

return to the truth. The paradise from which they fell, then, must be understood in the 

context that truth has a beginning, and an end, and they fell from the paradise of the 

beginning of the Truth, and after their repentance, into the paradise of the end of the Truth. 

What this means is that initially, truth is marked by a state in which the false may resemble 

it, but one has not yet developed the sight to be able to distinguish the true from the false. 

As it grows stronger, truth ends in the ability to clearly distinguish truth from falsehood, to 

the extent that in the end falsehood cannot exist where there is truth.154 

Above we have described only the bare bones of a ta'wilior symbolic exegesis. The point 

of engaging in this exercise was simply to show how, for Tilsi, knowledge plays a 

fundamental and cumulative role in the development of the souL It illustrates how, for Tiisi, 

the formalistic interpretation of the scripture, in this case the Quraan, is not in itself a 

sufficient guide to understanding the mysteries of spirituality. Rather, true spirituality or 

perception of the truth must be based on sound intellectual development, and ta'wil-type 

interpretations must build further on these. That is, first the initiate must be a Muslim in the 

outward sense. Through the development of his intellect (na?ariorspeculativeknowledge), 

he may then be able to accept the proofs of the role and function of the imifmate and, hence, 

the imiim. Only then will the ta'wil-type interpretations make any sense. This investigation 

lays bare the key role played by the intellect, both for Tusi and for the Ismacm school up to 

his time. The imponance of the intellect lay in buttressing their ideological position. At the 

same time, it advanced Tusi's view that the prophet was different from other humans in his 

capacity to be inspired by visions originating from the world of reality, which could only be 

truly interpreted by the imiim as the manifestation of the source of truth (Qaqq). The 

objective, in both cases, is to enable the human to achieve that form (~iirat) which will 

persist in the hereafter, paradise, or the world of reality. Regarding the principles 

I54T 70-71, P 50-51. 

179 



c underlying ta3wil, Tiisi makes the rather opaque statement that at the origination of the 

Qiyamat: 

all that was creaturely was made to relate to the Command, and all that was 
corporeal was made to relate to the spiritual, and all pertained to action was 
made to relate to knowledge, and all that was relational (i(liifi) was made to 
relate to the truth, and for each of these the companions of symbolic 
interpretation (a$Qiib-i ta 3wil) assigned a meaning and veridical account, both 
summarily and in detail (bajaml wa taf$f1).155 

It must be surmised that Tiisi's meaning is that, for example, something that appears to 

relate to action must, in fact, according to ta 3wfl, be viewed as having an inner aspect that 

points to a certain kind of knowledge. To illustrate, he states: 

First, shahiidat, the profession of faith, which means to recognize God. 
Secondly, fahiirat, ritual ablutions, means that one has to dissociate himself 
from established ancient customs and religious rules. The third, namiiz, 
congregational prayer, means that one must always preach the recognition of 
God. The fourth is riiza, fasting, which means to converse with the 
followers of untruth, using precautionary dissembling (taqiyya). One who 
always observes this rule is similar to one who is continuously fasting. The 
sixth, Qajj, means that one has to give up (the attachment to) this perishable 
abode, and seek for the eternal abode. The seventh, jihiid, waging war for a 
religious cause, means that one must annihilate himself (i.e., his 
individuality) in thesubstance ofGod.156 

Nowhere does Tiisi indicate that these religious duties must not be observed. Rather, they 

must be observed with. the clear mindfulness of their true purport; that is, their symbolic 

meanings must be kept to the fore. However, as will be seen below, even ta3wil is to be 

seen as a preparatory stage in guiding the human soul to knowledge of the divine. 

In his discussion on the return of the soul to the "realm of return" (kawn-i macad), Tiisi 

remarks that this realm is the place "where neither the perception of the generality of 

creatures (na?ari 'iimm-i khalqi), nor the perception of the distinguished in [the world of] 

c l55T 156, P 105-106. (KH) 
l56T 156, P 106. (I) 
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the Command will guide [one] to God, where He alone is the guide to Himself."l57 In other 

words, neither the deep reflections (or first profession based on the tanzil alone), nor the 

teachings (ta~lim) of the t:Jujjats and the da'is-leading to the second profession, that the 

Imam is the manifestation of the divine command-will be sufficient guides to God. TUsi 

sounds perfectly $iifi-like when he quotes a poet: "By Thyself have I known Thee, Thou 

hast led me to Thyself, and ifnot for Thee, I would not be able to know Thee."158 He does 

not elaborate any further than to say: 

The fourth [kind of knowledge of the imifm] is the recognition (macrifat) of 
the substance (dhat) of the Imam through the reality of his attributes 
(Qaqiqat-i ~ifat-i il). This [kind of] recognition [may be attained] through 
purification and sanctification (tanzih wa taqdis), [and is] completely 
independent of other [kinds of] recognition. Here, even holy souls and 
illuminated intellects are powerless to look directly at the face of the sun of 
this [kind of] recognition. "[Before Him] mature minds are perplexed, 
eyesight is blinded, speculation is nullified, knowledge is defeated, sacred 
souls have perished, and illuminated minds are brought to nought" .159 

At this juncture we may make two observations: that for Tiisi, human perfection is 

impossible without knowledge. There are many stages of knowledge, including that 

attained through speculative thought (na~ari), further developed through the (divine) 

knowledge that is taught (ta'limi) and that given through direct divine assistance (tatyidi). 

Having achieved this, humans may progress from the realm of dissemblance to the realm of 

disclosure. Further than that, knowledge of God--or of the manifestation of his Will and 

Command-remains a divine mystery, to which he alone is the guide, and of which we 

cannot speak, and which is beyond the abilities of our knowledge to comprehend. 

In his discourse on speech, audition and silence, Tiisi points out that since everything in this 

world has matter (miidda) and fonn ($iirat), it must be recognized that the same pertains to 

speech. Breath is the matter for which separate letters are the form. Separate letters are the 

157T 92, P 64; B 178, BP 64. (KH) 
158Quoted on T 93, P 64; B 179, BP 64. (I} 
159T 137, P 93; B 207-208, BP 93. (I, B, & KH) 
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matter for which joined letters are the form. Joined letters are the matter for which words 

are the form, and so forth such that words are the matter for which the complete sentence is 

the form. In this respect, Tiisi remarks: 

The purpose of each thing is its ultimate perfection (kamal-ighifyat); and the 
ultimate perfection of sound is guidance (hidifyat), and the ultimate 
perfection of guidance (kamifl-i ghifyat-i hidifyat) is the actualization of the 
soul from its state of potentiality through the removal of obstacles and veils . 
... [Thus] the real speaker is he whose speech (sukhan) is universal 
conveyance (adif~-ikulll), by accepting which imperfect souls move from the 
domain of deficiency to the limit of perfection.160 

Tiisi mentions in this regard that one's speech (qawl) is "the manifestation of the ideas of 

(one's) thought (fi.kr) (ma?har-i macnl-y-i fi)."161 This calls to mind the entity whose 
wl-.o 

idea-since speech is a manifestation of that idea-is a complete action.}s, as we have seen 

above, the Universal Intellect, brought into existence by the divine Word, and whose 

thought is synonymous with its action. This hypostasis is manifested on the phenomenal 

plane in the person of the lfujjah, who derives his knowledge from the Imam. 

Hearing (shinwifCf), according to Tiisi, finds its perfection in the person of the lfujjah, who 

is able to understand what he hears without exaggerating or diminshing the import intended, 

and who is able to communicate equally clearly according to the level of the listener. 

Indeed, the lfujjat's speaking, hearing and silence all have the same meaning, since he "is 

the absolute perfector".162 The Imam, however, "is exalted above, and purified from 

(munazzih), all these. He gave and gives speech to those who speak, hearing to those who 

listen, and silence to those who are silent."163 With respect to the Imifm, who is above 

speech and silence, the lfujjat is in the position of giiyif-y-i mut]aq (absolute or pure 

speaker), out of recognition and submission to him. With respect to those who are lower in 

16<fr 146-147, P 99; B 213, BP 99. (B) adiP-i kulli may be rendered as "wholly fulfilled" 
in the sense of fulfilling a prophecy, that is, bringing something to realization. 
161T 147, P 99; B 213, BP 99. 
162T 147, P 99; B 214, BP 99. (B) 
163T 147, P 99-100; B 214, BP 99-100. (B) 
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stature to the ljujjat, the Ijujjatis khamush-i mut]aq (absolute or pure silence), since 

through the power of divine assistance (ba quwwat-i ta3yid) he holds in his hands "the clue 

to relative things and to the realities behind relative things (i{iiifiit wa l)aqa:Jiq-i i{iiifiit) 

through the assistance of what is above him".164 This is similar to the position of the 

Universal Intellect, whose recognition of and submission to the divine Word results in its 

original conception, on the one hand, and who forms both the origin and return of 

everything in existence and in whom there is no multiplicity as all things are one thing in it. 

At the same time, the thought (ta$awwur) of the Intellect brings the human into existence 

and provides it the means to attain its perfection; so, too, the ljujjat's speech "guides the 

seekers on the way of truth along the path to perfection and the Return" )65 And the 

ljujjat's silence stems from his acknowledgement of his relation with what is above him, 

"who is purified from speaking and silence, and he [the ljujjat] has attained knowledge and 

has submitted through unification with what is above him by annihilation of his own 

essence. "166 

The point Tiisi is trying to make here is to attest to the exalted nature of the lmiiin, which is 

such that the l;lfijjat, when he looks to the Imam, recognizes and submits (macrifat wa 

tasllm l)iisil) to him out of the acknowledgement that he, the ljujjat, himself has annihilated 

his substance (ba 'adam-i dhat-i khfid).167 This recognition and submission itself becomes 

the path through which the divine mystery can be pierced, for the mystery cannot be known 

(hence the silence) but can be recognized and submitted to (hence the speech aimed at those 

below him). 

What we have seen thus far is that Tiisi's resolution of the question regarding how we may 

come to have knowledge of God hangs on his notion of the imlim and the imlimate. In 

164T 148-149, P 100; B 214, BP 100. (B) 
165T 149, P 100; B 214, BP 100. 
166Ibid. 
167Ibid. 
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keeping with the strict monotheism of Islam, he must assert that God is not in any way 

related to creaturely existence or knowledge. Yet, in order not to render him so removed a 

figure from religious conception that even the notions of creatorship and might lose all its 

force, he advances the view that we must symbolically understand God's divine command, 

the Amr, or his word, the Kalimah as the locus of his manifestation for the purposes of 

creation and might. In our mundane world, which is the conte~t within which revelation 

takes place, we must come to understand that while God is beyond both being and non

being, and knowledge, nonetheless, as the fulcrum around which the created world revolves 

and as the axis which gives stability to all that exists, he is manifest in the person of the 

imiim, in an enduring institution, the institution of the imiimate. Just as in the larger scheme 

the divine Word or Command is that which is responsible for the being, knowledge and 

perfection of the Universal Intellect, whence all things come, so, too, in the mundane world, 

the imiim is responsible for the being, knowledge and perfection of all of creation. 

Questions then necessarily arise: 

(1) in taking on manifestation, in taking on a human form, is not the real essence of the 

imiim, which Tusi clearly identifies as being on the same level as the Amror Kalimah, that 

is, the closest we can speak of God, thereby necessarily compromised? 

(2) When the imifm 's true substance or dhiit, and the true nature of his attributes, are 

considered by Tusi to be unattainable by either the senses or the intellect, 168 then is not 'fiisi 

committing an act of polytheism, attributing to the imam what is rightly God's? 

(3) At the same time, when the imiim appears in human form, if he is truly the 

manifestation of the divine word, that is, manifestation of the divine-insofar-as-we-may

speak-of-him, then is that not severely limiting God's divinity and polluting him with 

creatureliness? 

168T 128, P 88; B 202, BP 88. 
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Tusi's response to the first objection would be that since humans cannot correctly come to 

an understanding of God-or the imiim in his essence-, but can come to an understanding 

of the imiim as a human according to their level of capacity, then this is one of the signs of 

God's mercy. Since the knowledge of the imiim as a man, in his human nature, is 

something that other humans can relate to, whatever the level of understanding, then they 

will share their understanding with others. What are these levels? TU.si outlines four:169 

(1) the knowledge of the person of the imam in his physical nature, accessible even to 

animals, the imiim 's enemies, and of course, the true believers, for whom the imifm 

becomes a focal point in devotion~ (2) the knowledge of his ordinary name and genealogy, 

accessible both to the followers of truth and the followers of falsehood. The notion of 

genealogy is important for, as TU.si points out, to some it is important to know that the imiim 

is the son of the previous imiim in a physical sense as this keeps the imiimate's visible 

formal existence intact; to others it is important that the imifm is the son of an imiim as it 

ensures the perpetuation of esoteric wisdom. In accordance with absolute truth, of course, 

TU.si adds, the imiim must be himself in either case, whether father or son;170 (3) this kind 

of knowledge is the recognition of his imiimate, faith in him, and complete self-surrender. 

In this kind of knowledge, the follower of truth and the follower of untruth are 

distinguished from one another; and finally, ( 4) the knowledge of the substance of the imifm 

through the reality of his attributes ($ifiit) attainable only, as previously mentioned, through 

"purification and sanctification".171 Likened to the contemplation of pure light, even holy 

souls and enlightened minds are powerless to gaze directly. Thus, in sum, taking on 

manifestation is necessary in order to enable humans to come to a correct understanding of 

God. 

169T 137, P 93; B 207-208, BP 93. 
17(}y 131, P 89-90; B 204, BP 90. 
171T 137, P 93; B 207, BP 93. 
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The second objection, attributing to the imam what is rightly God's, is answered by TU.si in 

the following manner. God in his essence is unknowable; however, he may be worshipped 

through his attributes, and accordingly, these attributes must have form. Thus, the self

understanding of the imam is indicated by Tiisi: "'We are God's beautiful names and his 

exalted attributes' meaning that the great name and the greatest attribute of God are specified 

and personified [in] me (mucayyan wa mushakhkha~)."172 Rather than attributing 

polytheism by elevating the imam to such a position, it removes disbelief, for it grants 

personhood to the notion of God that is otherwise devoid of any religious meaning 

whatsoever. The essence, however, remains unknowable, for as Tiisi has clarified above, 

only he himself can guide the believer to Himself. In this respect, since God and the imiim 

are not talked of as two distinct realities, since the imam is the manifestation of the 

Command (Amr) of God, but as the same reality, that is, above any connection with 

creaturely world, there is no question of polytheism or dualism in Tiisi's view. 

Finally, to the third objection regarding the imam's appearance in human form, TU.si's 

argument is as follows: 

As for their saying: 'The Imam has never come and will never come to these 
relative realms', the meaning of 'coming into this world of [relative] realms' 
is so that each of these realms may acquire a perfection which it does not 
have. The Imam does not need any perfection outside his essence, not only 
in these realms, but in the whole universe. Does he not in reality bestow 
existence and perfection on these relative realms and all creation? Therefore 
in terms of the reality of realities, he has never come and will never come to 
these relative realms. But relatively, and because of 'manifesting in relation 
to the inhabitants of [these realms] and not manifesting in his essence, he 
manifests himself (ta?atJUri darad) actually in each of these realms, for the 
sake of existence. For if he did not make an appearance and manifest (na~ 
wa :r-uhfiri) himself in each of these realms, and if each of these realms did 
not have some relation to, and connection with (i(lafa wa itti~al) him, they 
would have no existence. Thus, in this respect, in terms of relativity, he has 
been, and always will be, manifest in this world.173 

172T 129, P 88; B 203, BP 88. (B) 
173T 140, P 95; B 209, BP 95. (B, with minor modifications by KH] 
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The implications to be drawn out from this passage are that every category of existence 

necessarily depends on him, as the axis mentioned above, to sustain its existence, and 

therefore, the imam is manifested not only on the human level but at all levels of existence. 

This is in keeping with the idea of Pudiid or limits explored by the earlier Isma:cm savant 

Na~ir-i Khusraw, who presents the notion that the outer limit with respect to every category 

represents the ultimate resort for it: thus water forms the outer limit or padd of earth, and 

the ultimate resort of earth is water. In this way, all the elements are inseparable from each 

other, from the tiniest particle of earth to the outer celestial sphere, and all are governed by 

the Nafs-i Kull, that receives assistance (ta~yld) from the cAql-i Kull. In a similar way, the 

initiate-in religious terms-is like the particle of earth, whose resort is the imam, through ·a 

hierarchy of individuals that include the pujjat and the bab. Concerning the ranking of 

components in the physical world and in the religious world, Na~ir-i Khusraw advances the 

notion that "Every rank mentioned above occupies the position of the Irnarn in relation to 

those ranks which are below him, in the order mentioned."l74 Tusi does not explore the 

notion in this way; rather, he draws upon the idea of stabilizing axis or pole; nonetheless, 

the intent of both thinkers is clear: that the imam is necessary to every level of existence. 

Further, this citation draws attention to the notion that the imam enters the realm of 

relationality, and insofar as the realm of relationality is concerned, his appearance is real, but 

from the point of view of true realities, paqi:Piq, the imifm has never entered this realm, that 

is, is totally untouched by it. However, since all existence depends on his manifestation of 

himself, he must be manifested eternally, and thus, although the forms of the imam may 

change from father to son, appearing as a youth or as an old man, the "Imams are in reality 

all one, where their persons (shakh~) are not separate from each other nor their essences 

(macnawiyyat)".l75 

174w. lvanow, ed. and trans., Six Chapters or Shish Fasl also called Rawshana'i-nama by 
Nasir-i Khusraw (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1949), 76. 
175T 138, P 94; B 208, BP 94. (B) 
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'fiisi also draws another subtle distinction between the imifms and ordinary human beings. 

Because the imifms are among the people of unity (ahl-i wapdat), that is, they are those who 

have attained the knowledge of oneness and are from the world of unity (caJam-i wapdat), 

they cannot be said to have an origin or a return (mabda:) wa macad), either in flesh or in 

spirit. In reality, having not fallen from the world of unity there is no need for them to 

rejoin it.J76 However, because "the realms (akwan) are relative, [they too] in relation to 

these realms, have both an Origin and a Return, both in body and in spirit, for although in 

reality they have not come to this world, in relative existence they have. "177 

Further, although the imams are sometimes called the descendants of Adam, or ofNoah, or 

of Abraham, in reality, they are "neither of the lineage of the prophets, the progeny of 

philosophers, the progeny of kings, nor of any other except their own blessed and sacred 

progeny."178 They are, therefore, not human in the way in which these others are. Here, 

Tiisi clearly is not referring to their bodies. Rather, the reference appears to be to the status 

of their souls and intellects; that is, that their knowledge is far exalted above the knowledge 

of prophets, philosophers, kings or any others. 

176T 95, P 65; B 180, BP 65. 
177T 95, P 65; B 180, BP 65. 
178T 152, P 102; B 216, BP 102. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Knowledge, Refinement of Character and Self-Surrender: 

The Salvific Triad 

Knowledge 

In the preceding discussion the importance Tiisi attaches to practical, theoretical and 

instructed knowledge has been been outlined. In keeping with his sensitivities regarding 

the fundamental Islamic notion of the strict monotheism of God or Allah, Tiisi is careful to 

point out that the correct understanding of God is a key element in his interpretation of the 

Islamic revelation. Although he is keenly aware that his interpretation, and indeed that of 

the Ismacilis, and by extension, that of the Shicis generally, departs from the so-called 

"orthodox" view, he considers himself nonetheless to be a legitimate Muslim. Why so? 

For him, as for Shicis generally, the correct understanding of God is the fundamental issue 

pertinent to the wider Muslim ummah (or community) and is encoded in the revelation. In 

his view, the revelation, that is, the Qur~a:n, establishes both the imiimate and points to the 

necessity for an imam to interpret that revelation. Hence, the correct understanding of 

God-as well as matters pertaining to the origin and return of humankind-is accessible 

through theimam'.sguidanceon the matter. 

In articulating his argument, Tiisi takes recourse to the leading scientific knowledge of his 

day. At that time, this took the form of the study of translations of many Greek works 

including those of Aristotle along with Neoplatonic works wrongly ascribed to him. We 

cannot, in this study, investigate his sources; however, it is clear that he utilized the 

structures developed by the Greeks, perhaps giving more weight to the Aristotelian and 

Neoplatonic structures, although Plato was not unknown to the Muslims.l TUsi's strategy 

lsee the informative article by Paul E. Walker in this regard: Paul E. Walker, "Platonisms 
in Islamic Philosophy", Stvdia Islamica 1994, 79:5-25. 
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is to align himself with the philosophical tradition in Islam rather than with the theological 

or kaliim tradition, even though the view may be advanced that his utilization of 

philosophical methods was to bulwark his own view. He thus attempts to arrive at a correct 

understanding of God through the use of rational principles, with recourse also to 

revelation, continually keeping his reader aware that the development and utilization of 

rational principles are preparatory for understanding revelation. Revelation is not 

necessarily subsumed to rational thought, but acts as a corrective to it, or as imparting 

information that cannot be easily accessed through rational means. We have already seen 

that the medium of tacJim or instruction is key in imparting a sound interpretation of 

revelation, and that such instruction is best understood by the mind trained in philosophy. 

Thus, as we have seen in our discussion regarding Tiisi's conception of God, revelation 

declares that Allah is far removed from anything that creatures may say of Him. Tiisi 

explores this notion through the modality of positing an ontological system and declaring 

that God is above it; that is, God is in no way related to existents or creaturely categories. 

At the same time, revelation speaks of God as a Person. In order not to make God so 

devoid of relationality to creatures that the very concept of God becomes meaningless, Tiisi 

utilizes axiomatic principles to establish, on the one hand, that humans speak of the divine 

creative command or word only in a metaphorical manner in order to facilitate 

understanding of the notion of God's will and creatorship. On the other hand, such a divine 

command or word must not be seen as without any substantial reality, although that reality 

is beyond the ken of human understanding. Therefore, drawing upon the axiomatic 

principle of the stable centre or the axis, and further, upon the notion that all the elements of 

the spiritual world (the divine Word/Command or Kalimah/Amr, the Universal Intellect or 

cAql-i Kull, the Universal Soul or Nafs-i Kull) must be manifested in the material world on 

the human plane, he establishes the necessity of the figures of the imam, the tJujjah and the 

nabl or rasiil, that is, the prophet. Manifested on the human plane, the tJujjah and the nabl 

both belong to the realm of existents, as do the Universal Intellect and Soul on the non-
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corporeal plane. The imiim, however, belongs to the realm-if we may use such a term

beyond existents, that is, the realm of the divine Word, the Kalimah. Just as the notion of 

God's will and creatorship, in keeping with revelation, is to be understood as a word or 

command in order to make the notion of God accessible to human minds, so, too, the 

physical form of the imiim as a human being is to be understood as enabling the human 

being to recognize the manifestation of the divine on earth. Neither the Kalimah/Amr nor 

the lmiim in themselves can be containers that God can be reduced to: for God is at one 

and the same time both above what the Kalimah/Amr and the Imiim can indicate of Him, 

and yet they are given reality and substantiality by what they do in fact indicate of Him. If 

the Kalimah is the metaphor by which humans can understand His creatorship and will, 

then the Kalimah/Amr-in-human-form is the metaphor by which humans can understand 

and recognize the attributes pertaining to God in the revelation. 

For Tusi, the correct understanding of God is not a light matter, nor is it one that can be 

reduced glibly to notions such as the Kalimah/Amr and the Imiim. Were it to be so, then he 

would not have stressed the importance of knowledge in order to gain salvation. True, as a 

religious thinker, he is all too ready to admitthat there are different capacities in human 

beings with respect to knowledge, and he asserts that divine wisdom has laid many signs 

(iiyats) into the mundane world so that Muslims can apprehend His might according to their 

own understanding. He also acknowledged that not all faculties of human reason are the 

same; they may be similar in their capacities but they are not similar in the manner in which 

they are developed and applied. An undercurrent throughout his exposition in the 

Ta$awwurift is the notion that the kind of teaching (tacJim) and guidance (ta3yid) and 

interpretation (ta'wil) that originates with the imam through his l)uijat is not something 

meant for the common people (awiimm) but for a special class of people (khawlf$$), that is, 

for those who have reflected deeply both on the nature of existence and on the meaning of 

revelation. It is only these who have begun the journey towards sculpting that form ($iirat) 

of the soul which will enable them to gain access to the world of the hereafter in an abiding 
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knowledge by which God guides a human to Himself by Himself, is knowledge beyond the 

capacity of one such as himself, as a mere human, to articulate. He draws attention to this 

in another way: that none may look directly upon the substance ( dhlit) of the Imifm without 

suffering annihilation:2 that this journey, too, must be something which is initiated by the 

hnifm: he is the "bestower (bakhshandah) of that recognition (ma'rifat) through which the 

cAql's perfection is produced {bli$il iiyad). "3 Nonetheless, it is implicit in his writings that 

one must have at least reached the level of understanding that aff()rds the continual 

perception pertaining to the realm of disclosure (mubifyanat) at all times before one can 

hope that He will indeed guide one to Himself. And it is only towards attaining this stage 

of clear vision that Tusi can address himself. 

Refinement of Character 

In this regard, knowledge is of the utmost importance in preparing the soul to journey to the 

realm of disclosure. However, while knowledge is the compass for the way, it is not in 

itself sufficient. It must be accompanied by actions (camliJ), under which we may 

distinguish those that are connected to the refinement of character or ethics (lilchlifq), and 

those that pertain to devout self-surrender (taslim). Indeed, refinement of character is 

identified by Tusi as necessary "for the acceptance of intellectual substances (mawadd-i 

'aqliini) . . Through them one may gradually attain the recognition of the imifm (imam

shinifsi) which is the same as knowing God (khudii-shinifsi). "4 The purpose of developing 

an ethical frame of mind, and acting in accordance with it, is to free the soul from the 

tyranny of the natural forces such as the sensory (l;issf), the imaginative (khaylili) and the 

2T 137, P 93; B 208, BP 93. 
~ 143, P 97; B 211, BP 97. (KH) 
~ 96, P 66; B 181, BP 66. (I, KH) 
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estimative (wahmi) so that it may engage in its true occupation, "which is the· 

comprehension of knowables (ma'liimiit)" and "unrestricted movement among the 

intelligibles (ma'qiiliit). "5 

Tiisi then introduces the notion that the basis of refmement of character consists of 

obedience to the command of the "bearer of truth of the time" (mupiqq-i waqt), that is, the 

Imiim of the time, and submission to him. 6 Each succeeding mupiqq or imiim may add to 

or depart from the ethics and behaviour permitted and sanctioned by the previous imiim. 

TUsi must have been aware that such a relativity of ethical standards and acceptable 

behaviour could likely cause much alarm, leaving the followers of the imiim vulnerable to 

the whims and fancies of the imiim.? To dispose of such doubts, TUsi reminds his readers 

that the reason this is so is because it is impossible to tell in advance what the imiim will 

regard as necessary for his followers' betterment (ma$laflat), a term that contains within it 

the notion of goodness. He furnishes the example that just as humans are distinguished 

from other animals by their upright stature, so, too, the followers of the true religion are 

distinguished from those who believe in falsehood by the uprightness of their soul, which 

they receive from the imiim. This uprightness8 consists of true thoughts, honest words and 

good actions: 

5T 96, P 66; B 181, BP 66. 
6Ibid. See also Wilferd Madelung, "N~ir ad-Din rusi's Ethics Between Philosophy, 
Shi'ism and Sufism'' in Richard G. Hovannisian, ed., Ethics in Islam (Malibu, CA: Undena 
Publications, 1985), 85-101. Here Madelung draws attention to Tiisfs views in The 
Nasirean Ethics regarding the distinction between ethics as "a rational science based on 
universal human nature and is therefore not subject to change" and the divine law as 
"posited ... not entirely on abstract rational grounds, and thus is changeable with changing 
ages and circumstances." (91) (Madelung's paraphrase of T. in G.M. Wickens, The Nasirean 
Ethics (London, 1964), 28-29) No such distinction is found in the TB$lfwwurat, in which 
TUsi appears to collapse the distinction between ethics as a branch of practical philosophy 
and divine law under the lmiim, who is the manifestation of the divine Command and hence 
the source of both philosophy (rational science) and revelation. 
7No doubt such a stance was in part a response to the declaration of the Qiyiimah by J;lasan 
II, the Ism~Nli lmiim in Alamiit, in 1164 CE and the subsequent strict imposition of the 
sharicah by his successor, Jalal al-Din I;Iasan. See Madelung, "N~ir ad-Din's Ethics", 93. 
8It should not escape notice that in The Nasirean Ethics, Tiisi lists the same three, following 
Miskawayh. However, while Miskawayh's text is: "Worship of God (Cibadah) consists in 
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All three must be linked to the command of the Imam of the time ... . No 
one can by himself produce uprightness (istiqlimat) in himself, think 
truthfully, speak truthfully, or do good deeds except through his command 
... which command (farmiin) by his assistance (ta 3yid) is conjoined to 
(paiwandad) a person, or by the instructions of a teacher (mucaJJimi, that is, 
the ]Jujjah) who, by his assistance, has been singled out by him, may 
greetings be upon mention ofhim.9 

As an example of what he means when he says that ethical standards are set by the imlim 

of the time, he discusses the notion that all the undesirable qualities in humans arise from 

lust and anger. In order to control these, the philosophers have sought to address their 

impact by the use of their counterpart; so lust should be brought into balance by 

abstemiousness, and anger by complacence, and so forth with respect to all undesirable 

qualities such as greed, vehemence, frivolity and avarice. Other Muslims, such as some 

ascetics, thought the best form of action would be to suppress these entirely. They sought 

to do this by teaching about the endeavour to nullify the senses, for which reason they 

retired into dark cells and ate only small amounts of foods that were not tasty. Further, 

through continually repeating, "Allah, Allah" until they fell into a stupor, they claimed that 

they had thereby effected the opening of a door between themselves and God.10 

The ahl-i ]Jaqq or imlims on the other hand, assert that such a course of action is ultimately 

detrimental to the soul. The soul needs the body and the senses in order to open the eye of 

the intellect. He draws an analogy between the soul and a horserider who is unable to walk, 

who sets out on a journey. only to abandon the horse before reaching the destination, 

thereby inviting destruction by wild animals or other causes. Similarly, if the soul 

dispenses with the senses, it will be rendered unable to reach its destination. Rather, the 

body and the animal senses must be strong in order to enable the soul to ride it like a 

true belief, sound utterance and upright action", Tiisi uses the term istiqifmat instead of 
cj1Jadah. See Madelung, "N~ir ad-Din's Ethics", 94. 
9-f 97, P 67; B 181-182, BP 67. (KH) 
l()oy 103, P 71; B 186, BP 71. 
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(dependable) horse (to the destination sought). A person who is incapable of anger is 

incapable of possessing the faculty of self-control, and one who is incapable of lust, will be 

incapable of procreation and the resulting preservation of the human race. With regard to 

both anger and lust, excess in either direction, that is, the seizure of the soul by anger or 

lust, or the suppression of these, are not good. Rather, both these forces must be 

overpowered by taking them under the control of the intellect so that they become allies of 

the soul where they were once its tyrants. Once the passions have been brought under the 

control of the intellect, that is, a perfected (ikmal) condition or state 

angels will bind them, i.e., anger and lust-anger symbolizing the male, and 
lust the female-with a contract of marriage and that marriage will give birth 
to offspring which are in accord with [the state of] existence: knowledge, 
wisdom, remembrance (tat;lhakkur), modesty, generosity, courage, truth, 
veracity, righteousness, sound action, rectitude, good conduct, love, 
friendship, concordance, brotherliness, trustworthiness, chastity, patience, 
tranquillity, modesty, contentment, humility, reliance, satisfaction, sincerity 
and all that follows from these.ll 

Of course, if these passions are not brought under the control of the intellect, then the 

ceremony of marriage will be conducted by the devil, and the issue will be those things that 

are the perversion of the conditions of existence: 

ignorance, folly, forgetfulness, hypocrisy, debauchery, miserliness, 
suspicion, falsity, lying, evil, corruption, error, blundering, enmity, hatred, 
disagreement, treason, impatience, disgracefulness, shamelessness ... and all 
that follows from these.12 

Thus, Tiisi's stance on the human senses is that they are necessary in the struggle toward 

attaining perfection. It is not by nullifying the senses that the soul attains perfection; rather, 

it is by bringing the senses under the control of the intellect that the soul attains perfection. 

Unlike Ibn Sina, Tiisi does not draw attention to the need to discard the mount once the 

destination has been reached, although he does draw attention to the need for the mount to 

llT 105, P 73; B 187, BP 73. (B) 
12T 105, P 73; B 187-188, BP 73. (B) 
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arrive at the proposed destination. In bringing the senses under the control of the intellect, 

the human being is able to display those virtues that are proper to existence: knowledge, 

righteousness, trustworthiness, humility, sincerity and the like. 

Tiisi further cautions that "as long as man does not see his own errors, sins and 

deficiencies, his soul cannot recall its own world nor pass through the degrees of good 

deeds and the steps of perfection. Because of his self-love, it will be difficult, if not 

impossible, for him to recognize his faults and deficiencies,. and they will remain concealed 

from him."13 Indeed, when praising goodness in someone, it is necessary to first know 

what goodness is in order to recognize one who is good. With respect to this, since 

"goodness, by necessity, is perfection it should be understood that only he who is complete 

and perfect in goodness (khayri) can be absolutely good ... . And it is obvious which of the 

followers of the da'wat is of this rank:."14 What is not obvious here is whether this last 

statement is to be taken as an assertion or a question. lvanow interprets this as a question, 

whereas Badakhchani takes it to be an assertion. If taken as a question, then the reference 

here to the one who is absolutely good can only be to the imam, who, as source of the 

dacwah, is not, therefore, one of its followers, with the implication that none of the 

followers of the dacwah are of that rank. If taken as an assertion, then such a person can 

only be the .Qujjat, based on Tfisi's emphasis on the .Qujjah as one whose soul is lit "by the 

illuminations of the 1mam's assistance (ta~yid)" which thereby enables him to bestow the 

forms of perfection on those who are prepared to accept them. IS The status of the .Qujjah, 

however, is such that it derives its substantiality from the Imam. This would be in keeping 

with Tiisi's assertion in The Nasirean Ethics that the imams "have sovereignty over the 

divine law to apply its particulars in accordance with the circumstances. "16 As such, then, if 

--------·--
13T 106, P 73; B 188, BP 73. (B) 
14T 106, P 74; B 188, BP 74. (KH, following B) 
1ST 144, P 97, B 211, BP 97. (KH) 
16Madelung, "Na~ir ad-Din TUsi's Ethics", 96. 
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it is in the Imam-and by extension, in the quijah-that absolute goodness is manifested, 

then the standard for each human to follow would be to recognize that all praise for 

goodness accorded to any human is not in accordance with every human's faults and 

shortcomings. In short, it is false praise. Since badness is nothing but deficiency, then a 

person who reproaches one for one's wickedness is, in fact, a friend, for that person points 

out one's shortcomings and alerts one to redress the deficiencies that are in one's essence. 

The implication of identifying the imam, and/or {mijat, as the case may be, as the 

manifestation of goodness is that true hate and true love for others should really be based 

on whether these others hate or love the imam. That is, if someone is a friend, but hates the 

imifm, then that someone should be hated for doing so. Conversely, if someone is an 

enemy, but loves the imifm, then that person should be loved for their love for the imifm. 

Thus, not only are the ethical standards one should follow set by the imifm; in addition, 

relations with others are decreed by whether they, too, love and obey the imifm. 

Self-Surrender 

Tiisi therefore implies that the muqiqq sets the standards by which ethical conduct should 

follow, for if left to their own devices, humans may not come upon the correct approach to 

the refinement of character. Since the imams are "the cause and the reason for the existence 

of all creation and of all existing things, and who are free from body and soul yet 

encompass both", 17 it is clear that the foundation for refinement of character lies in obeying 

the commands and orders of the imifm. 

Love for the imifm is essential on several counts. First, it enables followers to learn how 

"they might avoid falling into error, how they should fear God, how they should submit to 

17T 98, P 67; B 182, BP 67. (B) 
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Him, how they should know themselves and what they should ask for" .18 For example, in 

reminding the believer to constantly fear God, when such fear (khudif-tarsi) becomes 

customary in thought, then thought-which is an emanation (inbicath) of the rays of the 

intellect (lit. "intellectual rays") which [emanation] arises out of the human "speaking" soul 

(nafs-i nifpqa)-becomes "the cause of the connection with truth (sabab-i munifsabat-i 

.{laqq): 

That connection with truth becomes the cause of the conjunction (itt#lil) of 
his soul with the light of the summons of the truth (dacwat-i .{laqq) and from 
the spiritual power (quwwat-i rii.{lifniyyat) of that [conjunction], an angel 
will be appointed in charge of his thought, always to keep it adorned with 
truth.19 

Similarly, out of fear of God, people's words, which are the manifestation of their thoughts, 

gain the spiritual force of the Qur~anic injunction (33:70): " ... and speak a straightforward 

speech", thereby leading to the appointment of an angel who will keep the person's speech 

"adorned with veracity".20 Just as words are the manifestation of thoughts, actions too are 

the manifestation of thoughts and words, and in this realm too, fear of God will ultimately 

lead to the appointment of an angel who will keep a person's actions "adorned with 

righteousness".21 In this manner uprightness is achieved. 

It is clear that love for the imifm, which is "the basis and the substance of all good moral 

qualities (akhlifq-i nlk)"22 must clearly result in obedience to the imifm in matters of ethics 

and ethical behaviour. Although this is not explicitly stated as such, it is apparent that for 

'fiisi ethical behaviour according to the guidance of the imifms constitutes worship 

(Cibiidah).23 Evidence for this is provided in the examples 'fusi furnishes with respect to 

1ST 98, P 67; B 182, BP 67. (B) 
19T 101, P 70; B 185, BP 70. (KH) 
20J' 101-102, P 70; B 185, BP 70. (I, B) 
21T 102, P 70; B 185, BP 70. (B) 
22T 97-98, P 67; B 182, BP 67. (KH) 
23Such has already been noted in Tiisi's use of the tenn uprightness (istiqEmat) for worship 
(•ibiidah). See note 7 above. 
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Sajjiidiyya, attributed to the Prophet's great-grandson, the imifm cAn b. al-I;Iusayn b. CAli b. 

Abi Talib, better known as Zayn al-c.Abidin (d. ea. 713 CE). As an example of the manner 

in which friends and enemies are to be treated: 

God, bless Mul).ammad and his family. Grant me that I may guard myself 
against sin and stay clear of error in this world and in the Hereafter, whether 
content or angry, so that whenever either of these, or any other [emotion], 
rises up in me towards my enemies and my friends, I may be in the right 
position, acting obediently to You and seeking Your pleasure, in order that 
my enemy may feel secure from my injustice and wrong doing, and my 
friend may despair of my favour and the weakening of my association [with 
him].24 

Thinking, speaking and behaving righteously are considered religious acts by Tiisi, who 

calls upon Qur~anic verses to applaud human efforts towards righteousness. True thought 

(fikr-i 1J.aqq), veracious speech (qawl-i ~idq) and good deeds (amal-i khayr) "are the rungs 

by which ascension to the world of the Hereafter (micraj-i ciiJam-i iikhirat) is effected. 

[Such a person's] thought will be an intellect made from the command, and speech a soul 

made from the intellect, and deeds a body made from the soul."25 

Taking the notion that obedience to the imam constitutes a kind of worship a little further, it 

will be of interest to us to note Tilsi's discussion on self-surrender (taslim). This term, 

which may also be translated as submission, comes from the Arabic root s-1-m, to submit, 

to surrender, from which the word Islam (submission) originates. A Muslim, therefore, is 

one who submits or surrenders. In his discussion on the different forms of self-surrender, 

Tiisi offers the view that every element in the chain of being, from the Universal Intellect to 

human beings, who are the aim and the end of the chain, surrenders itself to that which is 

24T 100-101, P 69; B 184, BP 69. For the prayers penned by Zayn ai-cAbidin, see Imam 
Zayn ai-eAbidin cAii ibn al-l;lusayn, The Psalms of .Islam: Al-$a/;1Ifat al-K5milat al
Sajjadiyya, translated with an introduction and annotation by William C. Chittick (London: 
Muhammadi Trust, 1988) (distributed by Oxford UP). 
25T 102, P 70; B 185, BP 70. (KH) 
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above it in the chain. This is done in acknowledgement of the perfection it has gained, for 

in so doing, it places itself at the disposal of that which is above it in the chain of being. 

Thus the earth surrenders itself to the plant, which then spreads its roots into the earth and 

nourishes itself on the best nutrients that the earth has to offer. The plant, likewise, 

surrenders to the animal, who surrenders to humans, and so forth. The Universal Intellect, 

who is the most noble and perfect of all existents by virtue of its having come into existence 

from the word of God without any intermediary, also surrenders itself to the divine 

Command or Word (Amror Kalimah). 

Tiisi implies that this act of self-surrender enables the benefits of the emanation (ifiil)at) of 

the Kalimah to reach the Universal Intellect. This benefit consists in the granting to it of 

"eternal stability (sukiin sannadi), absolute perfection (kamiil-i muf]aq), and recognition in 

reality (macrifat bi-~aqiqat)."26 Elsewhere, Tiisi mentions that the Universal Intellect is 

enabled by the divine Word's assistance (ta 3yid) to conceive "the idea (ta~awwur) of all 

things (ashyii), both spiritual and material, to the utmost limits".27 It remains at rest (or 

passive) with respect to the Kalimah, from which it receives the latter's emanation (ifii<;lat), 

while it moves with respect to the Universal Soul, to whom it grants assistance (ta 3yld) so 

that the latter could govern and regulate of matter28 in its struggle to achieve perfection.29 

We must bear in mind that we may only logically separate the coming-into-existence of the 

Universal Intellect from its recognition of the divine creative Word that made its existence 

possible. This recognition is the basis for its self-surrender, despite its exalted position, to 

the divine creative Word, and it is this self-surrender that enables it to benefit from the 

emanation of the divine creative Word, which then ultimately results in the existence of 

human beings. However, within this primordial scene, so to speak, although we maintain a 

26T 111, P 77; B 191, BP 77. (KH) 
27T 8, P 9. (I) 
28T 18-19, P 17; B 160, BP 17. 
29T 21, P 19. 
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logical separation between the act of coming into existence and the reception of divine 

emanation (ifii9at), all of this occurs outside of time, or instantaneously. We may speak of 

logical priority but not of temporal priority. Temporal considerations only enter after the 

creation of the Nafs-i Kull and its subsequent action. Thus, when the Universal Soul 

surrenders itself to the Universal Intellect, it attains perfection.30 

'fiisi's intent is to show that the act of self-surrender (taslim) is a necessary prerequisite for 

the reception of that assistance (ta 3yfd) which will result in the attainment of perfection. 

Although there are elements within the chain of existence that must accept this assistance 

mechanically, as for example, when matter (miidda) accepts the forms (~uwiir) imposed 

upon it by the Universal Soul, with human beings, this self-surrender must of necessity not 

be imitation of others (taqlid).31 The term taqlfd comes from Muslim legal parlance 

meaning that no independent reasoning or effort (ijtihiid) should be expended in 

determining the legal status of an action. Rather, actions were to be understood as previous 

juriconsults had declared them to be. Tusi understands this term with the connotation of 

"blind following or imitation" and does not approve of its use. Rather, he insists that any 

act of self-surrender on the part of the human must be undertaken consciously, with an 

awareness that it implies, then, the placing of one's self at the disposal of another's authority 

and greater nobility. This conscious consideration (lit. perception, awareness: b~Irat) 

forms the basis of any act of self-surrender (taslfm). An act of submission that is not 

preceded by awareness will procure no advantages to the person, and neither knowledge 

(ciJm), nor righteous action ('amal), nor effort (jahd), nor reliance on God (tawakkul) will 

provide any benefits or produce any effects.32 Rather, all these actions (1Jarakiit, lit. 

3<Jr 110, P 77; B 191, BP 76. 
31T 111, P 77; B 191, BP 77. 
32T 111, P 77; B 191, BP 77. 
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movements) will only become steps along the path to hell. 33 The intellect must be party to 

these actions in order for them to have any benefit to the person. 

What does conscious consideration (ba~Irat) consist of! For Tfisi, this occurs in stages. 

First, "with the choice of one's own deficient self, a person becomes aware of [or gains 

information about] (wifqif shavad) a completer and perfector who may bring one to 

perfection". Second, when this awareness is effected, "one's ba~irat becomes complete. 

One knows that that one must offer submission to someone." Third, "when the commands 

and prohibitions of that perfector who bestows perfection reach him, in those cases where 

he is able to perceive them, he becomes one who consciously considers (mustab$ar), while 

wherever he is unable to perceive them, he becomes one who [simply] submits 

(muslim)."34 This passage is multi-layered in meaning. On the one hand, the prophet 

Mul)ammad is one such perfector through whom God completes and perfects religion. 

This is the first act of self-surrender, that is, when one becomes a Muslim. On the other 

hand, when a person is able to understand the commands and prohibitions encoded in the 

revelation according to the level of his or her preparedness, that person becomes one who is 

consciously considerate (mustab~ar). Here-from what we have seen earlier when he talks 

of the first and the second profession (of faith) in his discussion on the purpose for which 

humans have come into being35_Tusi clearly refers to the imifms (and by extension, their 

I;wjjats) as the completers and perfectors: 

That wise and perfect [thing] to which this ignorant and imperfect person 
should submit is the teaching of the teacher of the divinely guided summons 
(taclim-i mucallim-i dacwat-i hadiya), may God make it firm, whose 
knowledge and opinion (cilm wa ra~y) are bound together with the truth and 
the bearer of truth (l)aqq va mul)iqq), not [just] any wise or learned person 
who does not acknowledge the mul)iqq of the time ... _36 

33T 112, P 77; B 191, BP 77. 
34-f 112, P 78; B 192, BP 78. (KH) 
35T 92, P 64; B 178, BP 64. 
36T 110, P 76; B 190--191, BP 76. (B) 
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Tiisi suggests that without this instruction (tacJim), a person cannot "surpass the limits of 

wisdom and knowledge which he himself assumes to be wisdom and knowledge", 37 that 

is, knowledge attained through reflection unaided by revelation. Conscious self-surrender 

is therefore essential to the acceptance of this instruction (tacJim), the fruits of which are to 

move gradually from a perception of the realm of dissemblance to the perception of the 

realm of disclosure. As the person moves from a sensory to a spiritual to an intellectual 

mode of existence, accordingly, that person's perceptions and modes of self-surrender 

change. Persons given to sensory existence are controlled by the passions and their mode 

of self-surrender is artificial and insincere, motivated by self-interest. Spiritually inclined 

persons sometimes desire material things, and sometimes pay attention to matters pertaining 

to the hereafter (iikhirat) and their mode of self-surrender is freely chosen (ikhtiyifrf). Such 

people may initially protest at the command of their teacher to abandon the things of this 

world, but then they recognize that unless they act voluntarily, they will "be deprived from 

[their] goal in both worlds."38 Those who belong to an intellectual mode of existence will 

recognize things as they really are, that is, they are no strangers to the realm of disclosure, 

and their self-surrender is natural ({abiCf). Such a class of people are confmed to the flujjats 

of the imiim, and is not something for ordinary disciples. The flujjats' vision (n8?ar-i fl(:rat) 

of the light of the Imam is from the summit of divine assistance (ta~yid): it is precisely the 

assistance they have received from the Imam that enables them, in turn, to gaze upon his 

essence or light39 insofar as they are able to do so.40 

Is Tiisi's intention here to convince the ordinary Muslim to acknowledge the legitimacy of 

the imiimate through joining the ranks of the Isma:cm dacwah, that is, to assert a political 

37T 110, P 76; B 191, BP 76. (B) 
38T 114, P 79; B 193, BP 79. (B) 
39-f 114, P 79; B 193, BP 79. 
40r 137, P 93; B 208, BP 93: since the substance (dhiit) of the Jmifm is so effulgent that "the 
sacred souls and the illuminated intellects lack the power to look directly at the sun of this 
recognition." (B) 
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c and, in the eyes of the so-called "orthodox", a sectarian position? This may very well have 

been one of 'fusi's unstated aims. However, his emphasis on considered reflection (ba~irat) 

as a prerequisite to any act of self-surrender, combined with his insistence that therein lies 

the path to certified knowledge of reality seems to point to his sincere belief that human 

spiritual advancement lies in gaining access to the privileged teaching of the imiims and their 

}J.ujjats. He seems to indicate that the force of this teaching is to direct the activity of the 

human towards eschatological ends: self-surrender, when based on considered reflection 

(ba$irat) leads to the refinement of character, discussed above, and to struggle in the path of 

God (jahd), based on fear (taqwii) and reliance on Him (tawakku1).4l Further, from the 

examples 'fiisi offers of ta~wn,42 it is clear that the interpretation offered by the mu}J.iqq 

pertains to the understanding of the Qur~an, most radically perhaps in identifying the object 

and mode of worship. 

Thus, in his exposition of the ta 3wll offered regarding the object of worship, 'fiisi clarifies 

what the correct understanding of God should be, a matter we have already addressed 

earlier. As an example of how much of the material of ta~wil deals with matters of worship 

and how this is to be understood, we can briefly turn to his explanations of the 

congregational prayer, thenamiiz: 

The aim of prayer (namiiz) is to weaken the power of anger (quwwat-i 
ghafj.abi), in the following way. At first, man's soul is in a state of 
potentiality, veiled by the shadow of the senses from its particular function 
(ficJ-i khii$$-i khwish) and dominated by the self-aggrandisment, 
rebelliousness, pride and injustice which appear therein. But if he 
assiduously spends his time in namaz, five times each day and night, 
fulfilling the requirements of bending (rukiic) and prostration (sujiid), and 
lowering the face of modesty to the dust of humility, [his soul will develop] 
a form of modesty and humility which will be the beginning of preparedness 
for awe and fear of God and will lead to: "Fear God, and be with the 
sincere" (Qur:~an 9:19). 

/{""' 
'--' 41T 112, P 77; B 191, BP 77. 

42T 156ff, P 106ff; B 219ff. 

204 



Bending (rukii) is equal to a half of the prostration (sujiid); similar to 
voluntary submission to His Exalted Command. And of two prostrations 
one ... is submission to the indications of His physical and verbal Creation, 
... and the other is ... to the proofs of his Word and Command .... 43 

H the above citation gives an example of ta ~wn the reader will be aware that each statement 

merits and receives further interpretation. Thus ta'wil functions as layered meaning, each 

layer opening up and pointing to further layers as the disciple understands and asks 

questions that will reveal the receptivity to yet another layer of meaning. Thus, although 

Tusi does not explicitly mention worship or 'ibadah in this connection, it is clear that for 

him the act of formal worship is meaningless unless it is accompanied by considered 

reflection at every stage. The very act of reflecting and learning through instruction (tacJim) 

is a kind of worship, and finds expression both in the refinement of character and in self

surrender. 

The term 'ibadah, worship, is mentioned in two contexts that may be worthy of 

investigation. In his discussion of prophethood and imamate, 'fiisi mentions that the 

messenger-prophet (rasiil) brings a new sharfcah or law. The purpose of enforcing the 

principles and laws contained within this revelation (tanzfl) was to prepare people to accept 

perfection, by enabling their progress "from [righteous] activity to matters of knowledge, 

and from matters of knowledge to matters of the intellect (az cjJmiyyat bar caqliyyat). "44 

Prayer, of course, is one of the duties enjoined in the revelation. Further, it is the special 

duty of the prophet to preach religious actions connected with the body, and prayer is 

stipulated for specific times.45 During the period of the resurrection, Qiyamah (when the 

rule of the Imams prevails), however, preaching is related to matters regarding God and 

that which is godly, and all times are stipulated for prayer. This is known as the period of 

43T 162-163, P 110-111; B 223, BP 110-111. (B) 
~ 117, P 80; B 195, BP 80. (B) 
45T 116, P 80; B 194, BP 80. (KH) 
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unveiling (dawr-i kashf).46 Clearly, the purpose is not to cancel worship, but no longer to 

restrict it to the specified times of formal prayer. 

If prayer--and by extension, worship-is not to be conducted at specific times, then when, 

and how, is it to be conducted? In the same discussion, by the lmifm's order, "the 

illuminations ( anwifr) of the Command of Primary Origination ( amr-i ibdifCJ) in the form of 

gnosis (maezifah), love, obedience and the real worship of the elite, shine (mimoad) upon 

[those] souls which are prepared for the perfection of the Command (musmcidd-i kamlil-i 

amr)."47 That is, the imifms enlighten those followers who are capable of attaining the 

perfection that comes with the divine volition, that is, those who, as explained elsewhere, 

live in the world of intelligibles (macqiilift or caqliyyift), that is, the l;lujjats. These followers 

are enlightened with the recognition, love, obedience and worship that is characteristic of 

the distinguished (khif$$). Through the imifms, who have thus enlightened them, the l;lujjats 

will become capable of seeing realities even in the realm of dissemblance. Since it is the 

imifm who is responsible for their recognition, love, obedience and worship, it is he too 

who is responsible for their ability to see the realm of disclosure even when existing within 

the realm of dissemblance, which is what is presented to them through the senses, intuition 

and imagination. However, they now have the ability to engage in ta 3wll, that is, to reveal 

the real import of things that are bound within the realm of the senses, intuition and 

imagination. Their ability to engage in ta 3wll is, of course, sourced back to the imifm; 

however, as his l;lujjats, they are now capable of transmitting these interpretations to those 

who fall under them in the chain of existence, that is, to the difCJs and their pupils, the 

initiates into the dacwah. 

Thus, we understand Tiisi to indicate here that engaging in m3wll constitutes in itself a kind 

a worship, the worship of the true chosen ones (cibifdat-i khif$$-i l;laqiqi). This form of 

461bid. 
47T 117, P 80; B 195, BP 80. (B) 
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worship is accompanied by recognition (macrifah) and love of, and obedience to, the imam. 

This notion is supported by Ti.isi's all too opaque explanation of Abraham's worship or 

cibiidah: cibiidah here constitutes the assertion (iqriir, establishment) of the divinity of God 

and the act of devoting one's life in both worlds (the mundane and the world of the 

hereafter) to him, who is both the manifest (?iihir) and the hidden (biipn).48 

In sum, then, we see that for Ti.isi, salvation, that is, the ability to perceive the realm of 

disclosure, is predicated on knowledge acquired through tacJfm, the refmement of character 

(akhliiq) and self-surrender (taslim). Upon examining each of these, we find that therein 

are contained elements of knowledge, action (camal) and worship (cibiidah), although action 

and worship are themselves premised on correct knowledge, that can be acquired only 

through tacJfm (instruction). From the reception of tacJim, with the accompaniment of 

ethical behaviour and self-surrender, the initiate may reach that point at which the divine 

guides the seeker to itself. We have seen that the figure of the .Qujjah exemplifies this, since 

the .Qujjah is both assisted by, that is, receives the ta:Jyid of the imam, and in turn assists 

others, through ta~wil, or enlightened interpretation. Tiisi, however, alludes to notion that 

the world of intelligibles inhabited by the .Qujjat is by no means the final stage. For 

although here the "observer sees all dissemblances (mushiibahiit) as distinctions 

(mubiiyaniitt there are, nonetheless, "endless other stages"49 of which he does not speak. 

48T 133-134, P 91; B 205, BP 91. 
49-r 113, p 78. 
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SECTION m 

CHAPTER 1 

Visiftidvaita: Riminuja's Conception of God, the Supreme Person 

For Tiisi, the understanding of God as a Person can be arrived at only after it is clearly 

understood that God is far above anything that can be said of Him. For Ramanuja the 

opposite holds true: that God who is incognizant! can only be understood within the 

context of the true understanding of God as Supreme Person. In this section we will 

explore Ramanuja's conception of Brahman2 and the latter's relation with the world. This 

will enable us to pinpoint the ontological position of the avatifra, both with respect to 

Brahman and the world. 

The Pribhiikara Mimllpsii View of the Authority of Scripture 

In keeping with the tradition of Indian philosophy, we must frrst identify the pramiil)as, or 

valid means of knowledge accepted by Ramiinuja. Any investigation of reality must be 

preceded by a clear identification of the parameters of what is accessible to human 

knowledge. Further, the means by which knowledge of reality may be gained must be 

specified. The first thinkers to draw these parameters, which have been subsequently 

accepted as fundamental to all later Hindu da.rSanas, or schools, were those who adhered to 

Mimrupsa, a term that means "systematic investigation."3 The Mimrupsaka school 

comprises two streams: one that upholds the authority and teaching of the earlier portions of 

1 Gitiibha$ya, Proem by Ramanuja, in A. Govindacha:rya, trans., Sri Bhagavad Gitif with Sri 
RiJmanujacharya's ViSi$tadvaita.-Commentary (Madras: Vaijayanti Press, 1898), 8. 
2Because Ramanuja conceives of Brahman as the Supreme Person, Brahman is referred to by 
the personal pronoun "He" rather than "It". I have retained the use of the capital letter in 
Brahman, but have used lower case "h" when referring to Brahman as "he, him" and so forth, 
except in rare cases where the use of the pronoun may be ambiguous. 
3M. Hiriyanna, The Essentials of Indian Philosophy (London: George Alien & Unwin, 
1956 [1949]), 129. 
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the V eda, especially the Brahmat;tas,4 and the other that stresses the later portions of the 

Veda, the Upani~ads. The first is, accordingly, termed Piirva-Mimrupsa (the "Prior" 

Mimrupsa), or simply Mimrupsa, and is thought to have originated in the BrahmaJ)a period, 

while the latter is known as the Uttara-Mimrupsa (the "Posterior" Mimrupsa). Piirva

Mimrupsa split into two schools soon after the seventh century (CE) as a result of the 

differing commentaries of Kumarila Bhatta and Prabhak:ara on the commentary of Sahara 

Svamin (circa 400 CE), itself a commentary on the primary source of Mimatpsaka doctrine, 

the Sutra of Jaimini (ea 300-200 BCE). 

The primary interest of all Mimrupsakas lay in outlining the principles governing the proper 

enactment of rituals through which fruits (phala) such as prosperity or heaven could be 

attained, or specific evils avoided. The correct enactment of the rite and its results could not 

be established by humanly originated prama{las, which perforce relied on sense-perception 

and inference to establish the object of desire. Mimarpsa therefore, identified sacred, 

revealed knowledge, known as sabda or verbal testimony, as the source of valid knowledge 

about things that are outside the purview of sense-perception and inference. Such an 

identification rested on the assumption that sabda was not human in origin, but supra

human or, as van Buitenen suggests, "preterhuman" (apauru$eya) and, as a result, 

authoritative. That is, the very language employed in scripture must be of non-human 

origin. Language and its significative power arose not from human convention or, indeed, 

from any process that involved human agency. Rather, the meaning contained within 

words was established eternally outside of human agency, and language, in its entirety, was 

given to humans at the beginning of creation or, more precisely, manifestation. 

One of the differences between the two schools of the Piirva-Mimarpsa lay in the differing 

emphasis laid upon the meaning or purport of scripture. The Prabhak:ara school held that 

'-"' 4lliriyanna identifies these texts as "the repositories of [the] utterances" or considered 
opinions of brahmaoas or priests of recognized authority. See ibid., 14, 129. 
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the entire purport of the scripture lay in the injunction (vidhi or codanif). That is, the 

primary function of the Vedas-known as the karmakifp{la-was to enjoin the believer to 

perform an act (kiirya). The notion that scriptural injunction was the central element upon 

which the arthavifda5 and the mantra.s depend-which detail the injunctions and provide the 

formulae to be used in the rite, respectively-led the Praohakaras to view the jiiifnakifp{la, 

that is, the Vedanta-the AraJ}yak:as and the Upani~ads-as relevant only insofar as it was 

injunctive. The Bhana school argued that the V edanta, which focusses not on acts or ritual 

performance but on imparting knowledge, is relevant in establishing the eternity of the soul, 

upon which the validity of Vedic injunctions lay. Thus, the jiiifnakifp{la was to be viewed 

as playing an accessory role to the injunctions outlined in the karmakifl)t;la, that is, it is to 

function as arthavifda, explanations for the injunctions. The Prabhakara school also held 

that Vedanta is relevant insofar as it enjoins action (kiirya); however, since the Supreme 

Being is not a kiirya, an action to be enjoined, the Vedanta must be seen as providing the 

injunction to meditate upon or know Brahman (dhyiinaniyogavifda). Further, the Vedanta 

is relevant also in light of the injunction that "one is to render Brahman-which because of 

beginningless ignorance, is conceived as phenomenal-devoid of phenomenality, without 

second and essentially knowledge" ( ni$prapaiicikarapaniyogavifda). 6 

Ramanuja agreed with the broad parameters of this view insofar as accepting that sabda was 

authoritative, eternal and of preterhuman origin and, as such, non-contradictory in its 

5The Mimii:qlsa divided the Veda into two parts, "one of which (vidhi) refers to supra
mundane affairs and has to be understood literally, and the other (artha-vada) which, 
roughly speaking, relates to matters of ordinary experience." See Hiriyanna, ibid., 139. 
van Buitenen reports that Ramanuja's classification of the §ruti comprised three categories: 
vidhi or codana, injunction, comprising ni$edha, prohibition; arthaviida or portions that 
explain, describe or add to the injunctions; and V edic mantras that are used in the rite. van 
Buitenen adds in his note that the Mlmarpsakas "often make ni$edha into a separate category 
and add namadheya "proper name". See J.A.B. van Buitenen (ed.), Ra:manuja's 
Vedarthasarpgraha (Pune: Deccan College Postgraduate and Research Institute, 1956), 
Introduction, 51, also n. 145. This work gives the Sanskrit text with an English translation 
with notes, and a useful introduction. 
6van Buitenen, ibid., 53; see also 50-56. 
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primary meaning. However, he did not perceive the purport of sabda to be limited to 

injunctions or prohibitions to act. Rather, he viewed sabda as furnishing knowledge of 

Brahman, the highest object of human pursuit. In fact, the injunction to act or not to act was 

not the primary purpose or utility of scripture, or indeed, of any other means of knowledge, 

viz. sense-perception or inference. For Ramanuja, the knowledge that was to be gained 

through any of the three pramiipas or means of knowledge determined the purpose, not that 

the purpose determined the operation of the means of knowledge. If a scriptural passage 

did not directly contain an injunction or prohibition to act, then that did not therefore, mean 

that it had no utility, for, in the case of the jiiiinaldiQ{ia, the utility lay in the denotative power 

of the words to impart knowledge of "the Brahman who is the cause of the creation, 

preservation and destruction of all the worlds, who is hostile to all that is evil, and who is 

an ocean of innumerable noble qualities, and has the nature of unsurpassed bliss"} 

Ramanuja's quarrel with the Mimarpsak:a view was not with the notion that scripture is 

injunctive. All ritual is propitiatory, ultimately, of Brahman. Indeed, since Brahman is the 

final goal of human pursuit, it is imperative to serve him. As van Buitenen reminds us, "to 

know Brahman ... that is to ascend to knowing the personal God through constant loving 

adoration, is the fmal stage of one road to perfection, leading from the conscientious 

performance of ritual acts to the self-recognition of the individual soul and from there to the 

love-attainment of the Supreme God, whom to serve is the soul's sole purpose and 

essence. "8 Hence all scripture enjoins serving him, and in this respect, all scripture is 

injunctive.9 Ramanuja's quarrel is not with whether or not scripture is injunctive but with 

7 Snbh8$ya, 4.4 in M. Rangacharya and M.B. Vardaraja Aiyangar, trans., The Vedantasiitras 
with the Slfbhif$ya of Rifmanujacifrya, v. 1 (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal. 1988 [first 
published 1899]), 216-217. 
8van Buitenen, Vedllrthasarpgraha, 53. 

- 9van Buitenen points out that the possibility Ramanuja offers of construing the jnanakllT){Ia 
'-"' as injunctive appears to be "peculiar to the Vedllrthasarpgraha and has been abandoned in 

the Snbh8$ya." See van Buitenen, Intro., 55. 
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the notion that only vidhi or scriptural injunction is significative. In other words, because 

arthavada is not injunctive, it is therefore, not significative in the Prabhak:ara view. That is: 

As we cannot understand what is the power of signification of language 
unless by the purposeful action taken upon it, and as this purposeful action 
has its origin in a purposive idea of a thing to do, it follows that the V eda 
can only bear upon things to do, and language can be no source of 
knowledge about a thing that is completed. to 

As van Buitenen points out, what this summary of the Prabhak:ara view means is that 

scripture does not provide "significant information about Brahman" since "Brahman is by 

defmition and of necessity a perfectly complete entity which is in no state of becoming itself 

by outside action taken upon it ... ",11 According to the Prabhakara view, if a scriptural 

verse says that a person must perform a certain sacrifice in order to attain heaven, then 

through the performance of the sacrifice that person will attain heaven. Any description of 

heaven that might follow the scriptural injunction to perform the sacrifice is seen as 

subsidiary to the injunction, according to the Prabhakara view. Ramanuja argues that such 

is not the case, for knowledge of the reward of the action is what impels the person to 

undertake the effort required to achieve that reward. As such, then, scriptural language 

does have denotative power about things other than the injunctive act itself. Since we 

cannot have knowledge of heaven from a source other than scripture, it follows that 

scriptural descriptions such as those found in the arthaviidas may not always necessitate an 

action. Rather, they give information about things that are established by the particular 

pramii.pa of sabda, as for example, that the fruit or reward of any prescribed action is a 

praiseworthy goal. Further, the arthaviidas give rise to the knowledge that those things 

known through the mantras and the arthaviidas do in fact exist.12 Even if one were to 

concede that the Vedanta-or jfliinakii.p(la--calls for action, that is not its sole purpose, for 

10J'his is Ramanuja's summary of the Praohakara view, translated by van Buitenen, 
V ediflthasarpgraha, 267. 
11 Vediflthasarpgraha, in van Buitenen, 267, n. 609. 
12see Ramanuja's discussion of this in Vediflthasarpgraha, ibid., 267 ff. 
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the V edanta provides information about the final goal of human pursuit, Brahman, that is 

equally relevant in its own right. Further, according to Ramanuja, the knowledge imparted 

by the V edanta calls into question the Mimarpsaka view that the karmakif{19a or earlier 

portions of the Veda are privileged texts because they specify the ritual action to be 

performed in order to gain specific results. Anyone studying the Vedanta would know that 

"the sovereign Lord, the venerable Narayat}a, grants any desired result when He is 

propitiated with any ritual act" .13 

The issue here regards the authority of the scripture. The Mimarpsa emphasized the earlier 

portions of the Veda, including the Brahmat}as as being significative because they were 

injunctive. The later portions of the Veda, the Vedanta, were considered by the Bhaga 

school as subordinate to the earlier portions, while the Prabhakara school considered the 

Vedanta relevant only insofar as they were injunctive. Because Ramanuja held that both 

portions of the V eda were authoritative, it was important to him to argue that all of the V eda 

was significative. Ramanuja's purpose in addressing the Prabhakara view was twofold: 

first, he wanted to establish that all scripture is a valid means of knowledge, not simply the 

portion of scripture that is injunctive in nature. That is, (i) both the piirvabhaga-the 

V eda-and the uttarabhaga-the Vedanta--must be viewed as forming one continuous 

scripture and as non-contradictory; and (ii) that their relevance was not restricted purely to 

the enjoining of action. Second, he wanted to establish that the value of scripture as a 

pramava lies not only in imparting knowledge with regard to injunctions, but also with 

respect to establishing the real existence of things that cannot be known by the other two 

pramfu)as, viz., pratyak$a (sense-perception) and anumana (inference). Since the origin of 

scripture is preterhuman (apauru$eya), and based upon scripture itself, Ramanuja argued 

that the significative power of scriptural-and all other--language lies in establishing 

Brahman as real and existent, something that cannot be established by any other pramava: 

Bvedarthasarpgraha #124, in van Buitenen, 277. 
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And these V edas, in the form of vidhi~ arthavifda and mantra, denote the 
proper form of NarayaQ.a, who is the Supreme Brahman, and the manner in 
which He is to be propitiated, and finally the particular results that follow 
when He is propitiated. The entire body of language called Veda, which 
gives rise to the knowledge of the Supreme Person, of His proper form, of 
the propitiation of Him, and of the fruit thereof, is eternal.14 

Having established that all sruti is a valid pramih)a, whose purport is to give information 

about Brahman, the supreme being, the stage is now set for Ramanuja to proceed one step 

further. This lies in his careful construction of the argument that all language denotes 

Brahman as the ultimate referent of all words and sentences. The manner in which he does 

this is to examine how things acquire the character of being things (vastu). This reveals that 

things become things in the process of manifestation. A more detailed discussion of 

creation will follow under in the sub-section dealing with Brahman as Creator. In brief, 

Ramanuja's view is that Brahman willed, of his own accord, that he be modified by the 

many. He therefore, divided pralqti (matter) in its subtle (Siik$ma) state from puru$a (spirit, 

or the totality of experiencing entities IS), which were both dissolved in himself.16 He then 

created the primaeval elements out of pralqti, and introduced the experiencing entities into 

these elements as their souls. He created the entire universe out of these elements controlled 

by the souls, "and then of His own accord enters into them as their immanent soul and 

exists on as the Supreme Spirit whose body is formed by all, and is thus modified by the 

many."17 Drawing upon the authority of the scriptural verse Chiindogya Upani~ad6.3.2, in 

which the entrance of Brahman into the individual self is made before the evolution of 

14Jbid., #139, 294. 
15Jbid., #140, 296. 
16svasarpkalpanuvidhayisvariipasthiti; ibid., #140, 169. 
17Jbid., #140, 295-296. The problem raised by such a formulation, originating in 
Chandogya Upani$8d 6.2.3 is that it implies a time when Brahman has not yet entered into 
the individual souls. At the same time, Brahman is considered to be the eternal supporter 
(adhara) of his body, that is, of the universe, comprised of matter and souls in conjunction. 
If the body of Brahman-the universe-is in an ap[thaksiddhi (incapable of being realized 
apart from him [Lipner, 124]) relationship with Brahman, then does not the notion of there 
being a time when Brahman has not yet entered into the individual souls alter this 
relationship? Chandogya Upani$8d 6.3.2 has a somewhat different version, suggesting that 
Brahman enters into the individual self before name and form come into being. 
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differentiation into name and form: "Entering in along with this individual self which [also] 

is the same as Myself, I evolve the differentiations of name and form", Rlimanuja makes the 

argument that "all things acquire the character of being things, and of being expressible by 

means of words, only by reason of their having been entered into by the individual selves 

which [in their turn] have the Brahman for their Self."18 This being the case, then, it must 

be noted that all words denoting material embodiments include in their meaning that which 

they embody, that is, that of which they are a mode. Words such as ox, horse, man, for 

example, denote particular genera and are the modes of particular masses of matter. At the 

same time, any such mass of matter forms the body of an intelligent individual soul, and, 

therefore, forms that soul's mode of existence.l9 Hence, the words ox, horse, man-

words denoting material embodiments-are not only modes of particular masses of matter, 

but are also modes of the intelligent soul that has that particular mass of matter as its 

embodiment. However, the intelligent soul is itself the mode of the Highest Self. 

Therefore, the words ox, horse, man must finally include in their import the Highest Self 

himself.20 

Hence, it is concluded that the whole totality of beings which is made up of 
the intelligent and non-intelligent things is identical with the Brahman, only 
because of the relation of the body and the soul [existing between them]. 
Hence, all that is different from the Brahman becomes an entity only through 
constituting His body; and accordingly, the word also which denotes that 
[entity or thing] imports its [full] meaning only when it includes that 
[Brahman].21 

In his Sribhlf$ya,22 Ramanuja takes exception to two other Prabhakara Mimiitpsaka views 

favoured by the Advaitin thinker Saiik:ara. These are the ni$prapa.ficik:araiJaniyogavlfda 

view that the jiianakifJJ{la enjoins the establishment of Brahman devoid of phenomenality, 

18Snbhif$ya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 165. 
l91bid., 288. 
20Jbid. 
21Ibid., 165. 
22Jbid., 219 ff. 
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and the related dhyiinaniyogaviida view that the jiiiinakal;l{la enjoins meditation on such a 

Brahman. Ramanuja understands the first view to mean "that the Brahman should be 

realised as pure and simple experience which is devoid of the distinction of the knower and 

the known"23 while the second view is understood by its proponent to indicate that 

"freedom results wholly from the knowledge derived from scriptural passages, but not from 

any commandment". 24 The flrst view suggests that all distinctions are based on ignorance 

alone, and, therefore, when removal of the obstruction to that fmal release "is accomplished 

by means of the knowledge of the syntactical meaning of scriptural sentences", then "flnal 

release follows immediately after the knowledge [of Brahman], and [so] (scriptural 

statements) oppose the interposition of any injunction [bearing upon meditation]."25 That 

is, when all distinctions are removed, then the knower and the known are identical, and 

hence, there is no need for attributes or other differentiation. Not so, argues Ramanuja, for 

the purpose of the syntactical meaning of scripture is to declare that "that Brahman-who is 

the only cause of all the worlds, who is devoid of even the smallest taint of all that is evil, 

who is the abode of innumerable auspicious qualities, such as omniscience, the quality of 

willing the truth, etc., and who is bliss unsurpassed in excellence, is really existent. "26 That 

is, Ramanuja calls into question the view of the ni~prapaiicikaral)aniyogaviidin that the 

jiiiinakiil){la enjoins the establishment of Brahman devoid of phenomenality. Rather, the 

jiiiinakiil)(ja must be understood as imparting real knowledge of its ultimate referent, that is, 

Brahman. Moreover, the information gleaned of Brahman from the scripture indicates that 

Brahman is not without attributes; indeed, he is the host of all auspicious attributes. Related 

to this, Ramanuja also refutes the dhyiinaniyogaviidin 's view that scripture enjoins 

meditation, but does not establish Brahman, again based on the notion that jiiiinakiil)l}a is 

relevant only insofar as it is injunctive, not signiflcative in that it establishes something. To 

23Ibid, 219. 
24Ibid, 225. 
25Ibid, 228. 
26Ibid., 249. 
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this Ramanuja replies that "If, in the case of the Upanishadic passages also, it be determined 

that they do not denote the real existence of the Brahamn, then, although they give rise to 

the [conceptual] knowledge of the Brahman, there would be [to those passages] no finality 

in utility. "27 In other words, the dhyifnaniyogavifdin's insistence that the primary purport of 

the jiiifnaklil)(la lies in the injunction to meditate leads Ramanuja to question the value of this 

meditation and its consequent knowledge if it is not related to that which is its object, that is, 

Brahman. Ramanuja argues that in addition to its injunctive value, and in many instances, 

even when there is no injunctive value, scripture must be viewed as a means of knowledge 

that terminates referentially in Brahman and provides valuable information about him. In 

sum, then, if the jiiifnaklil)(la is viewed as relevant only because of its injunctive value, then 

this is not so, because it must also be recognized as establishing that which cannot be 

established by any other pramlil)a. If the jiiifnaklil)(la is to be viewed as relevant only 

because it exhorts knowing Brahman in order to remove the ignorance that leads to viewing 

Brahman as a phenomenal entity, then this too is not correct, because the very nature of 

scriptural language attests to the establishment of a Brahman who is characterized by 

attributes. In either case, the stress on the injunctive purport of scripture does not do justice 

to the totality of scripture, which is both informative or significative, and injunctive. van 

Buitenen points out that while Ramanuja in his Vediiithasarpgraha-an early work which 

establishes him as a mature and serious thinker-is still willing to concede the injunctive 

significance of the jiiifnakiil)(/a, in his major work, the STlbhif$ya, he is no longer willing to 

give the injunctive significance much importance. 28 

The Valid Means to Knowledge, or the Pramif{las 

The three sources or means of knowledge commonly accepted by schools of Indian 

philosophy are pratyak$a (perception), anumifna (inference) and sabda (verbal testimony). 

27Ibid., 249. 
28van Buitenen, Vediirthasarpgraha, Introduction, 56. 
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Ramanuja assesses the pramiipas by asking implicitly how things can be known. 

According to him, no thing can be the object of knowledge unless it has attributes,29 and 

such attributes fall into two categories: those that are additional to the essence of a thing, 

and those that are in invariable accompaniment of that thing (ap[thaksiddhi or p[thak

siddhy-anarha, that is, 'incapable of being realised apart from'30). An example of the first 

would be, "The man with the staff', where the staff is not essential to our understanding of 

the man and is something additional to the man. The staff itself has substantive existence

as wood-apart from the man, but is still a mode of the man in that it has no purposive 

existence independent of the staff-bearer.31 The second is illustrated in, "The fragrance of 

the jasmine", in which the fragrance of the jasmine flower is not something that can be 

found apart from the jasmine itself, although it is distinguishable from it. It is with respect 

to the latter category of distinguishing-and distinguishable-attributes (vi.Se$ana) that 

Ramanuja states that no thing can be known unless it has attributes, indicating, for one, that 

the pramiipas are prescribed in that manner, and for another, that were a thing to have no 

distinguishing attributes, then a person would be equally satisfied with a horse if he were 

looking for a cow. There cannot be, according to Ramanuja, any thing that is devoid of 

attributes (nirvi.Se$a): 

Those, who maintain the view that there is a thing which is devoid of 
attributes, cannot say what criterion there is to prove that thing which is so 
devoid of attributes; because, all the criteria of truth [that form the means of 
logical proof] deal [only] with such objects as possess attributes. And the 
convention that obtains in their own school that it [viz., the thing devoid of 
attributes] is established by one's own experience, is counteracted by the fact 
of such experience having [nevertheless] the qualification of being 
witnessed by the Atman [or the self]; because, all experience relates to 

29Vediirthasarpgraha #30, in van Buitenen, 202-203. Also # 29, 202: "When there is one 
differentiation denoted by a word for that entity of pure knowledge, that dfferentiation 
must be a distinguishing feature of Brahman." See also n. 141 and 142. For a summary of 
pramH{las, see M. Yamunacharya, Ramanuja's Teachings in His Own Words (Bombay: 
Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1970), Chapter 1. 
30Julius Lipner, The Face of Truth (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986), 
124. 
311bid., 126. 
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objects which are qualified by some attribute or other, as for instance in the 
specific cognition, 'I saw this'.32 

Pratyak~a, or perception, is dependent on the external and internal senses.33 However, it, 

too, cannot know anything that is devoid of attributes. Although we may differentiate 

between indeterminate (nirvikalpaka) and determinate (savikalpaka) perception, we must 

remain clear that this does not mean that perception may prove [the existence of] that thing 

which is without attributes. Indeterminate perception simply means that it is "the frrst 

outline-perception in relation to things which are of the same kind; and it is said that the 

second and the following outline-perceptions are definite (perceptions)".34 In contrast to the 

view of the Naiyayikas,35 according to whom indeterminate perception is the knowledge 

that there is something, without any knowledge of its specific attributes, Ramanuja holds 

that indeterminate perception is simply the first perception of the first object in its class and 

not the perception of that which is devoid of all attributes. 36 Further, pratyak~a is not 

capable of investigating the nature of Brahman, since the supreme self is beyond the reach 

of the senses, according to Kathopani~ad II.6.9: "His form is not to be seen, no one 

beholds Him with the eye. "37 All forms of perception, whether external, internal or yogic, 

are dependent on things perceived by the external senses, and, therefore, perception cannot 

produce "the knowledge which relates to that particular Person who is capable of directly 

32Sribhii$ya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 41. See also Lipner, The Face of Truth, 
Chapter Two: Predication and Meaning, and n. 4, 152-153, where he cites Ramanuja as 
stating that language is incapable of making known a non-differentiated thing (nirvi§e$8-
vastu). 
33van Buitenen, 223, n. 247. 
34Sribhii$ya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 42-43. 
35see van Buitenen, 203, n. 146. These are: the five sensorial senses (buddhlndriya), the 
five motorial senses (karmendriya) and the mind (manas, "the co-ordinating organ of 
sensorial impressions"). 
36Sribhii$ya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 43. 
37cited in Yamunacharya, Ramanuja's Teachings, 60. I have not been able to locate this 
citation in the Sribhfi$ya. Ramanuja simply says: "The Brahman is altogether beyond the 

.~ senses, and so does not form the object of any means of proof, such as preception (sic) etc., 
'-"" and the Sastra alone forms the means to prove Him." Sribhii$ya 1.1.3, in Rangacharya and 

Aiyangar, 202. 
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c perceiving all things, and is (also) capable of bringing them into existence" ,38 for "Brahman 

is altogether beyond the senses. "39 

Anumifna, or inference, is similarly not considered to be a valid means for giving rise to 

knowledge of Brahman. This is so because inference, if deductive, depends on sense-based 

information supplied by pratyak~a or perception for its operations. If inductive, it cannot 

give rise to a generalization that "is invariably associated with that particular Person who is 

capable of directly perceiving all things and of actually bringing those (things) into 

existence. "40 It may be argued that the idea of the producing agent may be invariably 

associated with the effect, that is, one may posit the creator from his creation. However, 

there are many attributes applicable to the creator that cannot be proved to exist in the 

creator because they do not directly form the cause of producing the effect. Thus, inference 

depends on what we perceive and is limited by having to conform to what we actually see. 

Hence, it is clear that the supreme beipg, who is beyond sense-perception, cannot be 

adequately inferred by the processes of inference, which must necessarily depend on what 

is already known in order to operate. Therefore, the supreme being can only be proved by 

the pramlii)a of §abda, that is, the siistrns, or scripture.41 

The following points regarding Ramanuja's understanding of §abda as a pramlii)a have 

been discussed above in our exposition of his treatment of Mimarpsaka views: that sabda is 

preterhuman (apauru$eya); it establishes things, including Brahman, that cannot be known 

by any other pramiipa; its language is eternal and it forms the basis of human language. 

Ramanuja also uses scripture to establish that all words have their ultimate referent in 

Brahman, the Supreme Being, due to the modal relationship between things and the 

38sribha$ya 1.1.3, 202-203. 
391bid, 202. 
4~id, 203. 
4llbid, 203-215. 
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Supreme Self. What follow, then, are some additional remarks concerning Ramanuja's 

view of scripture. 

Sabda-pra.mii{Ja refers to the two kinds of scripture, sruti or revealed scripture, and smrti 

or remembered scripture. The former comprises the V edas and their subsiduaries, such as 

the Brahmanas and the Upani~ads, and is considered authoritative scripture. Ramanuja, 

however, attempts to create an authoritative space for sm(ti., traditionally not included within 

the purview of authoritative scriptural texts. There were likely two reasons for his stance: 

firstly, as a V ai~Q.ava, texts such as the Vi$QU Pura{ta were crucial to his sectarian 

affiliation. Secondly, the popular appeal of a text such as the Bhagavad Gitli made it 

imperative for a systematic philosopher/theologian such as himself to include it in order to 

make his sarppradaya or school of teaching relevant to his following. Indeed, Ramanuja 

wrote four commentaries, three on the Vedantasiitras-the Snohif$ya, which is his magnum 

opus, and the Vedantasifra and Vedantadipa, which are abridgements of the first. His 

fourth commentary was on the Bhagavad Gftii, thus drawing attention to its importance as a 

scriptural text, although strictly speaking it belongs to the classification of smrti literature. 

It will not escape notice that the renowned Sailkara also wrote a Gitiibhif$ya, indicating that 

Ramanuja was not alone in his attempt to give authoritative status in learned circles to the 

popular sm(ti. text Ramanuja elucidates the importance of smrti texts in the following 

manner: "Since the Vedas are endless and difficult to understand, the great ~is have been 

ordered by the Supreme Person to transmit the sense of the V eda in every age in order to 

help all the worlds, and they have composed the dhannasiistras, epics and purii{Jas which 

are founded on vidhi, arthavada and m antra. "42 That is, the smrti texts are authoritative 

insofar as (i) they do not contradict sruti, and (ii) they corroborate it.43 The Bhagavad Gftli 

42Vedifrthasa.rpgraba #139, in van Buitenen, 294. 
43van Buitenen, Introduction, 33. While Jaimimi ruled that smrti was to be disregarded 
wherever it contradicted Aruti, Ramanuja added that smrti played the role of corroborating 
the S.ruti for those "whose knowledge of scriptural revelation falls short" insofar as smrti did 
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is one such text, found in the larger heroic epic, the Mahiibhiirata. Sabda-which includes 

both §ruti and smrti qualified as above--refers to that veridical knowledge of Brahman 

revealed to seers or [$iS who are well-developed in their intuitive powers. According to 

Ramanuja in his commentary on Vedantasutra 11.4, "tattu samanvayift",44 the purpose of 

scripture is as follows: 

The word samanvaya means the proper purport, that is, such a purport as 
constitutes an object of human pursuit. The meaning is that, owing to the 
fact that the Brahman, who is the highest object of human pursuit, and 
whose very nature is unsurpassed bliss, forms the purport [of the scriptures] 
by constituting the thing that is to be denoted [by them],-that, namely, the 
fact that the scripture forms the means of proving [the Brahman] is 
undoubtedly established.45 

That is to say, scripture terminates "referentially in Brahman, the very ground of being" .46 

Further, 

In cases where, on account of the association of a small modicum of that 
quality, other things than He are meant (by the word Brahman), it must be 
used in a secondary sense; because it is improper to postulate a variety of 
meanings (for it), as (it is improper) in the case also of the word Bhagavat. 
For the sake of attaining immortality. (sic-no period required) He alone has 
to be desired and to be known by (all) those who are afflicted with the three 
miseries. Hence, the Lord of All is· indeed the Brahman who forms the 
object of (our present) enquiry. 47 

not contradict sruti in its primary meaning. Sribhii$ya, 2,1,1, quoted in van Buitenen as 
noted. 
44-rhe translators of ooth the SnlJh~ya and the Vedantasiira render "tattu samavayift" thus: 
"That [viz. the fact that the scriptures form altogether the source of the knowledge relating to 
the Brahman] results, however, from [His constituting] the true purport [of the scriptures]." 
See Sribh~ya 1.1.4, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 246, and M.B. Narasilpha Ayyangar, 
trans., Vedantasifra of Bhagavad RIDnanuja (Madras: The Adyar Library, 1953), 23. 
45Sribha$ya 1.1.4, 246-247. 
46Lipner, The Face of Truth, 21. For a discussion on the veracity of scripture as a pramifpa 
and its relation to language, see Chapter 1: Language and Meaning. 
47 Snohifsya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 3-4. 
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Brahman Is Not Without Attributes 

The purpose of scripture to impart knowledge about Brahman, in which all language 

terminates. In addition, for Ramanuja, scripture cannot and does not denote Brahman as 

being without attributes (nirvi8e$a): 

Verbal testimony (sabda) also possesses the power of denoting only such 
objects as are qualified by attributes, because it is extant in the form of 
words and sentences. A word is, in fact, the result of the combination of 
roots and terminations. There is difference between the meaning ofthe root 
and that of the termination, and it is therefore, unavoidable that words denote 
only such things as are qualified (by attributes). And the difference between 
words binds us to a difference in (their) meaning. A sentence, which is a 
collection of words, gives expression to the peculiar relations existing 
between the meanings of several words (therein), and is hence, incapable of 
denoting any object which is devoid of attributes. Verbal testimony is, 
therefore, no authoritative means of proving the thing which is devoid of 
attributes. 48 

However, an Advaitin opponent questions Ramanuja's assertion that Brahman is 

differentiated by qualities (vise$ana) by pointing out that a scriptural verse such as "athiita 

iideso neti neti"49 clearly indicates "a negation all around". That is, Brahman is without 

attributes. Not so, declares Ramanuja, because it would be futile for the Upani~ad in 

question frrst to teach concerning Brahman's form, and then to invalidate it. Rather, what is 

meant here is to clarify that Brahman is not limited only to what has been taught, but is 

"much more than has been stated before". Evidence of this is provided when the same 

Upani~ad declares in 4,3,6: "so, the name of the real is real: thus the real is verily the vital 

airs and the possessor of them is the real."50 

To Ramanuja, qualifying Brahman with attributes does not impose any limitations upon 

Brahman. Indeed, those scriptures that speak of Brahman as without qualities are 

48Ibid., 42. 
49B(hadara{lyaka Upani$8.d 2,3,6: "so now the teaching 'it is not such nor such'". See van 
Buitenen, Vedarthasarpgraha, 211, n. 175. · 
50Jbid., n. 179: atha namadheyaiJl satyasya satyam iti priil}a vai satyaiJl ~lilp. eya satyam. 
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understood by Ramanuja to indicate that there are certain qualities which are to be denied of 

Brahman, while there are still others which must be affirmed. The negation is made in 

order to acknowledge that Brahman is without any imperfections, while the affirmation of 

attributes serves to glorify Brahman, acknowledging that the supreme being is 

unsurpassable.5I The latter would include, for example, the attributes concerning the 

proper form (svariipa) of Brahman, such as sat (true being), cit (consciousness) and 

ananta (inflnitude).52 These are attributes which stand in an ap(thaksiddhi relationship 

with Brahman, that is to say, in an inseparable relationship with the supreme being. For 

even though these attributes are distinguishable, they are not found except in relation with 

Brahman. As such, the rule of siimiiniidhikara:pya (correlative predication) applies, which 

"has to be understood to mean the denotation of some one thing which is characterised by 

more than one attribute."53 Ramanuja continually emphasizes that Brahman is free from 

5lor, as Lipner states more succintly, "The point of Brahman's having the ubhayalirlga, i.e. 
the twofold (positive and negative) mark is to emphasise (not only against non-dualist 
views of the Absolute but as the focus of. true theistic devotion) Brahman's variegated 
perfection and its transcendent purity." See Lipner, The Face of Truth, 82. 
52Ibid, 29, where Lipner refers to Taittirfya Upani~d II.l.l: "Brahman is reality, 
knowledge, infinite" and 80, where he points out that Riimanuja in Snoh~ya 3.3.13 
extends the definitional characteristics to five: reality (satya), knowledge (jtfana), bliss 
(ananda), purity (amalatva) and infinitude (anantatva). Lipner's translation of this passage 
is: "Those qualities adequating to an object in that they are tied to the apprehension of the 
object itself in so far as their characteristic is to describe the proper form of the object, are 
always present in the manner of the object's proper form. And these qualities are reality 
[satya], knowledge {jtliina], bliss [iinanda] and purity [amalatva]. Now, by such texts as 
'Whence these beings are born .. .' [TaiUiriya Upani~ad 1111.1], Brahman is described 
through secondary characteristics [upalak~itarp brahma], as cause of the world and so on; but 
by 'Brahman is reality, knowledge, infinite' and 'Brahman is bliss' [TaiUiriya Upani~d 
ffi.6.1] etc., Brahman is described essentially [svariipato] through the words 'bliss' and so 
on." Lipner adds: "The frrst-order [essence-] defining quality of our TaiUiriya text is not 
really impaired by the addition of 'bliss' and 'pwity' in the extract above, for, as we shall 
see later, Ramanuja makes 'bliss' the obverse of 'knowledge', while 'pwity' as a negative, is 
functionally and semantically interdependent with 'infinitude'. See Lipner, The Face of 
Truth, Ch. Two, n. 19, 154-155. 
53Snbha$ya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 84-85. RamiDtuja quotes grammarians-
by whom he means PID:tini-as declaring that "a grammatical equation [siJ'mifnadhikaraya] 
[between words] means that words having a variety of significations are used so as to 
import only one thing." The translator supplies the definition as given by Kaiyyata in his 
commentary on Patafijali's Mahabh~ya, under Pat;lini as follows: 
bhinnabraV(ttin.imittayuktasya anekasya sabdasya ekasmin arthe V(ttis samanadhikaral)yam. 
See n. 1. In the Vedifrthasarpgraha, van Buitenen points to Ramanuja's definition of the term 
in #26: bhinnapraV(ttinimittifniilp S8bdiiniin1 ekasminn arthe v[tti/;1 "the bearing on one sense 
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any imperfection arising out of attachment with the world of created things by stressing that 

he is the antithesis to all evil, "whose essential nature is opposed to everything defiling" 

(nikhila-heya-pratyanika), "free from all trace-literally, scent-of evil or imperfection" 

(nirasta-nikhila-do$a-gandham). 54 Indeed, Ramanuja asserts: "He is opposed to all evil 

whatsoever, and His essential nature (svarlipa), consists solely of what is auspicious 

(kalyifl)a). "55 If the purpose of denying all attributes to Brahman was to safeguard the 

divine essence from any imperfection arising from association with attributes, then the 

Advaitin position is vindicated. Ramanuja shared this concern but was unwilling to address 

it in quite the same way as the Advaitin as this would have required an admission that 

Brahman is unknowable. Indeed, in his interpretation of the term nirgU{Ja, Ramanuja 

provides an alternative, as pointed out by Carman, to the Advaitin conceptualization by 

locating the source of Brahman's impermeability to evil in his stainlessness (amalatva). 

Carman makes the case that Ramanuja's emphasis on the doctrine of Brahman's 

stainlessness ( amalatva) was in part "his desire to provide an alternative interpretation of 

[the Advaitin] term ... nirguiJa .. . "56 as can be seen in Ramanuja's statement: 

of more words with different reasons for their application", citing the mahavakya tattvamasi 
as the stock example. See van Buitenen, 187, n. 55, and Vedarthasa.rpgcaha #26, 200, "the 
application to one object of several words in different functions". Lipner translates the 
citation in #26 thus: "The experts say that correlative predication [samanad.hi.kara{lya} is the 
application to one object of more than one word having different grounds for their 
occurrence." Lipner, The Face of Troth, 29. 
54Quoted in John Braisted Carman, The Theology of Rifmifnuja: An Essay in Interreligious 
Understanding (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1974), 101, 104; see also 
the discussion on the fifth defining attribute of Brahman, viz. amalatva (purity; literally, 
stainlessness), 103-108. Carman here explores the idea that Brahman is free from all 
imperfections or defilement arising out of his connection to the realm of creation. Nancy 
Ann Nayar in "The Devotional Mood of Ramanuja's Bhagavadgita-bh~ya and .Alvar 
Spirituality" in Katherine K. Young, ed., Henneneutical Paths to the Sacred Worlds of hldia 
(Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1994), 186-221, distinguishes between . the differing purposes 
of Ramanuja's use of the notion of stainlessness or untaintedness in the Sn'bha~ya and the 
Gitaoha$ya. She notes that while Carman's thesis is upheld in both works, the Gltabh~ya 
references occur "most often in a devotional context" · and are linked "with a more sectarian 
agenda", which was "to break with or pose a sharp contrast to the archaic Tamil view of 
deity." That is, it "may indicate the desire to differentiate Vi~u from other 'tainted' gods of 
the Southern milieu." 
55ortabha$ya 18.73, quoted in Carman, The Theology, 69. 
56Jbid, 105. 
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Those texts stating that He is without qualities are also well established, 
since they pertain to the negation of the defiling qualities of material nature 
[prlilqta-heya-gUJ)a]. 57 

Brahman's Attributes 

All descriptions of Brahman must be seen within the context of Ramiinuja's school of 

thought or sarppradaya, Visi~tadvaita. 58 As noted above, Ramanuja does not accept the 

Advaitin position of Brahman as devoid of all attributes. While Brahman is the sole 

Reality, nonetheless this reality is not without attributes. Thus, the thrust of Ramanuja's 

cogitations on Brahman lies in his attempts to elucidate Brahman as "the being inside the 

sole Reservoir of all illustrious Attributes, the Antithesis to all evil". 59 

In his commentary on the V ediintasiitras, Ramiinuja derives the etymology of the word 

Brahman thus: 

For, everywhere [i.e., in all contexts] the word Brahman is seen to derive its 
meaning from the association of brhattva, i.e., greatness [with the thing 

57Jbid. where Cannan quotes Ramlinuja's Vediirthasarpgraha #83. 
58Monier-Williams translates it as "'qualified non-duality,' the doctrine that the spirits of 
men have a qualified identity with the one Spirit"; see Sir Monier Monier-Williams, A 
Sanskrit-English Dictionary (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1970 [1899]), 992. However, in 
the introduction to his condensed rendering of the Gitabhfi$ya, van Buitenen points out that 
the term Vi§i$(advaita is "often incorrectly interpreted as a karmadhifraya comp. "qualified, 
modified non-dualism"; but it is a talp1UU$a: vi§i${asylfdvaitam, or, as Vel}katanlitha 
(Nyayasiddbajffana, quoted by Kuppuswami in Srinivasachari, Finite Self) puts it, vi$i$(asya 
vi§iqfatiipam advaitam, "monism of the differenced, unity of the universe's spiritual and 
non-spiritual substances with and in God whom they modify by constituting His body." See 
Introduction, n. 1 in J.A.B. van Buitenen, Rifmiinuja on the Bhagavadgltii (Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass, 1%8). Lipner adds that here we should read, 'but it is a ~thi tatpUIU$8' and 
directs us to V. Varadachari's article, "Antiquity of the Term Visishtadvaita" in 
Vishistadvaita: Philosophy and Religion, 109ff. See Lipner, The Face of Truth, 174, n.34; 
also 142, 46-47. P.B. Vidyarthi offers a slightly differently nuanced view from that of van 
Buitenen: "Ramlinuja, like SaDkara, believes in only One ultimate Reality but he differs 
from him in holding that this Reality must be determinate, vi§i$fa, in character. 
V.i§i$tadvaita is thus defined as the 'non-duality of the qualified, that is to say, the teaching 
of Ramanuja is designated as Visi.~(iidvaita for the reason that it propounds the view that 
there is only one Reality, Brahman who is qualified by the entire conscious and unconscious 
entities which are different from Him." He adds: "Reality is one, advaita, but it is not 
indeterminate or Nirv.i§e~ but qualified or Visi${a-qualified by the conscious souls and 
non-intelligent matter." See P.B. Vidyarthi, Knowledge, Self and God in Ramanuja (New 
Delhi: Oriental Publishers and Distributors, 1978), 182-184. 
59ortaohfi$ya, Proem, in Govindacharya, 6. 
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denoted by it]; and whatever greatness is, by nature as well as by qualities, 
unsurpassed in excellence, that is its primary and natural meaning. And He 
[who possesses such greatness] is alone the Lord of All. Hence the word 
Brahman is primarily used to signify Him alone. 60 

We have already seen that Ramrumja interprets the phrase neti neti ("not this, nor this") to 

mean that Brahman is not limited only to what has been said of him in scripture, but is, in 

fact, much more. That is, Brahman is para, the Supreme. Does this quality of greatness 

signify also that Brahman is Supreme in that He is "Other", as indicated, for example, by 

SaD.kara? SaD.kara views Brahman as entirely other,61 that is, not only is there no 
• 

ontological relationship between Brahman and the world, but also only Brahman can be 

construed as being real, for the world is ultimately unreal. Ramanuja maintains that 

Brahman is different from either citor acit,62 and this would prima facie indicate othemess, 

which is key to SaD.kara's understanding of Brahman. However, for Ramanuja, it is not 

othemess in the manner that Sailkara understands it. Sailkara stresses othemess to deny 

ontological continuity between Brahman and the world, with the consequence that the world 

is not posited as something ultimately real. Ramanuja cannot understand othemess in this 

manner. For him, Brahman is other because, due to his inherent greatness (brhattva), he is 

the "Lord of all" as expressed in the quote above. This greatness "consists in possessing 

omniscience, the quality of willing the truth, and [being] the instrumental and the material 

60Ibid., 3-4. 
61 An interesting perspective on this notion is provided by Leslie C. Orr's study of Smikara's 
concept of time. See Leslie C. Orr, "The Concept of Time in Sankara's Brahmasiitra-Bhif$ya" 
in Young, ed., Hermeneutical Paths, 88ff. 
62van Buitenen, 183, n.l defines cit as the "'spiritual order of the Universe, sum-total of 
individual iitmans,' generally said of the evolved product of individualized souls, as 
against pllfll$a-'the spiritual order' in its subtle, i.e., causal state .. .'." In n.2 he defines acit 
as '"non-spiritual order, material or physical component of the Universe,' constituting the 
corporeal counterpart of cit to which it is subservient." van Buitenen understands cit and acit 
as the spiritual and material entities in their evolved state, drawing attention to 
Vedifrthasarpgraha #140, 296, wherein Ramanuja identifies pllfU$8 and praiqti. as denoting 
those same entities in their subtle, or yet unevolved state: "This subtle matter of the 
primeval elements is called by the name of praiqti., and all the experiencing entities are in 
their totality denoted by the name pllfU$8." 
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c cause of the world". 63 The attendant consequence of this stance is that therefore, the reality 

of the world cannot be denied. Ramanuja stresses that this ontological continuity must be 

understood in a modal manner in order to prevent the imperfections of the world from 

reflecting upon Brahman. That is, Brahman is the substance ( dravya) for which the world 

is the attribute (guiJa) in, among other modal relationships, the body-possessor of body 

(sarlra-saririn) relationship: 

His mode of being is that He is modified by all creatures, ·for his body is 
constituted by all entities because he is the inner Ruler of all entities: frrstly 
the non-spiritual entities which enable the spiritual entities to attain the 
supreme salutary Goal, which are liable to evolutions of infinite variety and 
which are the objects of experiences for the spiritual entities,-and secondly, 
the spiritual entities themselves which are of an infmite variety, either bond 
or released: the sum-total of these entities constitutes a particle of Brahman 
and forms the material for his sport. 64 

In one stroke, then, Ramanuja affirms the ontological connection between Brahman and the 

world by establishing a modal relationship between Brahman, cit and acit, who together 

comprise the three etemals. The relationship among these three entities is one of 

ap{1haksiddhi65 in that they cannot be found apart from each other. This is characterized, 

for instance, by the sarira-saririn (body-possessor of body) relationship, in which acit and 

cit form the body of Brahman. Brahman's body may exist in a subtle or in a gross state, 

and creation is considered to be the divinely willed desire to be modified by the many, 

implemented by the divinely-caused movement of the body from the subtle state to the 

gross state. Further, the fact that the entire world constitutes only a particle of Brahman 

attests to his inherent greatness. Thus, he is "other" in that he is supreme or inherently 

--------·-··-
63Stibha$ya 1.1.2, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 199. Vedanta De&ka in his Satadii$a.{J.i 
suggests that the Advaitin would hold that the etymology of the word Brahman, that is, 
'growing' and 'causing to grow' cannot apply to Brahman proper as the impersonal Supreme 
Brahman is "believed to be eternal and devoid of attributes" and proceeds to argue against 
the Advaitin position. See S.M. Srioivasa Chari, Advaita and Vi§zyfidvaita: A Study based 
on Vedlfnta ~ika's Satadfi$81JI (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1976 [1961]), 93. 
64Vedifrthasarpgraha #42, in van Buitenen, 213. 
650r Pf(hak-siddhy-anarha, "incapable of being realized apart from." See Lipner, The Face 
of Truth, 123-127. 
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great, not "other" in that the world is ontologically unconnected with him. Rather, for 

Ra.marmja, the world is always connected to Brahman as his body. 

How does Ramanuja describe Brahman? The central issue regarding any discussion of 

divine attributes is whether attributes imply a modification of the immutability and 

perfection of the divine essence. Ramanuja asserts vehemently that the divine essence of 

Brahman is not subject to modification or defilement. He states: 

The scriptural texts that deal with the immutability of Brahman have their 
most significant meaning [ mukhyartha] by the very denial of modification in 
His essential nature [ svariipa ]. Those stating that He is attribute less are also 
well established since they pertain to the negation of the defiling qualities of 
material nature. These that deny plurality are well ensured by the affirmation 
that all entitites, both spiritual and material, are the modes of Brahman by 
virtue of consitituting His body, and that Brahman having everything as His 
modes exists as the sole reality, because He is the Self of all. The passages 
speaking of Brahman as different from all modes, as Master [Pati], as Lord 
[lsvara], as the abode of all auspicious qualities, as the One whose desires 
are eternally realized and whose will is ever accomplished, etc., are justly 
retained by accepting just that. Statements that He is sheer knowledge and 
bliss are maintained because they express the defining property of the 
essential nature [svariipa-niriipaka-dharma] of the Supreme Brahman, who 
is different from all, the support of all, the cause of the origination, 
subsistence, and dissolution of all, faultless, immutable, the Self of all. This 
defining property is sheer knowledge in the form of bliss opposed to any 
impurity. Therefore His essential nature, being self-illuminating, is also 
completely knowledge or consciousness {jififnam eva]. The declarations of 
unity are well founded, since by virtue of the body-soul relationship, the 
identification of the two realities in coordinate predication 
[siimifnadhikaraJ)ya] is seen to be the most significant meaning of these 
texts.66 

The above passage yields some clues with regard to how we may approach the delineation 

of attributes in Ramanuja's works. There is clearly an indication here that there are some 

66 Vediirt:luJsarp.graha #84, quoted in Carman, The Theology, 71-72. We know from above, 
n. 53, that the unity of Brahman is maintained by the rule of samai18dhikara{JYa, according 
to which two realities (knowledge and bliss) indicate . the same One Being, and not a 
division in his unity. Lipner points out that for Ramanuja "'Bliss is said to be the agreeable 
[aspect] of knowledge': jiflfnam eva hy anukiilam ananda ity ucyate; 'For to be a knower is 
to be one who experiences bliss': jifa(ftvam eva hy Ifnanditvam." See Lipner, The Face of 
Truth, 161, n. 35, where he cites texts from Stibhif$ya 1.1.1. 
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attributes that "express the defining property of the essential nature (svariipa-niriipaka

dharma) of the Supreme Brahman" (from above quote). Lipner has identified these as 

primarily five, viz., satya, jfliina, anantatva, iinanda and amalatva, although strictly 

speaking, Ramanuja at times adds "and so on" (adi), and often prefaces his list with "such 

as".67 In speculating on these five attributes that defme Brahman's proper form 

(svariipaniriipapadharma), Carman makes the signficant point that the attributes defining 

His essential nature are those by which "His essential nature can be defined without 

reference to His relation to any other entity".68 That is, although Ramanuja does not 

conceive of Brahman as without attributes (nirgupa), that does not mean that Brahman is 

not one who is unique, distinct from all other entities, and essentially free from and opposed 

to all impurity or evil. It must also be noted that Ramanuja seems to imply the entire set of 

five when he mentions one or two of these attributes. Accordingly, in the 

VediirthasalJlgraha, he says: " ... the Supreme Brahman ... is antagonistic to all evil and 

esentially different from everything else. His proper form is purely boundless knowledge 

and bliss"69 and also " ... this Supreme Brahman Naraya~;ta has a proper form of undefmable 

knowledge and beatitude in the purest form."70 In other words, sometimes the attribute of 

jiiiina alone, sometimes mentioned in connection with ananda, sometimes including ananta, 

are all indicative of all five (since it is not explicit what may have been included in the adi). 

The device of mentioning one or two items of the list seems to have been sufficiently in use 

among his audience to ensure that the entire list of five attributes, etc. was meant. 

Satya describes Brahman "as possessing unconditioned being"; jiiiina, "the state of 

permanently uncontracted knowledge"; ananta, his "essential nature as free from all 

limitations of place, time, or particular substantial nature"; iinanda, "that bliss which is the 

67Lipner, The Face of Truth, 149, n. 18. See also SnohiJ$ya 3.3.13, quoted in Cannan, The 
Theology, 88. 
68Cannan, The Theology, 97. See Chs. 4-7 for a discussion of Brahman's attributes. 
69vedlitthasarpgraha #140, in van Buitenen, 294-295. 
70n,id., #127, 282. 
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very summit of an unsurpassable excellence". Amalatva, is his being "free from evil", 

which means to "have the character which is the opposite of grossness and all similar 

qualities that belong to the empirical world, in both its material and its intelligent aspects" as 

well as "to be free from karma [apahata-karmatvam]. "11 Ramanuja refutes the objection 

that each of these attributes could indicate different beings by pointing out in a discussion 

countering the Advaitin view of Brahman as devoid of attributes that: 

the fact of their [i.e., of Brahman, Existence, Knowledge, and Infinity] being 
grammatically equated has to be understood to mean the denotation of some 
one thing which is characterised by more than one attribute ... because an 
equation between words is, indeed, intended to establish that one and the 
same thing is characterised by more than one attribute.72 

In addition to the "defining" attributes detailed above, Ramanuja also images Brahman as 

the ocean of all auspicious attributes. These, known as kalya.pagup.as (auspicious 

attributes), which Carman identifies as secondary attributes, are detailed thus by R.amanuja 

in the Gitabhii~ya, commentary on 6:47: 

I am a treasure store of a host of countless auspicious qualities, which are 
untouched by any evil whatsoever and which are of matchless excellence, 
the first six of which are knowledge [jfliina], untiring strength [bala], 
sovereignty [aisvarya], immutability [virya], creative power [sakti.], and 
splendor [tejas].13 

Carman suggests that the kalya.pagup.as are those that express Brahman's relation to other 

entities, or, to be more precise, his "sul?remacy over all other entities".74 In his view, 

clarification between both sets of attributes may be sought in Ramanuja's discussion in his 

Snohif$ya of the different forms of meditation in the Upani~ads. Here he indicates that "one 

and the same Brahman is the object of all these various meditations, but the meditations 

71For satya, jMna and ananta, Snbha~ya 1.1.2, quoted in Carman, The Theology, 102; for 
ananda, Snoha$ya 1.1.13, quoted in Carman, ibid, 103; and for amalatva, see Cannan's 
discussion on 104-108. 
12Snbhlf$ya 1.1.1 in Rangacharya, 84-85. 
73Quoted in Carman, The Theology, 73, from the Gitilbha$ya. These are also known as the 
$a{igll(1as, the "six perfections". 
741bid., 98. 
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themselves are distinct, since different qualities of Brahman are mentioned in each. "75 In all 

meditations on Brahman the five defining attributes must be present, while "additional 

qualities ... (such as) compassion, which indeed cannot exist apart from the subject to 

which they belong but are not necessary elements of the idea of Brahman, are to be included 

in those meditations only where they are specifically mentioned."76 In other words, 

mention of the additional qualities is context-specific, while mention of the defining 

attributes must be made regardless of context: "As truth, knowledge, bliss, infinity, and 

purity . . . are characteristics that determine the essential nature of Brahman, meditation 

upon the essential nature of Brahman is impossible without them. "77 At the same time, 

meditation on all the attributes of Brahman, both defining and auspicious, is impossible, "as 

those qualities are infinite in number. "78 

Carman's thesis is helpful in identifying the difference, in practical terms, between the 

defming attributes and the auspicious, secondary attributes. However, the notion of 

$B{igupas appears to be quite dear to Ramanuja's heart-perhaps because they are central to 

defming, as Carman points out, "the nature of Bhagavan [in the Vi${1U Pura{la] ... [and] play 

an important role in the doctrine of the Vyiihas in the Paiicaratra Agamas."79 We find the 

kalyiinagupas mentioned in almost every description of Brahman, and Ramanuja's audience 

would have known that the first six of these were the $B{igupas. Indeed, in a passage that 

Carman identifies as being among those yielding a definition of the Supreme Being, 

Carman reports Ramanuja as saying, in his commentary on Gitii 18:73, that the Supreme 

Being: 

... is opposed to all evil whatsoever, and His essential nature [svariipa], 
consists solely of what is auspicious [kalyii{la]. He is a great ocean 

75Ibid, 93. 
16Snohff$ya 3.3.13, quoted in Cannan, The Theology, 88. 
nvedanta Dipa 3.3.11, quoted in Cannan, The Theology, 88. 
18Snoha$ya, 3.3.12, quoted in Cannan, The Theology, 89. 
79cannan, The Theology, 92. 
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c conta:Irung a host of ausp1c1ous qualities, the flrst six of which are 
knowledge {jiiana], untiring strength [bala}, sovereignty [ai§varya}, 
immutability {virya}, creative power [sakti}, and splendor {tejas], qualities 
which are natural to Him [sviibhiivika] and of matchless excellence.80 

It is very difficult to ascertain whether Ramrumja himself made the distinction between the 

"defining" qualities and the "auspicious" qualities, or whether this distinction was one 

introduced by his commentators and heirs in his sarppradiiya or religious community.81 

There are passages that clearly assume the flve defining attributes simply through the use of 

the descriptive phrase jiiananandaikasvariipa, that is, "whose essential nature is wholly 

knowledge and bliss" in, for example, Ramanuja's proem to his commentary on the Gitif. 

At the same time, his continual mention of the auspicious qualities of Brahman in almost 

every account of Brahman bears testimony to his desire to prevent any misunderstanding 

that the auspicious attributes were not part of the essential nature of Brahman. That he did 

want to make a distinction between the two is pointed out by Carman, who argues that 

the differentiation betweenjiiiinfinandaikasvariipa (whose essential nature is 
solely, or wholly, knowledge and bliss) and kalyanagupagapaq (who has a 
host of auspicious qualities) occurs too frequently for us to conclude that the 
clear distinction drawn at one point in the Sribhfi~ya (and the Vedfintadipa) 
is only a necessary concession to the text of the Vedfinta Siitras or to the 
tradition ofVedic interpretation, which is then tacitly ignored elsewhere.82 

Certainly by the time of the Yatindramatadipikfi, a seventeenth-century tract or manual 

written by the teacher Srinivasa to introduce the salient elements of Visi~ta:dvaita to 

students, the discussion of Brahman's attributes had grown sufficiently formalized for a 

flve-part distinction to be made: 

80Ibid., 69. The translation is Carman's. 
81Lipner does not doubt, as S.R. Bhatt appears to do, that Rammmja was of the Sri Vai~l)ava 
community, by which tradition Rmnanuja is considered to be the sixth guru (spiritual 
preceptor). Lipner also points to Carman's assertion that both splits in the community regard 
Ramiinuja as the third acarya (teacher), and notes that the confusion may lie in the different c roles-acifrya and guru-which were often merged in the same person, but sometimes not. 
See Lipner, The Face of Troth, 3, 148, n. 14 & 15. 
82carman, The Theology, 95. 
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(a) 

(b) 

(c) 

(d) 

(e) 

attributes that detennine the essential nature (svarilpa-niriipaka-dharmifl): truth, 
consciousness, bliss, purity, etc.; 

attributes of the essential nature so determined (niriipita-svarilpa-dharmifl): 
knowledge, power, etc.; 

attributes useful for creation (sr~ta-upayuktiiQ-dhannifl): omniscience, 
omnipotence,etc.; 

attributes useful for providing refuge (asrayaJ)a-upayuktiiQ-dharmifl): love, 
excellence of disposition, easiness of attainment; and 

attributes for protection (rak~aiJa-upayukta{l-dhannifl): compassion and others. 83 

This schema belies the division of Brahman's attributes into those that are necessary, as 

Carman points out, for meditation on Brahman at all times, and those that must be invoked 

during specific meditations. Further, it underscores Lipner's assertion that Ramanuja holds 

together any theological tensions that might arise through utilizing the hermeneutical method 

of shifting points of view. 84 In this respect, Ramanuja's assertion that different attributes 

are brought into focus depending on the particular meditation holds together the tension 

between the self-sufficient Brahman and the Brahman who is linked to other entities. 

83.AdideviDlanda, Swami, ttans, Yatindramatadipikif: Sanskrit Text, English Translation 
and Notes, 2nd ed. (Mylapore, Madras: Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1967), listed under IX:15. 
See also my article under Zayn Kassam-Hann, "The Visi~tadvaita Idea of Pervasion (vibhu) 
According to Yatindramatadipika" in Young, ed., Henneneutical Paths, 123-136. Here I 
argue that the distinction between attributes (defining and auspicious) serves to highlight 
the twofold conception of Brahman, viz. Brahman-in-himself and Brahman-in-relation, 
while maintaining simultaneously the ontological unity of Brahman. That is, the Brahman 
of essential "defining" nature is the same as the relational Brahman of "auspicious" mention, 
in reality, without being defiled by his relationality. 
84Lipner notes that from the viewpoint of the divine, ontological continuity between the 
divine and the world could be maintained by positing the world as "effected Brahman". 
However, since this then creates the problem of denying the substantial reality of the world 
by implying that therefore, the world dissolves in Brahman, Ramilnuja used the method of 
viewing the same issue from the point of view of the world. Looked at in this manner, the 
world and Brahman are posited as non-identical, through the use of the body-ensouler 
relationship. See Lipner, The Face of Truth, 38. This shift in point of view in order to 
elucidate a point, as well as to address the different facets of the philosophical problem, is a 
method used by Ramanuja that could well be extended to other discussions, such as 
Ramanuja's conception of Brahman's attributes. 
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Brahman As Cause and Effect: Creation 

Ramanuja describes thus the Brahman that was before the instantiation of name and form: 

... the One whose proper form is purely knowledge, bliss and perfection, 
whose greatness is immeasurable, who possesses boundless, unequalled 
and countless perfections, e.g. the power of having his every will realized, 
and who essentially is not subject to transformations [vikara]: that is, the 
Supreme Brahman Himself, whose body is constituted by spiritual and non
spiritual entities in subtle state, i.e. not individualized by names and forms. 
This is the One who, by his own free will and for the sake of his own sport 
[h1ii], constitutes with a portion [a~psa] of Himself the peculiar structure of 
the world with all its infinite variety of animate and inanimate. beings in 
which it consists. ss 

This primordial being, also known as sat or real being, 86 is further identified as the material 

cause of the world,87 and that within this primordial state of being, the world too was in the 

state of sat 88 Now this does not mean that the world in this primordial form was 

considered by Ramanuja to be identical with Brahman, for such is not the case. Rather, the 

world, in its essential, primordial form, existed in a subtle (Siik$ma) state as puru$8. or 

spirit,89 and pral.qti, matter, which was as yet undifferentiated into names and forms. 

Already, even in its subtle state, the world constituted Brahman's body.90 Sat, by all 

accounts, is one (ekam eva)91 and since it appears to include both Brahman and the 

world-in its subtle state as Brahman's body-it is considered the material cause. 

85 Vediftthasarpgraha #14, in van Buitenen, 192. 
86van Buitenen argues that it is too simple to understand sat as being in the sense of esse. In 
his introductory essay, he traces the notions connected to sat "in its presystematic usage" and 
comes to the conclusion that along with the connotations of causality, "Sat, originally 
detennined neither as an impersonal law nor as a personal demiurge, took in the course of 
history either fonn without excluding the other completely. . .. And sat preserves its ancient 
meaning throughout the fluctuations between an eminently transcendent, disembodied and 
unqualified Brahman and an eminently immanent, embodied and qualified Deity: the sat is 
the one that is present, the transcendant that is immanent" See van Buitenen, Vedifrtha-
saipgraha, Introduction, 3ff, and 18. 
87Ibid., #33, 207. 
88Ibid., #16, 192. 
89in which, according to van Buitenen, the atmans or individual souls are "still mutually 
distinguishable, not merged in a primeval spirit". See Ibid., 191, n. 80. 
90Ibid., #14, 191. 
91Ibid., #16, 192. 
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c However, the use of the term advitfyam in Chandogya Upani~ad 6.2.192 denies that there is 

a different operative cause, for this would then mean that sat was not a unity. 

Several issues need to be addressed here. Ramanuja's causal theory is based in large part 

upon Isvaralq~qa's Sru:pkhyan model, which proposed the theory of satkiiryaviida. That is, 

the effect pre-exists in its cause, just as curds (the effect) pre-exist in milk (the cause). 

The cause becomes the effect through a transformation, and this theory is hence, called 

pari.pifmaviida. In order for the effect to pre-exist in the cause, there must be pre-existing 

conditions, and the Sru:pkhyan model identifies two pre-existent entities. These are pralqti, 

or primordial matter, which in its subtle state is unevolved (avyakta), and the selves or 

puru~as that confuse themselves with matter and impel the primordial matter to evolve into 

names and forms. The cause of this confusion, however, is beginningless, and we see 

echoes of this notion in Ramanuja's view of beginningless karman. Through this confusion 

of selves with matter arises bondage, and release from bondage is made possible through 

discrimination (viveka), which is the key to salvation.93 

In Ramanuja's causal theory, we find that pralqti and puru~a are retained as pre-existent 

(that is, unbom94) primordial entities. However, although they are different from Brahman, 

nonetheless they are unified with Brahman as evidenced by Ramanuja's insistence that in 

the beginning sat is one. Ramanuja conceives of the triad Brahman, pralqti and puru$a as 

one through the notion that the latter two pre-existent entities form, in their subtle state, the 

92sad eva somyedam agra 5sid ekam evadvitiyam; see ibid., #33, 206. 
93see Karl H. Potter, Presuppositions of India's Philosophies (New Delhi: Prentice-Hall of 
India (Private) Ltd., 1965), 10&-111. He notes: " ... thinking about the causal relation 
along the lines of the satkaryavada model, at least in its paril}ama or transformation variety, 
leads SHrpkhya toward epistemology ... as constituting the avoidable necessary condition for 
the bondage of the Self. The correlative concept is that right knowledge ... constitutes a 
sufficient condition for freedom." However, the movement toward epistemology may lead, 
as in the case of Advaita, to the metaphysical theory of ignorance (ajiiana or avidya), or to 
the position held by Ramanuja, who resisted making the inherent bias towards 
epistemology in Sarpkhya metaphysical in nature. 
94Vedlfrthasarpgmha #72, in van Buitenen, 233. 
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body of Brahman. Creation, then, is the transformation of the subtle body into the gross 

body wherein name and form are assumed: 

The non-sentient beings, at the time of the deluge, give up name and form 
and remain as the body of the Brahman. They are called unborn in that 
stage. At the time of creation they take name and form and hence, they are 
caused by the Brahman.95 

We may thus advance the notion that when Ramarmja speaks of Brahman as the material 

cause, he means that it is this "unborn" body of Brahman-different from Brahman but not 

distinct from him-that forms the material out of which the world is caused. Indeed, the 

question is asked, that since the material cause is the substratum of evolution, then if the 

Supreme Person is the material cause of the world, must he not be the substratum of 

evolution?% Such a view is, of course, not tenable, as it would indicate modification within 

Brahman and thereby compromise his perfection.97 Ramanuja responds: "It has been said 

that the phenomenal world animated by souls does equally constitute the material cause",98 

adding that although Brahman is "the soul of the transformations of both pralqti and 

puru$a", he is so because he is modified by them in that they comprise his body. However, 

the transformations that do occur do so only in "that part in the Supreme Spirit-modified 

by pra.lqti-that is constituted by pralqtl', while that "part in Him that is the substratum of 

this modification is not subject to them. "99 This clearly indicates that although Ramanuja 

views sat-the cause in which the effect is pre-existent-as one, at the same time he refuses 

to lose sight of the difference among the three entitites, viz. Brahman, pralqti and puru$a. 

He locates the unity in suggesting that although pralqti and puru$a are unborn and eternal, 

they exist, nonetheless, as a mode of Brahman, as his body, in their subtle state. While the 

95 Vedantasara 1.4.10, in Ayyangar, 123. 
96Ibid., 232, #70. 
97By making him amenable, as van Buitenen points out, to "the conditions and limilations 
of the transformed effect." See ibid., 232, n. 298. 
98Vedarthasarpgraha #71, in van Buitenen, 232. 
99Ibid., #73, 233-234. 
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body is in its subtle aspect, the three entitites are not distinct, and, therefore, it is possible to 

speak of Brahman as the material cause. This reading is further corroborated by his 

statement: "He then, of His own accord, divides the subtle elemental matter in the form of 

the totality of non-spiritual entities from the multitudinous hosts of experiencing entities, 

which were both dissolved in himself hitherto."lOO Ramanuja is thus able to locate the 

substrate of evolution (vikiira) in pralqti in its proper form (svarilpa)lOl for, as van 

Buitenen points out, the souls do not undergo evolution in their proper form (svarilpa), but 

only in their knowledge.102 In all of this, although Brahman is the cause, he is so not as 

substrate of evolution. Sharma sums up Ramanuja's view on this: 

... in R.'s [Ramanuja's] philosophy B. [Brahman] pure and simple is never 
the material cause of the world. It is only B. qualified by Acit in its subtle 
state [ Siik$ma-acid-visi$f:a I that is the cause.l03 

Brahman as the controlling entity in the unified sat is the operative cause in that he is 

responsible for willing the instatiation of the world of names and forms from its previously 

subtle (suk$ma) state. In this respect, Ramanuja declares: 

That Supreme Brahman ... who is omnipotent and has his every will realized 
and all his desires materialized, decided nonetheless, for the sake of his own 
sport: "I be many in the form of a world composed of an infinite variety of 
spiritual and non-spiritual beings; to that purpose I will multiply." He then 
created the primordial elements-ether etc.--out of a single portion of 
Himself.104 

How does Brahman then enter into a relationship with the world? The simile given by 

Yamunacharya for this latter relationship is that of a spider who weaves its web out of 

100:rbid., #140, 295. In this respect, see also van Buitenen's discussion in Rirm8nuja on the 
Bhagavadgita, 34-35, where he argues that Rlimanuja's reading of the word Brahman to 
connote also atman and prak(ti in the Gita stresses that as modes of Brahman, atman is 
"utterly dependent on and internally ruled by the Supreme Brahman" and pralqti is 
pervaded, directed and animated by Brahman. 
lOl Ibid., #72, 233. 
102van Buitenen, 233, n. 307. See also VedarthasalJlgraha #5, 186. 
103B.N.K. Sharma, The Brahmasiit:rns and Their Principal Commentaries (A Critical 
Exposition) (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1971), 1:397-398. 
I04vedarthasarpgraha #17a, in van Buitenen, 193. 
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fluids secreted from its body, and once woven, enters it. Y amunacharya isolates seven 

modes (bhifva) of the relationship between the three real entities or tattvas, Brahman, cit 

and acit, 105 that is, between Brahman and his body: sarlra-sa.rfrin (body-soul); vise~a

vi§e~ya (substance-attribute); se~-se~in (dependent-depended upon or accessory

principal); amsa-amsin (part-part-possessor); adhifra-ifdheya (support-thing supported); 

niyantr-niyifmya (controller-thing controlled); and rak~aka-rak~ya (redeemer

redeemed).106 An investigation into Brahman's relationship with the world and the selves 

is necessary in order to gain an understanding of the . context within which Brahman 

manifests himself, body and all. 

In the dedicatory verse or maiigala-sloka to his Vediiithasarpgraha, Ramanuja encapsulates 

his views on Brahman's relation to the world and the selves thus: "Homage to the Principle 

(se~n) to whom all spiritual (cit) and non-spiritual (acit) entities are accessory")07 The 

proper form of Brahman is distinct from all entities other than himself, including all spiritual 

and non-spiritual entities, which together constitute the phenomenal world, "since He is 

absolutely opposed to all evil and comprises solely infinite perfection" )08 Out of sport 

(1Ilif)l09 he decided: "I [will] be many in the form of a world composed of an infinite 

variety of spiritual and non-spiritual beings; to that purpose I will multiply. "110 He 

creates out of the subtle elemental matter the primeval elements, introduces 
into them as their souls the experiencing entities, creates the entire Universe 
out of the primeval elements controlled by spiritual souls in mutual 
conjunction, and then of His own accord enters into them as their immanent 

105see n. 62 above, on cit and acit. 
l06Yamunacharya, Ramanuja's Teachings, 13 ff. See Lipner, The Face of Truth, Ch. 7 for a 
discussion of some of these. 
107 Vedarthas8J11graha #1, in van Buitenen, 183. 
1081bid., #6, 187. 
109Which van Buitenen explains as "best understood by its opposite karman" and as 
containing "a free action . . . perfonned to no purpose at all: no purpose that of necessity 
would result in new phalas for the agent to enjoy or to suffer . . . . In creating, sustaining 
and resorbing the world God has no cause to effectuate and no end to achieve." See van 
Buitenen, 192, n. 83. 
llOvedarthas8J11graha #17-a, in van Buitenen, 193. 
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soul and exists on as the Supreme Spirit whose body is formed by all, and is 
thus modified by the many _111 

This account poses the kind of problems identified above, n. 17: The problem raised by 

such a formulation is that it implies a time when Brahman has not yet entered into the 

individual souls. At the same time, Brahman is considered to be the eternal supporter 

(iidhiira) of his body, that is, of the universe, comprised of matter and souls in conjunction. 

H the body of Brahman-the universe-is in an ap[thaksiddhi (incapable of being realized 

apart from him) relationship with Brahman, then does not the notion of there being a time 

when Brahman has not yet entered into the individual souls alter this relationship? In a 

slightly different account112, it is only after he has entered with the embodied soul 

(J7viitman) into the primaeval elements created out of pralqti that all non-spiritual matter 

becomes padiirtha (that is, "the object denoted by the name") or able to sustain the names 

and forms of the empirical world.ll3 Sharma offers his view of what Ramanuja probably 

meant: 

For, in texts like 'Having created it, He entered into it [Taittiriya Upani~d 
ll.6] reference is made to the creation of certain principles by B. [Brahman] 
and Its entering into them, afterwards. This presupposes that these created 
principles are not conceived in the Upanisad, as being already "visista" in 
R. 's [Ramanuja's] sense. If they are, there is no point in B.'s entering again 
into that which is already qualified by Its own presence therein.114 

This account is plausible, as can be seen in Ramanuja's argument against pradhiina (that is, 

pralqt:i in its subtle state) as the creator of the world, as opposed to Brahman. Here 

Ramanuja argues that indeed Brahman is the cause, for pradhiina is avyakta, that which is 

111Ibid., #140, 295-296. In Vedantasara, 1.4.27 the term given for "entered" is anuprifvi~at. 
following Taittiriya Upani$ad 1.2.6: tat sma tat eva anuptifvi§at. See Vedantasara 1.4.27, in 
Ayyangar, 137. 
112Different in that in the process just quoted, the logical progression is such that he enters 
the spiritual souls after he has introduced them into the elements. In the account following, 
he first ensouls the spiritual souls and then enters into matter. 
113vedifrthasalpgraha #17a, in van Buitenen, 193-4; see also n. 92. 
114sharma, The Brahmasiitras, 1:378. 
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not modified, that is, that which is unmanifest. Since there is no division into name and 

form at that time, Brahman is meant in Br(ladiiraiJyaka Upani$ad 1.4.7: "That, verily, this 

was therefore, unmodified [avyiilqta]', wherein avyiilqta denotes "Brahman alone with the 

unmodifed form". This is further corroborated by Chandogya Upani$ad 3.19.1: "Non

existence [asat], alone, this was in the beginning." Asathere denotes Brahman, "owing to 

the absence of the division into name and form ... there being the absence of existence as 

being associated with it." In order to manifest himself with name and form, Brahman 

proceeds to create ether and so forth. Ramanuja cites "Having created that, he entered into 

that same" (Taittiriya Upani$ad 2.6), followed by "Having subsequently entered into, by 

this Living Self, may I manifest name and form" (Chandogya Upani$ad 6.3.2).115 It is not 

possible for pradhana, which is non-sentient, to enter into anything. 

The modal relationship between Brahman and his subtle body is one of apf(:haksiddhi in 

that although all three entities are distinct, they cannot be found apart from each other. 

Further, in their subtle state, puru$a and pralqti are unmanifest and unmodified, 

"dissolved" in Brahman. That is, "The Highest Person in the causal state has as His body 

the sentient and non-sentient beings in a subtle state, that cannot be distinguished with 

distinct name and form. "116 This capacity to be distinguished arises once Brahman enters 

into "that" with "the purpose of controlling" it becomes clear, 

Therefore, Brahman-unmodified, with the unmodified body-in "That 
became modifed in name and form" (BrhadifraQyaka Upani$ad 1.4.7) is 
stated that the same Brahman with name and form not separated, omniscient, 
with thoughts fulfilled, with the name and form separated by itself, is 
modified of its own accord." 117 

115Sn""bha$ya 2.4.14-15, in R.B. Karmarkar, 
Sanskrit and Prakrit Series, Vol. 1 (Poona: 
ll]; 1964 [Part Ull. 506-511. 
116Vedifntasara 1.4.27, in Ayyangar, 136. 
117 Snohif$ya 2.4.15, in Karmarkar, 511. 

Snohif$ya of Ramanuja, University of Poona 
University of Poona, 1959 [Part I]; 1962 [Part 
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It is in this respect that Shanna makes his observation that the whole point of entering

despite the aprthaksiddhi relationship between the three entities--becomes significant only 

when it is recognized that it is matter in its gross state (sthiila-acit-vis#ta-Brahman) that is 

considered visi~ta. or modified, that is modifed by Brahman in order to be ready to accept 

ensoulment. 

Certainly, the difficulty arises when it is pointed out that whether we speak of puru$a and 

praJcrti in their manifest (sthiila) or unmanifest (Siik$ma) state, the operative relationship 

between them and Brahman is still one of body-possessor of body. At the same time, it 

can be admitted, and indeed, from the foregoing it is clear that Ramanuja himself draws the 

distinction that the difference between the two states is that one is capable of bearing name 

and form, while the other is not. Crucial to this is the notion that the One decided to be 

Many. That is, in their unmanifest state, since there is no name and form, it is indeed 

difficult to speak of three entities given that neither pralqti nor puru~ can be distinguished, 

even though they exist in a subtle state. Perhaps a more significant difference can be seen 

in the relationship of Brahman to puru$a in the unmanifest state. Since he enters the 

individual selves as their inner controller, for the purpose of controlling, it can be said that 

in the unmanifest state the notion of antaryifmin is likely quite different. Although the 

inseparable nature of the aprthaksiddhi relationship remains a constant whether the body of 

Brahman is in a subtle or a gross state, the specific modalities of the relationship differ from 

one state to the next. In this respect, the notion that Brahman enters the universe as its inner 

ruler or controller may be construed of as a reverberation of the aprthaksiddhi relationship 

already in place. The difference is that when the body is in a subtle state, the three eternal 

tattvas are distinct but nonetheless unified, as discussed above. However, when the body 

is in its gross or manifest phase, then, accordingly, that aspect of Brahman that enters the 

world as its inner controller or antaryifmin is likewise modulated so as to be controller of 

what is now differentiated into name and form. Perhaps the closest modern analogy that 
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can be offered is that the antaryiimin is like natural law, to which both matter and life

bearing entities are subject. 

The soul is a modification of Brahman because it constitutes his body118 and "the non

spiritual entities in the generic structuresl19 of a god, a man etc. are modifications of this 

same individual soul-which is a modification of Brahman himself-because they 

constitute the soul's body."120 As a consequence, all words that have a fixed denotative 

value121 "actually denote the entire composite entity: the body, the individual soul 

represented by it, and finally the Inner Ruler of that Soul, the Supreme Person in whom that 

entity terminates."122 Since Brahman, who is true being (sat), stands in a cause-effect, 

soul-body relationship with the phenomenal world, "the entire Universe being ensouled by 

Brahman is real".l23 Brahman is thus now both cause and effect: he is cause when he 

transforms pralqti and puru$a from their subtle state, and effect when he enters the 

universe as its inner ruler. Ramanuja identifies both cause and effect as modes of Brahman: 

and in this we may read the implication that in essence Brahman remains unchanged, for the 

changes that occur do so in his modes. 

This, however, must not be taken to mean that essentially Brahman is identical with the 

world, for if he were, then his perfections such as his being satyasarpkalpa, that is, that 

"quality of having His every will realized" would be destroyed)24 So in a 

siimifniidhikara.pya125 construction such as tat tvam asi, while the word tat refers to 

118Vedifrthasarpgraha #17-b, in van Buitenen, 194. 
119samsthlfna, lit configuration, form, figure, appearance, shape, from sam+stha, staying, 
abiding, lasting. See Vaman Shrivram Apte, The Practical Sanskrit-English Dictionary 
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1978 [1965]), 943. 
120vedarthasarpgraha #17-b, in van Buitenen, 194. 
121see ibid., where fixed denotative value is understood to be "the combination of the 
radical element with a suffix"; see also van Buitenen, ns. 94-96. 
122Ibid., 194. 
123Ibid. See below, n. 128. 
124Ibid., #19, 195; see also n. 127 below. 
l25Which van Buitenen explains is a grammatical term denoting the "community of case 
relation of two or more words". As a logical term, it co-ordinates "two terms in a 
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c Brahman "as the One who is the cause of the world, the abode of all perfections, the 

immaculate and untransmutable One", the word tvam refers "to that same Brahman under 

the aspect of inner Ruler of the individual soul as being modified by the embodied soul. 

The words tat and tvam both apply to the same Brahman but under different aspects."I26 

Although things may have their referential basis in him, they do so as a bodily modification 

of Him, and not because they are identical in essence.l27 The body, that is the universe, has 

reality only insofar as it is ensouled by Brahman 128 and it is non-different from Him in that 

it is a modification of him and he is its inner ruler. Yet it is not identical with him precisely 

because the universe stands in a dependent relationship with regard to him and he is its 

master and lord.129 This difference is important, for it is pralqti that is subject to all 

transformations, rendering the part of Brahman that is the substratum of this modification 

untransmutable. Similarly, it is the puru$a to which are attached "all the obstacles of 

judgement: the lotus is blue." Ramiinuja defines it as "the application to one object of 
several words in different functions" in #26, the stock example for which van Buitenen 
identifies the mahaviikya "tat tvam asi': 
126Ibid., #20, 196. 
127What Ramanuja means is that the word tvam refers to Brahman as He is modified by the 
phenomenal world and not to the individual jiva which modifies Brahman; in this respect, 
although the term tvam may be said to refer both to the jiva and to Brahman whom the jiva 
modifies ("inasmuch as this soul constitutes his body"--#19, 195), the jiva is subject to 
imperfection, whereas the Supreme Brahman is not. Thus they are not essentially identical, 
although the ultimate referent of jiva is Brahman, who ensouls it and thereby gives it 
reality. See #18, 194: "Thereafter the father proceeds to declare that becuase of the relation 
cause-effect, etc., the entire Universe being ensouled by Brahman is real." See also #58, 
225, where Ramanuja refutes the bhedabheda doctrine propounded by Bhliskara, in which 
he argues that if God is in essence identical with the various creatures in essence, then all the 
defects which go with the soul would also apply to Him. 
128Ibid., #22, 197. This may imply that were Brahman not to ensoul the world, it would 
vanish, like a mirage and may lead the reader imo believing that Rlimm-tuja was not that far 
from the Advaitin position after all. Such is not what is intended, however. Ramanuja 
explains the reality of the phenomenal world thus: because the effect is contained in the 
cause, sat. which is real, the universe, as effect, must also be real. Now we must bear in 
mind that sat is composed of three entities: Brahman, and the two unborn, eternal entities 
pmlqti and puru$8. who are real and who form Brahman's body in their subtle state. 
Therefore it follows that when they form Brahman's body in their gross (sthiila) state as cit 
and acit, they continue to have reality. However, whether in their subtle or in their gross 
state, in both cases they are accessory to Him, who is both their substratum and their 
controller. See #18, 194. Note also that they are always in an inseparable (ap{thaksiddhi) 
relation with Brahman, and thus cannot be separated from him; hence the notion that 
Brahman would no longer ensoul them is not conceivable. See also #62, 227. 
129Ibid., #84, 243. 
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spiritual life", not to the Brahman who is the ensouler of the puru$8, thus rendering him 

"irreproachable, possessed of all perfections and the power of having his every will 

realized. "130 

Brahman as Vi~Qu-Niriym,a 

Homage to the Principal to whom all spiritual and non-spiritual entities are 
accessory; Who reposes on Se~a. and Who is the treasury of immaculate and 
infinite beautiful qualities: Vi~Q.u.l31 

Now, the Consort of Sri, whose proper form, antagonistic to all that is evil 
and solely comprising all that is good, is nothing but knowledge and bliss ... 
who is the Supreme Brahman; the Supreme Person, Naray3J)a.132 

May my understanding assume the form of loving devotion to that Highest 
Brahman who is the Home of Lak~ml, and to whom the creation, 
preservation, destruction, etc., of all the worlds is (mere) play, whose main 
resolve consists in the protection of hosts of multiform subordinate beings, 
and who is specially seen to shine forth in what constitutes the head of the 
Vedas.133 

In the three citations above, we see that Ramanuja describes or equates Brahman with 

Vi~Qu and NarayaJ)a. Earlier we have already alluded to the question of the fusion of 

Vi~Q.u, a Vedic deity, with the cults of NarayaQ.a and Kr~IJ.a. NarayaJ)a and Vi~Q.u appear to 

have been coalesced into one deity in the MahiinifriiyaiJa Upani$ad. There are three aspects 

of this identification that we must consider: 

(A) He who resides in the supreme heaven, has a consort named Sri, has a person-like 

form, has marvelous and innumerable adornments, is gazed upon by celestial beings, and so 

forth. 

l30Ibid., #73, 234. 
131Ibid., #1, 183. This is the rmuigalasloka, or dedicatory verse. 
132Gitabh8$ya. in van Buitenen, Rifmanuja on the Bhagavadgitif, 45-46. 
133 Snohlf$ya, marigala.Sloka, 1. 
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(B) He who, on the one hand, is Brahman, "to whom the creation, preservation, destruction, 

etc., of all the worlds is (mere) play" (quoted above) and, on the other hand, is Vi~QU, who 

along with Brahma the creator and Siva the destroyer, is the sustainer of the world. 

(C) He who has descended (avatiriya) repeatedly to various worlds. 

A. Vi~Qu-Niriya.Qa in Paramavyoman (or Vaiku\ltha) 

In the preceding discussions we have already pointed to the importance that Ramanuja 

places on sabda as a pramifiJa. Scripture, for him, is a valid source of knowledge about 

things that cannot be known through sense perception (pratyaksa) and inference 

(anumifna). Therefore, it is reasonable, he argues, that all the things mentioned in scripture 

be understood as really existing, implying that no matter how far~ fetched they may seem. 

This has earned Ramanuja the label of being a scriptural literalist. In all fairness to 

Ramanuja, although he gives credence to scripture, it does not mean that he takes scriptural 

testimony at face value. Rather, he attempts to be as systematic as possible in viewing 

scripture as valid within the context of a systematic philosophic view. The S:rutis 

(srutaya~). for Ramanuja, 

are meant to set forth his [Naray&Qa's, that is, Brahman's134] manifestation 
[vaibhavajl35, so they expound the universal dominion of the Supreme 

134-fbe scriptural authority Ramanuja furnishes for equating Brahman with Nlrilym;m is 
found in Mahaniiraya{la Upani~ad 1, cited by van Buitenen, Vedarthasarpgraha, 254, n. 495. 
Rama:nuja bases his argument on the notion that in the beginning, sat was alone and without 
a second (Chiindogya Upani$8d, 6.2.1). Since the Mahliniiraya{la Upani$8d asserts the same 
of NllrllyaQa. then it follows that Na:rnyaQa = sat = Brahman. 
l35van Buitenen calls this "the totality of God's vibhiitis, his divine manifestation in the 
phenomenal world of matter and spirit", van Buitenen, Vedarthasarpgraha, 187, n. 48, and 
later, "the phenomenal manifestations (vibhiiti) of the divine Personality"; see ibid., 229, n. 
287. This reading is supported by the context which talks about Brahman as inner ruler of 
cit and acit in the first case, and Brahman as modified by cit and acit in the second case. 
This is corroborated by Gitiib~ya, 10:19, in Govinda:cha:rya, 333. However, I would like 
to argue that when Ramanuja speaks of manifestation (vaibhava), he includes the inner ruler 
among Brahman's vibhutis (manifestations) but does not do so exclusive of other types of 
manifestations. The reason for my reading is that were Brahman's manifestation (vaibhava 
or vibhiiti) to be limited to the realm of cit and acit--or the phenomenal world, as van 
Buitenen suggests-then Ramanuja's understanding of the manifestation of Vi~u in the 
supreme heaven will not be tenable, since, as we will see, he relies on non-gup.a-bound 
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Spirit as the inner Soul of the totality of spiritual and non-spiritual entities by 
expressions like His power [sakti], His portion [arpsa], His manifestation 
[vibhiiti], His form [sarfra], His shape [tanu], etc., and by siimaniidhika.Ta{lya 
constructions.136 

Therefore, if one were to read into scripture a particular view of Brahman, for example, the 

Advaitin view that Brahman is "nothing but non-differentiated knowledge",137 then this 

would imply that all siistra is therefore, false, for it yields us far more knowledge about 

Brahman then the Advaitin reading would concede. This is clearly not a tenable position. 

All descriptions of Brahman given in the scripture must be given validity and viewed as 

part of a unified view of Brahman, viz., that he is a differentiated being, differentiated by his 

various modes that are accessory to him and in relation to which he is the controller.138 

The diversity of Brahman's form is evident to Ramanuja and key to his understanding of 

Brahman. Brahman is able to maintain-and explain- "the diversity of the forms of His 

sovereignty by His omnipotence."l39 For Brahman is at once he who enters the world with 

an infinitesimal particle (ayutiirpsena) of himself; the abode of boundless perfect qualities, 

the Sovereign lord of lords, the Supreme Brahman; the Supreme Person, Niiriiya.Q.a 

whose hosts of perfections are boundless, unsurpassed and innumerable
who is the perfectly miraculous One-who appears like a blue cloud-who 
has long eyes so spotless as a lotus leaf-who is radiant with the splendour 
of thousands of suns--, the One in the Supreme Heaven revealed by §rutis 

matter for this manifestation. Why then, we may ask, does Ramanuja in these two instances 
limit the notion of vaibhava to cit and acit? We suggest that he does so because, from the 
context of these two discussions, his intent is to show, as against the views of his opponents, 
primarily the Advaitavadins and the Bhediibhedavlidins, that the world of phenomenal 
reality is not an illusion, and also that Brahman is not obscured by nescience or amenable to 
limiting adjuncts. See #s7,8,9, in van Buitenen, 188, for Ram!Inuja's summary of these 
views. 
136 Vediitthasarpgraha #5, in van Buitenen, 187. 
137lbid., #7, 188. 
1381bid., #42, 213ff. See also #65, 229. 
l391bid., #81, 239. 

248 



c 

c 

such as yo veda nihita~p guhiiyii~p parame vyoman140 tad ak~are parame 
vyoman141 etc., remains nonetheless essentially one.142 

Ramanuja tacitly acknowledges the tension created in the notion that an entity can both be 

one and diverse, that it can have "another form, nature and power added to its own form, 

nature and power. "143 He admits that it is impossible for a quality that is exclusively found 

in frre to be found in water, which is categorically different from frre. However, this is not 

the case with Brahman, for Brahman is categorically different from anything else, and as 

such, "has all natures and all powers. "144 Therefore, he argues, "it is not contradictory that 

this one being has an infinite and wonderful variety of forms and still retains His uniformity 

in this infinite and immeasurable diversity."l45 

Ramanuja's intent is to show that scripture--sastra-reveals that Brahman has diversity. 

Further, that different scriptures reveal different aspects of Brahman.146 ~astras such as the 

Bhagavad Gitii, which mention that those who perform acts while resorting to him (that is, 

~I)a) will attain, by his grace, "the eternal place",147 are not to be discounted, since they 

inform people who have not studied the Vedanta that they must not lack faith in acts. 

Moreover, he argues, those who have studied the Veda know that all sastras are one sastra. 

In any case, there are many examples of sruti that declare that: 

He possesses one invariable divine form that is in accordance with His 
pleasure and in harmony with Himself; He has an infmite variety of 
unsurpassed beautiful ornaments that suit His form, and immeasurable, 

140van Buitenen, 240, n. 367: Taittiriya Upani$8d 2.1.1: "who knows that which is Jaid 
down in the innennost of the Supreme Heaven". 
141Jbid., n. 368: Mahanih:ifyaiJa Upani$ad 1.2: "that is in the indestructible Supreme 
Heaven". 
142Ibid., #81, 240. 
143Jbid., #82, 240. 
144Jbid. 
145Ibid. 
146Ibid., #110, 263. "In the same manner as, among all §rutis; the Nantycm.a section [at the 
end of the Taittiriya Aranyaka, that is, the MahanarayBQa Upani$1ldJ serves only to set forth 
a certain aspect of the Supreme Brahman's proper fonn, so the Viwupud{Ja only sets forth a 
certain aspect of Him." 
l47 Gita 18:56. 
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endless and marvelous weapons of all kinds that are equal to His power; He 
has a Consort who suits His pleasure and who is in hannony with Him, 
possessing an immeasurable eminence of proper form, qualities, supemal 
power, ascendancy and character; He has an infinite entourage of attendants 
and necessaries, suitable to Him, the knowledge, actions etc. of whom are 
petfect and whose qualities are limitless; He has an infinite glorious 
manifestation, such as is fitting to Him, comprising all objects and all means 
of experience; He has a divine residence, the proper form and nature of 
which are beyond the ken of thought and the power of expression: all this 
and so forth is everlasting and irreproachable.148 

This being the case, the above description is then worthy of investigation. Regarding the 

attendants and necessaries, whom Ramanuja understands to be the siiris, 149 they cannot be 

said to be persons "who are released", or to be among "the continuous flow of released 

souls" .15° In other words, they have never entered the realm of sarpsiira or the 

phenomenal realm of transience. Had they done so, then they would not have been always 

regarding him. Rather, they are to be understood as the bdngs detailed in scriptural 

statements such as IJ.g Veda 10,90,16: "where the ancient gods have found the fulfillment 

of their ends," "where the first-born !$iS of olden times."151 

An objection· is raised: do the words paramarp padam-the supreme place--found in 

different srutis152 not indicate the same thing, viz., the proper form (svariipa) of the 

Supreme One (para)? That is, should references to the supreme place not be understood as 

Vigm? No, says Ramanuja. According to him, scripture clearly establishes that there 

really is a supreme place, not to be considered a metaphorical way of speaking about the 

proper form of supreme being. In some cases they do denote Vi~~u or Bhagavan (the 

148Vedifrthasarpgraha #127, in van Buitenen, 282. 
149Ibid., see 282-283, 285, ns. 678, 692 and 709. 
l50Ibid., # 128, 285. 
l51Ibid., #131, 287. 
152(i) tad vi${)0~ paramarp padam sada pasyanti siirayah: the siiris regard always that 
supreme place of Virou (Subiila Up. 6); (ii) The paramarp padam, free from all imperfection, 
that has the name of Vi~l}u (Viwu Purii{la, 1.22.53); (iii) During creation, subsistence and 
resorption the pralqti exists on in a triple fonn according to the activity of the three gU{las; 
but its paramarp padam is beyond gll{las and great (Vi${lU Purapa 1.22.41 ). See ibid.. 285-
288. 
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Lord, with devotional connotations), as in V#rw Purii{Ja 1.22.53, "the Supreme 'pada', free 

from all imperfection, that has the name of Vi~Q.u." In others, however, they denote a 

supreme place, such as the scriptural reference found in Subala UpatJ#ad 6, "the siiris 

regard always that supreme place of Vi~Q.u." In yet other cases, the proper form of the soul 

freed from pralqti is meant, as in Vi~.pu Pura.pa 1.22.41, "During creation, subsistence and 

resorption the pralqti exists on in a triple form according to the activity of the three 

gu.pas;153 but its paramarp padam is beyond gu.pas and great." Each of these is indicated 

by the phrase paramarp padam and, according to Ramanuja, all three meanings are the 

supreme object of attainment. This is so because Bhagavan is the supreme end to be 

attained. Attainment of Bhagavan necessary implies attainment of the other two, for the 

soul attains that condition which is free from bondage at the same time that it attains 

153The three grm,as are sattva, rajas and tamas. Ramanuja defines these as the three qualities 
of matter, adding that these stand as attributes in relation to matter. Their existence is to be 
inferred from the effects which they are instrumental in producing, such as brightness [of 
disposition]. The three qualities are in a latent state in matter when it is unevolved, but are 
manifest when matter is in its evolved state (see end of note). When the essentially free 
individual soul inhabits a body, which is produced out of evolved matter, these qualities 
impound the body. 

The characteristic of sattva is its luminosity and its capacity not to harbour that which 
will cause pain; hence sattva "produces in the embodied creature a predisposition for 
happiness and knowledge." [Hence sattva is translated as "goodness."] Rajas, derived from 
raga, means lust or carnal desire, and causes thirst (t(~Qa) for sensual enjoyment and sariga, 
attachment; it engenders desire to undertake activity. [Hence rajas is translated loosely as 
"passion."] Tamas is the reversed perception of what a thing actually is; equivalent to 
mohanam, that which deludes, and is the cause of listlessness, sloth and sleep. It obscures 
intelligence and perverts understanding. It literally means darkness, and is translated as 
such. For the above, see Ramanuja's Gitaoha.$ya, commentary on 14:5-9 in Govindacharya, 
446ff. 

Rangacharya and Aiyangar note in their translation of the Snoha.$ya (148, n.2): 
"Four different states of the pralqti or Nature are mentioned in Sub. [Sublila] Up., n. In its 
primary undifferentiated state, it is called the A vibhakta-tamas; in its frrst differentiated 
state, it is called the Vibhakta-tamas; in its next state, it is called the Aqam in which even 
the qualities of sattva, rajas and tamas are not seen to be differentiated, and in which it is 
also said to be promiscuously mixed up with the individual self; in its last state, it is called 
the A vyakta in which the differentiation of the three Gupas has begun to take place. From 
this A vyakta proceeds the principle known as the Mahat, from this again proceeds the 
principle called Ahamkifra or egoity, and so on." Ramanuja has this schema in mind when 
he argues that maya, when it is identified with pralqti, is not indescribable, that is,. it cannot 
be understood as denoting unreality, that is, ignorance or avidya as the term is used in the 
Advaitin sense. 
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c Bhagavan, and it is self-evident that the attainment of the supreme abode takes place at the 

same time. In order to attain the Lord, it is necessary that frrst the soul attain its own proper 

form, released from the bonds of karman, a reading that Ramanuja derives from the 

scriptural verse Chiindogya Upani$ad 8,3,1: "those desires are real but they are concealed 

by the unreal [=one's personal karman]' .154 

We can see that Ramanuja does not want to collapse the meaning of paramarp padam to the 

proper form (svariipa) of the supreme being, because to do so would lend credence to the 

notion that the scriptural statements testifying to the reality of a supreme place must be 

sacrificed. This would imply that only Brahman is real, and all other descriptions denoting 

his place and the world as his body are not, or are the result of limiting adjuncts upon 

him.155 It is interesting to note that Ramanuja amplifies the objector's term for the supreme 

one (para) to Bhagavan and Vi~l)u, emphasizing further the divine form (divya riipa) that is 

in the supreme abode (paramarp padam). Several scriptural verses can be cited to show 

that the supreme place exists, by drawing upon the notion that wherever is mentioned that 

the supreme being lies beyond rajas, it means that the supreme being dwells beyond the pale 

of three gUl)as, that is, in a definite place beyond the phenomenal world that is characterized 

by the three gUl)as. To "lie" somewhere is understood as meaning to "dwell" somewhere. 

This supreme abode is imperishable and eternal.156 

Having established that the supreme place really does exist, it is clear that there is a supreme 

being that must exist in that place, along with attendants (siiris) that eternally regard him. 

This divine form is beyond sensual perception and can only be viewed by the internal 

154Cited in Vedifrthasarpgraha #129, in van Buitenen, 286. See also M.R. Rajagopala 
Ayyangar, Vedartha Sangraha of Sri Ramanuja (Kumbakonam: The Cauveri Colour Press, 
1956), 192ff. for a translation that makes Rarnanuja's stance somewhat clearer than found in 
van Buitenen. 
155The position held by the Advaitavada and Bhedabhedavada darSanas, or philosophical 
schools. 
156Vcdarthasarpgraha # 131, in van Buitenen, 287. 
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c faculty.157 Ramanuja adds that the defining qualities assert that Brahman is essentially 

different from everything else, being opposed to all evil, and as such, is without limitations. 

His auspicious attributes, too, are essentially different from anything else. In the same way, 

"His form, attendants, residence etc. are essentially different from everything else, are 

proper to Him exclusively and have an inexplicable158 proper form and nature."159 

Elsewhere he remarks that the "proper form and nature of His infinite supemal 

manifestation (mahavibhiiti) are undefinable. "160 

Since the supreme place has a form that cannot be subject to transformation, it is 

imperishable. Celestial bodies such as the sun cannot be meant here, for these are 

perishable. The attribute satyakifma mentioned in Chandogya Upani~ad 8,1,5 means that 

he is one whose kifmas, that is, (the objects of) his desire are satya, or real, which means 

that they are eternal. But we must pause here. For does not Ramanuja assert that Brahman 

is satyakifma with respect to the world of names and forms? Ramanuja explains this 

apparent conflict: "whereas an entity that is the means of another's sport, is liable to 

transformation and, therefore, albeit real in so far as capable of connexion with pramif{las, 

yet unreal in so far as impermanent, the suris etc. on the contrary are permanent. "161 The 

same may apply to the attribute satyasa1pkalpa, that is, he whose every will is realized. In 

this case, although the objects and means of experience suitable to his divine form are 

eternal-and hence, we assume, cannot be augmented by released souls-, none the less, it 

is through his will alone that new entities may come into realization (siddhi1]1). What does 

he mean here? Does he refer here to those mentioned in Vi~pu PurifT;la 4.1.84: "Yogins 

who in perfect concentration constantly meditate upon Brahman possess that supreme place 

157lbid., #135, 291. The scriptural verse is MUQ(Iaka 
158That is, "baffle description." Ayyangar, Vedartha 
it is without qualities. 
l59Vedaithasarpgraha #136, in van Buitenen, 292. 
160Jbid., #140, 295. 
161Ibid., #132, 288. 
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c which the siiris regard"?162 Or is this a reference to the grace of the Lord that is necessary 

in order for a devotee to ken its proper form, which, as discussed earlier, is also paramarp 

padam? Ramanuja's meaning is not very clear in this instance. He has to preserve, on the 

one hand, the integrity of scripture by arguing for the reality of the descriptions of eternal 

manifestation (mahavibhiiti) of the supreme person in the supreme place. On the other 

hand, if this is the highest attainable goal, then he has to explain how those who change 

from the condition of bondage to release may come upon this place that, being eternal, can 

brook no change. To admit the yogins and/or those who attain supreme liberation, 

therefore, he has to draw upon divine volition163 as that which holds the paradox together. 

Satyasarpkalpa asserts, that although these objects and means of experience 
etc. be eternal, unsurpassed and endless, an infinite number of new entities 
owe their realization to His will alone. So satyasarpkalpa declares that the 
differences in proper form, condition and activity of these means of 
experience and means of His sport, spiritual and non-spiritual, permanent 
and non-permanent, are entirely dependent on His volition.164 

Brahman, then, is he who has five defining attributes, innumerable auspicious attributes, 

chief of which are six165 in number, and for whom pralqti and puru$a in both their subtle 

and gross states form his body. Brahman is also the supreme person in that eternal 

supreme place, constituted of matter that is beyond the three gu,pas (ap[krta), who is 

adorned, and who is surrounded by the eternal siiris who continually gaze at him. He 

162Ibid., #133, 289. 
l63 As a tangent to this discussion is the polarity in the divine nature, an issue to which 
attention has been drawn by both John B. Carman and Patricia Y. Mumme. This is the 
tension and polarity expressed in the Lord's autonomy, on the one hand, expressed in his 
qualities of supremacy, and the Lord's accessibility, on the other, expressed in his qualities 
of mercy. That is, "the problem of salvation, from the theological perspective, is how to 
reconcile the Lord's supreme status as the ruler and judge of karma with His mercy for souls 
whose destiny is to attain communion with Him." See Patricia Y. Mumme, The Snvai~Qava 
Theological Dispute: MapaviiJam3muni and Vedanta De§ika (Madras: New Era 
Publications, 1988), 188; see 187ff. for the discussion regarding the pamtva-saulabhya 
polarity. It should be noted, however, that here it is satyasarpkalpa that reflects the Lord's 
mercy, while in the above-mentioned discussion on polarity the same atttibute is placed 
among those that express His supremacy (paratva), that is, indicating His autonomy. 

C. · l64Vedilithasarpgraha #132, in van Buitenen, 288. 
165The ~{ig!Jflas: jMna, bala, ai§varya, virya, sakti and tejas, "qualities which are natural to 
Him [svabhiivika] and of matchless excellence." See Carman, The Theology, 69. 
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c creates for his sport the non-permanent world of names and forms, in which he is the inner 

ruler (antaryifmin) who is lord, controller and supreme soul. He may take on any other 

manifestations of himself that he wills; or the form that he assumes as a boon to his 

worshipper. In all these cases, it is one entity that is being spoken of and all his 

manifestations are real, dependent upon his will, and subject to his power. That is, just as 

"the qualities of knowledge etc. have been stated to constitute the proper form of the 

Supreme Brahman, in the same manner His form belongs to His proper form, for the 

scriptures declare that His proper form is such. "166 Further, "He possesses one invariable 

divine form that is in accordance with His pleasure and in harmony with Himself."167 

R.amanuja distinguishes this manifestation from the means of Brahman's sport (h1a) that 

consists of the phenomenal world. In all cases, however, Brahman "is modified by all 

because all constitute His body" .168 

Two questions may be posed here. What is the relationship between Brahman and his 

divine form (divya riipa or mahiivibhiiti) ? Are they the same or are they different? 

Ramanuja does not answer this question. Rather, he approaches it in a different way. He 

reiterates that Brahman, the Supreme Being (paramlitman), the inner ruler (antaryamin), or 

Vi~l)u of mahavibhiiti description are all one and the same. Here the rule of 

sifmiinyiidhikaral)ya would apply, that is, of applying several terms to the same object, or 

correlative predication. Ramanuja gives no indication as to why the supreme being would 

have a supemal manifestation; only that the scriptures establish that indeed, in all reality, a 

supreme place-paramarp padam-exists, and in that place is to be found the supreme 

166Vedarthasatpgraha #135, in van Buitenen, 291. 
167Ibid., #127, 282. A description of this divine form is given in Ramanuja's Introduction 
fD his commentary on the Git$. see van Buitenen, Riimifnuja on the Bhagavadgitif, 45: 
"whose divine shape is adorned with manifold and maniform endless, wonderful, eternal, 
irreporachable, immeasurable divine ornaments and equipped with innumerable weapons 
which, being worthy of their bearer, are of inconceivable power, eternal, impeccable and 
incomparable ... . " 
168Vedifrthasarpgraha #140, in van Buitenen, 295. 
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manifestation-mahavibhuti-who is none other than NarayaQa, also known as Vi~Qu. We 

may note, however, that Ramanuja does seem to distinguish between the "proper fonn" 

(svariipa) of Brahman, which "is purely boundless knowledge and bliss" and his "supemal 

manifestation" (mahavibhuti), the proper form (svariipa) and nature (svabhava) of which 

"are undefmable".l69 

It is tempting to view Ramanuja's descriptions of Brahman in his pre-phenomenal world 

state as being two: (i) the Brahman whose proper form (svariipa) is knowledge and bliss, . 

and (ii) the Brahman who has a supernal manifestation (mahiivibhuti) as a Brahman whose 

essence is knowledge and bliss (characterized by the five defming qualities), and who has a 

supernal or divine form (divya riipa). Such a bifurcation, however, would do disservice to 

Ramanuja's conception of the supreme being as it would bring it very close to Satikara's 

notion of an attributeless Brahman who is solely knowledge, and a lower-order, qualified 

Brahman-Isvara-who is viewed as such from the realm of nescience (avidyii). 

Ramanuja is intent on establishing that the two descriptions denote the same reality, the 

same supreme being, although he distinguishes them by saying that Brahman has a supemal 

form. Why did Ramanuja feel so strongly the need to include this supemal manifestation in 

his descriptions of Brahman? 

This question has been lucidly answered by Lipner. He isolates several reasons:170 (1) 

both sruti and sm[ti speak of a celestial form; (2) several conflicting scriptural texts are 

thereby reconciled, in the literalist manner Ramanuja has adopted; (3) other notable 

authorities such as BadarayaQ.a have accepted this form; (4) the supemal form "plays a 

central role in the development of the aspirant's salvific devotional relationship with the 

Lord in this life, and is the focus of bliss in the next." 

169Ibid. 
170f.ipner, The Face of Troth, 94ff. 
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In other words, since scripture or sabda is the source of our knowledge of Brahman, if it 

says that Brahman has a supernal form, this must indeed be so. For Ramanuja the issue is 

not whether Brahman has a form or not. Rather, the issue is whether the divine form 

mentioned in the scripture belongs to one among "Indra and the others" (the gods) who has 

claimed distinction in merit, as claimed by opponent. Not so, argues Ramanuja, for the 

epithet of this form, viz. "to be with sins destroyed" must be interpreted to mean: "indeed to 

be with Karman destroyed; that is, to be void of even the tinge of being subject to Karman; 

... Therefore, being with sins destroyed is a characteristic of Paramatman alone .... "171 

Indeed, Ramanuja identifies this supernal manifestation as being beyond pralqti: "But that 

(supernal body) is definitely a self-desired one, befitting him and not arising out of 

Pralqti'')72 Lipner adds that a distinction must be made between Brahman's proper form 

(svarilpa) or quiddity and the supernal form because the characteristics defining the former 

are not easily localisable in the latter, that is,173 "the supernal form is a necessary if 

personal expression of the Lord."l74 He also points out that the supemal form is the source 

of the avatiiric form, but is closer to the "quidditative centre" than the latter. For, "though 

an avataric form 'is fashioned from' the supernal form (without yet 'exhausting' it), it is 

contingent, while the supernal form is innate. "175 In this respect, the supemal form 

emphasizes the notion of divine accessibility to the seeker, a notion that is central to 

Ramanuja's spiritual framework: "The most compassionate Blessed One [bhagaviin], by his 

17IsnbhlJ$ya, 1.1.21 in Karmarkar, 303. 
l72Ibid., 304. 
173Ibid., 95. 
174Lipner, The Face of Truth, 95-96; see also 167-168, n. 42: "It is in this broad sense of 
'proper form' that Ra:manuja also includes the heavenly abode and the heavenly attendants of 
the Lord. Further, the supemal form, heavenly attendants and abode belong to Brahman's 
'proper form' in the sense that they were eternally with him in an unchanging condition, in 
contrast to the world and its inhabitants, whose state is continually changeable as the world 
is regularly produced, 'comes to fruition' and is then dissolved." 
175Ibid., 96. 
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own desire and out oflove for the devotee, makes this innate [supernal] form take on gOdly, 

human and other configurations, in accordance with the devotee's understanding."176 

B. Vi~\lU as Sustainer 

Ramanuja may well have been aware of the tension arising from naming Vi~\lU as 

Brahman, on the one hand, and Vi~Q.u as a member of the triad Brahma-Vi~Qu-Siva on the 

other. For the latter, indeed, are gods, and gods fall within the realm of gupa-bound, 

Saipsifric creatures. That is, they are creatures with limitations and with a store of karma. 

Carman suggests that Ramanuja may have preferred Narayat).a as the proper name of God 

out of consideration for this tension. As he points out, Ramanuja in the Gitaohii$ya accepts 

Vi~\lU both as supreme cause and as created deity .177 

However, this question is taken up by Ramanuja in the Vediirthasarpgraha. Calling upon 

the Vi${1U Purii{la to establish the identity of Vi~Q.u with Brahman, he cites a long passage, 

from which we may quote briefly: "The world has originated from Vi~Q.u and in Him it 

subsists. He is the One who sustains and annihilates the world and He is the world."178 

From the Brahmasiitras we learn that Brahman is the cause of the world. Thus it follows 

that Vigm and Brahman are identical. In that case, Ramanuja is asked, how then do we 

square the notion, found in the self-same Vi${1U Purii{Ja, that "The one venerable Lord 

Janardana assumes the names of Brahma, Vi~Q.u and Siva to create, sustain and 

destroy"? 179 

176Lipner's translation of Ramanuja, SribM$yB, I.I.21: tadidarp svilbhlfvikam eva riipam 
upasakanugrahepa tatpmtipattyanugupaklfra1]1 devamanU$yadisa.rpsthanarp karoti 
svecchayaiva pammakaruQiko bhagavan. Although the term svabhavikam is used here, the 
context in which this sentence occurs is clearly a reference to Brahman's supemal 
manifestation. See Lipner, The Face of Troth, 96, and 168, n. 43. 
177carman, The Theology, 185. 
178 Vi$QU Purif{la, 1.1.31, cited in Vedifrthasarpgraha #110, in van Buitenen, 263, n. 574. 
179Ibid., 1.2.66, cited on 264. 
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Ramanuja attempts to resolve this ambiguity by stating that Janardana, who is synonymous 

with Vi~Qu, enters the phenomenal realm-which includes the gods Brahma, Vi~Qu and 

Siva as a class-as their ensouler. This interpretation is buttressed by the declaration in the 

same scripture that Vi~Qu ensouls alL All of creation is his embodiment, for Vi$QU, as the 

imperishable one, is embodied by all. In other words, here Vi~Qu qua Janardana qua 

antaryamin qua Brahman enters the phenomenal world as its ensouler and the relationship 

between the world and him is that of sarira-saririn (body-possessor of body). The Vi${:1U 

Purii{:la substantiates this: "So Vi$QU, most excellent, beneficient and benevolent, is 

embodied by all in the various modes of Brahma etc., in which He is creating and created, 

protecting, consuming and protected."180 

The problem arises, however, when Ramanuja intimates that Brahma, Vi$QU and Siva must 

be taken together as a class. In this respect, they are manifestations of Janardana, 

manifestations by which he creates, sustains and destroys himself. It is clear that here the 

notion of "himself' that is subject to creation, sustainment, and destruction is the 

phenomenal world. We have already seen above how Ramanuja construes the world to be 

Brahman only insofar as it is ensouled by Brahman as antaryamin or inner ruler. But what 

does Ramanuja mean when he says Brahma, Vi$QU and Siva are manifestations of 

Janardana, together as a class? For it is clear that gods such as Brahma "are all subject to 

karman as they belong to the three bhiivaniis. "181 This appears to be clear indication that 

1801bid., 1.2.68-69, cited on 264. 
181 Vedarthasarpgraha #113, in van Buitenen, 265. See also n. 585 where van Buitenen 
states: "R. quotes the bhiivaniftraya as proof that Brahma and the gods are k$etrajifas and as 
such subject to kannan." In n. 585, van Buitenen locates the term in Vi$pu Pur8{la 6.7.47ff., 
suggesting that it has the sense of "creative potency manifesting itself in three successive 
ontological orders (bhava-), that of Brahman, the creator, Karman, the creation, and 
Brahmakarman, the mediators of creation Sanandana, etc." He adds: "R[amanuja] quotes the 
bhiivanatraya as proof that Brahma and the gods are k$CtrajJJas and as such subject to 
karman." He directs us a a fuller discussion in his paper, "The SubhiiSrayaprakarai}a 
Vi$pupl11'if{la 6,1 and the meaning of bhiivana", Adyar Library Bulletin (Adyar 1955), XIX, 
1-2, 3ff. Carman draws attention to an alternate reading that does not seem to be applicable 
here, that of Rajagopala Ayyangar, who translates bhlvana as "three kinds of mental effort." 
See Carman, The Theology, 293-294, n. 15. 
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Vi~I)u too, if he is included among the three gods as a class (denoting a form of unity 

among them), is subjected to kannan. 

Ramanuja, however, is not willing to let the matter stand at that. He first establishes that 

Vi~I)u, "the Supreme Brahman, is imperishable and yet ensouls the world in so far as all 

constitute His body".t82 Then he introduces into his discussion the notion of the descent or 

avatara of the sovereign Lord Vi~I)u into animals, men and gods, such as Brahma, and 

refers us here to a previous discussion.183 Turning to this previous discussion, we find 

that Vi~I)U ~nters into an effect, meaning here the world, as a voluntary descent (1) to help 

the world, and (2) just for his sport. Thereby, "he completes the number of entities of 

certain categories which are his own effects. So, as a matter of sport, the Supreme One 

becomes Upendra, completing thereby the number of divinities."184 We may pause to note 

that Upendra is one of the names of Kr~J.la, who is stated to be an avatara of Vi~I)u. To say 

that Upendra (= Kr~J.la) completes the number of deities is to say that the same One who 

descended as Upendra, descended as a deity, for we know that Kr~J.la is not a deity but a 

"scion of the Lunar Dynasty".185 Thus only the deity of the same name, that is, Vi~I)U, can . 
be meant here. Returning to his original discussion, we find Ramanuja asserting there that 

while the gods Brahma, etc. are all subject to kannan, Vi~I)u, as the sovereign lord, 

"descends among gods etc., by his own free will and in his own proper form [svena eva 

riipena] to succour the entire Universe".186 Further, while Brahma and other gods are 

born in the body of a god, which is constituted of pralqti and corresponds to their various 

karman, Vi~I)U, the sovereign, who is satyasai[lkalpa, does not suffer births in the above 

manner. However, he is born, among other forms, as a god "but by his own free will and 

182 Vedarthasaq~graha #113, in van Buitenen, 265. 
1831bid. 
1841bid., #107, 260. 
l85Ibid. 
l86Ibid., 265. 
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in his own proper form which is unsurpassingly good, and in order to succour the 

world."l87 

We may conclude then, that in the Vediirthasarpgraha, Ramanuja is not willing to concede at 

all that Vigm, the sustainer god in the triad Brahma, Vi~J)u, Siva is a kanna-bound entity. 

On the contrary, he builds a careful argument that although the Vi$pu Puripa refers to the 

three deities comprising the trimilrti as equal, this is in reference to the class of deities, 

who as a class, do share equality in their generic characteristics, and not to the individual 

members of the class, who may differ. By introducing the notion of avatiira here, he is 

clearly seeking to draw a line between the gods Brahma and the like, who are kanna-bound, 

and the avatiira or descent of Vi~J)U into the form of a god. Although the various avatiiras 

of Vi~J)u may occur in the animal, human or godly form, they are not to be confused with 

the limitations of these forms. For Vi~r.m's "body in his incarnation as a god etc., is not of 

the stuff common bodies are made of', 188 that is, they are not subject to kannan and 

thereby tainted by imperfection, but rather comprise his own proper form. In this respect 

we may note that Ramanuja treats the identification of Vi~J)U, the sustainer god, with 

Brahman as primarily the latter's manifestation of himself as an avatiira. 

Carman's observation that Ramanuja in the Gitiibhii~ya accepts Vi~J)u both as supreme 

cause and as created deity must thus be qualified by the discussion in the 

Vediirthasaipgraha. Further, it leads us to raise the question why Ramanuja allowed the 

reference to Vi~J)u as the chief of the Adityas to pass without the attendant qualification, 

found in the mention of Rama and Kr~Qa, of being a direct manifestation. The reference to 

Vi~J)u as chief of the Adityas, twelve in number, occurs in Bhagavad Gitii 10:21. 

Ramanuja does not add anything in his commentary to this verse. Later, however, in his 

commentary to verse 31 of the same chapter, which states that "Of the wearers of weapons, 

187Ibid., #113, 265-266. 
188Ibid., 265. 
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I am Rama", Ramanuja adds the comment that Rama here is a direct manifestation. He then 

adds: 

In indirect manifestations, such as 'of Adityas, I am VishQu' etc. Adityas 
etc., are kshetrajiias or jlvas (individual souls) and constituting the body of 
the Lord-Who is their Soul-they are in the relation of attributes to Him, 
like the weapons (in this case) forming attributes to Rama (the direct 
Incarnation of the Lord).189 

Carman interprets this as indicating that Ramanuja therefore, accepts Vi~QU as created deity, 

since Ramanuja does not here offer the qualification, as he does with Rama, that this is a 

direct manifestation.190 If it were to be assumed that the Adityas are celestial deities, 

among whom Vi~Qu is one, then it may be said that Ramanuja does, indeed, accept Vi~QU 

as a created deity. However, by the time we find the reference in the Bhagavad Gitii 

numbering the Adityas as twelve, the probable source for which is the V#,pu Purapa, the 

Adityas have begun to correspond to the twelve months of the year. This is a development 

in the mythology surrounding them, for in earlier texts the Adityas are considered to be the 

sons of the goddess Aditi, and their numbers vary as to whether they are seven or eight. 

There is no known connection between the Adityas as sons of Aditi and the triad 

controlling the state of the world. 

When we examine the mythology surrounding the Adityas, we find that Aditi, the "mother 

of the gods" ( deva-miitii or deva-miitri) is named as wife of Vi~Qu in the Y ajur V eda. In 

the Vi${1U Purifpa, she is named the mother of Vi~Qu, in his dwarf incarnation, and for this 

reason he is called Aditya.191 Ramanuja was certainly familiar with the Vi${1U Puri{la for 

he quotes it extensively in his Vedart:hasarpgraha, a work that van Buitenen suggests was 

189Gitaohif$ya 10:31, in Govindacharya, 338-339. 
190carman, The Theology, 185. 
l9l John Dowson, A Classical Dictionary of Hindu Mythology (New Delhi: Oriental Books 
Reprint Corporation, 1973), s.v. "Aditi," 3-4. 
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c likely written before the Gitaohif$ya.J92 In his commentary on Glta 10:21, Ramanuja 

glosses the ildityas to mean k$etrajiias or jivas, and specifies that they constitute the body 

of the Lord, thereby drawing attention to the Sarira-saririn relationship. It is in this respect, 

then, that Ramanuja interprets the statement, "Of the Adityas, I am Vi~Q.u", wherein the 

ildityas are the jivas, and Vi~Q.u is their Lord, thereby making the Adityas analogous to his 

attributes (dharma), of whom Vi~Q.u is the possessor. No doubt he was also playing on the 

double entendre of Vi~Q.u's appelation, Aditya, in his dwarf avatara as Vamana ("Lord of 

the three worlds"). 

The second issue arises out of the commentary on Gita 10:31, quoted above. This passage 

addresses the notion that in some cases Kr~Q.a says that he is the best of such-and-such 

category: For example, in van Buitenen's reading: the sun is the best of the luminous 

bodies.193 This is not to say that the sun is the avatara among the celestial bodies; rather, 

the relationship between the best of the k$etrajiianin and the lord (that is, Kr~Q.a) is one of 

body-possessor of body (sarira-saririn). Now, while van Buitenen reads in "Adityas, 

etc.", k$etrajiiiinins such as the sun, the text itself would imply that "Adityas etc." should 

mean Adityas, luminous orbs, Maruts, stars, etc.. That is, the Adityas are named as an 

example of the species or class under consideration. Vi~Q.u, on the other hand, is named as 

the chief of that species, that which is equivalent to Kr~Q.a, the speaker. Thus, for van 

Buitenen to have equated the Adityas with the sun is to take a leap from the species to the 

best in that species. When Ramanuja says that the Adityas, etc. are k$etrajiia, then 

192van Buitenen, Vedifrthas8J!1graha, Introduction, 30. See also van Buitenen, Ramanuja on 
the Bhagavadgitil, 17, where van Buitenen argues that the Gitifbha$ya presupposes the 
Snoha$ya. 
193van Buitenen, Riimanuja on the Bhagavadgitil, 125, n. 436. The Sanskrit passage does 
not clearly mention the sun. It only mentions that: "its purported meaning (arthilntara) is 
that Adityas, etc. are k$etrajM', that is, experiencing entities, that is, gupa-bound. Van 
Buitenen, however, reads into this: "The meaning is this: the aforementioned lcyetrajffas, the 
sun etc (vs. 21 ff.) constitute themselves dharmas of God for they are his body ... ". Thus he 
reads Adityas, etc. as including sun, etc., a meaning that RIDnllnuja probably did have in 
mind. 
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accordingly, we must understand all other species or classes such as luminous orbs, 

Maruts, stars, etc. His interpretation, then, is to clarify that as gupa-bound entities, these are 

all in relation to the Lord as his body, or sarira. 

Then emerges the issue: when Kr~Qa names Vi~Qu, the sun, and the moon as being 

Himself, in what sense does he mean this? We know from the Vedarthasarpgraha that "He 

completes the number of entities of certain categories which are his own effects."194 Does 

this mean to say then that the best of all the species or classes is an avatiira? It is here that it 

would be instructive to return to the context of the Gitii passages under consideration. 

~Q.a has been asked to recount his yoga and his manifestation (vibhiiti) by Arjuna. In 

responding to this question, Kr~Qa replies that he will do so in their salient points, for there 

is no end to his infinity. Here Ramanuja elaborates that by vibhiititva is meant "the being 

govemed"195 while the term yoga connotes "the Ruling of all creatures--or their 

Governance-is displayed by His abidance in every creature as its Soul, and that that term 

also connotes the function of the Lord as the Creator, the Protector, and the Destroyer of 

all")96 If this be the case, "of the Adityas I am Vi~QU, of the luminous orbs, the radiant 

Sun" etc., must be understood as denoting two things: (1) Kr~Qa's yoga, by which he 

abides in every creature (viz, the Adityas, the luminous bodies, and so forth) as its inner 

soul, and (2) Kr~Qa's vibhiiti, by which he governs that particular class or species. Thus it 

is no surprise to find in this list, in Gftii 10:30, "of animals too, I (am) the lion". Thus 

Vi~QU, the sun, Rama, and the lion all denote Kr~Qa in his aspect as ruler. Now, to this 

there is an additional aspect that must be mentioned, and this Ramanuja does in his 

commentary on Gita 10:31. When Ramanuja mentions that in Adityas, etc, the Lord 

(bhagavatafl) abides (avasthita) as the soul, he mentions Adityas because it is the frrst item 

194Vedifrthasarpgraha #107, in van Buitenen, 260. 
l95amrbhf$ya 10:19, in Govindacharya, 333. The translator adds "all the Kosmos is under 
His government". 
196Ibid. 
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in the whole series, and the reader is to assume, from the mention of the first in the series, 

that all subsequent members are also meant. Now, while all the members of all the series 

are experiencing entities and, therefore, gu.pa-bound, Ramanuja has to clarify· that here, 

although Rama denotes the Lord by virtue of his rulership, in addition Rama is also a direct 

manifestation of the Lord, unlike the other cases, such as sun, etc, in which these denote the 

Lord by virtue of their rulers hip over ·their class but are not in addition to be construed as 

avataras in the same manner as Rama. So again we ask: why did Ramanuja not have to 

make this clear in the case of Vi~J)u of the Adityas? To this we can say that perhaps it was 

an oversight on Ramanuja's part: that in beginning his list with Adityas, he simply assumed 

that by pointing out that Rama was a direct manifestation of the Lord the reader would pick 

up the clue that all avataras when they formed part of the series should be'identified as, on 

the one hand, the rulers of· that series, and on the other, also direct manifestations. He 

simply wants to draw attention to an additional point and not tacitly accept Vi~QU as one of 

the created deities, for as we have seen above, he knew his sources far too well to accept 

that. 

When the passage in which Ramanuja identifies Rama as a direct manifestation, and the 

Adityas, etc. as indirect manifestations is examined, the context shows that Ramanuja 

appears to view Vi~J)u in this case as the antaryamin in relation to whom the k$etrajfiiinins, 

that is, the Adityas, are attributes. It is clear that Ramanuja wants to establish a gu.pa

dravya (attribute-substance) relationship here between the Adityas, whom he likens to the 

weapons (= attributes) of Rama, and Vi~f.lu, whom he likens· to Rama (= bearer of 

weapons). Indeed, he calls the latter a direct manifestation, and the former an indirect 

manifestation. In both cases, of course, the proper form of either the avatara or the 

antaryifmin-who are different manifestations of the supreme being-are only visible once 

the human soul has attained knowledge of its own proper form, as we shall see in a later 

section. However, it would be salient to mention at this junction a few points that 

Ramanuja makes about the antaryamin. The antaryamin continues during the period of 
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c manifestation the dravya-gu{la or sarlrin-sarlra relationship that obtains between Brahman 

as the principal and the remaining two eternal tattvas, puru~a and pralqti, respectively, as 

accessories to him in their subtle state. Having been asked the question raising a doubt over 

how "Brahman, who is irreproachable, untransformed and endowed with all perfections, 

can ensoul a phenomenal world that is partly evil",197 Ramanuja ftrst draws attention to 

scriptural texts that identify Brahman as the immanent soul of all beings and replies: 

there is no contradiction in that Vi~Qu, the Supreme Brahman, is 
imperishable and yet ensouls the world in so far as all constitute His body: 
for this defines the natures of body and soul from each other.198 

Indeed, since "the sifstras declare that the proper form of the soul is itself ensouled by the 

Venerable Lord, because it is the soul's sole proper form and essence to be accessory to its 

principle. "199 In order for the soul to be accessory to its principal, its principal must be 

present wherever it is, for the principal directs and controls and renders it existent: "He is 

the soul immanent in everything, because each and every spiritual and non-spiritual entity is 

brought into existence by His will. "200 Having established that the supreme Brahman 

continues the dravya-gU{Ia relationship across the subtle state into the state of 

manifestation, it may also be noted that the ap(thaksiddhi relationship that obtains between 

the three etemals continues to obtain in the form of Brahman as antaryifmin, and pralqti and 

puru$a as the world of names and forms. 

Ramanuja adds another dimension to this relationship. In the presence of the antaryifmin as 

inner ruler and controller, what freedom of action can be left for the embodied jiva? 

Ramanuja's reply is significant for clarifying the role of the inner ruler: 

The Supreme Spirit has bestowed equally upon all spiritual beings all that is 
required for activity or inactivity, for instance the capacity of spirituality, the 

197 Vedlfrthasmpgraha # 113, in van Buiterien, 264. 
l98Jbid., #113, 265. 
l991bid., # 78, 238. 
2001bid. 
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c capacity of activity, etc. So as to enable them to accomplish this, He has 
become their substratum and has entered into them as the principal to whom 
they are accesory, directing them by consenting. 201 

That is, as he points out, "As it is impossible for them to release themselves from this 

sarpsara without resorting to the Venerable Lord, therefore, to serve this purpose, the 

sastras start with setting form the equality of those souls ... [t]hen declare that that proper 

form of the soul is itself ensouled by the Venerable Lord .... "2°2 As the antaryamin, 

Brahman (i) upholds the aprthaksiddhi and dravya-gUJ)a relationship; (ii) sustains the 

world by his will; (iii) affords the means of release from sarpsifra for the embodied being. 

In addition, he also partakes of the variety of creation (more precisely, manifestation) 

himself: 

· it is declared that ... release of the ... soul from ... satpsiira ... is impossible 
without resorting to the Lord .... Likewise He says: ... "having entered into 
the world-which is of an infinitely varied, miraculous character-as its 
immanent soul with an infinitesimal particle {ayutiitpsena] of Myself, I keep 
supporting it entirely by My will and I remain, while in this form possessing 
an infinite supemal manifestation .... " ... while remaining one by being its 
sole controller, He enters the Universe as the soul immanent in the various 
spiritual and non-spiritual entities; having a variety of modifications in the 
forms of these entities and instigating a variety of activities He partakes of 
variety Himself. 203 

That is, he is both able to partake of variety himself and retain his unity in his aspect as 

immanent soul and inner ruler. It is also as immanent soul that he is able to direct the 

activities of Brahma and Rudra (Siva), the two deities that form part of the triad Brahma

Vi~Q.u-Siva: 

We have explained before that it is NarayaQ.a whom the contexts that deal 
with creation and resorption declare to be the supreme cause. ... in the 
Atharvasiras Upani:;ad Rudra enlarges upon his own universal sovereignty 
... as witness ... in so far as the Supreme Spirit has entered into him ...... . 
Here the ground that justifies this type of statement is mentioned: the 

20llbid., #90, 247. Italics mine 
202Jbid., # 78, 237-238. 
203Ibid., # 81, 239-240. 
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ground is that the Infinite One is omnipresent: the Supreme Spirit is 
omnipresent as the immanent soul of all spiritual and non-spiritual entities 
which constitute his own body .... the sovereign Lord Naraya.J)a exists as 
the immanent soul in Rudra, Brahma and all embodied beings .... Naraya.J)a, 
existing as their immanent soul, shows Brahma and Rudra the way so that 
they can work creation and resorption respectively. 204 

How is this done? Likely in the same manner that the activities of souls are "consented" to 

by the immanent soul, that is, the antaryifmin, who does not take sides in observing the 

soul in its doings.205 However, "When someone of his own accord has been active before 

in an extremely good action, then the Venerable Lord is pleased with him and by granting 

him a mental disposition for good actions helps him to be so active. "206 

C. Vif9.U as Avatira 

In his proem to the Gita, Ramanuja connects the infinite, immutable Brahman to the 

incarnations or avatiiras. He begins by telling us who is "The Lord of Sri". We find a 

description of Sri in the Vediirthasarpgraha, culled from the Vi~puPurifpa: 

Sri, Vi~Qu's faithful consort, the Mother of the world is eternal herself, and 
she is omnipresent even as Vi~QU Himself is. 207 When He is god, she 
assumes a divine body, when He is man she assumes a human body: she 
makes her own body agree with that of Vi~QU. 208 

Here Sri is identified as the consort of Vi~QU. In another passage, Ramanuja identifies Sri 

as the consort of Naraya.J)a: 

this Supreme Brahman NarayaQa has a proper form of undefinable 
knowledge and beatitude in the purest form; ... He has a Consort who suits 
His pleasure and who is in harmony with Him, possessing an immeasurable 
eminence of proper form, qualities, supernal power, ascendancy and 
character .... 209 

204Ibid., # 108, 260-261. 
205Ibid., # 90, 247. 
206Ibid. 
207Vi$IJU Purifl)a, 1.9.145, cited in Vedarthasarpgraha #133, 289, and identified by van 
Buitenen in n. 738. 
208 Vzypu Purai)a 1.8.39, cited in ibid.; see n. 739. 
209Vedlfrthasarpgraha #127, in van Buitenen, 282. 
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It is fitting that Ramanuja should begin his commentary on the Gitii, a work that contains as 

its pivotal point the unveiling of the divine fonn of ~I)a, otherwise the charioteer of 

Aijuna, with the mention of the lord of Sri. Thereby he identifies immediately that this 

commentary is about Vi~I)u, who is also Narayal)a. Indeed, Vi~I)u-NarayRI)a2tO is also 

Brahman, for immediately Ramanuja defines the Lord of Sri thus: 

whose proper fonn (svariipa), antagonistic to all that is evil and solely 
comprising all that is good, is nothing but knowledge and bliss; 

the ocean of innumerable beautiful qualities, such as boundless and supreme 
knowledge, power, force, sovereignty, fortitude, mastery, etc., qualities 

h. 211 proper to ts nature .... 

In this manner he immediately identifies Vi~I)u and NarayRI)a, different names for the self

same consort of Sri, as the one Brahman of the defining and ~a(lgupya descriptions 

discussed above. Having established the identity of Brahman, Vi~I)U and NarayRI)a, he then 

establishes that this supreme entity has a refulgent (divine) fonn (divyariipa): 

Whose one permanent celestial form (divya riipa) is a treasure store of 
infinite qualities such as radiance, beauty, fragrance, delicacy [tenderness], 
charm, and youthfulness, which are inconceivable, celestial, wondrous, 
eternal, flawless, and supremely excellent a form, agreeable and appropriate 
to Him.212 

We know from this description that this is a reference to the divine form discussed above, 

that is eternal, associated with the supreme place, and whose proper nature and beings "are 

incomprehensible by speech and thought" .213 Then Ramanuja goes on to describe this deity 

210Jbis is a correlation I have coined in order to denote that Rarnanuja correJates V4a;tu to 
Nmiiya.JJa and vice-versa, and both to Brahman. 
211 Introduction to the commentary, trans. by van Buitenen, Ramanuja on the BhagavadgJtii, 
45. 
212Gitifbhif$ya, introduction, translated by and cited in Carman, The Theology, 171. 
213Introduction to the commentary, trans. by van Buitenen, Ramanuja on the Bhagavadgi'tif, 
45. van Buitenen considers the description immediately following, viz. "who, whereas his 
proper nature and beings are incomprehensible by speech and thought, reigns a boundless 
and wondrous dominion which abounds in numberless objects, means and pJaces of 
experiences of all kinds and forms, and which suits his pleasure" as describing "God's 
relation to the non-spiritual world which provides the j1viftmans with the objects, means 
and places of experience" (see note 12). I do not aver with this interpretation; rather, it is 
more likely that Ramanuja is still talking about the boundless and wondrous dominion in 
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as the one who originates, sustains and dissolves the world of phenomenal reality as a 

means of sport (Jnii), and identifies this deity as: the Supreme Brahman, the Supreme 

Person, and Niiriiyal}a.214 Thus he moves ostensibly from a description of Vi~t;m-the 

consort of Sri, to a recital of the defining attributes and ~a{igll{Jyas, along with all other 

auspicious attributes, to a description of the eternal divine form, and thence, to the Lord's 

connection with the phenomenal world. Having done all this, he then overtly names the one 

implied so far, that is, Vi~Q.u, with Brahman, the Supreme Person, and Narayal}a. 

We dwell at length on Ramanuja's introduction to his commentary on the Gitabecause it 

l~":!YS down the essential elements of the framework through which he approaches what may 

be considered one of the major devotional texts in Hinduism. It is here that he tells us how 

he understands the avatiira form of the Brahman the supreme being, the supreme person, 

Narayal}a, that is Vi~Q.u: 

He has created the entire universe, from Brahma to minerals, and, although 
He. is inaccessible to the meditation, worship etc. of gods-Brahma etc.
and men when He exists in his proper form, has by his own will (for He is a 
shoreless ocean of compassion, goodness, love and generosity) assumed a 
shape of the same structure (sarpsthiina) as theirs without giving up his 
proper nature, and in that shape He has descended (avatfriya) repeatedly to 
various worlds in order that He might be worshipped by the beings who live 
in these worlds and so bring them nearer to the fruits of dharma, artha, kiima 
and release in accordance with their desires; thus He has descended, 
seemingly to rule the earth but actually to alleviate the burdens of sarpsifra 
even of the like of us, and so become visible to all mankind; and He has 
accomplished feats which drove away the sufferings of all people of all 
ranks ... ; then slaking the thirst of all with the elixirs of his glances and 
words animated by boundless mercy, kindness and tenderness, He has made 
Alaiira, Malakara and others the most ardent Bhagavatas by revealing the 
multitudes of his unsurpassed virtues of beauty, goodness etc.; until, at last, 
while pretending to exhort Arjuna to fight, He has revealed the bhaktiyoga, 
promoted by jiiiina- and karmayoga, which in the Vedanta is declared to be 

which he is satyakiima, that is, where his every pleasure is realized, and not the world of 
phenomenal being, which is created for his sport (lila). Further, the context suggests that the 
description is still of the eternal, divine form, since it continues to talk about the supreme 
heaven, pammavyoman. 
214Ibid., 46-47. For a discussion of the name and form of Brahman, see Carman, The 
Theology, 158ff. 
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the means of attaining man's supreme end, release, and of which He himself 
is the object. 215 

Here Ramanuja clearly makes the connection between the creator of the universe and the 

avataras, and key to this connection are two notions: (1) that the supreme being, although 

incognizant to the meditation and worship of gods, humans, etc., takes on, out of 

compassion, a form resembling theirs (manu$yatva-satpsthanam-ifsthitam) so that he may 

be worshipped; and (2) that in so doing, the supreme being did not abandon his proper 

nature (svakiyam-svabhifvam). Prima facie this would mean that despite the creaturely 

form, the avatifra retains the divine nature. 216 In other words, verily the avatifra is the Lord 

of Sri himself, Vi~Q.u, that is, NarayaQ.a, that is, Brahman. The decision to take a form 

resembling that of the human stems out of compassion, goodness, love and generosity; the 

objectives stated here meanwhile are: 

1. . To be worshipped by the beings of the phenomenal worlds in order that he may 
bring them closer to the four puru$ifrthas, or ends of human life. 

2. To appear to rule them while in reality he alleviates the burdens of sarpsifra and so 
becomes visible. 

3. To accomplish feats that drive away the sufferings of all peoples of all ranks. 

4. To slake the thirsts of all with his divine glances and words. 

5. To make people his devotees so as to reveal his unsurpassed virtues. 

6. To exhort Arjuna to fight as a device to reveal the teachings of the Gitif, or the 
means to attain release, that is, he himself. 

We have listed these separately in order to take in the particulars of each statement made by 

Ramanuja in his introduction. However, it is possible to collapse these into broad 

2151bid., 47. Another translation is found in Govindacharya, Sn Bhagavad Gita, 8-9. 
216"In order to be a refuge for gods, men, and other creatures, the Supreme Person, without 
at all abandoning His very own nature [svakiyam-svabMvam] associates Himself with the 
characteristic form [mpa], structure [sarpstMyan], qualities [gupa], and actions [dharman] 
[elsewhere translated as characteristics] of the different classes of being, and then is born in 
many ways." Snbhli$ya, 1.3.1, translated by Carmen, The Theology, 184-185; see also 
Karmarkar, 394. 
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objectives. The avatiira comes to make people his devotees, so that he may assist them in 

accomplishing the goals of human life: dhanna, artha, kiima and mo}cya. Therefore, the 

avatara is (1) he who is to be worshipped, and (2) he who assists in accomplishing the 

goals of human life: dhanna, artha, kiima and mok$a. In his avatiira as ruler (an indication 

of his avatiira as Rama), it is (3) he who alleviates the burdens of sarpsifra; in his other 

descents he accomplished feats that reveal him to be (4) he who drives away the sufferings 

of all peoples of all ranks. Within the aim of assisting people to accomplish the supreme 

goal of their lives, that is, release, the avatara is (5) he who slakes the thirst of his devotees 

and (6) he who makes his devotees ardent. He teaches them the way, detailed, it is implied, 

in Bhagavad Gitii, and given scriptural sanction by the V edanta. In this way, he reveals the 

means to attain the final aim by becoming (7) he who is the divine teacher. Finally, it is (8) 

he who is the object of the ultimate aim, release from the state of sarpsifra. Let us look at 

this list closely: 

(1) he who is to be worshipped 

(2) he who assists in accomplishing the goals of human life 

(3) he who alleviates the burdens of sarpsifra 

(4) he who drives away the sufferings of all peoples of all ranks 

(5) he who slakes the thirst of his devotees 

(6) he who makes his devotees ardent 

(7) he who is the divine teacher of bhaktiyoga, promoted by jiiiinayoga and kannayoga 

(8) he who is the object of the ultimate aim, release 

As stated by Kr~IJ.a to Arjuna in Gita 4:7, "Whensoever and wheresoever, Bharata!, virtue 

wanes and vice waxes, then (and there) do I create Myself'. Ramanuja adds that while no 
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fixed periods are appointed for the avatifras, whenever dhanna as ordained to be practiced 

by the four vaq.ras (castes) according to the four if§ramas (stages of life) declines, and 

whenever its opposite, adhanna, increases, then out of his own free will, the Lord of Sri 

manifests himself in incarnations.217· He further underscores this point in his commentary 

to Gitii 4:8: "For protecting the virtuous and destroying the wicked, and for firmly re

installing dhanna, am I born from yuga to yuga." The virtuous (sifdhunifm) "are those 

who are "devoted to dharma", "the foremost among the Vai~Qavas (vai$pava-ifgresarifP)" 

and "who seek Me out as their Shelter (samifsraya.pe pravrttiflJ)."218 Rather than dwelling 

on the peril caused to the earth due to the increase in adhanna, Ramanuja shifts the 

emphasis to these devoted eminent V ai~ryavas, who 

feel that without seeing Me, whose names and wonderful works transcend 
the powers of speech and mind, they cannot live and move, cannot support 
their very being. They are those to whom a single moment of My absence 
from their memory, is as it were a kalpa . .. lest they, in their agony at not 
seeing Me, pine away, I grant them the privilege to be able to see Me and 
M d . 219 y omgs .... 

In a very subtle manner Ramanuja here interprets "protecting the virtuous" to mean that the 

Lord "protects" them from pining away from not seeing him by granting "them the privilege 

to be able to see" him. In this manner, Ramanuja connects the waning of dhanna with the 

loss of the virtuous, or its obverse, the firm re-installing of dhanna with protecting the 

virtuous. Indeed, in Ramanuja's view, the purpose of the avatifras is to "be actually an 

Object for all men's sights to see"220, and lest one were tempted to argue that devout 

humans will always feel the privation of an object of worship, indicating that an avatifra 

needs be present at all times, Ramanuja states in Gitif 4:11 that the term bhajifmi-I serve

indicates dar~ayiimi, that is, I cause myself to be seen: "In the way they resort to Me 

217 Gitaohif$ya 4:7, in Govindiicharya, 140-141. 
2l8Ibid., 4:8. 
219Gitabhif$ya 4:8, in Govindiicharya, 141. 
220GitJibhii$ya, Proem, in Govindacharya, 9. 
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(prapadyante), in that way do I serve (bhajiimi) them."221 Ramanuja states here that the 

Lord is saviour to those who seek refuge in him not only through his incarnations, but 

through any other method or form that they may select. That is, although the divine nature 

is such that even yogis find it transcends speech and thought, yet, for his devotees he takes 

on a form that is not only visible but by which they can enjoy him in every one of their 

senses and in all diverse ways. 

Although Ramanuja does not explicitly state as much here, later Vai~I)ava tradition has 

taken the commentary on this verse to mean that Ramanuja sanctioned the an:a or 

consecrated image of the deity. Such an image (viz, Gfta 4:11 "in the way they resort to 

me"; in Ramanuja's gloss: "by any other method or form" that they may select or "by 

whatever conception") was considered by the worshipper to truly be the divine. Indeed, 

Ramanuja must himself have worshipped at such forms.222 Carman suggests that 

Ramanuja may not have been overt in his sanction here as he could not find V edantic 

approval for the Pancaratric ·notion that the deity was fully incarnated in the consecrated 

image. Young's careful analysis of Ramanuja's commentary on Gita 4:6-11 suggests, 

however, that Ramanuja's intent was clearly to include the 'image-form' of God, found 

implicitly in the conceptions of the Alvar poets, and explicitly in the instructions laid out in 

the manuals for the construction and worship of images (pancaratrifgamas).223 In fact, 

Young's analysis of Ramanuja's commentary on Gita 4:7-11 leads to a convincing 

argument that Ramanuja's comments on the Lord's incarnation offered a "blueprint" for 

subsequent Srivai~Qava theology regarding area or consecrated image.224 That is, "he 

221Gitaoha~ya 4:11, ibid., 143. 
222see Carman, The Theology, discussion on 181. 
223see Katherine K. Young, "Beloved Places (ukantarufina-nilarikaJ): The Correlation of 
Topography and Theology in the Snvai~Qava Tradition of South India" (Ph.D. dissertation, 
McGill University, 1978) for a full discussion. Some of these issues are discussed in 
Katherine K. Young, "Ramanuja on Bhagavadgitlf 4:11: The Issue of Arcavatara" in Joumal 
of South Asian Literature, 23:2 (1988), 90-110. 
224Ibid., 106. 
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points to samsthana: the shape, the plan the blueprint" to show that although God has his 

own form, "he also adjusts himself to the 'shape' of gods, men, etc. "225 The significance of 

this is that through his gloss on 4: 11, Ramanuja is able to introduce the sectarian V ai~l}.ava 

position on area and prapatti. 226 The point of significance here is that Ramanuja's 

commentary allows for the devotee to enjoy the Lord with all his physical faculties of 

sense-perception. 227 

Although Gitii 4:8 suggests that all three conditions outlined in the verse should be 

present, that is, the avatifra should appear when the virtuous need protection, the wicked 

need to be destroyed, and dharma must be reinstalled, Ramanuja does not draw any 

attention to these preconditions in his commentary, suggesting that for him the presence of 

the avatiira was seen more broadly in terms of its devotional, puru$iirthiC and liberating 

value. 

We do not want to press this point too far. In Ramanuja's view, the avatiira does appear to 

help humans deal with the burdens of a saipsiiric existence, and Ramanuja would have 

been well aware that the famed king Rama's objective was, indeed, to alleviate the 

sufferings of his people through vanquishing the wicked. In his other avatifras, Vi~l}.U 

alleviates the sufferings of all people of all ranks. This is in keeping with the ethos of the 

Gitii, and Ramanuja indicates in the introduction his belief that the Lord manifests himself 

and acts so "as to captivate the hearts and the eyes of all creatures high and low."228 

Further, K.r~l}.a's conversations with Arjuna are to impel him precisely to wage war upon 

those who represent adharma, or loss of dharma. However, this action is not to be 

motivated by the promise of a reward; rather, it is to be undertaken selflessly with the 

knowledge that in performing one's dharmic duty one is playing the part of an instrument 

225Ibid., 93. 
226Young, "Beloved Places". 
227Ibid. 
228Gita""bhii$ya, Proem, in Govindacharya, 9. 
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of the divine,229 on the one hand, and engaging in devotion,230 on the other. That is, as the 

destroyer, as time, it is really the Lord who determines when someone will die. The human 

being is simply the instrument who carries out this task; if the task is not carried out by one 

human being, it will be by another. Here Kr~Qa is asserting his sovereignty over the birth, 

sustainment and death of all creatures. At the same time, he is educating Arjuna that in 

performing his dhanna-which is to fight-he is simply carrying out the will of the lord, 

that is, he is an instrument in the realization of the divine will. From this the larger view 

emerges: having gained recognition of the sovereignty of the lord over all creatures, it is 

befitting that all worship be directed towards him. For indeed, how should the universe 

refuse obeisance to him, who was there prior to all creatures and full of glory?231 

Following from this, then, comes the awareness that indeed the lord is the supreme aim of 

human beings, and, therefore, all acts must be directed towards him as their goal, not 

towards any promised rewards. Hence, in carrying out acts-which Riimanuja asserts are 

in any case forms of worship of the lord-without attachment to their rewards or fruits, 

peace results. Ramanuja lays out the spiritual path: "By performing actions-which in 

truth are forms of My worship-and not craving for their reward, "232 

1. Soul-contemplation ensues (ak$ara-yoga: first 6 chapters); 

2. Resulting in the obliteration of all beclouding impediments such as avidya 

3. Resulting in soul-vision (pratyag-atma-Siik$iftkiira) 

4. Of which the natural product is devotion to the supreme (parii-bhakti) 

5. Leading to 18:46-man wins the Goal 

6. Leading to 18 :53-made fit to become like unto Brahman 

7. Attains to 18:54-supreme love ofKrHla. 

229Glta"Dhii$ya 11:33, ibid., 364. 
230Gita, 11:55; also 12:12. 
231Jbid., 11:36-44. 
232Gitabhii$YB 12:11, in Govindacharya, 387. 
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We are restricted to a brief treatment of Ramanuja's commentary on the Gfta's teachings 

since the chief purpose of this section is to outline Ramanuja's view of the avatam. The 

Gita commends action unattached to rewards, and devotion to the Lord in order to attain the 

love of ~J)a, detailed in Gita 18:54. The verse immediately following, Gita 18:55, 

declares that the result of having attained this love is to enter into the Lord, glossed by 

Ramanuja as meaning "joining" the Lord. In Gita 11:39-43, through Kr~J)a's manifestation 

of his own terrible form to Atjuna, the latter is able to understand why he should be 

devoted to the Lord. He beseeches Kr~Qa, after having repented for having viewed him 

merely as his human charioteer and friend, to display his benign form to him once again. 

Ramanuja's gloss on Gitii 11:47 makes Arjuna the bhakta or devotee of:Kf~J)a, and out of 

grace towards him Kr~J)a manifests himself, although the text of the Gita itself indicates 

that Arjuna becomes Kr~Qa's devotee after the manifestation (that is, vss. 11:43-44). 

Ordinary devotees have no such vision to nurture their love and devotion. In this respect, 

the Gita functions as a testament, and as such, helps aspiring devotees to form a mental 

image of the verity of the manifested form of Kr~Qa. In this respect, many can identify with 

Atjuna, whose experience transforms him into becoming, according to Ramanuja, the 

devotee (bhakta) of Kr~Qa. 

Thus for Ramanuja, ~l)a the avatifra is at once Brahman, Vi~J)u, Narayal)a. It is 

significant that Ramanuja opens his introduction with a reference to Vi~J)u, the Lord of Sri, 

and that this is the substantive nominal phrase to which all adjectival phrases are attributed. 

Thus, the equations made are: Vi~l)u: who is the Supreme Brahman, this Narayal)a, who 

is the Supreme Person (Purusottama), and, who, having made the universe from Brahma 

(that is, the created god) to the immoveables, "remains with His same essential nature 

[svena-riipena] and is inaccessible even by such means as the meditation and worship of 

men or of gods like Brahma. "233 The implication here is clear: that it is Vi~J)u that is 

233carman, trans., Gitabhii$ya, proem, in The Theology, 78. 
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viewed as the cause in this commentary to the Glta. In the Snohlf$ya, where the ftrst 

section is primarily on investigating Brahman, and which is a work directed primarily at 

those studying the scriptures, Brahman is named as the cause (and, indeed, the effect). The 

commentary on the Gita, which was likely to be utilized primarily by other V ai~Qava 

acifryas and their students, but which was also a work that would be carefully scrutinized 

by rival philosopher-theologians, was no less significant despite its obvious sectarian 

beginning. However, the range of its readership must have made Ramanuja just as 

stringent as he was in the Sribhlf$ya with regard to respecting the intellectual rigour that is 

characteristic of the magnum opus. By giving the supreme being a name, to which all other 

adjectival phrases are attributed, Ramanuja immediately plays upon the notion of 

accessibility, and calls to the forefront the personified aspect of the supreme being, that is, 

the supernal manifestation. In the Vediirthasarpgraha, Ramanuja identifies the avatara as 

Vi~Qu voluntarily descending to the world, "so as to help the world, just for his sport".234 

In his introduction to the commentary on the Gltii, Ramanuja projects the notion that the 

Lord of Sri, having brought the world into its manifested state, retires into his own self, 

thereby becoming inaccessible to the meditations and adorations of all creatures. This is the 

fundamental premise upon which the avatiirn's advent into the world is to be understood 

according to Ramanuja's thought. It was primarily in order to make himself cognizant to his 

creatures that the Lord takes on the avatiiric form. In other words, the reason for descent is 

epistemological in basis. The ultimate aim of the avatifra is, through inspiring devotion, to 

make human beings aware of the true nature of their individual selves and of the supreme 

being, resulting in the human soul's entering into the Lord.235 Thus, the epistemological 

funCtion has direct bearing on ontological matters. The supreme being effects a change in 

234Vedarthasarpgraha # 107, in van Buitenen, 260. 
235Described as "joining" the Lord, according to R.'s gloss. It is likely a reference to going 
to the highest lights, that is, that realm from which there is no return. See Gitaoh8$ya 18:55 
for the gloss, and 8:26ff for the ultimate goal. 
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comprising pralqti and puru$a-by bringing the world of names and forms into 

manifestation. In this form, as we will see in the next chapter, experiencing entities, or the 

resultant creatures, come to know through scripture that out of the ignorance resulting from 

their karma and their mistaken identification with their bodies leads to an ontic mode of 

being in which the soul, although "in essence unimpaired, uncircumscribable knowledge 

and bliss, ... is susceptible to various degrees of contraction and expansion due to 

ignorance in the form of ageless karman ... ".236 In this respect, although Ramanuja's 

comment in his introduction to the Gltii seems paradoxical, the karma-engendered 

contraction of the soul's knowledge literally "causes" the supreme being to retire from view. 

Rimiinuja's comment is paradoxical given that the process of manifestation includes 

Brahman entering into the world as the antaryiimin, the inner ruler. However, due to 

entanglement with gu.pa-bound pralqti, the individual soul loses ken of both its own 

essential nature and the Lord, and in this respect, Vi~t;tu disappears from view. In order to 

help humans to restore their knowledge of their own proper natures and their Lord, Vi~t;tu 

decides, out of sport, to come to their assistance, in the form of the avatara. The purpose of 

the avatiira, then, is to lead them through devotion to himself237 into a state of correct 

knowledge,238 through which their original, eternal ontic state may be reaffmned239 and, 

once this is done, they may attain not only release from sarpsifra240 but may enter into the 

Lord thereby remaining continually in a state of beatific vision. That is, knowledge of the 

scripture attests to the necessity of bhakti, which, through divine grace, ensues in the state 

of that knowledge which is bliss for the soul in which it kens both its own proper form and 

that of its principal, the Lord. 

236vedarthasatpgraha #87, in van Buitenen, 245. 
237ona 11:36-44; 12:11. 
238Jtems 2 and 3 in this discussion above. See comm. on 18:53 for correct knowledge of the 
soul, and 18:55 for correct knowledge of the lord. 
239Jtem 6, Gita 18:53. 
240Gita 14:2. 

279 



c 

c 

One of the questions that may be raised here is how all these different forms can be 

sustained without compromising the simplicity or singleness of the supreme being. In the 

Vediirthasaipgraha, Ramanuja recalls ~l)a, the avatifra, as saying in the Gita (5: 19): 

"having entered into the world-which is of an infinitely varied, miraculous character-as 

its immanent soul with an infinitesimal particle of Myself, I keep supporting it entirely by 

My will and I remain, while in this form possessing an infinite supemal manifestation, the 

abode of boundless perfect qualities as I am supremely miraculous."241 Here we have the 

confluence of avatifra, antaryamin, mahavibhiiti (or divya riipa), and possibly Brahman 

(repository of innumerable perfect qualities). How can all this be possible? Ramanuja's 

answer to that is: 

For any other entity but Brahman it is impossible to have another form, 
nature and power added to its own form, nature and power. But this 
Supreme Brahman, being categorically different from all entities, has all 
natures and all powers. There it is not contradictory that this one being has 
an infinite and wonderful variety of forms and still retains His uniformity in 
this infinite and immeasurable diversity.242 

If the reasons for an avatiira 's advent into the world of created beings are clear, it is still not 

clear how such a manifestation of the divine would not compromise the essential nature of 

divinity, especially with respect to immutability and stainlessness. Ramanuja interprets 

Arjuna's question to Kr~J.la in Gita 4:4 as a foil to allow Kr~l)a to expound on the meaning 

of the avatifras. One of the key issues he identifies is whether the avatifras of He who is 

the antidote to all evil (heya-pratyanika), the abode of all perfections (kalyifl)aikatiina), the 

lord of all (sarve~vara), the omniscient (sarvajffa), the infallible-willed (satya-sarpkalpa) 

and the fulfilled of all desires (avapta-samasta-kama) "are like the kanna-determined births 

of devas, men, etc. ?"243 Ramanuja understands ~l)a to affirm, on the one hand, the 

reality of his past births as various avatifras, in Gitii 4:5, and on the other hand, that he is, in 

241 Vedarthasarpgraha #81, in van Buitenen, 239-240. 
242Ibid., #82, 240. 
243oitaohif$ya 4:4, in Govind~chlirya, 137. 
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by declaring that he chose to establish himself in his own pralqti through willing this to be 

so. For Ramanuja this is a key point: "I enter into My own nature (pralqti), take on My 

own form, and with My own free-choice, I take on births."244 This emphasis on the free 

will of the supreme entity to enter into the wheel of birth and death245 connotes an 

important difference from the births and deaths evinced by all other creatures, from devas 

to the blades of grass. While these latter are bound to the wheel of sarpsiira through their 

association with the gupas, which bind them to kannan and the fruits of kannan, the Lord 

of Sri does not fall under the operation of the laws of kannan. ' Thus although he is in 

essence birthless and deathless, he can, through divine fiat and will, choose to enter into the 

generic forms (sarpsthiina) of created beings for his own purposes, outlined in Gitii 4:7-8. 

While works and their fruits are essential for gupa-characterized creatures, Kr~Qa asserts in 

the second stanza of Gitii 13: "Works soil me not. No interest have I in works' fruit." His 

essential freedom is to be contrasted with the bondage in which creatures find themselves, 

explained by Ramanuja when he comments that the wonderful variety in beings such as 

deva, man, etc. is due to "their own deeds of merit and demerit ... inasmuch as one's own 

deed, or no-deed results in his becoming conditioned or not conditioned in material 

existence (priiptiiprifpta-viveka), the man himself is his author ... ".246 Moreover, while it 

is a fact of embodied existence that creatures "take to enjoying the things of the world, as a 

consequence of their attachment to fruit",247 no such condition applies to the supreme 

entity, for he has no interest, as declared in vs. 13, in the fruit of works. 

244Gitabhil$YB 4:6, in Govindacharya, 138. 
245R. distinguishes between his own pralqti and the nature of the beings within sarpsara; I 
take on fonns as pertain to the devas, man and so on: and manifest Myself as if I were of 
their nature, by My own free choice." See Gitaoh~ya 4:6, in GovindaclWya, 140. 
246GitaDhii$ya 4:13 1/2, ibid., 146. 
247Jbid. 
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For Ramanuja it is evident that the willed choice to take on birth in the form of creatures is 

an important element in safeguarding the supreme entity's immutability, since ordinary 

creatures, including devas, exist in their various forms due to the limitations of karman and 

their gupa-bound condition, and therefore,experience a surcrease or decrease in their mode 

of existence. No such change occurs for the supreme entity. This point is further 

underscored in the commentary to an earlier verse, Gitif 3:22, wherein Kr~IJ.a declares to 

Atjuna: "In all three worlds, Pfuthal naught is there for Me to do; naught is there not 

gained or to gain. Yet I am in work." Riimanuja points out that Kr~IJ.a means to say here 

that although he could be present in any guise in any of the three worlds through his mere 

will, he has no work that he is bound to do, for he is the Lord of all (sarva-Isvara), and 

hence, has nothing to gain or lose by working. Yet, he works for the interests of the 

world.248 In other words, it is not his immutability which is affected by his taking on 

creaturely form; rather it is the mutability of the created world which is so affected. 

If creatures owe the varieties of their existence in the forms of devas, humans or tufts of 

grass to their accumulated karman and to the gu.Qa-bound existence, and the avatifras do 

not, being in reality the supreme entity who has willed to take on whatever form is deemed 

necessary for the purpose of restoring dharma and as a merciful condescension to 

devotees, the question still remains, to what degree is the avatifra divine, and to what degree 

human (or any other creaturely form)? Ramanuja has been at pains to point out that the 

avatifra is divine, and those mahiftmas-great-souled ones-who can discern him as 

avatifra clearly understand that the avatifra is in reality, despite the human or other form, 

truly divine. We have already seen that the condition of existence is that it is gupa-bound 

and karman-decreed, and this facet of ordinary existence does not devolve on the avatifra, 

who is self-willed and immutable. The indications found in Riimanuja's commentary on 

those verses of the Gltii that discuss the nature of the avatiira point to the fact that it is not 

248Gitiibha~ya 3:22, ibid., 108. 
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from the avatiira's perspective that the paradox exists of whether the avatiira is divine or 

human, but rather, from the human or creaturely perspective that the avatiira is mistaken to 

be human or creaturely. Gita 9:11 declares: "The witless fancy Me as man incarnate, 

ignoring My transcendent character, that I am of beings, the Sovereign Paramount" 

Ramanuja's comment on this verse makes abundantly clear that the human or creaturely 

form of the avatiira does not raise the thorny issue of the dual nature of god-made-incarnate 

for him: 

On account of their sins, ignorant dunces mistake Me, who am human in 
semblance, to be like any other specimen of humanity; Me the great lord of 
creatures, the omniscient, the )nle-willed, the only cause of the vast cosmos, 
who assumes the mask of humanity from motives of infinite compassion for 
creatures that they may have access to Me. 

Ignoring this My superior and singular hypostatic nature, distinguished in 
human form, assumed on purpose to be within the reach of all, and a vehicle 
for the display of divine qualities of shoreless mercy and bounty, simplicity, 
love, etc., pertaining to the great lord of beings, they despise and disregard 
Me as if I belonged to the human kind. 249 

Ramanuja's stance throughout the Gita, and perhaps elsewhere250 is to safeguard the 

divinity of the avatara and the grace-impelled presence of the supreme entity in the world of 

conditioned existence without undermining it with discussions of any differentiation in the 

unity of the supreme entity that might apply to different realms.251 However, even though 

he succeeds in pointing out that the stainlessness and immutability of the divine nature are 

not affected by its manifestation as avatara, there are still questions to be raised. It is clear 

that the forms adopted by gods, humans and tufts of grass depend on their previous 

karman, which not only determines the form their souls will take in corporealized existence, 

but also makes these subject to contractions of knowledge. The question remains, 

249Gitaoha$ya 9:11, ibid., 296. 
250see Carman's discussion of the avatifra forms of the supreme entity, The Theology, 176-
186. 
251For a discussion of the Paficaratric system which Ramanuja adopted, but not fully, with 
respect to this issue, see Carman, The Theology, 180. 
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c nonetheless, whether association with the body leads to the placing of a limitation on the 

substance so embodied. In other words, if grossness is indicative of evil, as we saw earlier, 

then how does his connection with matter leave him unstained? We have seen in this 

section that from Ramanuja's perspective, limiting adjuncts arise from previous kannan, and 

since the avatara has no kannan to speak of, there is no possibility of limiting adjuncts 

originating from this source. However, does conjunction with matter introduces its own 

deficiencies, and if it does, how does the avatifra transcend these? 

Ramanuja, however, would question the very basis of this premise. For him, the avatara 

form is not in any way associated with prak[ti or guQa-bound matter: 

That his body in his incarnation as a god etc., is not of the stuff common 
bodies are made of is put forward in the Mahiibharata as well: "the body of 
this Supreme Spirit has not the common structure of being built up by the 
various elements," and in the sruti: "Unborn though He remains, He is born 
variously: the wise know his origin. "252 

Throughout the Gitii, when expounding on himself, Kr~Qa talks of himself as being 

beyond k$etra and k$etrajfia,253 beyond prakrti and puru$a, beyond ak$ara and k$ara,254 

that is, of being the antaryiimin in all phenomenal existence. Ramanuja asserts time and 

again what ~l}.a is not, that is, he is not matter and not souls. He also asserts what he is, 

that is, he is antaryiimin, or inner ruler, he is the cause of the universe, which is his effect 

insofar as it is governed by him as inner ruler and forms his mode as his body. Kr~l}.a in 

relation to the world is its inner ruler and the world is as his body. The notion of a body 

252Vediitthasarpgraha #113, in van Buitenen, 265: na bhiitasarpghasarpsthifno deho sya 
paramiitmanal) (possibly from Mahiibhiirata), according to van Buitenen, n. 687 (sic, should 
be 587). 
253Gitiibhii$YB 13:2, in Govindachiirya, 400: "by siimiiniidhikarapya, ... are both k$elra and 
lcyetrajlfii to be understood as inseparably adjectival ·to Me as relates.'' K$Ctra, lit. "field", 
understood as "matter, body, habitat, field, place or that which is enjoyed", while lcyetrajlfii 
is the "knower of the field", that is, "the soul, the knower, the conscious dweller". See 
Govindachiirya, 399, n.l and n.2. 
254Intro. to Gitil 15, ibid., 464. In his gloss to 13:2, R. calls Jcyara "the sum of all 

,..... existences" which his translator amplifies to mean "the perishable-matter-bound souls); 
.....,.. similarly, ak5ara is termed "the constant [kiitasthaJ' by R., amplified by Govindachiirya to 

mean "the imperishable=matter-freed souls". See Govindachiirya, 401. 
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implies that it is an instrument through which something that is distinct from the body but in 

some form of relation to it can be identified, and which is controlled by that something. 

That is, the body not only serves to highlight and point to the presence of something, but it 

is also passive with respect to that something, to whose will it responds. 

With respect to the avataric form itself, Ramanuja says no more in his commentary on the 

Gitii than stating that Kr~Qa assumes "the mask of humanity"255 out of compassion for his 

creatures so that they may see him, and "who incarnates in the guise of man"256 out of 

compassion to protect the good and destroy the evil-doers. 

The revelation that the human charioteer is, in fact, an avatiira occurs in Chapter 11 of the 

Gitii. This manifestation of the divine form cannot be seen with the physical eye, "fitted 

. only to see limited and conditioned objects. "257 Arjuna is enabled to see the divine-as 

opposed to the creaturely-form of Kr~Qa the charioteer, which is beyond the limited 

capacities of his physical organs of perception, only when Kr~Qa confers upon him a divine 

eye, capable of seeing the lord: "I grant thee the Divine eye: See My Sovereign Yoga."258 

It is due to human limitations that we perceive the avataric form as human and assume that it 

must have a pralqtic basis. In reality, however, ~his is a mistaken assumption. In his 

commentary on V edifntasiitra 21, Ramanuja in his Sribhif~ya examines the doubts raised by 

references in the Chifndogya Upani$ad 1, 6, 6-8259 concerning that Person who is within 

the sun [an tar ifditye 1 and within the eye. Ramanuja reports that others have interpreted the 

255Gltilbha$ya 11:11, ibid., 296. 
256Gitaoha$ya 11:12, ibid., 297. 
251anabhif$ya 11:8, ibid., 351. 
258Gitif 11:8, which Ramanuja glosses: "Hence let me confer on thee that Divya or spiritual 
(immaterial) eye, capable of seeing Me." Gitilbhii$ya 11:8, ibid., 351. 
259"Who this one is seen [drsyate], the · person within the Sun, constituted of gold 
{hirai)maya], gold-bearded, gold-haired, gold all over right upto the tips of the nails,-of 
Him are the two eyes like the lotus [pUIJ(fan1cam evam aqil)l] opened up by the Sun. Of 
Him 'Ud' [High] [is] the name. He, this one, has risen up from all sins. Rises up, indeed, he 
from all sins, who knows thus. Of him the JYc and the Slim an are the two singers.-This 
concerning [His being] the Deity." Sn'"bhii$ya 1.1.21, in Kannark:ar, 301. 
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reference to the person within the sun and within the eye to denote the essential nature of 

the individual self, since only the individual self associates with a body in order to 

experience the consequences of accumulated karman. Great merit could, according to these 

others, result in sovereign powers such as those of Brahma, whose merit enabled him to 

engage in the work of creation of the world and so forth. Thus it would be quite in keeping 

with the text of the Upani~ad to maintain that both the one within the sun and the one within 

the eye are the essential individual self, disparate only because of their accumulated merit . 

. Ramanuja, however, is not satisfied with such an explanation. To him, the scriptural 

passage clearly indicates the supreme self himself, "because His attributes are declared [in 

the context]. "260 The specific attribute he has in mind is that of having risen above all sins, 

that is, to be free from karman. He goes a step further, declaring that Chiindogya Upan#ad 

I.6.7, "He, this one, has risen up from all sins" in fact means "to be void of even the tinge 

of being subject to Karman",261 for it is only those who are karman-bound that can have 

sin. Therefore, only the supreme self can be meant, since all individual selves possess 

karman a.'ld are, therefore, not exempt from sin. 

Moreover, there are other characteristics that clarify that the person within the sun and the 

eye are not the individual soul, the jiva. These comprise being the Lord of the worlds, 

having all thoughts fulfilled, being the inmost Atman or soul of all beings which are 

conditioned by his own nature and so forth. These characteristics are not possible for the 

jiva.262 

Furthermore, Ramanuja questions the assumption that association with a body necessarily 

implies possession of karman, "because it is possible for Him who wills the truth to have 

260snoha$ya 1.1.21. in Karmarkar, 304. 
26Isnohif$ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 301. 
262Ibid. 
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the association with a body merely through His own will."263 Someone who is subject to 

karmic influence cannot avoid association with a body, and bodies are considered to be 

aggregates of the elements of pralqti made up of the three qualities.264 This association 

with the pralqtic body is unavoidable since the karman-influenced individual self must 

experience the consequences of its kannan. The supreme selfs body, however, "is in 

accordance with His own desire, and is suited to His own nature, and is altogether non

material."265 How can this be so? Ramanuja states that all the auspicious qualities are 

Brahman's by virtue of the fact that He possesses a nature that is wholly knowledge and 

bliss and opposed to all evil (denoting the essential qualities discussed above). "In the very 

same manner, there is a natural and divine form also, which is in accordance with His desire 

and is suited to Himself'266 and which approximates to the description we have of the 

celestial form of Vigm on his serpent couch, home of all the kalyiinagul)as or auspicious 

attributes. Ramanuja continues: 

With the object of favouring His worshippers, He [i.e. Narayal}a] causes the 
same form of His to assume such a configuration as is suited to the 
understanding of each of those [worshippers]-Narayal}a who is the ocean 
of boundless mercy, sweet disposition, affection and generosity, who is free 
from even the smallest taint of all that is evil, who is free from all sin, who is 
the Highest Self, the Highest Brahman and the Highest Person.267 

Clearly, Ramanuja's intent is to establish that the Brahman defined by the essential attributes 

(knowledge, bliss, freedom from all evil, and so forth) is the same as the one who has the 

divine form (he who is in the highest heaven, seated on his serpent couch) and is the very 

same who appears as an avatiira such as is described in the Gitii (4:6-10). In addition, as 

argued by Young, Ramanuja's interpretation of Gitii 4:11 allowed the scope for the notion 

of arca:--consecrated image form of the deity-as the form the supreme being makes 

2631bid., 305. 
2641bid. The three qualities or gu{las are, of course, sattva, rajas and tamas. 
265Ibid. 
266Ibid. 
267Ibid., 305-306. 
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available to his devotees, fashioned according to their conception ofhim.268 In making the 

equation Brahman=Vi~Qu-Naraya.IJa in paramavyoman=avatifra, Ramanuja is also 

establishing that Brahman's omnipotence is such that he has an eternal supemal form (as in 

paramavyoman) as well as will to take on a form that to all appearances, is creaturely (as, 

for example, that of Kr~Qa). With respect to the latter, however, Ramanuja still must 

establish that in taking creaturely form, Brahman remains free from association with pralqti, 

since such association would taint him. He does this by pointing to scriptural passages269 

that deny, according to him,270 that Brahman 

possesses such qualities as belong to pralqti and as deserve to be discarded; 
[they deny] that He is associated with a body make up of pralqti and [thus] 
worthy of rejection, and that He has any association with the condition of 
being subject to the influence of karma,271 which has that [association with 
the body] at its root; and then they declare that He possesses auspicious 
qualities and has a beautiful form.272 

Ramanuja then goes on· to argue that scripture establishes that it is this same Brahman, 

whom scripture denies possessing qualities that belong to pralqti, or that He is associated 

with a body made up of prak[ti,213 or that He is subject to karman, who "makes this same 

268See Young, "Beloved Places", and "The Issue of Arcavatara", 95. Rammmja does not 
draw explicit reference to this verse as indicative of the area fonn. In addition, although it 
may be argued that 4:11 may refer solely to the area concept, there is sufficient !attitude in 
Ra:manuja's interpretation that the verse could be seen to apply equally to the notion of 
avatara and that of area, or both, and R. was no doubt aware of this ambiguity. 
269Passages cited are: (That which is) without attributes, without taint (Adhikarapa 
Upani$ad, 68); (This Self) is devoid of sin, is free from old age, free from death, free from 
sorrow, free from hunger, free from thirst, and desires the truth and wills the truth 
(Chlfndogya Upani$ad, 7.1.5; 7.7.1); He has neither body nor senses, and there is seen 
neither His equal nor His superior, His supreme power is revealed, indeed, as varied and 
natural and as consisting of knowledge, strength and action (SveWvatara Upani~ad, 6.8). 
Ibid., 306. 
270we have seen above that these are the same kinds of passages that Sankara, for example, 
would call upon to establish the nirgul)a nature of Brahman. 
271"1 know this great Person of sun-like lustre who is altogether beyond darkness" 
(Taittitiya Arapyaka, 3,12,7), cited in Sribha$ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 306. 
272Ibid., 306-307. Passage cited in support of this last declaration include the previous 
citation and "All the nimC$8S were born out of the Person who has the lustre of lightning" 
(Mahanarayapa Upani~ad, 1,8). · 
273Established, according to Ramanuja, by the passage, "The omniscient Lord who creates all 
beings, gives them names, and, calling them [by those names], ever continues to be" 
(Taittirfya Arapyaka, 3,12,7), cited Sribh~ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 306. 
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aforesaid natural form of His assume, in accordance with His own desire, the 

configurations of gods, men, etc., so that it may have that appearance which is suited to the 

understandings of those [worshippers]."274 From this statement it may be said that 

Ramarmja considers the avatara to be an implosion275 of the paramavyoman form into the 

phenomenal world. How so? In Sribhii~ya 1.3.1, Ramarmja declares: 

the highest Puru~a is born at will, endowed with the form, configuration, 
qualities and characteristics belonging to the various species, without even 
abandoning his own nature, for being fit to be resorted to by the gods etc.276 

In cross-checking this statement with the earlier statement in Sribhii~ya 1.1.21: "(the Sruti) 

speaks of the auspicious qualities and the auspicious form. The highly merciful Lord by his 

will itself creates, verily, this same natural form, the configuration of gods, men, etc., 

having a form conforming to the various apprehensions, by way of favouring the 

worshippers .... "277 Among the scriptural verses garnered in support of this is Gitii 4:8: 

"For the protection of the good, and for the annihilation of the evil-doers," clearly a verse 

concerning the avatiira form. The text cited in the Sribhii~ya also indicates that Ramanuja 

considers the Puru~a to be the auspicious form, that is, the divya rfipa. It is in this manner 

that we advance the view that Ramanuja considers the avatiira form to be an implosion of 

the divine form into the phenomenal world. How can an implosion of one state occur upon 

274Ibid., 307 .. 
275'fhis notion is explored by lames l. Preston, who in speaking of the consecrated image 
(area) writes: "This interprenetration of divinity with the material world reflects a principle 
of "cosmic implosion" that is embedded in the nature of Hindu image making. The cosmos 
implodes in a particular space and time, becomes a focus of worship, and then withdraws." 
See lames 1. Preston, "Creation of the Sacred Image: Apotheosis and Destruction in 
Hinduism" in loanne Punzo Waghome and Nonnan Cutler in association with Vasudha 
Narayanan, eds., Gods of Flesh/Gods of Stone: The Embodiment of Divinity in India 
[Chambersburg, PA: Anima, 1985], 27. I assume he means that the divine, not the cosmos, 
implodes in a specific place and time, if by the latter the phenomenal world is meant. 
However, if by the cosmos is meant Brahman, who has the universe as his body, then this 
reading is closer to what I mean. The manner in which I use this term is that divya riipa
which, it is assumed, is a fonn that, being eternal, subsists whether Brahman's body (the 
world) is in a subtle or a manifest state-implodes into the phenomenal world, which is, of 
course, a state in which Brahman is qualified by pralqti and pUfU$8 in their evolved or gross 
state. 
276snbha$ya 1.3.1, in Karmarkar, 394. 
277Ibid., 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 306. 
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another? It is my view that Brahman retains his aspect of the controlling entity in the 

ap[thaksiddhi relationship that governs relations between the three tattvas (eternal entities) 

at all times. However, with the manifestation of the world, this relationship is expressed in 

terms of Brahman's entry into the world as its antaryiimin. Correspondingly, the divya riipa 

is subsistent eternally, and parallel to the antaryiimin aspect, finds expression in the 

manifested world as avatifra, or by extension area when the avatifra is not physically 

present 

Ramanuja's discussion of who is meant by the person in the sun and the person in the eye is 

quite significant. Prima facie, he wants to establish that in neither case is the individual soul 

being meant. Logically, since the sun is a luminary orb considered to be a deva or god, the 

piirvapak~n (primary objector) concludes that the person within the sun must indicate a 

jlva of great merit, and nothing else. In addition, the person in the eye, that is, someone 

who is visible, and who has a body, must indicate the jlva or ordinary human soul bound 

in kannan. This is not how Ramanuja interprets the person in the sun and in the eye. As 

explicated above, due to the characteristics of this person mentioned in the scriptural verses, 

Ramanuja understands that person to be "the Paramiitman himself, over and above the 

jlvas, Aditya and others. "278 In his shorter commentary on the same siitra verse in the 

Vediintasiira, Ramanuja reiterates the Vakyakarin's view279 that this person denotes the 

wise and inner one (sarva-antara), whom Ramanuja connects to the antaryiimin in his 

commentary on the verse immediately following.280 From the context of the Chiindogya 

verses cited, it is clear that this person in the sun has a form, that is, he is brilliant like gold 

and his two eyes are like the petals of a lotus opened by the sun. Accordingly, the 

278fuid., 307. 
279Vcdantasifra 1.1.21. Identified by Ayyangar, the translator, as Tatika (Brahmanandin), 
author of the Yakya, an explanatory treatise on the Chlfndogya Upani$8d. See 43, n. l. 
280Vcdantasifra 1.1.21-22, in Ayyangar, 42-46. Ram!nuja cites [the Miidhyandina 
recension of] the Brhadara{lyaka Upani.~ad 3. 7.9: He who dwelling in the sun, is within the 
sun, whom the sun does not know, whose body is the sun, who internally rules the sun-He 
is thy SeJf [lltma], internal ruler [antaryllmi] and immortal [amrta]." 
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Vakyakarin relates that "His form is artificial and is assumed to bless His devotees because 

He displays His sovereign power" ,281 thereby clearly identifying a form taken by the 

supreme being, in order to bless devotees. We must assume that TaJ}ka, the Vakyakarin, 

means the avatiira, although we cannot rule out completely that the consecrated image may 

also have been included here, as a form assumed in orderto bless devotees. Ta.Qka says in 

his next sentence: "His form is indeed beyond the reach of the sense-organs; because it is 

mentioned to be perceived by Antapkarapa or inner sense]."282 Clearly, there is a 

contradiction here, which Ramanuja understands not as the self-evident contradiction that 

forms assumed in order to bless devotees must be perceptible to the eye. Rather, he focuses 

on the notion that the form is artificial, implying that it is within the realm of being an effect 

or that it is illusory. It is to counteract that implication, says Ramanuja, that the Vakyakarin 

makes his statement that the form is beyond the reach of the sense-organs (which are within 

the realm of the effect). Through citing the authority of the Vakyakarin, Ramanuja has 

introduced the notion of antaryiimin and avatiira (and area) while, at the same time, 

delimiting the person in the sun from the range of the physical eye. 

Ramanuja then introduces the authority ofDramic;lacarya: 

The form of the creator of the universe is not illusory; it is real and natural. 
It cannot be apprehended by the eye; but could be apprehended through the 
mind, which must be free from impurity, by one who has resorted to a 
different means of attaining him. 283 

It is assumed that Ramanuja means the divya riipa when he mentions the form of the 

creator of the universe. Ramanuja does not elaborate here what the different means of 

attaining this might be. However, his conclusion regarding the matter of the person in the 

sun and the eye appears, from the authority of those he mentions, that this form is indeed 

281Ibid., 43. 
282Ibid. 
283Ibid. 
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c Brahman, who is also antaryiimin, who has a form that cannot be perceived by the eye but 

by the mind, and who assumes form to bless his devotees. His own conclusion, in 

addition, is: "Brahman, who is other than the Pradhana and the individual self ... has 

unlimited omniscience { vipascittva], whose natural characteristic is unsurpassed bliss, who 

possesses a divine form that is peculiar to Him, and not made of matter. He is the Highest 

Person and not made ofmatter."284 

Indeed, in the Vediirthasarpgraha, Ramanuja mentions the person in the sun in order to 

immediately describe the divya riipa.285 Thus, it is clear that for Ramanuja the Chiindogya 

Upani$ad verses referring to person in the sun and in the eye do not only denote Brahman, 

who is the highest person, cause of the world, free from subjection to kannan, beyond 

pralqti, entirely distinct from all other things, possessing a nature that is infinite knowledge 

and bliss, and which is hostile to all that is evil. Ramanuja could simply have identified this 

person as the antaryiimin, as Tal)k:a the Vakyakiirin did before him. However, along with 

the earlier respected authority, he had to explain the reference to the form ("golden-hued" 

and so forth). Both TaQka and Dramic;Iacarya identified this form as existing-since 

scripture declared as much-but commented that it was beyond the reach of the senses. 

Riimanuja connects the form to the divya riipa or a as is clear from his commentaries on the 

verse in the Snbhif$ya, the Vedifntasifra and the Vedifrthasarpgraha. Again, he could have 

left the interpretation of the verses at that. However, perhaps taking his cue from Tal)k:a, he 

extends the meaning of the scriptural verses to include the avatifra: 

In the very same manner, there is [to Him) a natural and divine form also, 
which is in accordance with His own desire and is suited to Himself, which 
is uniform, unthinkable, immaterial, wondetful, eternal and faultless, and 
which is the home of endless collections of unsurpassable qualities such as 
splendour, beauty, fragrance, tenderness, elegance, youthfulness and the 
like. With the object of favouring His worshippers, He [i.e., NariiyaQa] 
causes the same form of His to assume such a configuration as is suited to 

c 284Ibid., 44. 
285Vediirthasmpgraha #134, in van Buitenen, 289-290. 
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the understanding of each of those [worshippers ]-Naraya.Qa who is the 
ocean of boundless mercy, sweet disposition, affection and generosity, who 
is free from even the smallest taint of all that is evil, who is free from all sin, 
who is the Highest Self, the Highest Brahman and the Highest Person.286 

There are three issues that Ramanuja likely had to deal with. The frrst is that "the person in 

the sun" could be effectively understood as Brahman, anta.ryifmin, and divya Iilpa. 

However, "the person in the eye" could not be dealt with as easily. The reference to the 

latter in the Chiindogya Upani~acJ281 identifies it as being the same as the person in the sun, 

having the same form (Iilpa) and name (niima). Such a reference might have easily been 

explained as the anta.ryiimin-given that one may tell if a person has passed away by 

looking into their eyes- had there not been the connotation of name and form, and for this 

reason the inclusion of divya Iilpa is essentiaL 

However, in addition to that, there is another issue. Does the phrase "the person in the eye" 

refer to the soul within-in this case, the antaryiimin, for reason Ramanuja has already 

outlined-or does it refer to someone who is reflected in (the pupil ot) the eye? Perhaps 

what was meant by "the person in the eye" was self-evident to Ramanuja and his audience. 

However, it does not escape notice that the piirvapak~in remarks, after having established 

that the Chiindogya verses must denote someone whose merit is so exceedingly high as to 

make that person the Lord of the worlds and of desires, that "surely as a consequence [must 

followJ-being the object of worship, being the bestower of fruit, and being useful for 

[securing] salvation by being the destroyer of sin. "288 It is, therefore, quite possible that by 

"the person in the eye" is meant someone who is the object of worship. If such is the case, 

286Snbh~ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 305-306. 
287"Now this is what relates to Him as He is in ourselves ... Again, that Person who is seen 
within the eye, He is that same JYc and that same Saman, He is that Uktha [the recited, rather 
than sung, portion of the Sastms], that Yajus and that Brahman. The form of this above
mentioned Person [in the eye] is the same as the form of that [other Person in the Sun]. The 
psalms in praise of that other [Person] are [the same as] the psalms in praise of this [Person}. 
The name of that [other Person] is the name of this [person] also." Chl!ndogya Upa.ni$ad, 
1.7.1-5, quoted in Snbha$ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 302. 
288Jbid. 
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sun" and worshippers, as he does when he says: "With the object of favouring His 

worshippers, He [i.e., Narayat)a] causes the same form of His to assume such a 

configuration as is suited to the understanding of each of those [worshippers]".289 

Although this verse is generally understood as referring to the avatifra, it may also have 

referred to the area, an allusion that would have been meaningful, given Young's argument 

regarding the interpretation of Gitii 4:11.290 However, it may be asked why the earlier 

authorities cited by Ramanuja in the Vediintasiira did not take this reading-that the person 

in the eye denotes the object of worship. In all likelihood, they did, for both mention that 

although the divine form is not visible to the eye, it is perceptible by the anta{ikara{.la 

(TaQka) or the mind (Drami<;lacarya), indicating that the divine form may well have 

functioned as the point of focus in meditation. 

Ramanuja, however, has an additional issue to deal with. In keeping with his policy of 

giving scriptural statements credence wherever possible, he could not dismiss "the person 

in the eye" so readily. He may have done so, had he been able to confine the meaning of 

the scriptural verses to denote antaryamin. However, references to the form of this 

"person" precluded such a reading, as witnessed by the earlier authorities. Ramanuja cites. 

Having once mentioned this form, and having, from other scriptural verses made the 

connection of this form with the avatilra, whose form is immediately visible to the physical 

eye, Ramanuja was left with another problem: where was that form to be found? The 

avatiira, after all, only appears at certain times. Thus the issues facing Ramanuja were 

twofold: one, that the "person in the eye" be someone visible in some form to the physical 

eye, and two, that the "person in the eye" not be confined to certain moments in human 

c 289Ibid., 305-306. 
290see Young, "Beloved Places". 
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history. This explains his emphasis on the worshippers in his interpretation of Gita 4:6-8 

in the context of the discussion of the Chiindogya verses: 

And the smrti also [says the same thing]291 thus-" Although I am unborn, 
and inexhaustible in My own nature, and although I am the Lord of all 
beings-taking up My own pralqti, I am then born again and again, by 
means of My own maya ... for the protection of the good and for the 
destruction of evil-doers." Indeed, the good [here] are the worshippers. 
The principal object of accomplishment is nothing other than their 
protection. But the destruction of evil-doers is an object of secondary 
importance, because that is possible [to Him] even by merely willing it.292 

This emphasis on the worshippers, that is, the good, to the extent of relegating the 

destruction of evil-doers to secondary importance is significant, given that the Gitalays 

equal importance to the two reasons: protecting the good and destroying the evil-doers. In 

another context, Ramanuja interprets Gita 4:11 to mean: "I suit Myself in a manner that I 

am, to them [worshippers], not only a Visible Demonstration, but they may enjoy Me by 

every one of their sense-faculties, and in all diverse ways."293 Ramanuja's intention then, is 

clearly to link the "person in the eye" with the avatara who is visible-in its creaturely form 

at least-to the physical eye, and to leave sufficient latitude in his interpretation that "any 

other method or form"294 invoked by the worshipper295 would become the locus of the 

Lord's manifestation. Young has argued that Ramanuja has in fact laid the blueprint for 

how the consecrated image (area) is to be viewed. It is clear from this discussion that 

Ramanuja establishes that "the person in the sun" is none other than Brahman, whose 

nature is made up of infinite knowledge and bliss; who has a divine form. This is the same 

as "the person in the eye": although the issues facing Ramanuja are not made explicit in the 

291That is, "To bless His worshippers, the Divine Lord who is all-merciful makes this same 
aforesaid natural form of His assume, in accordance with His own desire, the configurations 
of gods, men, etc., so that it may have that appearance which is suited to te understandings of 
those [worshippers]." Snohif$ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 307. 
292Ibid .. 
293anavhif$ya 4:11, in Govindacharya, 144. 
294Ramlinuja's gloss. on Gltii 4:11. 
295That is, the worshipper invoking the Lord as refuge, and the Lord coming to his 
worshipper's aid as saviour. 
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body of the text, this analysis strongly suggests that "the person in the eye" is the object of 

worship. This object of worship is the avatiira, and by extension, in his "absence", that is, 

when he is not available in that particular form, then it is any other method or form 

designated by the worshipper. The latter, of course, is primarily the consecrated image, the 

arcii, which was not only gloriously visible but which, in all likelihood, formed the focus of 

worship in Ramanuja's day and continues to be so in the present. 

We may pause here to suggest an underlying structure that Ramanuja may have had in mind 

but may not have articulated explicitly. In light of the fact that the world, as a mode of 

Brahman, is therefore, contingent upon him, and Lipner's observation that the avatiira (or, 

more precisely, the avatifric form) "is contingent upon the production of the world"296 

among other things, it may be possible to posit the view that there is a parallel structure at 

work here. Brahman-in-himself, described in terms of his essential attributes, also has the 

supemal, divine form in which he is described as Vi~Qu-NarayaJ)a in paramavyoman. 

When Brahman enters into a relationship with the world with an infinitesimal portion of 

himself, then "he is understood in that context as the antaryamin, the inner ruler, thus 

continuing the apflhaksiddhi relationship between the three tattvas. Lipner's point of 

contingency is well taken only if it is understood that this contingency in no way implies 

dependency, for the truth, according to Ramanuja, would be the other way around: the very 

salvation of the embodied beings in the world would depend on Brahman's agreeability to 

making himself available to his devotees in the form of an avatiira (or area). We may argue 

that the antaryifmin aspect of Brahman is equally "contingent"-much as Ramanuja would 

dislike this term-upon the production of the world. That is, the very manifestation of the 

world depends on Brahman's agreeability to sustaining the world through entering it as its 

296Lipner, The Face of Truth, 96, where he argues that although the avataric fonn is a 
"particular manifestation" of the divine supemal form, the latter is innate to Brahman's 
proper fonn (svariipa), whereas the avataric fonn is contingent upon things such as the 
production of the world, the divine will, the age (yuga), the understanding of the devotee, 
and so forth; ways in which the supemal form is not contingent. 
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inner ruler. If, in the phenomenal world, the antaryiimin is understood as the correlative of 

Brahman-in-himself, then perhaps we may similarly understand the avataric form to be the 

correlative of the supemal form in paramavyoman. That is, although both antaryiimin and 

avatifra are localisable upon the production of the world, they are both nonetheless fully 

divine, fully the self-same Brahman. In no way must this contingency be viewed as 

denoting poverty or impotence in the conception of the supreme being. Rather, the term 

contingency is used here in the sense that until the world was brought from an unmanifest 

state into a manifest state, or, until Brahman became "the cause11 of the world-albeit with 

an infinitesimal portion of himself, through his will and out of sport-the very conception 

of antaryiimin and the correlative manifestation as avatara-would have been meaningless 

as there would have been no embodied beings which needed sustenance or salvation 

through those particular modes of the divine being. The contingency of these two aspects 

of the supreme being does not rely in any way upon something that is more substantial than 

they upon which they depend, for in this respect the antaryifmin continues to be the 

possessor of all modes, while the avatifra continues to be the willed, form-imbued 

manifestation of the divine. 

These distinctions may also be viewed horizontally: in himself, Brahman manifests himself 

eternally in his supernal form, while in relation to the world, the antaryifmin-which is what 

Kt1;I)a insists he is-manifests himself at his will in his avataric form. The reasons for his 

manifestation stated in Gltii 4:8, which we have mentioned above, are to protect the 

virtuous, destroy the wicked, and re-establish dharma. Ramanuja stresses in his 

commentary on this verse in his Gftiibhii$ya that Kr~I)a assumes the avataric form so as to 

give the virtuous-identified by Ramanuja as the eminent Vai~1,1avas--the privilege of 

seeing him, lest they pine away. In his commentary here, Ramanuja stresses equally all 

three reasons given in the Gftii verse for the appearance of the avatara. In the Srfbhii$ya, 

however, Ramanuja comments on Gitii 4:8 that the good or virtuous are to be understood 

as the worshippers, and that the "principal object of accomplishment is nothing other than 
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their protection. But the destruction of evil-doers is an object of secondary importance, 

because that is possible even by merely willing it. "297 In the Gitabhii~ya, however, 

Riimiinuja stresses the notion that manifestation in creaturely form depends on the Lord's 

will, in addition to the explicit thrust of Gita 4:7: "Whensoever and wheresoever, Bharata! 

virtue wanes and vice waxes, then [and there] do I create Myself."298 In other words, 

instead of limiting his comments to the decline of dharma, Ramanuja chooses instead to 

focus on the fact that whenever he does manifest himself, he does so out of his own will. 

Riimiinuja implies in the very next verse that the re-instatement of dharma is linked to the 

manifestation of the avatiira as an object of worship. That is, dhanna will be re-instated 

when the virtuous are protected through having an object of worship, for otherwise they 

will pine away. We have already raised the issue that the virtuous will always feel the 

privation of an object of worship and, therefore, dhanna is always in danger of decline: 

therefore, should the avatiira not be continually present? Given Riimanuja's comment in the 

Sribhii$ya that the avatiira stems from the divine supernal form, which is eternal, it would 

be logical to assert that the avataric form is at least in existence as long as the world of 

names and forms subsists. The Gitif does provide for the recurrent birth of the avatiira in 

4:8 where Kr~l)a says "I am born from yuga to yuga", understood by Riimiinuja to mean 

that the avatiira's births are not restricted to any one age or yuga. However, the Gitif text 

does not explicitly suggest that the avatifra is continually present in the world for 

worshippers. Riimiinuja senses the problem of the continual necessity of a visible form of 

worship for devotees and locates it not in the necessity of the Lord's presence in the avatiiric 

form per se, but in the necessity of the function of the avatifra, viz., making accessible to 

devotees a form by which they may hold the divine to be the object of their worship. In his 

commentary on Gitif 4:11, he states: 

297 Srlbhif~ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 307. 
298Gitabha~ya 4:7, in GovindachiD:ya, 140. 
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Not only by the method of Incarnations, in the forms of devas, men etc., I 
am saviour to those who seek Me as their Refuge, but any other method or 
form, which it may be their pleasing option to select. Whatever that is, to 
that I adapt Myself. By whatever conception they choose to seek Me, I 
manifest Myself to them in that mode. 299 

Ramanuja then adds that the term bhajami in the text of the Gfta verse, translated as "I 

serve" means here dar$ayami, "I appear to them". As previously mentioned, while this 

verse has been taken by later Sri Vaig1ava tradition to legitimize worship of the deity in the 

area or consecrated image form located in temples, shrines or homes, Ramanuja's comments 

serve to highlight his preoccupation with the necessity of continual access to the divine for 

devotees. In this respect, Young's study highlights the pivotal role Ramanuja has in all 

likelihood played in the development of the later tradition. 300 

It is clear that in order to render himself visible-and thereby accessible-to his devotees, 

the divine supreme being must take on form. Therefore, we may assume that whether the 

divine takes on the avataric form or any other form that the devotees select, it must be 

through establishment in his own divine nature (pralqti) and by virtue of his miiyii (to be 

discussed under). In his commentary on Gftii 4:6 in the Gftabhii$ya, Ramanuja does not 

go into details regarding this prakrti. He says simply that it is substance, literally, or the 

material part of the divine nature, or nature itself}Ol In the Srfbhii$ya, in his commentary 

on the same Gfta verse in the context of the discussion of "the person in the sun", he 

clarifies: lt!My own pralqtl means His own peculiar nature"302 and adds that this means 

that he takes his own peculiar nature but not the nature of those who are in sarpsifra,303 that 

is, not the gupa-bound pralqti. Ramanuja's intent here is to clearly distinguish the avatara 

from association with anything that would be the result of karman, and an ordinarily 

299tbid., 4:11, in Govinda:charya, 143-144. 
300Young, "Beloved Places". 
30toitaoh8$ya 4:6, in Govinda:charya, 138. 
302Snbhif$ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 307. 
303tbid. 
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pralqiic body would imply involvement in kannan.304 He therefore, calls. upon the 

Mahiibharata to emphasize further that "even the incarnated form is. not made of pralqti".305 

He has already stated earlier what this avatiiric body may be: "But that is in accordance 

with His own desire, and is suited to His own nature, and is altogether non-material. "306 

With respect to mifya, in both the Snbhif$ya and the Gitiibhif$ya, Ramanuja understands it 

to mean will, knowledge, consciousness, intelligence or unders.tanding,307 and in the 

Snbhif$ya he clarifies that it means both will ("by means of that mental power which is of 

the nature of His own wi11"308) and knowledge (jiiifna).309 The following description 

given by Ramanuja in the Sribhif$ya details the implosion of the divine supernal form in 

paramavyoman into the phenomenal world: [the divine form is] "uniform, unthinkable, 

immaterial, wonderful, eternal and faultless, and ... is the home of endless collections of 

unsurpassable qualities", which, at divine will [sva-ichchaya], assumes "such a 

configuration [sarpsthifna] as is suited to the understanding of each of those [worshippers.]" 

in order to favour them.3IO We are left with pondering how an eternal supernal form can 

enter into time and withdraw from it. It is to questions such as these that Ramanuja offers 

his interpretation of both pralqti and mifyif. Thus, Ramanuja cites authorities who have 

used the term mlfyif to indicate divine knowledge: by his knowledge, the divine knows the 

304since assoc:tatlon with a pralqtic body is un.avoidable for those who are subject to the 
influence of karma. Ibid., 305. 
305Ibid. The text in question says: "The body of this Highest Self is not a configuration of 
the collection of material elements." This dovetails with Ramanuja's defmition of body 
given earlier (ibid., 305): "The body is known to be that aggregate of the elements which 
are modifications of the pralqti made up of the three qualities", a definition that relates more 
to what may be commonly agreed upon rather than being inclusive of all that Ramanuja may 
have meant by the term body. See Lipner, The Face of Truth, discussion on 121-123 where 
Lipner shows that Ramanuja moves beyond the definition of body as locus of the senses 
and composed of pralqti to the definition of the body as 'any substance of a conscious being 
which can be entirely controlled and . supported by that being for the latter's own purposes, 
and whose proper form is solely to be the accessory of that being' (122). See also Hunt 
Overzee, The Body Divine, Chapter 4, "The body of Brahman in the writings of Ramanuja". 
306 Sribhff$ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 305. 
301Gitlibha~ya 4:6, in Govindacharya, 139, and Srlbhii$ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 307. 
30BSnoha~ya 1.1.21, in Karmarkar, 307. 
309Jbid., for which he cites the defmition, mlfylf vayunam jfliinam. 
31°Ibid., 305-306. 
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virtues and vices of his creatures,311 and adds that 'by his knowledge' means 'by his will' 

(satpkalpa).312 

In sum, then, if the purpose of divine incarnation is to favour worshippers, and if the Gita 

indicates that this favour occurs both in the form of avatifric incarnation and in whatever 

other form the devotee deems suitable, then it would follow that Ramanuja must have 

concluded that potential for manifestation of the divine in the phenomenal world, in visible 

form, must continue for as long as the world is in the mode of manifestation from its 

unmanifest state. It is perhaps for this reason that Ramanuja interprets Gitii 4:11 to mean 

that it is not only through the avatiira that the divine reveals himself to humans, but through 

"any other method or form, which it may be their pleasing option to select."313 

At the same time, however, attention must be drawn to the reason Ramanuja identifies in his 

introduction to the Gftii. for which the supreme being descends into the world: to render 

himself, who had become incognizant, accessible to his worshippers. It is clear that 

Ramanuja has to grapple with the issue of whether the supreme being-whatever his 

form-can be seen with the physical eye or not, and his theological instincts lead him to 

assert that there is always an object of worship that is perceptible to the physical eye. 

However, Ramanuja was also faithful to his texts, and Gft:a 11:8 clearly declares that "By 

311GitaDh~ya 4:6, in Govindacharya, 139. 
312This differs from his commentary on Gita 7:13: "Verily is this, My divine gUQa-imbued 
miiyii, hard to surmounL" Here he notes that mayif as meaning "that which is capable of 
producing marvellous protean effects" is universally accepted. However, here mifyif is 
equated with prnkrt.i, and is permeated with the characteristics of the three gUQBS, sattva, 
rajas and tamas. The difference between the mayif caused by pralqti and the divine mayii 
causing the appearance of the avati:fra, is that the former is gUQB-permeated, while the latter 
cannot be, since to be so would defeat the purpose of retaining the avati:fra's purity from 
gUQa-bound existence. . Pralqtic miiyii veils the deity from creatures, both by luring creatures 
to seek pleasures in itself (ibid., 241), and to make the mistaken assumption that the human 
form of the avatlfra denotes that he too is like them (ibid., 251), gUQa-bound and subject to 
karman. 
3l3Gltaoh~ya, 4:11, in Govindacharya, 144. Young argues that the Lord, out of his gmce, 
withdraws his own will in order to allow devotees to will the particular form or method 
they choose to make an object of their worship. See Young, "The Issue of Arci:fvatara", 96, 
98, 102. Also see Young, "Beloved Places". 
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this thy eye alone, thou wilt not indeed be able to see Me: I grant thee the Divine eye: See 

My Sovereign Yoga." Ramrumja's gloss on this verse clearly concurs: "But with your 

physical eye, fitted only to see limited and conditioned objects, you will not be able to 

realize that sight, unique, beyond example, and beyond measure. Hence let Me confer on 

you that spiritual [divya] eye, capable of seeing Me."314 In other words, although the 

object of worship-whether avatara or arca:-is fully divine, and although it is visible to 

the devotee at the level of the physical eye, this does not mean that it is thereby seen to the 

extent that it is possible to see it. TatJka and Dramit;Iacarya recognized this, and so does 

Ramanuja, that there is much more to be seen than the physical eye is capable of, even if the 

vision of the physical eye is a necessary conduit of knowledge to awakening the internal 

eye (the antap_kara{la of TaQka or the "pure mind [manasii tu visuddhenaf' referred to by 

Dramit;lacarya). In other words, had we, too, a divine eye, we might have been able to see 

the avatara for what it really is: glorious, all-pervading, eternal, infinite and omnipotent315 

supreme being, supreme person, Vi~Q.u, NarayaQ.a, Brahman. Before we address how 

Ramanuja approaches this question, we must first examine his conception of the human 

soul, to which we now turn. 

314Gitaohlf$ya 11:8, in Govindacharya, 351. 
315 As some of an infinite number of auspicious attributes, opposed to all evil. 
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CHAPTER2 

Atmaa ThelourneyThroughBondage 

Introduction 

Although the soul (iftman) in its essential nature (svariipa) can be distinguished as having 

three phases, there are certain features pertaining to it that remain constant throughout. 

The first phase may be identified as that in which the soul is still in a subtle (siik~a) 

state, that is, when the phenomenal world of name and form (nifmariipa) has not yet been 

brought into being. In the second phase the soul is embodied by matter, that is, it is in its 

gross (sthiila) state, at which time it is most commonly referred to as the individual soul 

(jfviitman). The third phase, that of jlvanmukti, occurs when the soul is liberated from the 

bonds of salJlsiira-the wheel of birth, death and rebirth-and is no longer subject to 

karman or the accumulation of meritorious and evil acts; the soul is now mukta-jfva, a 

released soul. The consequences of karman are played out in succeeding lives until (1) 

either the soul attains liberation (mok$a), at which point the karmic legacy has been 

effaced, or (2) the universe enters into dissolution at the end of the age (kalpa) and the 

soul takes its karmic legacy with it into its dissolved, subtle state. In this chapter some of 

the salient features of the soul will be identified and attention drawn to those features that 

are distinctive to each of the phases, bearing in mind that the soul retains some of its 

essential features through all its phases. 

1. The Soul in Its Subtle State, or Prior to Creation 

In the previous chapter, it was shown that Ramanuja considers creation the willed act of 

Brahman to be manifest, to be many. This does not consist in the origination of new, 

previously non-existent entities. Rather, it consists in effecting changes in the two eternal 

entities that are dissolved in Brahman in their subtle state, changes that ultimately lead to 
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the "creation" of the world of name and form, or the phenomenal world as we know it. 

This world constitutes an infinitesimal portion of Brahman. Brahman is considered the 

creator since, as the controlling entity, he alone can will the changes required of the other 

two eternal entities in order that the worlp may come into being. In this respect, he is the 

cause, and as cause, he is one. Unitariness in this respect means that the remaining two 

eternal entities, pralqti and puru$a, are dissolved in him, but not annihilated.! Indeed, in 

his causal state they are extremely subtle, so much so that they "become one in the 

Paramiftman [that is, Brahman], owing to their not being fit for a separate mention"2-

Brahman is thus one alone, without a second. 

Among the key features of the iitman (soul) are that it is eternal (nitya); it is a knower 

(jiiiit(/jiiot); it is atomic (apu); it is an agent (kiirt(/kartii); it is an enjoyer (bhokt{), and it is 

a portion (arpsa) of Brahman. It may be questioned, however, whether these features are 

significant when the soul is in its subtle state, that is, when it is not fit for a separate 

mention and is conceived of as being one with Brahman. Ramanuja does not address this 

issue directly. In addition, qualities such as its being an agent {kart(/kartif) or an 

experiencer (bhoktr) of pleasure and pain are dependent on having things to control or 

experience, respectively, and as such, may only be exercised when the world of name and 

form has come into being. Ramanuja's discussion on the features of the soul occurs 

within the context of the jiviitman, that is, when the soul is embodied by matter in the 

phenomenal world, although since the soul is understood to be eternal, it would be 

reasonable to expect that its key features remain with the soul throughout its existence. 

lSnoh~ya, 1.4.23: na tu layal}. 
21bid., 1.4.27, in Karmarkar, 549. 
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Bearing in mind that since the soul is so subtle as to be not distinguishable from Brahman 

in the latter's causal state, it is perhaps not an issue whether the soul's features are present 

in its subtle state. For example, the soul can not exercise its ability to experience pleasure 

and pain if the boundaries between itself and Brahman are so fluid that it is not worthy of 

mention and Brahman is considered in his causal state to be one, since the presence of an 

experiencer would make it necessary for there to be two: the experiencer and that which 

is experienced. In this regard, Lipner has drawn attention to Ramanuja's statement that: 

[Knowledge's] proper form, contracted [in the first place] by [past] karma 
into the condition of the embodied self, exists [as further determined] in 
accordance with the variety of individual karma. It is conditioned once 
again by means of the senses [in everyday cognition]. And the feature of 
the rise and termination [of cognition] is a function of this flow of 
knowledge by means of the senses. Now, being a kartr has to do with the 
flow of knowledge, and this is not essential [to the atman]. In other words, 
the atman remains essentially unchanging in that [being a kartr is an 
extrinsic change] brought about by karma. 3 

A clue regarding the features of the soul in its subtle state may be found in Ramanuja's 

discussion of the soul's ability to know in a state of deep sleep. At that time, says 

Ramanuja, even though no object of knowledge may arise in the consciousness, "there is 

the possibility of its manifestation in the waking state ... just as the virile ingredient".4 It 

can, therefore, be extrapolated that just as the soul's ability to know is a potential power 

while a person is in a state of deep sleep and is manifested when the person is awake, so, 

too, the features of the soul are contained within it potentially while the soul is in a subtle 

state to be manifested when the soul enters into its embodied or gross state. 

3see Lipner, The Face of Truth, 70, citing Sribhif$ya 1.1.1; see 163, n. 18. · 
4snohif$ya 2.3.31 in Karmarkar, 733. That is, the virile ingredient in a man is something contained 
potentially in him when he is a child and can be made manifest when he is an adult. 
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Ramanuja defmes the proper fonn of the soul thus: 

The proper fonn of the soul is free from all various differentiations 
consisting in the distinctions that are brought about by the natural 
evolution [paril)iima] of pralqti into the bodies of gods, men, etc. In 
essence it is only characterized by knowledge and beatitude. When these 
differentiations of god, man, etc.,-which have been brought about by the 
kannan of the soul-have vanished there persists a differentiation in its 
proper fonn [svariipabheda]; it is beyond the power of expression and can 
only be known by the soul itself. So the soul can only be defined as 
essentially knowledge; and this essential nature is common to all souls.5 

This definition would appear to indicate that the quality that abides through all phases of 

the soul is that of knowledge, accompanied by a beatitude that is only known to itself. 

The key factor that will have an impact on the soul when it changes from its subtle to its 

gross state is that of beginningless (aniidi) karman in the fonn of ignorance (avidyii).6 

Although this notion will be explored further below, it is to be noted that Ramanuja states 

that "Even in the state of not being divided, the sentient and the non-sentient entity 

extremely subtle, stands with the impressions of the Kannan".1 

2. The Soul in Its Embodied State: Rvatman 

Earlier, we have already seen how the world of name and fonn comes into being. 

Ramanuja comments on Chandogya Upani~ad verse: 

prajiiyeyeti''B as follows: 

5 Vedifrthasarpgraha #5, in van Buitenen, 186. 
6Jbid. #87, in van Buitenen, 245. 
7 $noha$ya 1.4.27, in Karmarkar, 548. 

"tad aik$ata bahu sylhp 

8chifndogya Upani$8d 6.2.3: "It reflected-Let me be many, may I procreate." 
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That Supreme Brahman, denoted by lhe word tad, who is omniscient and 
omnipotent and has his every will realized and all his desires materialized, 
decided nonetheless, for the sake of his own sport: "I be many in the form 
of a world composed of an infinite variety of spiritual and non-spiritual 
beings; to that purpose I will multiply. "9 

That is, the process of creation ensues upon the will of the Supreme to "be many", and 

this decision is undertaken "for the sake of his own sport." van Buitenen adds the note 

that the final stage of creation is reached only after Brahman has entered with the 

ensouled soul into pralqti.IO All non-spiritual matter at this stage is capable of being 

denoted by name, an object of classification (padiirtha), and the assumption of name-and

form thus completes the process of coming into being.ll 

The mahavakya "tat tvam asi" (that thou art) yields at first impression the meaning that 

"thou", the individual, is "that", Brahman. Ramanuja agrees with this prima facie view; 

however~ he qualifies it to clarify that by "tat" is meant "Brahman as the One who is the 

cause of the world, the abode of all perfections, the immaculate and untransmutable 

One". 12 The term "tvam" indicates "that same Brahman under the aspect of inner Ruler of 

the individual soul as being modified by the embodied soul."13 Accordingly, "the words 

tat and tvam both apply to the same Brahman but under different aspects. "14 In either 

case, all sentient (cit, that is, puru~a) and non-sentient (acit, that is, pralqti) entities form 

the body of Brahman and are in an apf(:haksiddhi relationship to it. That is, they can not 

9vedarthasarpgraha #17-a, in van Buitenen,, 193. 
10J.bid., n. 92, 193. 
lllbid., 194. 
12 Vedarthasarpgraha # 20, in van Buitenen, 196. 

·~~ . 
l4rhat is, it is a samHniidhikara{lya construction, or "the bearing on one sense of more words with different 
reasons for their application." Ibid.; see also 187, n. 55. 
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be found apart from Brahman. The distinction to be made between the first phase of the 

soul and the second phase of the soul is that in the first, the distinction of name and form 

does not apply, while in the second, it does. "When [Brahman] has name and form 

distinguished, then that same is spoken of as being many and as being the effect; and 

when it has name and form not distinguished, then [it is spoken of] as one without a 

second and the cause."15 

Ramanuja considers the world of phenomenal reality and all the sentient and non-sentient 

beings in it to be the effect of Brahman and hence real. It could be argued in that case 

that the substratum of evolution or change and ignorance-also translated as nescience

is also Brahman. The Advaitavadin sought to establish, therefore, that the world was 

ultimately unreal, as Brahman could not be the cause of nescience. Similarly, the 

asatkaryaviida theory-that the effect is not contained in its cause but originates in a new 

entityl6 -was also developed in response to this problem. 

Ramiinuja, however, holds to the satkiiryaviida theory by pointing out that although the 

universe and all that it contains is real, the substrate of evolution/change and of nescience 

is not Brahman but is to be located in pralqti and puru$a, respectively. In other words, for 

him the universe is not the effect of Brahman in the sense that Brahman's essence 

undergoes modification in order to constitute the universe, but rather, that the universe is 

the result of modifications made by the controlling eternal tattva, Brahman, in the 

remaining, essentially contingent, two eternal tattvas, cit and acit (Although the two 

15$noha$ya 1.4.23, in Karmarkar, 541. 
16van Buitenen, n. 167,208. 
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tattvas are eternal, they are in a continual state of dependence upon Brahman, and as such, 

they are eternal only because he is so, and not because they are self-subsistent in their 

own right.) The relationship between cit and acit in their subtle as well as gross states and 

Brahman is like bodies to a soul; that is, they are in invariable accompaniment with 

Brahman but they are also continually controlled by him for his own purposes. It is in the 

narrow gap of difference between the three eternal tattva~Brahman, cit and acit-that 

room is made for the assertion that Brahman is neither the substrate of change (paripama, 

also translated as evolution) nor of the ignorance or nescience (avidyif) that is ultimately 

responsible for the bondage of souls. By arguing thus, Ramanuja maintains that 

Brahman, or sat, is the cause of the universe or world of name and form, and that the 

substrate of change/evolution (paripiima) is pralqti. Ignorance, which has no substrate, is 

that condition whereby the knowledge that is a dharma (attribute or property) proper to. 

the soul is caused to contract by karman .17 That is, Brahman remains free from the 

blemishes associated with creation. 

In his commentary on Oitii 4:1318 Ramanuja acknowledges that the whole universe, from 

Brahma to a blade of grass, is divided by the Supreme "into the fourfold classification, in 

conformity with the dispositions, or qualities, viz. sattva etc., and in conformity with the 

occupations suited to the qualities that the several classes possess."19 With regard to the 

source of differentiation in beings, in his commentary on Gitii 14:2, Ramanuja states 

quite directly that it is necessary to state that all beings, no matter how small, are 

11vedlirthasarpgraha#43, van Buitenen, 215. 
l8"The fourfold varQ8 (class or caste) was created by Me according to dispositions (gupa), and occupations 
(kanna). Though I am its Creator, know Me to be the Imperishable Non-Creator." Glta 4;13, in 
Govindacharya, 145. 
19artaoh8$ya4:13 in Govindacharya, 145-146. 
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fashioned by the Lord himself only in order to point out how "matter's qualities come to 

be the cause of bondage. "20 He goes on, in his commentary to the next verse, to interpret 

the term brahma in the verse21 to mean inert or inanimate matter-stuff. It is into this 

"womb", brahma or matter-stuff, that the Supreme casts "the seed of the aggregate of the 

animate principle (jiva). "22 Thus, according to Ramanuja's reading, are all beings from 

gods to tufts of grass produced, from the conjunction of matter and animate principle. 

Gitii 14:3 states simply that of every form and every womb, the Supreme is the seed

giver, and the great womb of all is matter (brahma).23 Ramanuja, however, adds in his 

commentary that the Supreme causes the conjunction of matter and spirit, "determined by 

each one's [soul's] karma."24 His concern is clearly with how generation is perpetuated in 

differentiated forms, although the Gitii itself does not at this point introduce the notion of 

karman as a differentiating factor. In fact, the next verse points out that "Sattvam, Rajas, 

Tamas, are qualities matter-born, which, 0 Great-armed! bind the imperishable ego in the 

body.'' 25 Although elsewhere26 the soul's karman is the source of determining difference 

in all birth, here the text suggests that the initial impulse for binding the soul may be 

20anabh§$ya 14:2, in Govindacharya, 444. 
21"The vast brahma is My womb, into which I sow the germ. Thence comes, Bharata! the birth of all 
beings." Ibid., 445. Other commentators have understood brahma to denote either the Supreme, or the 
Vedas. Ramanuja substantiates his interpretation through recourse to other scriptural passages. 
22artabhif$ya 14:3, in Govindacharya, 445. 
23Ramanuja glosses brahma thus: "The inert or inanimate matter-stuff alluded to in: 'Earth, water, fire, air 
and space, manas, buddhi and aharpkiira, thus constitute My eightfold differentiated matter.' 'But this is 
inferior' is what is designated here by the term brahma, (the vast or great, or infinitely extended) by reason 
of its being the primal cause of all the differentiations which emanate therefrom in the forms of Mahat 
(=buddhi), Aharpkara etc." See Gitiibhil$ya 14:3, in Govindacharya, 445. 
24ortaohil$ya 14:4, in Go,vindacharya, 446. 
25artal4:5, in Govindacharya. trans. 446. 
26vedartha.sarpgraha # 4, in van Buitenen, 185,: "the individual soul [has the misconception] that it is 
identical itself with that one of the four types of bodies ... into which it has entered by the impulsion of the 
continuous flow of good or evil kannan amassed during ageless ignorance." 
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attributed to matter alone, and Ramanuja, in his ·commentary on the verse, does not 

mention the role of karman . He simply states that these three qualities stand in the 

relation of attributes to matter, and are found in a latent state in it when it is in an 

unevolved state, but become manifest once evolved (that is, placed in conjunction with 

the animating "seed").27 He continues: "And they impound in a body, the essentially 

free soul, but forced withal to dwell in bodies such as those of deva, man, etc.-forms 

manufactured from out of the Mahat and other evolutes of matter-stuff. "28 In subsequent 

verses, Ramanuja develops the notion that each of the three qualities of sattvam, rajas and 

tarn as produce in the embodied creature a predisposition toward happiness and knowledge 

27It may be worthwhile to note here Hiriyanna's comment that Ramanuja accepts only two categories, 
substance (dravya) and attribute or non-substance (adravya), and that karman is subsumed under adravya. 
That is, kannan is an attribute and not a constituent, just as are the three gUQas, the five sensory qualities, 
and causal potency (§akti). Kannan is explained in terms of conjunction (satp.yoga) and disjunction 
(vibMga). See Hiriyanna, The Essentials of Indian Philosophy, 179, 182. We might argue, therefore, that 
kannan, which is an attribute of pralqti according to Hiriyanna's reading of Rama:nuja, becomes manifest 
once matter comes into conjunction with iftman, and henceforth, kannic residue becomes a feature of the 
j'ivatman until that point when the jivatman attains release or mok$8 from the cycle of rebirth (satp.SSra) . 
The beginningless (anadi) nature of ignorance that is kannan could then be explained by virtue of the fact 
that praJqti is beginningless, or, as pointed out to me by Arvind Sharma, by virtue of the fact that the 
jiviitman-iftman in an embodied state-is also considered to be beginningless since creation has no 
beginning. However, the source of initial differentiation must be the initial conjunction of atman with 
matter that would result in origination of the now jiviftman's attributive consciousness, that is, 
dharmabhiitajififna. Through it ignorance could be allowed to take root-since the soul uses the body to act 
according to its consciousness-and hence to incur a kannic legacy. While we must accept that these are 
logical distinctions that we make in order to understand the challenge facing the j'iviftman with respect to its 
teleological purpose, we must bear in mind that, as Hiriyanna points out, the question of "when the 
responsibility for what one does was ftrst incurred ... is really inadmissible, for it takes for granted that there 
was a time when the self was without any disposition whatsoever. Such a view of the self is an abstraction 
as meaningless as that of mere disposition which characterizes no one. The self, as ordinarily known to us, 
always means a self with a certain stock of dispositions; and this fact is indicated in Indian expositions by 
describing kannan as beginning less (anadi)." ( 4 7 -48) It is true that I am exploring the possibility that there 
was a state-if not a time-when the iftman was without dispositions, although not a state when praJqti was 
without potential dispositions. Of course, when we shift the forum of discussion from the iftman to the 
jivatman, then true enough, we cannot talk about a self, that is j'Iviitman, without dispositions. I base my 
assumption on Rama:nuja's reading of Vi$QU Piirifl)a 6.7.22 in Vedifrthasatp.graha, # 79, 238--9, in which he 
points out that "the properties of unhappiness, ignorance and impurity are proper to the pralqti, not to the 
iftman" (fn. 350, on 238) "inasmuch as they derive from kannan resulting from the natural conjunction of 
soul with matter ... these properties belong to matter exclusively." (238). 
28Gitaohif$ya 14:5, in Govinda:cMrya, 446. 
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(sattvam), desires prompting one to active work (rajas), and ignorance, that is, the 

completely reversed perception of what a thing actually is (tamas).29 By provoking in 

the embodied being desires according to the gu{Ja that is predominant, beings enter and 

are confined within the wheel of sarpsiira. The only reconciliation possible between these 

two differing accounts of the cause of differentiation between embodied souls is to note 

that although karman is responsible for the type of body that the soul enters, the gUQas of 

matter "feed" (or efface) this karmic legacy by predisposing the soul to act in a certain 

manner while it is in that particular body. That is, if the soul's karmic legacy is the source 

of differentiation, then matter's qualities are the source of bondage, inasmuch as they lead 

the soul to act in a manner that will bind it to the continual cycle of sarpsiira. 

The Soul Is a Part 

An essential characteristic of the soul is that it is a part of Brahman. However, this 

statement is not to be understood as meaning that Brahman is divisible, for he is not. 

Rather, it is to be understood in the sense of desa, that is, the soul is an aspect of 

Brahman. At the root of this notion lies the view that the soul is to Brahman as body is to 

the soul, that is, it exists for the latter's purpose. The analogies provided by Ramanuja are 

that the soul is like the lustre of gems, or the generic character of cows, or the body of an 

embodied being. That is, all three--lustre, generic character, and body-cannot be found 

apart from the substratum upon which their existence is contingent, yet they all are 

distinct from this substratum in their essential nature and characteristics.30 Thus, the soul 

29aitaoha$ya 14:6-8, in Govindacharya, 447-448. 
30 Snbha$ya 2.3.42. 
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is non-different from Brahman in that it cannot be found apart from it, and yet it is 

different from Brahman in that its pleasures and pain and limitations do not affect 

Brahman.31 

TheSoulisEtemal 

The soul is eternal (nitya), not produced. This raises the question of how something 

eternal can also be an effect. As an effect, the individual soul (jlviftman), according to 

Ramanuja, is considered to be that which modifies Brahman. With respect to the world of 

name and form, Brahman appears as the antaryifmin or inner ruler of the phenomenal 

world, and the world stands in an accessory-principal relationship to it. That is, the 

individual soul is the se$a (accessory) with respect to the antaryiimin, which is the Se$in 

(principal). The relationship between the world and the antaryifmin has also been 

described as one of sarira-sarlrin (body-possessor of body). The body is defined by 

Ramanuja as "that substance [dravya] that a spiritual entity can use and support entirely 

for his own purposes and that in its essence is exclusively subordinate [Se$a-] to that 

entity, is the body of that soul".32 The relationships that obtain between Brahman and J]le 

material and spiritual entities (prak[ti/acit and puru$alcit, respectively) do not change 

when creation occurs, that is, when Brahman, as cause, becomes Brahman, the effect. Put 

another way, when the entities are moved from their subtle to their gross state, the 

relationships between themselves and Brahman do not change. Ramanuja offers the 

31 Ibid., 2.3.45. 
32van Buitenen, 17, n. 46, and 185, n. 21; see also Snoh8$y a 2.1.9: yasya cetanasya yad dravyaiP 
sarvatmana sviirthe niyanturp dharayiturp ea sakyarp tacche~ataikasvariiparp ea tat tasya §arlram iti §ailra
lak$8Qam iistheyam, translated as "that substance [is] the body of a conscious being which can be controlled 
and supported [by that conscious being] for its own purpose in all circumstances, and which has the 
essential form of being its accessory." See Hunt Overzee, The Body Divine, 63. 
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explanation that "by effect is meant that the substance has attained a new condition."33 In 

the case of the individual soul, its being an effect is understood thus: 

Changing over to another state in the case of the Jiva is characterized by 
contraction and expansion of knowledge. In the case of sky etc. [pralqti
based] however, it is characterized by the transformation of one's [very] 
nature. And that such origination characterized by the change over of 
one's nature is repudiated in the case of the Jiva.34 

Thus, the taking of a new condition-becoming an effect-does not have an impact on 

being e~mal, if the term eternal (nitya) is understood as something that is not originated 

anew and which is capable of taking on varying conditions. It is not understood in the 

sense of being created anew each time that its condition changes. Ramanuja specifies that 

the iftman 's change in state is not the same as that of pralqti. Although both entities 

undergo change from a subtle to a gross state, there is a difference in that pralqti 

undergoes a change in its very nature (svariipa).35 

There. when [Brahman] in the causal state attains to the state of effect, the 
non-sentient portion which is bereft of [distinctions due to] words etc., in 
the causal state, becomes possessed of [the distinctive features] words etc., 
for being fit for enjoyment, and thus there is the modification of the nature 
of change over of one's own form.36 

Atman, on the other hanp, undergoes the changeover of state from the subtle to the gross 

not in its own form but in the contraction and expansion of knowledge. 37 "And in the 

case of the sentient portion for being the enjoyer of the particular fruits of Kannan, there 

33sn"OM$ya, 2.3.18, in Brahma-Siitras Sri-Bha$ya: With Text and English Rendering of the Siitras, 
Comments and Index, Part I by Swami Vireswarananda and Part II by Swami Adidevananda (Calcutta: 
Advaita Ashrama, 1978), 282. 
34 Sn"OM$ya 2,3,18 in Karmarkar, 720. 
35Ibid. 

361bid., 721. 
37Ibid., 720. 
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is the transformation in the form of the expansion of cognition befitting that."38 

Therefore, the intention of scriptural passages that speak of the origin and destruction of 

the jiva is really to denote the connection and separation of the jiva to various bodies, and 

the contraction or expansion of knowledge that occurs as a consequence. Scriptural 

passages that identify the jiva as that which is not born nor dies, or that which is eternal 

among the eternals, affirm that the litman.is not originated and is eternal in that there is 

absence of change in its essential nature, unlike pralqti. 39 

TheSoullsAtomic 

Another key characteristic of the soul is that it is atomic (lipava, from apu, atom) in size. 

This view is premised on scriptural texts such as Brhadlirapyaka Upani$ad 4.4.2 and 6 40 

that mention the soul's entering in and out of the body, of its going to heaven, and other 

movement such as this. For Ramanuja, this is possible only if the soul is atomic, for if it 

was all-pervading then the references to its coming and going would not fit in."41 Further, 

if separating from the body were all that were meant when speaking of the soul's 

movement, then it would still be possible for the soul to be infinite. However, if one were 

to include the activity of going and coming, then this would be possible only if the soul 

38Ibid., 721. 

39Ibid., 722. The distinction to be made here is that pralqti is subject to evolution (parinama) and is the 
substrate of change. The term for origination is utpatta; all the elements, which are insentient, are 
originated, beginning with tejas. Thus, although prak(ti-primordial nature-is also considered to be 
beginningless (anadi) and eternal (nitya), that is, everlasting, it sustains change or evolution in its essential 
form (svariipa), whereas the iftman does not change in its essential form-which is to be knowing or 
cognizant-but in its distinguishing characteristic, knowledge. 
40Brhadifmpyaka Upani$ad 4.4.2: "By that lighted up, this Atman departs, from the eye, or from the head, 
or from the other regions of the body." Brhadlfmpyaka Upani$8d 4.4.6: "From that world he comes back to 
this world due to his Kannan." Trans. in Karmarkar, 727. 
4lsrrbhif$ya, 2.3.20, in Karmarkar, 727. 
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were atomic in size,42 and by implication, not infinite or all-pervading. However, if the 

objection is raised that if the soul is not infinite or all-pervading, then how can it possibly 

experience pain and pleasure throughout the body? This objection can be levelled by 

virtue of the soul's consciousness, that is able, by drawing an analogy with a light, to 

pervade the whole body just as a light placed in the corner of a room brings the whole 

room into view. Thus, the soul is able to experience pain and pleasure throughout the 

body.43 Accordingly, it is clear that it is not a characteristic of the soul to be all -

pervading in its embodied state, for were it to be so, it would not have expansion and 

contraction in its knowledge. Rather, Ramanuja interprets the texts referring to the all

pervasiveness or infinitude of the soul, for example, "That infinite, birthless self'44 to 

denote the supreme Self or Brahman, and not to the individual self or jiviftman. 

At the same time, souls are different from each other depending on their connection with 

the body. Just as fire is the same, so all souls are the same with respect to their having 

intelligence for their essential nature, at the same time, the fire from a household hearth is 

acceptable for sacrifice, while that from a funeral pyre is not. Similarly, some souls are 

permitted to study the V edas, while others are not. 45 In addition, since the souls, being 

atomic, are different in different bodies, so too the results of the actions committed in 

those bodies are pertinent only to the soul attached to that body, and not to all souls.46 In 

other words, the limiting adjuncts (upifdhis) caused by beginningless and unseen 

42Ibid., 285. 
43Ibid., 2.3.24-26, on 286-287. 

44 Br}Jad8raQyaka Upani$ad, 4.4.22, cited in Sribh8$Jfa, 2.3.22. 
45Ibid., 2.3.47. 

46Ibid, 2.3.48. 
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principles (adr~tas), such as karma, do not affect Brahman, but only the souls, and the 

effect of these adr~tas can be seen in the karrnic consequences that determine the kind of 

body the soul will enter into. 47 

In his commentary on Gita 4:13, Ramanuja once again iterates the view that beings such 

as gods, etc., come into existence in accordance with their own antecedent karma

potencies. At the time of creation, souls are enveloped by ignorance in the form of 

karman and take on bodies in proportion to this, leading them then to the erroneous 

identification with their respective bodies. In pursuing this matter further, we find that 

~I)a declares in Gitii 4.13 a slim thread that seems to indicate that the divisions in the 

human realm, into the four varr:tas (castes), were ordered by the Supreme in accordance 

with the gu.pas and the works each of these four vaTQas were to do (va.I7)ii8ramadharrna). 

In that case, the sources of differentiation are localized both in gu.pa-characterized matter 

and the antecedent karrnan of the soul. This matter is an issue that Arjul)a is under stress 

to deal with when he begins his conversation with Kr~Qa. Ramanuja has to keep the 

source of differentiation in sentient beings located in both pralqti and puru~a. for were he 

to read the texts unequivocally to assign differentiation at the primal stages of creation 

solely to matter, he would run the risk of making the whole enterprise of the soul's 

struggle for liberation along scripturally defined pathways quite meaningless. It is much 

more salient for him to focus on the soul's ignorance-resulting from antecedent 

karman-that keeps the soul within the wheel of sarpsiira than it is for him to suggest that 

differentiation between embodied souls can be located solely in gu.pa-bound matter. 

Rather, gu.pa-bound matter is simply the earth in which the plant of the soul can be sown, 

47Ibid., 2.3.49-50. 
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c manifesting itself in time according to its inherent potencies; it is that which provides the 

vehicle of enjoyment for the soul, through which it can play out its karmic legacy. 

Ramanuja clarifies this by calling upon the testimony of Chiindogya Upan~ad 5.10.7, 

which specifies that birth in different wombs is dictated by the residue of good or bad 

karman. Ramanuja connects this notion of birth in a particular womb with entitlement or 

dispossession of the right to perform meritorious deeds, thereby establishing a link 

between karmic legacy and V811Jii8ramadharma, the duties pertaining to one's caste and 

stage in life: "Only he, who has good conduct to his credit is entitled to perform 

meritorious deeds [that is, the conduct prescribed by sm{t1].''48 

However, this does still not explain satisfactorily why souls enter into different forms in 

the first place. Why did they not all enter the forms of the siiris or the forms of the gods? 

In the passage cited above, Ramanuja seems to indicate that the souls are enveloped in 

ignorance in the form of karman, which makes their knowledge subject to contraction 

according to their karman. Even though souls are distinct, Ramanuja does mention that 

"any member of the order of souls is, when abiding in its proper form, equal to any other 

member, because it has the common fotm of knowledge as nirviil)a. ''49 Thus, if all souls 

are distinct but equal, then it would logically follow that if they were to enter into a 

pralqtic existence, they would be enveloped by ignorance to an equal degree, and hence, 

take on the same generic form, that is, all be gods, or all be humans, and so forth. Since 

this is clearly not the case, it is necessary to recognize that souls are not all equal when 

they are in their subtle state. To assume that souls are equal in their knowledge because 

48snoha$ya, 3.1.10, in Kannarkar, 787. 
49vedifrthasarpg.rnha# 79, in van Buitenen, 239. 
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they are so subtle as not to be worthy of distinction from Brahman in their subtle state is 

incorrect. Already, even in their subtle state, souls must be conceived of as different with 

respect to their inherent streams of kannan, They are equal only once they have attained 

their proper form, that is, after they have effaced their kannic legacies. Even though 

Ramanuja seems to gloss over this perplexing aspect of embodiment with the statement 

"they are subject to contraction of knowledge proportionate to their karman", it is clear 

that logically speaking, this is not strictly the case. Rather, their knowledge is 

proportionate to their kannan whether in a subtle or a gross state, being inherent in the 

flrst state while manifest in the second. The recognition that the knowledge of the soul is 

in a condition proportionate to its kannan comes into play only after it is declared to be so 

by scripture, and affirmed once the soul has actually gained the state of liberation. 

TheSoullsanAgentandExperiencer 

Two other key characteristics of the soul are that it is an agent (kartr/kartii) and that it is 

an experiencer (bhoktr) of pleasure and pain. Although there are texts that appear to 

indicate that the soul merely experiences and is not really an agent, but falsely perceives 

itself to be an agent once it enters the body,so the truth is otherwise. For, were the self not 

to be an agent, then this would be tantamount to ascribing both agency and enjoyment to 

an inert substance, pralqti.. Since inert substances are incapable of desire, then the internal 

organs would have to remain in a constant state of activity, unlike the soul that can 

withdraw action or enjoyment at its wil1.51 Thus, it is clearly not the case that agency 

50such as Kathopani$ad 1.2.19; Bhagavad Gitii3:27, and 14:19, as well as 13:20. 
51 Snbhif$ya 2.3.39 in Vireswarananda and Adidevananda, 294. 
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devolves on the organs, for there are scriptural injunctions52 clearly commending the soul 

to act in order to attain heaven or to attain liberation. Rather, the texts suggesting that the 

soul is not an agent are to be understood as indicating only that the soul is eternal and that 

its activity during the state of bondage is not due to its essential nature but occurs as a 

result of its contact with the gul)as.53 There are two points to be made here. If a killer 

thinks that he kills someone, then this is an erroneous view, as shown by scriptural verses 

to that effect. For, the iftman cannot be killed, since it is eternal .. Secondly, verses that 

suggest that pralqti is the agent do so only to clarify that the gul)as affect the 

discrimination of the soul with regard to its action. The soul is prompted to act in a 

certain way because of its association with the guiJaS, and not because of its own nature, 

since its knowledge is altered as a result of the association. 54 In this regard, Lipner draws 

attention to Ramrumja's commentary on Gitif 5:29: 

this is the position regarding the gw;as' being a doer: that this being-a-doer 
does not belong to the iftman's proper form; in fact, it arises through 
connection with the gul)as. In other words, that being-a-doer is guiJa
produced is known by discriminating what happens from [the iftman's] 
conjunction with and disjunction from pralqti. 55 

Finally, if agency were to be ascribed to pralqti, in the form of the internal sense organ, 

buddhi, then clearly the enjoyment of the fruits of action should also be ascribed to it, and 

this would result in an inversion of the power of experiencing. Without the capacity to 

experience-and by extension, agency-what proof would there be of the soul's 

52Mentioned in Sn"bhlf$ya 2.3.33 on 292. 
53Ibid., in Karmarkar, 737. 
54see also Lipner's discussion in The Face of Truth, 72ff. in which he argues that Ramrumja, in his 
commentary on Gita2:47 counsels one to be a non-doer (akartr) by way of casting "all one's actions upon 
the Lord". 
55Ibid., 73. 
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c existence?56 Further, the agency of the soul is indicated in texts that declare the soul to be 

taking the organs of sense-perception-which are from pralqti-and moving about the 

body in the dream state, and in performing sacrifices and acts. 57 While the performance 

of sacrifices and acts is attributed to intelligence (buddhi), clearly the soul is meant and 

not the buddhi, for if the latter were meant, then the instrumental case would have been 

used in the text, not the nominative. Nor would samiidhi, the state through which 

liberation (mok$a) is attained, be possible, for samli:dhi consists of the realization of 

difference from pralqti, and it is not possible for the buddhi to declare itself to be different 

from pralqti. Therefore, the soul must be the agent capable of achieving the state of 

samiidhi and able to enjoy it.58 

The question may be posed, however, regarding the independence of the soul as agent. 

Does the soul have the free will or independence (sviitantrya) to act or is its activity 

dependent upon the Lord (paramiftmifyattam)? Ramanuja cites an opponent who declares 

that the soul acts independently, for if it did not, then scriptural injunctions and 

prohibitions would be useless. He himself, however, in agreement with the siitrakiirin, 

holds otherwise, viz. that the agency of the soul is dependent on the Supreme Lord, citing 

texts that point to the establishment of the Lord as the inner ruler (antaryiimin) . The 

opponent's substantial objection is based on the notion that "[only J he who is competent to 

begin or refrain from an activity by his own will-he alone is fit to be enjoined. "59 

Otherwise, scriptural injunctions hold no meaning. In response to this, that is, whether 

56Snohif$ya 2.3.37. 
57Ibid., 2.3.34-35. 
58Ibid., 2.3.38. 
59Snohif$ya2.3.40, in Karmarkar, 740. 
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the iftman has free will or not, Ramanuja implies that indeed, the iftman has free will; 

however, this free will is itself permitted by the Lord (paramiftman), the inner controller 

(antaryiimin): 

In respect of all activities, Paramiftman, the inner Controller, makes [the 
Puru~a] act, by granting him permission, taking into account the effort, 
labour gone through by the Puru$a. This is the sense-Without the 
permission of the Paramiftman, his [the Puru$a's] activity would not be 
forthcoming. Whence this? Vihitaprati$iddhif-vaiyarthyifdibhyaQ-[So 
that the thing enjoined and the thing prohibited etc. would not be 
useless.]60 

Ramanuja's concern here is to establish that the soul is an agent (or doer). At the same 

time, he wants to retain the dependence relation that exists between the soul and 

Brahman. In order to emphasize the dependence relation, he must argue that the soul acts 

independently, but with permission from the inner ruler or controller. In this respect, his 

argument is ontological rather than predestinarian. It is an ontological argument in the 

same manner that the soul is held to be eternal, but nonetheless essentially contingent on 

the divine. Were the divine not to exist, then the soul would not either, since it is in an 

ap[thaksiddhi relation with the divine. Similarly, even though the soul acts, it does so 

only because it has the permission of the divine to act. Without this permission, the soul 

could not be an agent. However, Ramanuja is careful to point out that the divine is not 

affected by the soul's actions--or agency. If he was arguing on predestinarian (rather 

than ontological) grounds, he would have to concede that then, therefore, the supreme 

being is responsible for all evil. This distinction is highlighted in Ramanuja's assertion in 

his commentary on the Gitii that although the supreme being is the creator, at the same 

60snoha$ya2.3.41, in Karmarkar, 741. 
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time he is not to be known as the Actor. How so? This is explained by ~l).a's 

declaration in Gita 13:2: "Works soil me not. Nor have I interest in works' fruit." 

Ramanuja understands this verse in a manner that maintains the supreme's freedom from 

conditioning or non-conditioning (praptiiprapta-viveka). That is, this is a position that is 

essential to maintain in order to safeguard Brahman's immutability-and hence 

perfection-on the one hand, and also to draw the distinction between Brahman and the 

phenomenal world, on the other. While all sentient creatures in the phenomenal world are 

affected by karman, the Supreme Being clearly is not, and hence is unsoiled by works 

(karma), and further, is in no need of its fruits. Thus the discussion in the Snoha$ya must 

be understood in light of the commentary in the Gitii. That is, the ontological primacy of 

the supreme being must be retained in order to emphasize that there is a dependence 

relation between the supreme being and the soul. However, the actions performed by the 

soul are due to its own effort. Scriptural texts that suggest that the soul does only what 

the Lord directs it to do, for example, "He makes those whom He will raise do good 

deeds" are to be understood as meaning that the Lord assists those who choose virtue over 

vice, and in the opposite case, punishes those who prefer evil actions over good. They are 

not to be understood as relaying the notion that the soul's acts are performed directly by 

the supreme being, for he is neither the author of acts nor bears their consequences. In 

this regard, the supreme being maintains his stainlessness with respect to evil. Therefore, 

the Sribha$ya points out that although the Lord has the power to dissuade the soul from 

engaging in evil acts, he still grants it the permission to do so, thereby highlighting the 

view that the very fact that the soul is able to act derives from the permission of the Lord, 
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c but that the specific act chosen by the soul is the soul's prerogative. Scriptural injunctions 

and prohibitions therefore retain their force. 

That is not to say, however, that the supreme being is an impartial onlooker with no 

interest in the soul's actions. Were he to be so, then he would not be a merciful being.61 

Rather, Ramanuja implies that were the soul to act in a manner, no doubt in accordance 

with or departure from scriptural injunctions and prohibitions, to commend itself to the 

assistance or disfavour of the Lord, then the Lord would create the appropriate tendency 

in the soul: 

But he who is extremely well established in the favour of the Highest 
Puru~a, acts; the divine one himself, of his own accord, favouring him, 
creates love [in him] for only those extremely auspicious acts which are 
the means to attain to him. And for him who is extremely fmnly 
established in his disfavour, Ha creates love for acts opposed to the 
attainment to Him, which are the means of the downward course.62 

In other words, the soul must have first acted sufficiently in one direction or the other to 

draw the attention of the Lord ("be extremely well established"), and once this attention is 

attained, then the soul will be helped or obstructed in its aims. An important connection 

to be established in this regard is that the Lord's assistance is not to be sought very far 

away. Ramanuja cites precisely those texts63 that delineate the relationship between the 

soul and the Lord as He who controls the self from within it. In this respect, with regard 

to the dependency of the soul's agency, it is the Lord manifested as inner controller or 

61SnbM~ya 2.3.41, in Karmarkar, 741: "Giving the consent even by one who is competent to dissuade one 
from a sinful act, does not amount to his being merciless". 
62Ibid., in Karmarkar, 742. 
63Jbid., 2.3.40. For a discussion of the soul's moral freedom to act, see Lipner, The Face of Truth, 70 ff., 
and Robert C. Lester, Ramanuja on the Yoga (Adyar, Madras: The Adyar Library and Research Centre, 
1976), 8 ff. 
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c antaryiimin that both gives the soul permission (anumati) to act and assists it in whatever 

path-good or evil-that the soul chooses. This suggests that the path to divine felicity or 

wrath involves opening up the connection between the soul and its inner controller 

through independent action, to the extent that then the predisposition of the soul is 

informed by that upon which it is ontologically dependent 

Lipner draws attention to the connection Ramanuja makes between the iftman as agent 

(kart{) and as experiencer (bhoktr): 

Scriptural texts such as 'Let him who desires paradise sacrifice' and 'He 
who yearns for liberation should worship Brahman' connect being a kart{ 
with being a bhokt(, whether the fruit [in view] be paradise or liberation. 
For a conscious being [i.e. the iftman] cannot be responsible for the agency 
of something non-conscious [i.e. pralqtl] ... Hence the scriptures have 
point only if a conscious being experiences [pleasure and pain] in virtue of 
being a kart{ itself. 64 

The Soul Is a Knower 

Atman never loses its distinguishing capacity to know; however, it suffers a change with 

respect to its knowledge consequent upon its kannic legacy, which is manifested when 

Brahman changes its condition from being a subtle entity to a gross entity. Therefore, the 

attainment of a gross state, that is, the becoming of an "effect" of Brahman, has 

consequences for both insentient and sentient entities. Insentient entities are understood 

by Ramanuja to undergo changes in their essential nature in order to produce objects of 

experience. Souls, on the other hand, attain an expansion of intelligence to enable them to 

experience (also translated as "to enjoy") these objects as a result of their kannan. This 

64 Snohfi$ya 2.3.33, in Lipner, The Face of Truth, 74. 
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highlights the central and most important characteristic of the soul, that it is a knower 

(jiiiit{'), whether in the state of bondage, that is, embodied, or in the state of freedom or 

liberation from sarpslfra. This is contrary to the Advaitin view that the soul is mere 

knowledge, on the one hand, and the Vaise~ika view that the self remains inert and 

becomes a knower only when attached to organs of sense-perception, on the other. 

Ramanuja does not agree with either. of these views, holding instead that the soul is a 

knower in all of its states. However, he does make the rather paradoxical statement that 

"in the case of the sentient portion for being the enjoyer (bhoktr) of the particular fruits of 

Kannan, there is the transformation (vikiira) in the form of the expansion (vikiisa) of 

cognition (jiiiina) befitting that."65 This statement appears to go against the notion 

expressed in the Vediirthasarpgraha that souls are essentially uncontracted (asarpkucita) 

and have unlimited and perfect knowledge. 66 There he clearly states that souls are 

"subject to contraction of knowledge proportionate to their kannan," and that "[t]heir 

range of knowledge is now confined to that which their various bodies encompass. "67 

How this paradox is to be explained will depend on what is known about the soul's 

knowledge while it is in a subtle state. It is clear that souls in their subtle state carry the 

streams of kannan with them, which will become manifested in the kinds of bodies the 

souls are associated with once the universe of name and form comes into being. It would 

be fair to assume, then, that the knowledge of the soul in its subtle state depends upon its 

kannan. Furthermore, this knowledge is, as is the case with the soul's ability to act, still a 

65Jbid 2.3.18, in Kannarkar, 721. 
66vedarthasarpgraha, in van Buitenen, 237. 
67Ibid 
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potential power to be manifested once the soul has objects of knowledge amenable to it. 

In its subtle state, the soul is neither so distinct as to be considered worthy of counting 

apart from Brahman, nor is it sufficiently freed from karman that its knowledge can 

illuminate an object unobscured. This reading would explain the mention in the Srf 

Bhif$ya to indeed mean that while souls in their subtle state have no need of knowledge 

derived from the objects perceptible to sense organs, when they enter into a gross state, in 

order to be able to function as knowers in the realm of sensory reality, the range of the 

souls' intelligeqce must undergo expansion. This reading is corroborated when Ramanuja 

goes on to explain that this expansion is necessary in order to allow the souls to 

experience the objects amenable to sense perception "as a result of the fruit of their 

karma." 68 The point of departure in the Vedifrthasarpgraha is that of the soul as such, 

that is, the soul in its proper form. It cannot be assumed that the soul in its proper form 

and the soul in its subtle state are one and the same. Indeed, they cannot be, since the soul 

in its proper form no longer has the differentiations-god, human, animal and the like

that are brought about as a result of karman. 69 That is, the soul's proper form is attained 

when it has effaced its kannic legacy. From this point of view, then, in order to assume a 

form as a result of karman, the soul must necessarily undergo a contraction in its 

knowledge, for karman acts as an obscuring factor that limits the soul's proper ability to 

know. "Their range of knowledge is now confined to that which their various bodies 

encompass. "70 

68~nohii$ya, 2.3.18, in Vireswarananda and Adidevananda, 283. 
69vedlfrthasalpgraha #5, in van Buitenen, 186. 
7<%id. #78, 237. 
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The change of condition in the soul, from the subtle to the gross state is accompanied by 

beginningless ignorance (avidyii) in the form of karman. Snohii$ya 2.1.35 records the 

questionthat since there is no division in Brahman's causal state, then can it not be said 

that there is no karman in that state? That is, since there is no name and form, and no 

k~etra-knower (jiviitman), then is there no kannan? Ramanuja, in his commentary to this 

question, declares that such is not the case, for two reasons. Firstly, k$etra-knowers are 

beginningless, and secondly, the streams of their kannan [are present]. 

Even though they are beginningless, the non-division [in the causal state] 
is appropriate, because that entity-the K$etTa-knower-with the name 
and form abandoned, remains in a very subtle form, unfit to be described 
separately, although forming the body of Brahman; and if it is not so 
admitted, there would be the undesirable contingency of experiencing [the 
fruit of] what is not done, and the destruction of what is done.?l 

For Ramanuja, this view is corroborated by scriptural passages such as Kathopani$ad 

2.18: "The wise one is not born, nor dies" and MahiiniiriiyaJ}ii Upani$ad 5.7: "The creator 

planned the sun and the moon as before." Even in its subtle state, then, the soul is 

associated with kannan, probably a residue from the previous kalpa or age at the time of 

dissolution. This kannic legacy determines the material form with which the soul 

associates itself, that is, the form of gods, humans, tufts of grass, and so forth. The 

ramification of this is that the soul then identifies itself with its kannan-determined body 

and performs acts according to this identification. In so doing, it enters the continuous 

cycle of sarpsiira and experiences the joy and pain associated with its acts. This indicates 

that the body-god, human, tuft of grass or other-that the iitman enters into at the birth 

of the phenomenal world depends on "ignorance in the form of kanna." 

71 Srlbha$ya 2.1.35, in Karmarkar, 642. 
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It must be noted that Ramanuja does not use the term avidyii (ignorance, nescience) in 

the same way that it is used by the Advaitavadins. His summary of their view is as 

follows: 

The whole universe, with its infinite distinctions in the form of the ruler 
and the ruled and the like, is the result of the superimposition of error on 
an attributeless and self-luminous thing. And that error is the 
beginningless ignorance [or avidyii] which cannot be defmed either as 
existent or as non-existent, and which [nevertheless] is the cause of those 
varied and wonderful illusory projections that conceal the true nature of 
things.72 

van Buitenen points out that because Ramanuja does not consider knowledge to be an 

essence (as do the Advaitins) but rather considers it to be a property of the soul, ignorance 

has a rather limited scope of action. 73 Van Buitenen understands Ramanuja's concept of 

ignorance to mean "a concrete lack of knowledge in the sarpsaric being of the 

fundamental autonomy of its individual iitman as a spiritual entity of unlimited knowledge 

subject to the supreme Spirit." 74 

However, if the soul's consciousness or intelligence is such that it pervades the whole 

body, then in that case can we say that· the soul is intelligence or consciousness? 

According to Ramanuja, no. Just as smell is different from the earth of which it is a 

quality, so too is the case with knowledge.75 However, the soul is considered to be 

knowledge because knowledge is one of its essential qualities, and like the cow with 

72 Sn1Jh8$ya, 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 119. 
73Rrunanuja argues this position in para. 43, ibid., 215, where he calls consciousness (caitanya=jfiiina) a 
dharma (svariipanirfipa{ladhanna-"an attribute describing lhe proper form" (van Buitenen, n. 36, 186) of 
the soul, and not the proper form (svariipabheda) of atman. 
74Ibid., n. 25, 185. 
15on the relationship of the soul to consciousness or knowledge, see Lipner, The Face of Truth, Ch. 3. 
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broken ho,ms who is still called a cow, fonns part its essential nature. That is, even if the 

horns of a cow are broken, the generic nature of "homedness" is still considered part of its 

essential nature. Similarly, even if knowledge is not manifest in a state of deep sleep 

(su~upti), knowledge or consciousness is still an invariable quality of the self, that 

manifests itself when the condition of being awake exists, that is, enables it to manifest 

itself. In this respect, the soul and its knowledge are similar in that they are both self

manifested. When the soul is in a state of freedom, that is, liberated from bondage, then it 

does not remember--or, have knowledge of-the states of birth, death, and so on that are 

experienced during the state of bondage. But this does not mean that the soul does not 

have knowledge, for scripture76 declares that it is able to rejoice, having no consciousness 

of the pain associated with the body. If we were to hold on to the notion that the soul is 

omnipresent, as is the case with the Sarhkhyas or the Vaise~ikas, then this would imply 

that the soul would be able to perceive and yet not perceive an object simultaneously, and 

this is contrary to our lived experience. If, however, we declare the soul to be atomic and 

not omnipresent, that is, that the soul is able to go and come and has knowledge for its 

quality, then it does not perceive ego-consciousness once it has left the body, which it 

otherwise would have had to even in its state of release. In other words, it would always 

have to be connected to sense organs, through which ego-consciousness is brought into 

awareness.77 The point that Ramanuja is trying to make here, we suggest, is that 

knowledge is an inseparable quality of the soul, and that it manifests or brings into the 

range of perception whatever it is able to depending on whether the soul is in a state of 

76chandogya Upani~d 8.12.3,5. 
77 Sribha~ya, 2.3.27-32. 
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bondage, that is connected to sense organs, or in a state of liberation, when it is no longer 

connected to organs of sense-perception. 

Thus far we have seen that the chief characteristics of the soul are that it is eternal (nitya), 

a knower (jiiiitr), atomic in size (iipava), and has knowledge in the form of consciousness 

(vijiiiina) as an inseparable characteristic or property. It is in a se~a-se$in relationship 

with Brahman, that is, it exists to fulfil the latter's purpose. It is not infinite, all-pervasive, 

or omnipresent. It is both agent (kart[) and experiencer (bhokt(). At the same time, its 

agency is dependent on another (paramiitmiiyattam), the inner Ruler (antaryiimin) from 

whom it receives permission (anumati) to act as well as assistance in its resolve toward 

good or evil actions. It is part of Brahman in that it is an aspect (desa) of it, which allows 

it to be both non-different from Brahman in that it invariably accompanies it, and 

different from Brahman in that none of the limiting adjuncts it is subject to apply to 

Brahman. 

TheStateofLiberation 

In his commentary in Srlbhii$ya 1.2.12,78 Ramanuja points out that the real issue at hand 

is the right knowledge of salvation (mok$a), "characterized by the attainment to Brahman, 

constituting the highest human purpose in life, with a desire to know the real nature of 

Atman, high and low, and the worship of the highest Atman, which is the means of that 

[salvation]."79 This statement contains some of the key features of Ramanuja's teleology, 

viz. that attainment to Brahman is the highest purpose of human life. This involves 

78conceming who is the eater, Brahman or jiviitman. 
79Snbhtzyya 1.2.12, in Karmarkar, 351. 
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knowing the true nature of the iitman, whether in its proper form (high) or in its embodied 

state (low). It can be extrapolated that this is a reference to the relationship that obtains 

between the iitman and Brahman at all times, the relationship of body-soul, dependent

depended upon. It also entails the worship of the highest iitman, that is, Brahman, who, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, has various manifestations as antaryiimin, mahiivibhiiti, 

avatara (and, by extension, arcii). The highest iitman is also that to which the soul, in all 

its states as subtle, gross or liberated, is as a body. 

Rfunrumja defines mok~a thus: 

Those well-versed in the doctrines of the three Vedas [i.e., the 
Visi~tadvaitins] on the other hand, speak of salvation [mok~a] as the 
natural realisation of the Paramiitman , preceded by the uprooting of the 
A vidyii in the case of Jiva, who is the mode, by being the body of the 
Highest Brahman, the only cause of the entire world, having a uniform 
nature of infinite knowledge and bliss, the opposite [or rival] of everything 
fit to be abandoned, the mine of natural, unlimited, excessive, innumerable 
auspicious qualities, quite different from everything else, [and] the Atman 
of everything,-[ of Jfva] having the nature of favourable and unlimited 
knowledge, with uniform realisation of the highest Atman, [and] with his 
nature screened by A vidyii constituted of beginningless Kannan. so 

The key points in this definition are that: (i) Brahman as having the characteristics 

mentioned is to be known; (ii) Jfva, whether in gross or liberated states is to be known as 

the body of Brahman; and (Hi) realization of Brahman by iitman is to be preceded by the 

removal of avidyii in the form of karman that accompanies the jiviitman in its gross state. 

Ramanuja notes that according to the scriptures (siistras), all the souls released from 

sarp.siira, that is, having achieved mok~a, are equal. For, when they are not differentiated 

80Jbid., 352-353. 
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as gods, humans, tufts of grass and so forth, all souls have the same form of knowledge. 

Further, the proper form and essence of the soul is to be accessory to Him. 81 

Central to the attainment of mok~a is the conception that Brahman and the iitman are not 

identical in the sense meant by the Advaitavadin, that is, that the atman, upon realization, 

loses itself in the higher Brahman, which is the only reality. Ramanuja's theology does 

not conceive the soul to be such. Rather, he holds to the notion that souls are distinct, 

innumerable, and although their knowledge is unimpaired in the released state, they are 

nonetheless distinct from Brahman. In the Vedarthasarpgraha, Ramanuja states: "the 

means by which we can attain immortality in person is the knowledge that the soul and its 

Controller exist separately."82 That is, although the soul, in its proper form, is immortal, 

it experiences birth, death and rebirth while it is in sarpsiira. Here, by immortality is meant 

that this continual cycle is no longer experienced. In this regard, three modes of the 

supreme being must be distinguished: (1) that it is the object [or, that which is 

enjoyed/experienced] (bhogya); it is non-spiritual, real, and the substratum of 

transformations, that is, pralqti; (2) that it is the subject [or, that which 

enjoys/experiences] (bhoktr); it is the soul, that is, puru$a. Although the soul is 

"essentially unimpaired, uncircumscribable knowledge and bliss, it is susceptible to 

various degrees of contraction and expansion due to ignorance in the form of ageless 

karman; that it is naturally conjoined with the non-spiritual order which is its object; and 

that it is capable of release through worship of the Supreme Spirit; etc.; and (3) that it is 

the inner ruler "of the above subject and object and, in essence, the abode of 

81 Vedarthasatpgraha, in van Buitenen, 237-238. 
82Jbid. #86, 244. 
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immeasurable virtues."83 It must be noted here that the notion of inner ruler brings into 

focus the relationship that employs between Brahman, cit and acit se$a-se$in (body

possessor of body), arpsa-arpsin (part-possessor of parts, that is, whole), prakara

prakifrin (mode-possessor of modes), dharma-dharmin (accessory-principal), niyama

niyant{' (thing controlled-controller); all of which denote a relationship of dependency 

between the two tattvas, cit and acit, and Brahman, that which is depended upon. This 

relationship obtains even when the soul attains consciousness of its inherent immortality. 

For, in that state, it recognizes Brahman for what it is: controller of itself in all its states, 

whether liberated or bound. Thus, for Ramanuja, mok~a necessarily implies that soul, 

with its vision unimpaired by avidya, recognizes Brahman as having the attributes that 

characterize it, and further recognizes that it is itself immortal and separate from Brahman 

in a dependency relationship. 

In the fourth pada of the fourth adhyiiya (i.e. 4.4) of the Vediintasiitras of BadarayaJ)a are 

discussed the nature of mok$8 and the relation of mukt8-jivas with the Paramatman. 

Ramanuja's Sribhii$y8, which is a commentary on the Vedantasiitras, presents Ramanuja's 

interpretation of these. Ramanuja holds the view that the state of the iitman upon 

attainment of mok$a-here referred to as having attained to the highest light (jyoti), i.e., 

Brahman-is the manifestation of the iitman 's own form (svena riipeiJ8). Ramanuja 

stresses that the attainment of mok$8 results in the manifestation of the soul's proper form 

and not the assumption of a completely different form, since the latter would imply that 

the iitman was, in that case, produced. As mentioned earlier, the atm8n.is not produced. 

Therefore, it logically follows that the atman veiled by karman in the form of 8vidya or 

831bid. #87, 245-246. 
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ignorance manifests its own proper form once this veil is removed. In other words, the 

knowledge, bliss, etc. that characterize the proper form of the soul are contracted by the 

beginningless streams of karman, and, once the bonds of karman are shaken off, undergo 

expansion.84 By manifestation is meant that the avidyli (ignorance) by which the 

jlvlitman was hidden or screened ceases to operate, and the litman is freed from 

association with karman and the body, etc. caused by karman. 85 

Two questions arise here: Does the one who has acquired the knowledge of Brahman (the 

vidya) "attain to the highest lights" while still alive, that is, while occupying the human 

body, or does that person die instantly in order to attain Brahman? In the Sn1Jhli$ya, 

Ramanuja does not appear to address the first question directly. Indeed, part of his 

commentary deals with the Arciradi or Devayana path taken by those who have departed 

from the physical or gross body, leading to the highest lights, i.e., Brahman. This would. 

prima facie indicate that Ramanuja does not consider this state to be attained while still 

attached to the human body. This question will be taken up in greater detail in the next 

chapter. With respect to the second question, the vidvat, or wise one, does not die 

instantly. Rather, upon attaining knowledge of Brahman, the soul's past sin is destroyed 

and it establishes non-contact with future sin; that is, the wise one (vidvat) is no longer 

subject to the consequences of previous karman or to the effects of future karman. How 

is this so? Ramanuja explains: 

Vidyli [has] the power to destroy the capacity of producing the fruit of sins 
done before, and also the power to put forth obstacles in the production of 

84snoh$ya 4.4.4, in Karmarkar, 1040. 
851bid., 4.4.1, in Karmarkar, 1037. 
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the capacity to produce fruit in the case of sins that are yet to come into 
b . 86 emg .... 

In other words, vidyii acts directly in contradiction to karman; it is the knowledge that 

destroys karman in the form of avidyii or ignorance, by attacking its capacity to produce 

fruit with respect to past sins and by obstructing its ability to generate more sins in the 

future. By vidyii Rarnanuja means the various Brahmavidyiis-which he considers to be 

uniform in intent-found in the siistras that are enjoined for the purpose of meditation 

(upasana). This will be explored further in the next chapter. To the question raised 

regarding what happens to those merits and demerits that the power of vidyif cannot stop 

since they have already begun to function, Ramanuja responds that the friends of the wise 

will take whatever is meritorious, while those who hate him will take the demerit. 87 This 

happens at the time of death, for the "happiness and misery that are to be experienced due 

to the good deeds (sulqta) and the evil deeds (du$k{ta) do not exist over and above the 

acquisition of Brahman, which is the fruit of the Vidyii. "88 However, in order to proceed 

along the Devayifna path after death to the highest lights (i.e., Brahman), the iftman must 

have a body. Even though the vidyif does not itself produce the subtle body, it brings one 

upon the scene, in order to enable the one whose karman has been destroyed (that is, the 

mukta) to acquire the fruit of the vidyii, viz. Brahman. 89 

At death, the vidvatexits the body through the lOlst nif(ii (channel) at the tip of the head, 

while the avidvat may exit through any other channel. The vidvat follows the rays of the 

86Ibid., 4.1.13, in Kmmarkar, 989. 
87Jbid, 4.1.19, in Kmmarkar, 995. 
88Ibid., 3.3.27, in Kmmarkar, 876. 
89Ibid., 3.3.30, in Kmmarkar, 879. 
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sun, which extend like a royal road linking two cities, and is directed by certain deities or 

Arcis who point the wise ones to the Devayiina path, by which they will be guided to the 

highest lights (Brahman), never to return again. The avidvat will be pointed to the 

PiqyiD).a path, by which they reach the Moon and will return to the world of sarpsiira once 

their merit (sulqta) is exhausted. Evil doers reach Yamaloka, to be born again in the 

realm of sarpsiira in lower castes or in lower forms of life. There are details too numerous 

and not directly germane to our discussion to be mentioned here regarding the process by 

which the mukta reaches Brahman. However, it is clear that immortality is assured to it, 

as is non-return and all the other characteristics that will become fully manifest once 

Brahman is reached. Ramrumja in these discussions90 is simply concerned with unifying 

the various differing details provided in the scriptures, and not with the soul's state of 

consciousness along this postmortem path. The state of the mukta once it has reached its 

goal-Brahman-is described under. 

Ramanuja is at pains to establish that the iftman knows itself to be separate from 

Brahman. In the discussion on the state of the mukta, he clarifies further what he means. 

Although the liberated soul knows itself to be different from Brahman in that it is distinct, 

at the same time, it experiences itself as not separate from Brahman. By this is meant that 

the iftman knows itself as the body of the Paramatman, who is its iitman, and conversely, 

knows itself as being a mode of Brahman. Thus, it experiences itself as not divided from 

Brahman, as "I am Brahman". Ramanuja explains this apparent equality thus: 

90f'or the discussions regarding the departure of the soul from the physical body at death and details of the 
path taken by it subsequently, see Snoha'$ya 4.2 and 4.3 (that is, the second and third padas of the fourth 
adhyifya). 
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The reference to the equality and the possession of the same qualities, 
propounds the purity equal to that of Brahman by the abando~ent of the 
ordinary forms of gods, etc., because the nature of the inmost Atman who 
is, verily, the mode of Brahman is equal to it.91 

This is another way of expressing what is meant by the mahavakya tat tvam asi: the 

released soul is Brahman in the sense that the body denotes the soul that sustains it. That 

is, even in this liberated state, the relationship of mode-possessor of mode holds true. 

The difference between the physical universe as the mode of Brahman and the released 

soul as the mode of Brahman is that, while in the first case, the universe harbours 

impurity from which Brahman is completely disassociated, in the second case, the 

released soul as the mode of Brahman has the same level of purity as him. 

The significance of this purity may be found in the discussion following, in which 

Ramanuja declares that the released soul becomes manifest by the form of its 

consciousness (vijiiiina), that is, it is self-illuminating.92 The soul, in this form, is not 

simply knowledge; it has knowledge as a determining characteristic. As Lipner points out 

with great clarity in his discussion on the essential self, Ramanuja uses the analogy of 

light when speaking of consciousness. The light of the flame is self-originated and hence 

not dependent93 on something else; at the same time, it casts light on other things. It is 

thus both substrate and quality: 

it is the nature of the atman to produce conscious acts. Consciousness is 
the way of the atman's self-expression; consequently it enjoys a sui generis 

91Ibid., 4.4.4, in Karmarkar, 1041. 
92Ibid, 1045. 

93This must not be confused with the notion that the atman is dependent on Brahman, for that dependency 
is one pertaining to ontology: the atman exists eternally because Brahman wills it so, and atman can never 
be found apart from Brahman (the aprthaksiddhi relationship). 

338 



c 

c 

relationship with the iitman. As constituting the iitman's essence, it exists 
substantivally; as separate acts of consciousness characterising and flowing 
from the iitman, it acts attributively. This is what Ramanuja is trying to 
articulate when he says that the iitman both is of the form of consciousness 
(cidriipa) and has consciousness for its quality .... the iitman as constituted 
of consciousness is at the same time a centre (the substrate) of conscious 
acts radiating out and terminating in their objects. 94 

From this it is clear that light--or consciousness-illuminates more than itself. The 

significance of this is that although the iitman, because it is atomic, resides in one place, 

by virtue of its consciousness, it is able to pervade the entire body. In the case of the 

jiviitman whose consciousness is contracted as a consequence of kannan, this pervasion 

of consciousness extends over the whole of the physical body, but is limited in that it is 

unable to see the iitman in another body. In the case of the released self, such an 

impediment does not exist. Therefore, it is able to pervade the entire body of Brahman, 

that is, all other souls, even though it is atomic and occupies only a small space.95 Kannan 

does not impede it here, and its pervasion is directed by its own will. An objector 

reminds Ramanuja of a scriptural verse that indicates that the iitman knows neither 

anything outside nor inside.96 Ramanuja dispenses with this objection by pointing out that 

it refers to the jiviitman in the state of deep sleep or death, when its consciousness goes 

into abeyance, and cites other scriptural verses that testify to the omniscience of the 

released souL 97 

94Lipner, The Face of Truth, 52. 
95snbhil$ya4.4.15, in Karmarkar, 1051-1051. 
96B[hadiira.{lyaka Upani$ad 4.3.21, cited in Karmarkar, 1051. 
91snohil$ya4.4.16, in Karmarkar, 1051-1052. 
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For Ramanuja, having the nature of consciousness (vijififna) does not preclude the 

released soul (mukta) from having attributes such as the ability to enjoy, sport or having 

desires fulfilled.98 This would imply that the mukta would have a body through which to 

enjoy its blissful state. Elsewhere Ramanuja clarifies that the soul connects with a body 

in order to play out the consequences of karma. However, when it is released from 

karman, then the mukta can will to have a body or not.99 If it desires not, then it will 

enjoy itself with the accessories, including the body, provided by the Paramapl1111$B, as in 

a dream. lOO Such accessories are created by the latter out of sport (h1if). 101 However, 

just as the Paramapuru$a for the sake of his own sport creates beings such as Dasaratha, 

etc. to experience the pleasure of enjoyment "in acting like a human being through them", 

so, too, the released one--capable of having its every will realized (saipkalpa)l02 --can 

create its own accessories such as the world of the manes (pit:rloka), etc., which are 

"included within the sport of the Paramapuru$a". Such enjoyment of accessories that it 

creates from its own will is like the enjoyment of one who is awake, and requires no 

additional effort on its part since it has the power of will that is realized.103 The fact that 

the iftman is of the form of consciousness means that it can will the kin to come into 

existence. By simply willing it, what it needs for its enjoyment comes into being. 

98Ibid., 4.4.7, in Karmarkar, 1045. 
99Ibid., 4.4.12, in Karmarkar, 1048. 
lOOibid., 4.4. 13, in Karmarkar, 1049. 
101Ibid., 1050. 
102Ibid., 1046. 
103Ibid., 1050. 
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every will realized. To have an overlord (other than Brahman) would mean that the 

released one was in need of injunctions and prohibitions. One who has his will realized is 

not in need of such obstructions to his will, for that is the function of injunctions and 

prohibitions. However, does this then mean that the mukta is overlord in the same way as 

Brahman: "Free from stains, he attains to the maximum similarity"?105 

The issue here is whether the mukta is able to create (Sf$fa) the world. As the opponent 

declares, the mukta could not be said to bear extreme resemblance to the highest Puru~ 

or to have his desires fulfilled if this did not also entail "the control of the world in the 

form of operations in connection to the world"J06 Ramanuja disagrees, on the grounds 

that there are scriptural references declaring that the control of the world is alone 

Brahman's: 

Operation in connection with the world [is] the control of the diverse 
nature, stability and activity of the entire sentient and non-sentient entities. 
Barring that, is the wealth of glory of the Released one with the entire veil 
completely taken off, having the form of realisation of the pure Brahman . 
... If this control of the entire world were to be common to the Released 
ones also, then this characteristic [that is, from which beings are 
originated] of Brahman, of the form of being the overlord of the world 
would not go well; for, only a peculiar characteristic can be a defining 
factor.l07 

Moreover, there are scriptural passages confirming that Brahman was alone in the 

beginning, and this clearly excludes the mukta from overlordship of the world since the 

104Ibid., 1047. 
l05Mup(laka Upani$ad3.1.3. 
106sribhif$ya4.4.17, in Karmarkar, 1053. 
107Jbid., 1053-1054. 
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mukta is like Brahman, in that it is omniscient, seeing by the divine eye, 109 its enjoyments 

are not subject to karman,llO enjoys a state of bliss, and, although it is not subject to 

modifications itself, it may enjoy the worlds within modification: 

The Released one realizes the Highest Brahman with its manifestations, 
with all the modifications shaken away, of a uniformly auspicious nature 
opposed to everything fit to be abandoned, possessing an excessive bliss, 
and having all auspicious qualities. The worlds although within the 
modification are fit for being enjoyed by the Released one, as they are 
included in the manifestations of that. ... The Sruti explains the Released 
one as abiding as the realizer, in the Highest Brahman without 
modification, possessing unlimited excessive bliss ... _111 

Furthermore, the state of bliss attained by the mukta depends on the Paramapuru$a, who is 

the only cause of bliss.112 The mukta is in a permanent state of bliss and is guaranteed 

non-return to the world of sarpsifra because the highest Puru$a "always desires to have this 

permanent state [of bliss and permanent stay]."ll3 

In Lecture 14 of the Gitii, Kr~J)a declares that the munis, that is, those who have passed 

away from the sphere of sarpsifra, are not born at evolution nor suffer at dissolution (Gftii 

14:2). From the context it is clear that Kr~Q.a means that the munis first had to have 

attained the state of spiritual realization (siddhi) before they could pass beyond sarpsifra, 

never to have to return to it again. At the same time, Kr~Q.a declares in Gitif 9:7-8 that all 

108Ibid., 1055. We assume that this is so because the mukta was still in potentia at that time. 
l09snbhif$ya4.4.16, in Kannarkar, 1052. 
llOibid., 4.4.18, in Karmarkar, 1055-1056. 
llllbid., 4.4.19, in Kannarkar, 1056. 
112Jbid., 4.4.20, in Karmarkar, 1058. 
113Ibid., 1058. 
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beings enter into His own nature (understood as His body, prak[ti, in the form of tamasor 

darkness) at the end of a kalpa (cosmic age), and are emitted again at the beginning of a 

kalpa. Ramanuja understands Kr~Qa to say, in his commentary to Gitii 9:8: "And I 

repeatedly create from time to time the four-fold sum of beings composed of devas, 

humans, animal and statutory kingdoms, lying powerless in the folds of My alluring and 

gUQa-sated nature (pralqti)." Ramanuja's discussion in Sribhif$ya 4.4.18-22 is evidently 

aimed at this fear, that at the time of dissolution, the released ones will be dissolved into 

tamas and will perforce begin this repetitive cycle of birth, death and rebirth once again. 

It is to dispel this fear that Ramanuja, in his discussion in the Sribha~ya, calls upon the 

Gftif114 to emphasize that released souls never re-enter the realm of sarpsifra: 

it is known from the Word [Sroti] itself, that he does not cause the 
worshippers to return [to this Sarpsifra], pleased with the propitiation in 
the form of his worship fortified by the [proper observance of the] duties 
of the Varpas and Asramas ... , having turned away the A vidya in the form 
of the heap of Kannans ... , and having made them attain to excessive bliss 
of the form of the realisation of himself as he is .... Not again should there 
be any fear about his returning again on account of the impossibility of 
dependence on anything else and working for its sake in the case of the one 
whose bond of Karman has snapped asunder, whose knowledge knows no 
contraction, who has the one nature of the realisation of the Highest 
Brahman alone, who alone is dear to it, who realizes Brahman which is 
limitless excessive Ananda.-Not again would the Paramapuru~a who has 
his thoughts fulfilled, having secured the knower who is exceedingly dear 
to him, make him return at any time .... ns 

The proper form of the soul is such that it is essentially knowledge and bliss. From the 

viewpoint of the proper form of the soul, it is evident that sorrow, ignorance and impurity 

result from the soul's association with matter as a result of beginningless karman and do 

114ana8:15-I6; 7:17-19. 
115Snbha$ya4.4.22, in Karmarkar, 1061-1061. 
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not properly belong to the souL Souls that are released from association with the 

differentiated forms of pralqti (such as gods, humans, and so forth) are equal to one 

another, since they all have "the common form of knowledge as nirva.pa."116 Release 

from samslfra, however, is impossible "without resorting to the Lord. "117 The Lord is 

described as one who has a diversity of forms due to his omnipotence: Ktli.la the avatira 

declares that he is the antaryamin, he has a supemal manifestation, and he is the abode of 

boundless perfect qualities, all of which comprise objects of meditation prescribed in the 

various vidyas. It is significant that the knowledge that the soul gains of Brahman 

pertains to a qualified supreme being. Ramanuja interprets the sadvidyif (tat tvam asi) to 

assert: "He [Brahman] is actually worshipped as being distinguished by all the beautiful 

qualities inherent in His proper form: therefore in the sadvidya, too, the end to be attained 

is the qualified Brahman."118 Ramanuja's discussion on the various stages of the soul 

clearly indicates his view that the soul is bound by ignorance when it appears in the 

phenomenal world of names and forms. The antidote to this ignorance is twofold: (i) 

knowledge119 of its proper nature that "it is subservient to Another"120 and that this proper 

form has "knowledge for its one and only form, and is essentially different from the 

body",12I and (ii) having realized that release of the soul from sarpslfra "which is due to 

kannan and consists in various gu.pas, is impossible without resorting to the Lord"122 

through bhakti: "which is furthered by the performance of one's proper acts preceded by 

116vedarthasarpgraha #79, in van Buitenen, 239. 
1171bid., #81, 239. 
1181bid., #88, 246. 
119 As will be seen in the next chapter, worship is concomitant with knowledge. 
120vedarthasarpgraha #143, in van Buitenen, 298. 
l21Ibid., 297. 
1221bid., #81, 239. 
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knowledge of the orders of reality as learnt from the Siistra. The word bhaldi has the 

sense of a kind of love, and this love again that of a certain kind of knowledge."123 In the 

next chapter, Ramanuja's views on epistemology will be discussed. 

123Jbid., # 141, 296. Ramanuja explains: "He that has Brahman as the object of his knowledge becomes 
happy. When it is realized that ... Brahman ... is the Principal to which the soul is accessory or subservient, 
then the Supreme Brahman who is thus an object of absolute love leads the soul to Himself." See#l42, 297. 
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CHAPrER 3 

Seeing With a Divine Eye: Battling the Karmic Legacy 

In the previous chapter attention was drawn to the fact that the soul, in its proper form, is 

essentially a knower (jiiiitr) with consciousness (vijiiiina) as its eternal quality. In this 

chapter, the notion of the soul as a knower will be further examined with respect to 

epistemology. Then, the effect of karman on the soul will be examined, with specific 

reference to the notion that individual souls "are enveloped by ignorance in the form of 

karman [and] (s)o they are subject to contraction of knowledge proportionate to their 

karman. "1 Ramanuja's recommendations on how to overcome this ignorance (avidyii) so as 

to return to the soul's original state of blissful, omniscient knowledge will then be examined. 

The Soul as a Knowing Subject (Jiiiif:{) 

Ramanuja concurs with the notion that the iitman can be referred to as jiiiina (knowledge) 

only because it has vijiiiina (consciousness) as its attribute eternally.2 However, this must 

be distinguished from the Advaitic notion that the proper form of the soul is pure, 

. unconditioned knowledge, or consciousness. 3 For Ramanuja, this is an important distinction 

to be made on several counts, not all of which will be explored here for reasons of brevity 

and clarity. Firstly, if the soul, in its proper form, were to be accepted as being 

consciousness or knowledge (jiiiina) only, then the effects of karman -understood by the 

Advaitavadin to be obscuring nescience-would strike into the very heart of the soul, 

resulting in the very annihilation of the illumination that characterizes the sou1.4 Further, it 

would cause that which is not originated-the soul-to be susceptible to destruction in the 

1 Vedarthasarpgraha #78, in van Buitenen, 237. 
2Snbh§$ya 2.3.30, in Karmarkar, 732. 
3Reported in Vediirthasaiflgraha #43, in van Buitenen, 215. 
4Ibid. 
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form of dimming or destroying its illumination. Secondly, if the soul's proper existence is 

in the form of pure intelligence, then this raises several problems. For example, for whom 

does this pure intelligence illuminate, since no knower is postulated, and what does it 

illuminate, given the Advaitavadin's position that "the consciousness is destitute of all 

distinctions and alternations, which is destitute of attributes and is pure intelligence, which is 

homogeneous and eternally unchangeable, manifests itself, through illusion, as wonderfully 

and variedly manifold in the forms of the knower, the known and knowledge"?5 

Ramanuja's position is summed up thus: 

it is not possible for ignorance to have consciousness for its basis, because it 
would then have the same basis for itself as knowledge has, and because also 
its objects would then be the same as those of that [knowledge]. Ignorance 
cannot exist in the witness who is pure unqualified consciousness, and is 
free from the condition of being the knower as well as that of being the 
object [of know ledge]. Just as jars and other similar objects cannot form the 
seat of ignorance, because they are not, even in the least, the seat of 
knowledge, so also pure unqualified consciousness cannot be the seat of 
ignorance, for the reason that it too is not the seat of knowledge. Even if 
consciousness be taken to be the seat of ignorance, that same 
[consciousness], which is [also] taken to be the self, cannot form the object 
of knowledge; therefore the cessation of the ignorance which is found in it 
[viz., in this consciousness] cannot be brought about by means of 
knowledge .... Hence, the ignorance which has consciousness for its basis 
can never by destroyed by anything whatsoever. 6 

The objections raised by Ramanuja are mentioned only briefly here in order to illustrate his 

departure from the fundamental conceptions held by the major school of his day, the 

Advaitavadins. As has already been stated, unlike the Advaitavadins, Ramanuja held the 

notion that Brahman, the supreme object of enquiry, was not without attributes for the 

purpose of scripture is precisely to inform us about a supreme being who has attributes and 

is, therefore, the true object of human enquiry. Something which is without attributes 

cannot fall within the purview of any means of knowledge, that is, such an entity would be 

5snbh8$ya 1.1.1., in Rangachar and Aiyangar, 40. 
6Ibid., 69-70. 
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outside the scope of the pramiil)as. Scripture would be nullified if its true purport-to give 

information about Brahman-was considered illusory, as would be the case if Brahman had 

no attributes through which he could be known. 

Similarly, the soul, akin as it was to Brahman in every aspect save that of directing and 

controlling the affairs of the world, was not an entity that was simply consciousness. 

Rather, it was a being, conceived of as a knower, that possessed the character of intelligence. 

Ramanuja defines the soul as being self-luminous.7 As a self-luminous being, the soul has 

the eternal attribute ( dhanna) of consciousness, which is defined thus: 

To consciousness belongs the quality of illuminating external objects as well 
as the quality of self-luminousness, because perception becomes possible to 
the knower [only] in the way of bringing external objects to the light [of 
consciousness].& Indeed, consciousness is that which, solely by means of its 
own existence, makes intelligible, to that which constitutes its foundation [the 
soul], any external object whatsoever.9 

Thus the triad of knower, knowing and thing to be known are clearly required in order for 

the notion of consciousness to have any meaning. The very nature of consciousness is such 

that it is expressed as experience of something for someone else. Knowership is not 

admissible to consciousness; the latter can not have the quality of being the knower because 

this would presuppose that consciousness has the essential character of intelligence, which it 

does not, because intelligence is the attribute of a being.lO Ramanuja elaborates upon the 

idea that consciousness acts for a knower in the following manner: 

Experience is that which, solely by means of its own existence, possesses the 
quality of making a thing fit to be realized in relation to what constitutes the 
basis of that [experience] itself; it has other names, such as knowledge 
{jfliina], comprehension [avagati], consciousness [sarpvid], and the like; it 
always relates to an object and is a particular attribute of the experiencing 
self: and again it is well-known to all as possessing the qualification of 

7Ibid., 61. 
81bid., 42. 
91bid., 56. 
lOibid., 66. 

348 



c 

c 

being witness by the self, as when [one says], 'I know a jar,' 'I understand 
this thing,' 'I am conscious of a cloth,' etc.ll 

What R.amanuja is leading up to is that although the subject-to whom knowing is 

predicated-is eternal and has the permanent character of being the knowing subject, 

consciousness, which is its tool, and its attribute, is capable of change depending on the 

object it experiences. For example, in the case of prior experience, or the ephemeral 

experience of pleasure and pain, it is possible to say: 'I know', 'I had known' and 'The 

knowledge which I, the knower, had, is now lost.' Consciousness, therefore, can be altered 

depending on the experience one has. If, however, it was identified as permanent and 

unchanging as the form of the soul, then there would be no possibility of acknowledging a 

memory of something seen or experienced before, nor of experiencing something anew. 

For this reason, Ramanuja declares: "origination, existence, and destruction, in relation to 

that attribute which belongs to this subject and is called consciousness, are also ascertained 

to be true".l2 For consciousness to operate, it must have both an object of knowledge as 

well as an agent that witnesses it.13 

In other words, while the permanent character of the soul as Knower (jiiiif:() remains intact, 

the consciousness of the soul, which is a quality of a substance that is knowing, is 

susceptible to change in the form of origination, existence and destruction. This conception 

is of crucial importance as it provides for the contraction and expansion of consciousness 

resulting from kannan , to be explored under. 

The knowing self, with illuminating consciousness as its tool, discerns objects of 

experience. The question is, who is this knower? In Ramanuja's view, it is the thing, 'I', that 

is, the ego (not to be confused with the material principle of egoity, aharpkiira) in the 

lllbid., 57. 
12Jbid. 
131bid., 62. 
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c cognition 'I know', which is the iftman.14 The idea of the ego is essential, for otherwise, the 

person who, desiring final release, takes to hearing the scripture, will run from such activity 

if it is thought that the ego will be destroyed once final release is obtained. After all, is not 

the whole point of final release to secure bliss and freedom from misery? But if there is no 

'I' to enjoy this beatific state, then what is the point? Any notion that a consciousness, 

separate from the self, will continue on to experience this beatitude is meaningless, for 

consciousness only has existence by virtue of its association with the self. Should this 

association be terminated, then consciousness itself would terminate. IS That is, there is no 

such thing as a self that is pure and unqualified consciousness; the thing has to have the 

notion of ego in order for its consciousness to be rendered meaningful. 

This knower, however, is not the same as the material principle of egoity (aharpkiira). 

Aharpkifra is "capable of modifications and is itself a modification of pralqt:f'16 constituting 

an internal, non-intelligent organ of the embodied self. Thus, it cannot be the knower, "for 

the quality of being the knower has the peculiar character of belonging always to an 

intelligent thing", 17 which the aharpkara is not. In fact, like the body, it is perceptible to the 

knower as it is the object of consciousness .IS Nor does the aharpkiira reveal experience to 

the knower, for as a non-,intelligent (hence, non-luminous) material thing, it cannot 

illuminate anything else. Ramanuja cites his predecessor Yamunacarya's analogy in this 

regard: just as a dead ember cannot reveal the sun [so too the aharpkara cannot reveal the 

iitman].l9 

What, then, is the aharpkara? Ramanuja defines it thus: "it is called the principle of egoity 

[or aharpkara], because it fonns the cause of the imposition of the idea of the ego upon the 

14Ibid., 63. 
15Ibid., 59. 
16Ibid., 64. 
17Ibid., 64. 
18Ibid., 65. 
19Ibid., cited on 67. 

350 



c body, which is other than the self."20 Indeed, it is otherwise also named pride, and is thus 

considered in scripture to be worthy of rejection.21 Further, it is linked to ignorance, as 

taught by the revered Pariisara in Vi~pu Pump a 6. 7.10: "listen also to the teaching regarding 

the true nature of ignorance... . It is the imposition of the idea of the self on that which is no 

self [the body]. "22 

In contrast to ahaiJlkifra, which considers the body to be itself, the real k:nower, that is, the 'I' 

that shines forth during both the embodied and the liberated states, does not depend on 

anything for its luminosity. Here Ramanuja introduces his analogy of the soul with tejas, 

light. Just as tejas exists "in the form of luminosity as well as in the form of that which is 

luminous" ,23 so, too, the soul is self-luminous in that it possesses the character of 

intelligence. A thing is said to possess luminosity when it illuminates other things as well as 

its own nature. Further, this luminosity can not be found apart from the object which is the 

source of luminosity; a gem has lustre that can not be found apart from it, for if it could, then 

the gem's lustre might be conceived of something which the gem loses in the act of radiating 

light. In other words, the luminosity has the luminous substance for its basis, and it is a 

dependent constituent of that basis, just as the sun's rays, although they illumine other 

objects, have the sun for their basis and form a dependent constituent of that basis.24 

For this reason, scripture declares that "there is no disappearance of the knowledge of the 

knower. "25 The soul is, therefore, the substratum of knowledge in its capacity as knower, 

and likened in that context to light as a substance. Just as light radiates luminosity-that is, 

illumines other things--through its rays or flames or lustre, so too, the knower knows 

objects of experience through the activity of the consciousness, which is wholly dependent 

20Jbid., 76. 
21Jbid. 
22Ibid. 
23Jbid., 60. 
24Ibid., 60. 
25 B[hadlira{lyaka Upani$ad, 4.3.30. 
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upon the knower for both its existence and its operation. In this regard, the soul is both of 

the nature of intelligence while simultaneously the seat of intelligence, just as light is both its 

own substrate and the source of illumination.26 The distinction Ramanuja draws is between 

the soul's character as knower and the content of the knowledge provided by the 

consciousness or illumination. The sun does not change with respect to its being a source of 

light; however, the objects brought into view, that is, the experience of the knower, change 

depending upon the objects with which the rays come into contact and the ability of the rays 

to illumine them. In order to explore this notion, karman in the form of avidyi or ignorance 

must be examined. 

Beginningless Kannan as A vidyi 

From the above, it is clear that neither the soul (iftman), the knower, nor consciousness, by 

itself, can be the seat of avidyii. In his commentary on Vi$QU Purlil;la 1.22.55-57, Ramanuja 

describes avidyi thus: 

[The self], which forms the glory of that [Brahman], is said to exist in its 
own essential nature, and also in the form of the k$etrajiia owing to its 
association with non-intelligent matter; and, it is laid down that in the 
condition of the k~etrajiia it [viz., the self] is veiled by the avidyawhich is of 
the nature of meritorious and sinful actions, and that it has, in consequence, 
no unbroken remembrance of its own natural condition as intelligence, but 
continuously thinks [of itself] as existing in the form of things which 
possess a non-intelligent nature. 27 

The scriptural passage refers to the three powers of Vi$QU: (i) Vi$Qu-sakti, which is the 

highest power; (ii) k$etrajiia-sakti, which is a lower power, and finally, (iii) a third power, 

named avidyii and karman, "by which ... the all-pervading power known as the k$etrajiia is 

completelyenveloped."28 On account of this third power, the k$etrajiia is deemed unworthy 

as a point of focus for meditation because it is now connected with the three undesirable 

26Sribh~ya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 65. 
27Ibid., 98. 
28Ibid., 97. 
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bhiivanas. 29 In thinking of itself as the aharpkiira, the material principle of egoity, which is 

one of the modifications of pralqti, the consciousness views the body as the self.3° 

The notion that avidyii or kannan constitutes a power of Vi~Qu-no matter how lowly

could have serious ramifications for Ramanuja's concept of supreme being. Clearly, 

Ramanuja was not unaware that citing a text that identified kannan /avidyii as a power of 

Vi~Qu would implicate the latter as causing misery to the embodied soul and make him 

responsible for the soul's state of ignorance, hence for its engagement with evil At the same 

time, Ramanuja had to attempt to explain what was meant by such a scriptural text. In the 

context of the discussion, it is clear that Ramanuja wishes to draw a distinction between the 

objects worthy of meditation by the yogins. It is only the first power that is worthy of 

meditation; the second two are not. The k§etrajiia, which is the embodied state of the 

supreme being, is not worthy as an object of meditation, because its purity is not uncaused; 

it establishes its purity through its meditation, having first been enveloped by ignorance 

(avidyii) in the state of sarpsiira. The bonded self is not a suitable object of meditation either, 

because it is enveloped by karman in the form of avidyii that leads it to the ignorance 

caused by the three bhiivanas.31 This is one key point that Ramanuja seeks to establish. 

Another issue that Ramanuja seeks to address in the context of this discussion concerns the 

manner in which supreme being is to be regarded as the one Reality. He is concerned with 

addressing the Advaitin stance that only Brahman is real, and nothing else. According to 
e~ 

Ramanuja, the proper query should be: How can Brahman be consider,. to be the agent for 

creation, considering that he is bereft of qualities such as sattva and others, he is perfect, not 

subject to kannan, while some others, who do have qualities such as sattva, are not perfect, 

29The bhlfvanas are considered states of mind that fall under the category of sarpsklfras or 
innate tendencies. Rangacharya and Aiyangar identify these three bhlfvanas as . the ermneous 
conceptions that (i) we merely do the work; (ii) we become Brahman; and (iii) we do the 
work and we become Brahman. See 115, n.3. 
30Jbid., 76. 
31Ihid., 99. 
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c and are subject to kannan can perform acts such as origination (that is, some others like 

Brahtna)?32 His response is that, unlike the Advaitin, who would respond with the view that 

in that case it is established that Brahman alone is the highest Reality and everything (and 

everyone) else is unreal, the truth is that Brahman establishes his power by being great on 

account of his all-pervasiveness: all is real because all has (i) Brahman as its inner controller 

(antaryifmin); and (ii) when kannan, which has the form of ignorance at its root has been 

caused to disappear completely owing to meditation upon the Highest Brahman, then one 

becomes non-different from Brahman. It is in this manner that avidyii and kannan are 

named as being the third power of Vi~QU, for their removal is made possible by meditation 

upon him. The removal of kannan, which has avidyii at its root, removes the distinctions 

god, man, etc. that obtain between beings and make them non-different from him. Hence 

avidyii is not to be construed as establishing that only Brahman is real and the world unreal; 

rather, it is to be seen as being within Vi~Q.u's power to remove. Both ksetrajiia and avidyii 

are brought into manifestation by the process of creation, that is, of transformation of the 

two eternal tattvas, cit and acit, from a state of subtle existence to that of gross existence. 

The process of creation has only made that which was inherent come into manifestation. 

However, as antaryiimin and as the focus of meditation, the second and third powers of 

Vi~Q.u established him as he for whom all else is a mode-and not unreal-and he who 

alone can cause kannan and avidyii to disappear, thus making beings non-different from 

him.33 

In his long discussion on kannan and avidyii, Ramanuja takes issue with several Advaitin 

notions. The Advaitavadins claim, according to Ramanuja, that avidyii is "not capable of 

being described either as an entity or as a non entity, [it] is altogether difficult of 

definition. "34 Further, they claim that Brahman is without attributes, the soul is pure 

32Paraphrase of Sn""bha$ya 1.1.1, in Kannarkar, 112. 
33For this see Sn""bh§$ya 1.1.1, in Kannarkar, 112ff. 
34sribha$ya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 70. 
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consciousness and the two are identical, as declared in the mahiiva:kya, tat tvam asi. The 

entire phenomenal world is the result of divine miiyii (magic, hence the world is illusory), 

whereby the soul is led to believe that it has differentiation and that the supreme being has 

attributes. Indeed, it "is the result of the superimposition of error on an attributeless and 

self-luminous thing. And that error is ... the cause of those varied and wonderful 

illusory projections that conceal the true nature of things. "35 Through knowledge (jiiiina), it 

will become clear to the soul that all differentiations arise as the result of illusion and that, in 

reality, it is non-different from Brahman. 

Ramanuja spends almost his entire discussion disputing these views in an attempt to show 

that they are both illogical and contrary to the teachings of scripture. He explains that there 

can be no entity or thing that is neither an entity nor a non-entity.36 The abode of such an 

avidyii cannot be defined, and therefore, it can not exist as an entity.37 If it were an entity 

that screens Brahman, then it could not be destructible by knowledge, since knowledge 

cannot destroy an entity, for knowledge can only destroy antecedent non-knowledge. 38 The 

illustrative example in this case is that if the lining in the oyster shell is considered to be 

silver, that is so because silver and the mother-of-pearl bear a certain resemblance. It is only 

when additional factors are seen to be present, that is, more attributes, that it is ascertained 

that the thing is not silver but is in fact mother-of-peari.39 Now, since the Brahman of the 

Advaitavadins is without attributes, then what is it of him that is hidden by avidyii (which 

is understood as the non-perception ofsome attributes, as in the illustrative example)?40 

Since this avidyii is by nature indistinct, then there can be no perception of it, for in order to 

perceive something, it must have attributes.41 

351bid., 
36Jbid., 
37Ibid., 
38Jbid., 
39Ibid., 
40Jbid., 
41Jbid., 

119. 
124ff. 
132. 
134-135. 

137-139, 141. 
131-132. 

137. 
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c Ramiinuja then shows that Brahman has attributes and cannot be the source of avidya 

through his mayif, which does not denote unreality in all cases but also refers to weapons-

that are wondrously created-in one scriptural context. In fact, pralqti is also called miiyii 

because it has the power of creating wonderful things. Therefore, maya may also be 

understood as a magical power that can produce wonderful things.42 Moreover, souls are 

distinct from one another, and in their essential, non-bound states exist as eternally separate 

from Brahman but in an eternal relationship with him as his body.43 It is in this way that the 

mahavakya must be understood, not that the soul and Brahman become identical through the 

dissolution of the soul into Brahman. Neither is the soul the seat of ignorance, for if it were, 

then no knowledge would be capable of destroying it, for it would have to be a kind of 

ignorance that could not be destroyed by the soul's knowledge of its true nature (which the 

Advaitavadins claim it is).44 Further, the phenomenal world is not an illusion but very 

much real, as it is the creation of Brahman. Indeed, all experiences in this world are real, 

whether they occur in the waking state, the dream state or in the state of deep sleep. An 

erroneous perception, too, does not need to be attributed to the kind of ignorance or avidya 

the Advaitavadins proclaim since it can be stultified by later experiences (as when the snake 

is identified, in fact, to be a rope) or when the obscuring cause is removed (as jaundice in the 

eye that causes things to appear yellow in colour), or by experience that is common to all 

and shown to be the truth in cases where to a certain few something else is experienced (as 

when persons suffering from a certain condition of the eye observe there to be two moons 

when common experience affirms that there is only one).45 When the scriptures refer to the 

phenomenal world as unreal, what they really mean is that material and non-sentient entities 

are capable of destruction since they are the substratum of transformation, and not that they 

42Jbid., 
43Ibid., 
44Jbid., 
45Ibid., 

148-149. 
153; 161-163. 
127-128. 
141-146. 
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c are an illusion.46 Finally, how can avidyif be said to be removable by knowledge if it veils 

Brahman, for who is there that would be powerful enough to do so? If it be argued that 

knowledge of Brahman as pure, attributeless intelligence is what will remove avidyii, then it 

may be counter-argued that this same knowledge in fact reveals Brahman to be luminous, 

that is, intelligible (and hence with attributes). To argue that the knowledge of Brahman that 

reveals at one and the same time that he is both attributeless and with attributes is 

contradictory, and hence cannot be considered effective in removing the kind of ignorance 

the Advaitavadins hold. 47 

It is outside the scope of this study to investigate in full Ramanuja's arguments against the 

Advaitavadin position, interesting though they are. Suffice it here to note that in his 

discussion on karman and avidyif, Ramanuja once more lays bare the essential elements of 

his thought, as described in previous chapters. Because so much of his discussion is taken 

up with combatting the Advaitavadin position, it is difficult to pin down Ramanuja's own 

position regarding karman and avidyif. The points that emerge are as follows: (i) the 

beginningless karman that accompanies the soul in its subtle state is what determines the 

kind of body that will be conjoined to a particular soul; (ii) having been conjoined with that 

body, the range of the soul's consciousness is altered to correspond with the body it inhabits 

(hence the consciousness, "I am a god; I am a man"); (iii) the jiviftman forgets its eternal, 

blissful, omniscient state, erroneously supposing that the aharpkiira, or material principle of 

egoity, is the self; (iii) this erroneous supposition leads the jlviftman to perceive distinctions 

between gods, humans, animals and inanimate beings; (iv) consequently, the JTvatman 

engages in actions that further its karmic store, thereby keeping it bound to the realm of 

sarpsifra in which it experiences both the consequences of its residual karman and the 

consequences of newly-created kannan. Nowhere is this erroneous supposition, termed 

46Ibid., 152. 
47Ibid., 120-121. 
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avidyii or ignorance by Ramanuja, admitted to be the undefinable, indistinct entity (or non

entity) that the Advaitavadins say it is. 

Rather, it appears that for Rarnanuja, avidyii is simply that which is accepted by all being 

ignorance: the antecedent non-existence of knowledge of a thing.48 He argues that, in fact, 

the ignorance admitted to by the Advaitavadins "is never realized as it is in itself, but is 

merely realized as that which is not knowledge."49 There really is no need to put forward 

the notion of ignorance as a positive entity because, like darkness, there is no need of light in 

order to prove the true nature of darkness. However, if darkness has to be proved as that 

which is the same as the opposite of light, then the knowledge of light is needed.50 

Ramanuja appears to be saying here that just as darkness is merely the state of the antecedent 

non-existence of light so, too, ignorance is merely the antecedent non-existence of 

knowledge. He states this in another way: 

Ignorance, otherwise called kanna, forms, in regard to the individual self 
which is of the nature of intelligence, the cause of the various kinds of 
distinctions, such as gods, etc., and when it is totally destroyed by means of 
the meditation of the Highest Brahman, then who is there that will perceive, 
between the individual self and the Highest Brahman, the distinction that 
consists in having the forms of gods, etc., which, owing to the non-existence 
of the cause thereof, has itself become non-existent?51 

Ignorance (darkness) is antecedent non-existence of knowledge (absence of light), as a 

result of which distinctions such as prevail between gods, humans and so forth are 

maintained. When the cause of darkness, that is, absence of light is removed, by introducing 

light, then the darkness is removed. Similarly, when the cause of ignorance, that is, absence 

of knowledge is removed, by meditation on Brahman, then the ignorance (that there are 

distinctions between gods, humans and so forth) is removed. 

48Ibid., 128. 
49Jbid., 128. 
5°lbid. 
5llbid., 117-118. 
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Kannan, then, is simply identified as the cause of differentiation between different kinds of 

embodied beings (viz. gods, humans, animals and so forth), while avidyif is that which 

maintains these distinctions. Once, however, the soul comes to know its proper state, it will 

realize that all sentient bodies are associated with a soul, an iitman, that is distinct from other 

selves but not different from them in its state of eternal bliss and omniscience. For this 

reason, the wise look upon all living beings alike, for they are aware of the true nature of the 

soul within and recognize that the differentiations between gods, humans and so forth are 

merely what are perceived as reality by the contracted consciousness of the jiviftman. 

Further, awareness of the true nature of the self will lead to the realization also that the soul 

itself is the mode of Brahman; that it is, in relation to Brahman, the body, and that Brahman 

is like soul to it. Here, it may be reiterated that for Ramanuja, the body is considered to be 

that which is subservient to the soul and for whose purpose it exists. In all of this, however, 

Ramanuja holds firmly to the notion that the phenomenal world and the experiences it 

affords are not unreal; rather, they are made possible by Brahman in order that souls may 

experience their kannan, whether they are awake, dreaming, or in the state of deep sleep. 

What, then, is avidyif! Ramanuja identifies it as "the cause of the various kinds of 

distinctions, such as gods, etc. "52 It does not reside in the individual self, "because the 

selfhood [of the individual self) is itself projected by avidya•.53 Ramanuja's statements 

indicate time and again that avidyii is the cause of bondage to saipsifra, and as has been 

explored above, this appears to mean only that the erroneous identification of the 

consciousness with the aharpkiira blinds the jiviitman from knowing that it is really the 

iitman and not the being that is embodied and says "I am Devadatta". This is not to say, of 

course, that Ramanuja holds that Devadatta does not experience himself to be real, for he is. 

It only means that he, Devadatta, who experiences misery and joy, is, in reality-once he 

------- ·-----

521bid., 118. 
53Ibid., 120. 
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has freed himself from karman both past and present-the atman, Devadatta, who should by 

all rights be experiencing bliss, one of the characteristics of the proper form of his soul. 

Moreover, as atman, he is non-different from Brahman in that he is the body of Brahman. 

Karman and Lilii 

Since nowhere does Ramanuja explain the origin of karman-which is of the form of 

avidyif-, it may be extrapolated that what is termed "beginningless karman" for the current 

cycle is the residue that is left from the good and evil actions of the embodied soul 

(jivatman) when the phenomenal universe was destroyed in a previous cycle. When 

Brahman decides, out of his sport, to re-create the world of name and form, this karmic 

residue, which accompanies the soul in its subtle state, 54 determines the type of body the 

soul enters in order to become embodied. It can only be a matter of speculation here that, in 

comparison with theologies of some other religions, since there is no notion of a primordial 

fall from grace, beginning less karman is the unknowable explanation for how souls came to 

have this karmicresidue in the first place. This does not explain it, but merely identifies it as 

something that is beyond the reach of humans to explain. 

For the current cycle, however, the reason given in the scripture for the soul's embodiment is 

the supreme's desire to be many, for the sake of his own sport (lila). This naturally leads us 

to ask whether sarpsifra is the outcome of divine lilii. Traditionally, lilahas been understood 

in the sense of a child's playfulness, that is, it is undertaken with no consequence in mind 

and no goal to achieve, that is, without a motive of gain or loss. In this respect, lila is 

diametrically opposed to karman, as pointed out by van Buitenen, who explains that lila 

"contains a free action ... performed to no purpose ... that of necessity would result in new 

54Snbha~ya, 1.4.27, in Karmarkar, 548; also 2.1.35 on 641. 
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phalas (fruits) for the agent to enjoy or suffer."55 From the human point of view, however, 

it must be asked what the whole point of Jnif is. 

Ramanuja specifies that sarpsifra "consists in the origination, subsistence and dissolution of 

the phenomenal world."56 Why would the supreme being, known for his loving mercy, 

subject creatures to the experience of sarpsifra merely for the sake of his spon? In his 

commentary to Gita 8:3, Ramanuja states that both ak~ara51 and adhyatmiP8 have to be 

known by the seekers of mok$a (mumuk$u), and that kannan is only that act of emission 

which results in the final state of embodiment during creation. This would imply that 

karman and the resulting avidyif that binds souls to the state of sarpsifra is simply a by

product of the act of creation or bringing the phenomenal world into a state of manifestation 

from its previously unconnected and subtle states. As mentioned previously, Ramanuja 

makes clear that in his view individual souls are "as such essentially uncontracted 

(asarpkucita), unlimited and perfect knowledge." However, he notes: 

But they are enveloped by ignorance in the form of karman. So they are 
subject to contraction of knowledge proportionate to their karman, and they 
enter into bodies of various kinds and classes, from Brahma to tuft of grass. 
Their range of knowledge is now confined to that which their various bodies 
encompass. So these souls are led to identify themselves with their various 
bodies and to perform acts that follow from this identification. Consequently 
they enter the continuous surge of sarpsifra, in this form that they experience 
the pleasure and pain correlated with these acts. 59 

Thus, when the soul enters into matter, that is, into an embodied state, its knowledge, which 

is one of its characteristic properties, contracts due to the limitations of that bodily state. 

This leads it to make the erroneous identification that the soul is its body, whether this body 

55In Vedarthasarpgraha, van Buitenen, 192, n. 83. 
56In Vedarthasarpgraha #6, in van Buitenen, 187. 
57"That which is not subject to decay, and is the collective name for kSetraj/J.as, that is, souls." 
Govindacharya, Sri Bhagavad Gita, 264. 
58"Signifies nature=matter", worthy of rejection. Govindacharya, Sri Bhagavad Git5, 264. 
59Vedarthasarpgraha # 78, in van Buitenen, 237. 
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is one of god, human, or other sentient creature.60 Further, it begins to distinguish between 

gods, humans, animals and inanimate things. As a result, it begins to act accordingly and 

remains bound in sarpsiiric existence. 61 In sum, as soon as the soul enters a body-which 

is specified according to the soul's kannic legacy-it believes, through its mistaken notion 

(abhimiina) that it is identifiable with its body and therefore, in forgetting both its true nature 

as the body existing for the sake of the Lord, begins to pursue sensory pleasures that lead to 

the accumulation of good and evil kannan. 

The body, indeed, is that which is the field of experience for the iitman; through the body, 

the jlviitman experiences the fruit of its kannan, past and present, in the form of joy and 

suffering. Experiencing pleasure and pain are ways in which karrnic residue is used up. 

However, the jiviitman, through its present acts, continues to fuel the stock of kannan, 

thereby building up a further store that has to be experienced. Two points need to be made 

here. Firstly, the particular body that the soul enters is determined by its kannic legacy. 

Therefore, if it had a surfeit of good kannan, it may end up as a god. If it had a 

preponderance of good over bad, then it may end up in a good Brahmru;ta-womb. If it had 

too much bad kannan, it may end up either in a CaQc;lala-womb or an animal-womb.62 

Whatever body it becomes associated with, the soul's consciousness is altered so that its 

range is limited to that body. That is, the material principle of egoity, which comes with that 

body, leads the consciousness to present to the knower-the jlviitma~the knowledge that 

"I am a god", "I am a Brahmal)a", "I am a CaQc;iala" and so forth. Instead of considering the 

iitman to be its true self, the jiviitman receives data that leads it to suppose that the aharpkiira 

is its true self. Secondly, the jiviitman is now, by virtue of possessing a certain body, 

subject to certain innate tendencies within that body. These are the three tendencies or gU{lBS 

that are associated with pralqti-sattva,rajas and tamas, which may be loosely translated as 

60Jbid, 215. 
61 Ibid., 237. 
62snbM$ya 3.1.8, in Kannarkar, 785. 
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tendencies to goodness (sattva), to passion-driven action (rajas), and to dullness and inertia 

(tamas, lit. "darkness"). 

A predisposition toward a certain tendency, however, need not bind an embodied being. We 

may suggest that in itself, entrance into a material form is not necessarily the cause of 

bondage even if the pull is rather strong. Rather, it is in the choice the soul makes to act in 

certain ways--viz., to engage in good or evil karma, action-that leads it to replenish its 

stock of kannan and thereby continually experience sarpsara through repeated births. And 

since it is at this juncture that the question of moral choice arises, it is still possible for all 

evil to be kept away from the supreme being, whose role is to put the two, matter and spirit, 

together, but not to determine how each soul would choose to act (even though, as discussed 

in the previous chapter, "permission" is granted to the soul to act). It was perhaps as part of 

Brahman's lilii or sport that he wanted to see what souls would choose to do under 

embodied conditions. That is, they could have simply chosen to commit good acts until they 

evolved through all the stages from tufts of grass to human-or deva (god)-until they 

attained liberation (possible through several means, as we shall see later, but still dependent, 

nonetheless, on divine grace, in Ramanuja's view). Or, they could choose to commit evil 

acts and sink through all the various levels of being, say from having been born a Brlihma.I)a 

male to end up as a tuft of grass. In either case, the binding through karma-that is, acts-

would occur, unless the soul was shown the means to break the cycle of sarpsara. Assuming 

that the soul has free will, Brahman's lilii or sport could have simply consisted of 

experimenting with the entire process of giving souls material form to see whether any souls 

would actually choose to return to the original abode of Brahman-accompaniment, so as to 

enjoy with Him the bliss of having attained its own true form, that "is inseparable from the 

supreme Brahman," such that it "experiences Brahman thus: 'I am Brahman."'63 

63 $ribha$ya 4.4.4, in .Karmarkar, 482. 
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c However, there is a problem here. The free will of the soul is acknowledged, albeit with the 

permission of the Lord. However, the very process of the embodiment of the soul in order 

to bring the phenomenal world into being, that is, that world created for the soul's 

enjoyment, necessitates the contraction of the soul's consciousness such that it identifies 

itself with the body it inhabits. Under such circumstance, how could the soul be expected to 

behave in a manner that would return it to its blissful state? If creating the world was simply 

a means whereby Brahman--out of Jfla:--could afford the iftman an instrument-the 

body-through which to settle the score on pre-existent karrnan, then the creation of the 

world would have indeed been a boon to the jfviftman. It would have given the jfviftman the 

ability to experience the joy and suffering that would burn up this karmicresidue. However, 

the opportunity of gaining access to a body also t:neant that the jiviftman-through the 

exercise of free will-was given the possibility of creating new karman, by virtue of its 

good and evil deeds. In this respect, although the initial creation of the world could be 

viewed as a boon to the jlviftman-in that it afforded the latter the possibility of destroying 

its karrnic residue-the sustaining of that creation meant that the boon created the possibility 

of furthering the misery of the jlviftman through the buildup of more karman. The free will 

of the soul, however, is an encumbrance as it is unaccompanied by the knowledge of its true 

nature since embodiment results in its forgetting its original state. In such a view, Brahman 

may directly be implicated in creating the conditions for misery and evil to flourish. Since 

Brahman is himself free of all evil, it is also antithetical for a being of his supremely 

auspicious proportions to be implicated in this manner. It may be argued, therefore, that 

Brahman himself must, in some way, communicate to the jiviitman that there is a way to end 

the production of karman and to speed up its destruction, in order that the jlviftman may 

come to experience the bliss that is its natural state. Ramanuja conceives of this "reaching 

out" in several ways: (i) the existence of scripture, that gives the qualifiedjiviftman access 

to knowledge of the supreme being, whereby it will be freed from the bonds of sarpsara for 

C once and for all; (ii) the entrance of Brahman into each individual as their inner ruler or 
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antaryiimin, thereby directing the soul from within, and, (iii) as avatara, directly perceptible 

to human sight, and in order to teach that he, as supreme being, is himself the means for 

attaining mok$a or liberation from the cycle of sarpsiira. 

The Forms of Divine Assistance 

It is clear that for Ramanuja, "by no means of knowledge can there be the establishment of 

the thing which is devoid of attributes. "64 The implications of this are clear: for an object to 

be perceptible by whatever means, it must have attributes; it cannot be an indeterminate thing 

or something devoid of attributes. Indeed, to be so, it would be unknowable. 

This, however, poses the problem that if the supreme being is knowable, then does it still 

retain its omnipotency and omniscience and uniqueness? For Ramanuja, the supreme 

being's uniqueness and omnipotency are retained. Omniscience, however, is shared with the 

released iibnan. The mukta-jiva is capable of having Brahman as its object, because its 

range of perception allows it to witness it. However, it does not share the supreme's being 

control over the phenomenal world, thereby safeguarding the uniqueness of the supreme 

being. 

The omniscience of the released soul, however, is a far cry from what falls within the range 

of the sarpsara-bound soul's knowledge. The jivifbnan exists, according to Ramanuja, 

"owing to its past actions [kannan], in a contracted condition, varying in degree in 

accordance with the nature of those particular actions; and that [state] is regulated by means 

of the senses. "65 As a result, the soul's consciousness mistakenly accepts the aharpkiira to 

be the self. The aharpkiira perceives itself to be the doer66 [and the knower]. The aharpkifra, 

however, cannot be the knower, since it is rooted in matter and cannot illuminate other 

64sn""bhlf$ya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 45. 
65Ibid., 65--66. 
66see GitabM$ya 3:27: "the man who is blinded by aharpkara fancies that he is the doer" in 
Govindacharya, 112. 
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things, as shown above, nor can it reveal the self to itself. However, in this contracted state, 

knowledge is gleaned through the passageway of the senses. 67 Sensual perception, 

however, is accompanied by the desire to enjoy, brought about by the viisanas or 

predilections, impressions, left by previous karman. Hate or aversion, too, is generated 

when there is an obstruction to the object desired. 68 Hence, the binding of karman on the 

jlviitman results in making that knowledge which is attained through perception (pratyak$a) 

via the .senses and through inference ( anumiina) suspect in that neither can reveal, unaided, 

the truth about Brahman, the supreme being. That is not to say that knowledge attained 

through sense-perception and inference is not real, for it is consonant with reality as it is in 

the phenomenal world of name and form. However, within this phenomenal world, the 

range of sense-perception and inference does not extend to things that are beyond the 

senses. Brahman is one such entity (the other being the iitman) and cannot be established 

through any means of proof such as perception (or inference )69, since the working of the 

senses are dependent upon matter (pralqti). Because the supreme being is without a material 

body-that is, a gu.pa-bound body that is perceptible to the material senses-he cannot be 

seen to act: indeed, his actions are not actions in the sense of karmic fruit-producing action. 

Therefore, since he is bodiless and cannot be seen to perform any actions, it is impossible to 

infer-from lack of sense-derived data-that he exists, or that he is such and such. 70 True, 

some inferences can be made; however, these inferences are far too disparate and too 

dependent on karmic knowledge to be established as truthful. For instance, one might, 

drawing an analogy with the creation of things by Brahma or others who have enhanced 

their sattvic component, be tempted to say that therefore, the creation of the world is out of 

67 Sribhtzyya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 66. See also Vedifrthasarpgraha #21, in 
van Buitenen, 197, which describes the supreme being as "beyond the empirical means of 
knowledge (pratyak$ldyaparicchedya)." 
68Gitabha$ya 3:33, in Govindacharya, 120. 
69Snbhli$ya 1.1.3, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 202. 
70Ibid., 211-215. 
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sattva.11 Clearly, scripture establishes that this is not true, for the supreme being is not 

bound by any of the predispositions of matter-such as sattva--when he acts. The only true 

source of knowledge about the supreme being, then, is scripture, since scripture is 

apauru~eya, that is, non-human in origin.72 

In the Vediirthas;npgraha, Ramanujadeclares: 

In truth, all declarations of the Vedanta are meant to set forth the knowledge 
of the proper form and nature (svariipa) of the individual soul which are 
different from the body; the proper form and nature of the Supreme Spirit 
who is the Inner Ruler (antaryamin) of the soul; the worship of the Supreme 
Spirit; and the apprehension of Brahman as perfect boundless bliss which 
presupposes the revelation of the proper form of the soul that results from 
the worship of the Supreme Spirit. By setting forth all this the declarations 
of the Vedanta serve to remove the danger of rebirth which is inevitable since 
it results from the misconception (abhimana) of the individual soul that it is 
identical with that one of the four types of bodies-se. gods, from Brahma 
onwards,-men-animals-inanimate beings-, into which it has entered by 
the impulsion of the continuous flow of good or evil karman amassed 
during ageless ignorance. 73 

Ramanuja indicates here that scripture actually provides information about two entities, both 

of which are beyond the reach of sense-derived means of knowledge: viz., the proper form 

of the soul; the proper form of the inner ruler. This is a very important point to be made, for 

it is clear that the jivatman must awaken to its true nature, that it is an eternal, blissful, 

omniscient, atman in order to know what the atman knows: that its own atman is the 

supreme being, the inner ruler, to whom it is as a body. Scripture identifies the fundamental 

error of the jivatman, that is, it identifies the body with the self, and points the way out of 

that error: worship of the supreme spirit, apprehended as perfect boundless bliss. 

The inner ruler is defined thus: 

71Ibid. 
72For a discussion of this, see van Buitenen's introduction to the Vediirths8Ip.graha, 50ff, and 
Chapter 1 above. 
73 Vediirthas8Ip.graha #4, in van Buitenen, 184-185. 
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He is the sole cause of the cessation of salJlsiira, which itself consists in the 
origination, subsistence and dissolution of the phenomenal world (prapaiica) 
constituted by the above spiritual and non-spiritual entities. His proper form 
is therefore distinct from all entities other than Himself, since He is 
absolutely opposed to all evil and comprises solely infinite perfection. His 
beautiful qualities are immeasurable, perfect and innumerable. He is known 
in the entire V eda under the various designations of Soul of all (sarviitmii), 
the Supreme Brahman (parabrahma), Supreme Glory (parajyotip), Supreme 
Principle (paratattva), Supreme Spirit (paramiitmii), Real Being (sat), etc.,
all of which denote the Venerable Lord (Bhagaviin) Nariiya.Q.a, the Supreme 
Person (puru~ottama). The srutis are meant to set forth his manifestation 
(vaibhava), so they expound the universal dominion of the Supreme Spirit as 
the inner Soul of the totality of spiritual and non-spiritual entities by 
expression like His power (sakti), His portion (81Jlsa), His manifestation 
(vibhuti), His form (rfipa), His body (sarlra), His shape (tanu), etc., and by 
siimiiniidhikaravya constructions.74 

In the commentary to the opening verse of the Brahma Siitras in his Srlbhii~ya, Riimiinuja 

states: "He [the Lord] alone is fit to be desired to be known for [the acquisition of] 

immortality by those [that are] afflicted by the triad of torments."75 However, he adds, an 

inquiry into the knowledge of Brahman-by those qualified to do so--must necessarily be 

preceded by the knowledge of the work-portion of the Vedas, that is, the Piirva Mimrupsa. 

He adds: 

A Briihmal)a, i.e. one who is devoted to the study of the Vedas, having 
examined, scrutinized, with the help of the Piirva-Mimrupsa, the true nature 
of work, and coming to know that the results of work are ephemeral and 
therefore work cannot help him to attain the eternal supreme Person, gets 
dispassionate, and to know that supreme Person, he approaches a guru in all 
humility. It is the knowledge of the ephemeral nature of the results of work 
that necessitates an inquiry into Brahman. 76 

Here, then, for Riimiinuja works (karma), and the recognition that the consequences or fruits 

of work are ephemeral, are a necessary prerequisite to the liberating knowledge of Brahman. 

We may add that Riimiinuja here holds the view thatjiiiina, or more specifically, meditation 

on Brahman, that is, Brahmavidyii, is an essential task for a member of the Briihma.Q.a caste. 

74vedifrthasaipgraha #6, in van Buitenen, 187. 
75Sn1Jha$ya, l.l.l, in Kannarkar, 3. 
761bid., in Vireswarananda, 2. 
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Here we may note that (i) the study of the Vedas is essential, and that study of the work

portion of the V edas is preparatory for the study of the portions dealing with knowledge of 

Brahman, that is, the Uttara Mimlirp.sa, and (ii) that an enquiry into Brahman can only be 

taken up after the recognition that the results of works are ephemeral, and finally, (iii) that to 

attain the knowledge of Brahman, the teachings of a guru must be sought. 

The purpose of the enquiry into Brahman, however, is twofold. Firstly, it is taken up "in 

order to make his [that is, the BrahmaQ.a's] knowledge precise and beyond doubt and also to 

preclude all wrong notions .... "77 Secondly, if knowledge is to be construed as meaning 

"the sense of Vedic texts as conveyed by the sentences,"78 then such knowledge will not 

lead to liberation. Rather, it is that knowledge "which is different from the knowledge of the 

syntactical meaning of sentences, and is imported by words such as dhyifna (meditation), 

upiisanii (worship), etc., is what it is desired to enjoin by means of Vedantic passages."79 

This is because the viisaniis-the innate impression of distinctions left by ageless karman 

are so strong that they cannot simply be removed by a (weak) mental conception (bhiivanii) 

that is hostile to distinctions (as formed by a mere syntactical understanding). SO Rather, 

Ramanuja asserts, the strength of that know~edge conveyed by words such as dhyiina 

(meditation) and upiisanii (worship) is what will lead to liberation. Citing the Vakyakarin 

(i.e., TaQ.ka): "Vedanii (or knowledge) is upiisanii (or worship)", Ramanuja concludes: 

"the vedanii which is enjoined in all the Upanishads, as the means of attaining final release, 

is upiisanif."81 Further, upiisanii has the character of firm memory, which is the same as 

seeing, "and to possess the nature of seeing is the same as to have the character of direct 

perception. "82 

77Jbid., 3. 
781bid., 5. 
79Ibid., in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 13. 
80Ibid., 13. 
81Ibid., 15-16. 
82Ibid., 16. 
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For ftnn memory to be established, the Vak:yak:arin outlines that it results from viveka 

(discrimination), vimoka (freedom), abhyasa (practice), kriyii (works or ritual actions), 

kalyii{la (auspiciousness), aniisiida (absence of weakness), and anuddhar~a (absence of 

excessive merriment). After detailing these through scriptural references, Ramanuja draws 

the conclusion: "to him, who is thus given to observe scriptural regulations, the genesis of 

knowledge comes altogether through the performance of works enjoined in connection with 

the asramas."83 In his interpretation of lsavasyopani~ad II84 Ramanuja glosses the word 

avidyii to mean "the work which is enjoined in connection with the castes and the 

a§ramas"85 It is necessary for him to gloss avidyii thus (rather than as ignorance) in order 

to reinforce his point that the duties of caste and stage in life are essential in order to destroy 

past karman, that is, in order to put a stop to the consequences of past karman. His view is 

that regardless of whether past karman have the form of evil or meritorious deeds, they have 

the similar effect of obstructing the origination of knowledge of Brahman because they 

increase rajas and tamas, two of the gw)as associated with matter. It is only when sattva, 

the third gw)a is increased-through stopping the consequences of previous karman-that 

the knowledge requisite for mok~a is allowed to come into being. Further, engagement in 

works prescribed for caste and stage in life (vaiJ)iisramadharma) must be undertaken without 

desire for fruit, for fruits, whatever they may be, are only transitory in nature. Ramanuja 

cannot underscore the importance of VaiJ)iisramadharma enough; indeed, for him, it forms 

the basis of all vidyif, that is, of all meditations on Brahman. 86 

831bid., 19. 
84 Vidyam cavidyam ea yas tad vedobhayam saha avidyayii In[tyum tirtvii vidyayifm(tam 
a8nute: He who knows both vidyii and avidyii together, first destroys by means of [present] 
avidyii the effects of the past avidya which is obstructive to the genesis of knowledge and 
then attains ambrosia [=Brahman]. R.'s gloss: avidyii = work enjoined in connections with 
castes and stages of life; avidyayii = means of work; III[tyum (death) = effects of the past work 
which is obstructive to the genesis of knowledge; tirtvii = having destroyed; vidyayii = by 
means of the knowledge (of Brahman); amrtam denotes Brahman; and a8nute = he attains. See 
ibid., 19. 
S5Jbid., 19. 
86Ibid., 20-21. 
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c such vedana as is of the form of meditation, and is practised every day, and 
acquires increased excellence through repeated practice, and is continued up 
to the time of departure from this life, is of itself the means of attaining the 
Brahman; for the production of that { vedana], all the works appertaining to 
the iisramas have to be gone through as long as life lasts. 87 

Citing the authority of Parasara, Ramanuja cautions that those who merely follow 

varpiisrarnadhanna only attain Brahmaloka, implying that once their accumulated merit is 

used up, they will return to embodied existence for yet another round in sarpsiira. ss This 

having been said, Ramanuja stresses throughout his discussion on the vidyii section in the 

Sn1Jhii$ya the importance of meditations on Brahman. Since there are many different 

meditations in the different recensions of the scriptural texts, including differences in format, 

goals to be attained, attributes to be meditated upon, and details mentioned, the question is 

posed whether all vidyiis are the same or not, since all the Brahmavidyiis have salvation as 

their goal. Ramanuja comes to the conclusion that they are all different, even though the 

words to know and to worship and so forth denote repetitive meditation and the meditations 

refer to Brahman alone. The distinction between the vidyiis lies in this: 

And all the Vidyiis have for their fruit the acquisition of Brahman through 
eradicating the beginningless Karman and A vidyii oppos~ to Brahman
realisation; and so there is option itself in the case of all these, owing to their 
fruit being an unqualified one. But the Vidyiis having the fruit other than the 
acquisition of Brahman, like the sacrificial rites having for their fruit heaven 
etc., may be taken optionally or combined in accordance with one's will, 
because they have a limited fruit, there cannot be the expectation of 
abundance. 89 

The significance of this lies in the fact that when Brahman-realization is the aim, any one of 

the vidyiis with that specified aim will do. However, since many of the vidyiis contain 

instructions for actions to be carried out for the sake of acquiring heaven and so forth, then, 

in that case, since the fruit is limited, it is up to the will of the doer in determining whether 

87lbid., 17. 
88snbh8$ya 3.4.19, in Karmarkar, 946. 
89Jbid., 3.3.57, 925. 
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c they should be carried out or not. Works in this respect are auxiliary to the main aim, and 

vidyiis that outline meditation on Brahman should never be considered to be subsidiary to 

those portions of them that specify action. Rather, they supersede action, since their whole 

intent is to give rise to knowledge of Brahman. 

Ramlinuja treads carefully here. What he means is that vidyii is never subsidiary to the acts 

enjoined in the vidyii portions because liberation is from vidyii, that is, the meditation, and 

not from the performance of acts. Now, this does not mean that acts are to be given up. 

Rather, their fruit is to be given up. The acts are still to be performed, but without 

consideration of the fruit they may bring. 90 

With respect to the direct apprehension of Brahman, the question is posed whether this 

apprehension is to be repeated more than once. Ramanuja employs this verse to clarify his 

own views regarding the importance of vidyii, that is, repeated meditation on Brahman. 

Citing a scriptural passage, the opponent declares that apprehension of Brahman occurs only 

once. In fact, claims the opponent, apprehension is not the means for reaching Brahman but 

is, along with sacrificial rites, the means of propitiating the highest puru$a who then assures 

the seeker the four goals (dharma, artha, kiima and mok$a). Ramanuja disagrees with this 

view, since for him, both variJiisramadhanna and vedana must be continued to the time of 

death.91 Vedana is, according to him, a synonym for dhyiina (meditation) and upiisana 

(worship): 

And its being a synonym of them is apprehended by the use in the passages 
instructing the Vedanii, of Vid (to know), Upiis (to worship), Dhyai (to 
meditate), referring to one and the same thing .... Vedana is denoted by 
Dhyiiyati. And Dhyiina is meditation and meditation is of the form of a 
continuity of remembrance, not merely remembrance. And Upiis also has 
the same sense as that, on account of its use being seen to denote the constant 
nature of the concentrated mental course. So, both having one and the same 

90see 3.4.1-10. 
9Isee 4.1.12, 986. 
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sense, the continuous remembrance repeated more than once is ascertained as 
being denoted by the words Vedana etc.92 

It is clear that the objector and Ramanuja mean different things when they talk about 

apprehension. The objector seems to believe that apprehension means that Brahman is 

apprehended by the seeker. Ramanuja is not so clear on this point. It is not immediately 

evident whether Ramanuja considers direct perception of Brahman to be possible before 

death or not, as mentioned in the previous chapter. In any case, that is not the issue here. In 

the present context, Ramanuja indicates that by apprehension he understands the particular 

meditation upon Brahman outlined in any given vidya, and it is this meditative focus that is 

the apprehension under discussion. Understood in this manner, he states that such 

meditative "apprehension" must be repeated continually until the time of death. Meditating 

or hearing the scriptures once is not sufficient. This meditation upon Brahman is such that it 

is not the mind that is superimposed on Brahman, but the other way around. For the mind, 

which is non-sentient and of little power, cannot be the resort of the object of worship.93 

What is the result of vidyii? According to Ramanuja, through vidya-by which it is clear he 

means both meditation (dhyana) and worship (upasana), that is, continuous remembrance 

accompanied by actions undertaken without consideration of fruit-is produced: 

the power to destroy the capacity of producing the fruit of sins done before, 
and also the power to put forth obstacles in the production of the capacity to 
produce fruit in the case of sins that are yet to come into being .... 94 

It is, Ramanuja asserts, kannan, or, the power that has the capacity to produce the fruit of 

sins (papa95) that leads to non-gratification of the highest puru~a. When this power is 

92Jbid., 4.1.1, 977-978. 
93Ibid., 4.1.4, 983. 
94Ibid., 4.1.13, 989. 
95Described in 1.1. as both meritorious and evil actions, since both cause the production of 
fruit (and hence keep the }Ivatman bound in sarpsara) which obstructs the origination of 
Brahman-knowledge. See Sribhii$ya, Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 19. 
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destroyed through the destruction of its capacity to produce fruit past and present, then, at 

the same time, non-gratification of the highest puru$a is destroyed: 

Vidyii being itself unsurpassingly dear to the knower owing to its being 
exceedingly dear to the object of knowledge, being of the form of the 
worship of the highest Puru$a who is to be known, destroys non
gratification of the highest Puru$a, caused by the collection of sins done in 
the past.96 

This statement appears to imply that removal of karman from the scene-through continual 

remembrance of the highest puru$a, that is, Brahman, renders the devotee dear to the Lord, 

while itself a proof of the meditator's devotion to the Lord. The removal of kannan also 

paves the way for the gratification of the Lord. Before turning to this, however, it is to be 

noted that Ramanuja contends that both vidyii and the van;tiisramadhanna must be continued 

till death, in order to strengthen the vidyii and to continue to obstruct the fruits of kannan. 

For, there may be kannan that has already begun to give fruit, and in the case of the wise 

one (vidviit), the performance of duties is for the sake of vidyif.91 At the time of death, 

should there be any residue left, then the fruits of the good will go to the friends and 

relatives of the vidviit, while his enemies will inherit the consequences of any bad residue.98 

His path after death has already been detailed in the previous chapter. 

To return now to the connection between the destruction of the capacity of karman to exert 

any influence and the gratification of the highest puru$a, it is clear that, for Ramanuja, this is 

the objective of meditation combined with works performed without consideration or desire 

for fruits. It has already been noted that Ramanuja considers study of the scripture, regular 

performance of works associated with caste and stage of life, without consideration of fruits 

to be attained, and constant meditation (or vedana, "knowing") in accordance with the 

Brahmavidyiis essential to the attainment of Brahman-knowledge, resulting in mok$a. 

96$nbhif$ya 4.1.13, in Karmarkar, 989. 
97 . Ibid., 4.1.16, 992. 
98Ibid., 4.1.19, 995. 
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However, these are only the things that the jiviftinan can do. Important and essential though 

they are, in the final analysis, Ramanuja makes the case that the highest self, that is, the 

puru~ottama, Brahman, is attained only by that person who is chosen by the Lord. 

Complementing the utmost in human endeavour must be the grace of the Lord, for without 

it, all human endeavour is in vain with respect to mok$JJ, although other benefits may accrue 

to the effort (such as heaven and so forth). 

Who is the person worthy of being chosen by the Lord for this favour? 

It is indeed the dearest one that becomes worthy to be chosen. To 
whomsoever He is unsurpassingly dear, he alone is the dearest to Him. It is 
stated by the Lord Himself, in the following manner, that the Lord Himself, 
of His own accord, so acts as to cause His dearest one to attain Himself.
"To those who are desirous of an eternal union with Me, and, accordingly, 
worship Me, I give with love that faculty of understanding by which they 
come unto Me. "99 He has also said-" Indeed, I am inexpressibly dear to 
him who has knowledge of Me, and he is dear to Me."lOO Hence what is 
said is this-He alone, to whom this memory of the form of direct perception 
is of itself inexpressibly dear, by reason of the inexpressible dearness of the 
object of that memory-is fit to be chosen by the Highest Self; and so, by 
him alone is the Highest Self attainable. tOt 

This firm memory, described as "like a continuous stream of oi1,"102 is "denoted by the 

word bhakti (devotion)-because the word bhakti is synonymous with upasanif 

(worship)."l03 Drawing upon the support of both sruti and sm(fi texts for his view, some 

of which would appear to indicate that bhakti alone will result in vision of the divine and not 

religious austerity (tapas) or giving of gifts (dlfna) or performance of sacrifice,104 Ramanuja 

is quick to point out that bhakti includes all these in its inclusion of vari)iiSramadharma.l05 

Further, he adds, "all duties prescribed for the various stages of life (ifSra.mas) have to be 

99Gita 10:10. 
100Ibid., 7:17. 
l0lSnohlf$ya 1.1.1, in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 16-17. 
102Ibid., 6. 
103Ibid., 17. 
104For example, Gitif 8:22; ibid., 17. 
1 05Ibid., 17. 
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observed only for the origination of knowledge" and that through this "all previous sins 

which obstruct the origination of knowledge are destroyed."106 This, as has been seen, is 

essential in removing non-gratification of the supreme person or being. 

In his Proem to the Bhagavad Glta, Ramanuja declares the purpose of the text as follows: 

Under the pretext of having to persuade Arjuna to fight, Sri Kr~I)a 
promulgated the doctrine of Bhakti-Yoga-led up to by Jfliina and Kanna
or that Path of Loving-Devotion which is the burthen of all the Vedanta
teaching, and by which He is indicated as The Only Object of Love, and that, 
loved, He Himself is The Means to lead man to the climax of his ambition, 
viz. Moksha (salvation or the final liberation from all ephemeral and 
conditioned existences).107 

Here jfiiina (knowledge) and kanna (action) are seen as preparatory toward the final release, 

mok$a, through bhakti (devotion). The three key elements to be noted here are that the 

Supreme Being is (i) indicated by all the teachings of the Vedanta (ii) to be the only object of 

devotion (bhakti), whereby (iii) He is Himself the means (upiiya) to attaining mok$a. We 

may observe here that the teachings of Kr~Qa in the Gita are directed toward a member of 

the K~atriya caste, Arjuna, and that Kr~Qa is adamant that varl)iisramadhanna, that is, the 

duties enjoined upon each caste, be carried to the fullest, as they are ultimately preparatory 

for mok$a.108 

The purpose of the discussion hitherto has been to show how, for Ramanuja, the notion of 

attaining Brahman, which includes direct realization of Brahman, knowing the proper form 

of the iitman, and knowing the difference and the identity between the two, resulting in a 

state of eternal bliss and omniscience for the iitman and liberation (mok$a) from the wheel 

of sa~psiira, never to have to enter it again, is consequent upon the destruction of 

beginningless kannan in the form of ignorance (avidyii). The discussion also shows that 

106Ibid., 7. 
107 See Gitabhlf$ya, Ramanuja's Proem, in Govindacharya, 10. 
108Ibid. 3:21, in Govindacharya, 107. 
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this destruction has two components: human endeavour and divine grace. The human 

endeavour is such that it affects the very consciousness of the jiviitman, for works pertaining 

to var.pii&ramadhanna-and which involve all the senses in their performance--are 

understood in the context of vidyii, knowledge of Brahman. This knowledge of Brahman is 

to be prepared for by withdrawing the mind from all sense-perception derived data, 109 

through meditation upon the particular attributes of Brahman detailed in the specific vidyii 

being made the focus of undivided attention. Now, the question arises, is not the particular 

form to be concentrated upon itself posited in sensual terms? The answer is yes, because the 

vidyii details the attributes of Brahman that are to be meditated upon, for example, the divine 

supemal form in V aikuQ.tha or the form revealed to Aijuna in theGita, or the antaryamin and 

so forth. It is crucial to the understanding of Ramanuja's epistemology that, for him, no 

thing is capable of being perceived unless it has attributes. Ramanuja declares in the proem 

to his commentary on theGitii: 

But He, being the vast Ocean of infinite Mercy and Condescension, Love 
and Bounty, willed to assume forms similar to those of His creatures, 
without abandoning His own essential divine nature, and repeatedly made 
descents as Incarnations in the several spheres. To those by whom He was 
worshipped, He granted their desires, to wit, any of the four-fold aspirations 
of man, dhanna, artha, kiima, moksha. The object of Incarnations is to 
relieve the earth of its burden, but at the same time no less is the Lord's 
intention thereof that He should be within reach of even people of our 
description. To fulfil this purpose, He manifested himself on earth so as to be 
actually an Object for all men's sights to see, and performed such other 
wonderful acts as to captivate the hearts and the eyes of all creatures high and 
low)lO 

However, the distinction to be made here is that the forms of Brahman that are to be 

meditated upon are derived from a source that is not within the realm of the five external 

senses-which are gu.pa-bound, but rather, is to be derived from scripture, a source that is 

apauro~eya and therefore non-gu.pa-bound. The words in the scriptures derive their meaning 

109snbhif$ya 4.1.7-10 in Karmarkar, 984-985. See also 1.4.1, 482. 
llOsee Gitabhif$ya. Ramanuja's Proem, in Govindacharya, 8-9. 
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from the referential termination in Brahman, rather than in the form they allude to, which is 

only the body of Brahman and not Brahman itself, as outlined in the first chapter. Scripture 

therefore serves as a kind of bridge, which through making accessible to the student 

knowledge about Brahman, exhorts him to worship, in its widest sense, as understood by 

Ramarmja. Through this worship, the effects of kannan are seared away, leaving the 

consciousness room to expand so that the jivlftman no longer makes the erroneous 

identification of itself with aharpkifra and recognizes that the knower, indeed, is lftman and 

that the distinctions god, human, animal and so forth are actually produced by avidylf.. In 

meditation, without the distractions of sense-perceived data that continually tempt it to 

partake of sensual enjoyment, it attains to the right knowledge of itself, preparatory for right 

knowledge of Brahman. In order to see the object, Brahman-which is not without the 

attributes necessary for perception to take place-the seeker is graced by the lord with a 

divine eye, mentioned in Bhagavad Gitii, for the human eye is not capable of perceiving that 

which is beyond the physical sense-organ, the eye. Indeed, one may argue that this divine 

eye is in actuality the conferring of divine grace upon the devotee, through which the 

devotee undergoes an epistemological transformation in that it is no longer blinded by the 

false assumption that it is the same as its body. Then, the truth that was veiled to it becomes 

unveiled: it can look upon the highest person, the supreme being, in the form that seeker has 

been preparing himself to see and the Lord is gracious enough to grant. 

As alluded to in our discussion above, the final goal of the embodied soul (jivlftman) is to 

achieve liberation (mok$a) from the cycle of ephemeral existence (sarpsiira) that is 

characterized by birth, death and rebirth. Having explored the notions of knowledge and 

ignorance, and the connection between these and liberation (mok$a), we now turn to a brief 

discussion on various issues regarding salvation in the following chapter. 
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Salvation: Omniscience and Blissful Fulfllment 

The four goals of human pursuit-dharma, artha, kama, and mok$al-are all identified in the 

scripture as the fruits that can be won through adherance to vaT{liiSramadharma, the duties 

pertaining to one's caste (varpa) and stage in life (ifsrama). The four castes comprise the 

three twice-born castes, viz. the Briihmaz:ta, the K$atriya, the Vaisya. while the fourth, the 

"once-born", is the Siidra caste. The four stages in life are identified as that of the student, 

the brahmacifrin; that of the householder, the grhaspatin; that of the forest dweller, the 

vifnaprasthin, and finally, that of the renunciator, the smpnyifsin. Duties are enjoined on each 

of the castes for each of the stages of life, including actions to be performed that are 

obligatory (nitya), occasional (naimittika) and fruit-bearing (kiimya). The study of the Vedas 

is restricted to males of the twice-born castes; Siidras are not eligible to study the Vedas.2 

According to Ramanuja, the knowledge contained within the scriptures does not give rise to 

Brahman (that is, direct knowledge of Brahman) merely through ratiocination (tarka) or 

learning of scriptures. Rather, the role of tarka is to support the scriptures. In his 

introduction or proem to his commentary on the Gita, Ramanuja iterates his view that once 

the phenomenal world of name and form is brought into being, Brahman retires into himself 

and remains incognizant to all, until out of grace the devotee is granted a vision of Brahman, 

by Brahman. Concommitant with the soul's vision of Brahman is the soul's awareness of its 

own true nature. Devout meditation (bhakti or upifsana) predisposes the devotee to receiving 

the grace of God, through which the devotee may be granted vouchsafed knowledge of 

Brahman.3 

1Translated by Lipner as "virtue, wealth, desired objects and liberation", in The Face of 
Truth, 103. 
2Sribhif$ya 1.3.39, in Karrnarkar, 463 on the authority of Manu, 4.80. 
3Yarnunacharya, Ramanuja's Teachings, pp. 63-64. 
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As explored in the previous chapter, kannan is the net result of the merit and demerit 

accumulated by each individual soul through its actions in each of its embodied phases. Evil 

kannan necessitates a departure from divinely revealed-if not decreed--vlJT{IliSramadhanna. 

Here, too, revelation is key in showing the way through which the effects of kannan can be 

annulled and the human soul may enter a realm of existence in which it is not bound by the 

strictures imposed on it by virtue of kannan. In this respect, mok~a-more closely 

translated as liberation-. spells freedom from the misery of the human condition and requires 

the grace of the Lord in achieving this freedom. 

Thus, freely-chosen human actions that take the form of departure from divinely revealed 

paths of action in previous existences have for their consequence a less than perfect human 

existence in the present phenomenal world. The path through which this existence may be 

remedied is outlined in revelation and calls upon both the effort of the devotee and the grace 

of the supreme being. 

Thus, for Ramanuja the present condition of humanity is not its true condition. Further, 

revelation shows the means through which this true condition may be attained; revelation 

itself is a proof of a supreme being to whom humans are answerable in ethical terms and to 

whom their devotion should be. directed; and finally, this supreme being itself is the means 

through which humans may attain their true condition. 

Strictly speaking, for Ramanuja, salvation/liberation is achieving the state of mok~a. which 

is accompanied by the concomitant direct perception of the soul's awareness of itself and of 

the supreme being by whom it is itself ensouled. This is a state characterized by knowledge 

of all other litmans and of Brahman; by bliss by virtue of its having its every will realized

save that concerned with the operation of the world-; and by the knowledge that it will 

never re-enter the realm of sarpslira in a condition that requires the kind of embodiment 

dictated by kannan. 
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The soul may enter that realm for its own enjoyment in a body of its own choosing or one 

furnished for it by the Lord, but not in a body that affects its consciousness in the manner 

that thejiviitman is so affected. Just as milk cannot be a source of enjoyment for one who is 

affected by bile (which causes the milk to taste unpleasant), so, too, this world cannot be a 

source of enjoyment for one who is affected by karman. However, when freed from bile, 

milk becomes a source of happiness for one who drinks it. In a similar fashion, this world, 

which is the object and the result of Brahman's will, becomes conducive to happiness for the 

one who has become freed from the avidyii caused by karman. Such a person is then able to 

see the world as having Brahman for its soul, and the world as having been created for his 

sport (that is, enjoyment). Indeed, Brahman is experienced as qualified by his overlordship 

of the world, which is constituted of unlimited happiness and, therefore, the soul "does not 

behold anything else beyond that and beholds not misery. "4 

There are two issues to be explored in this chapter that will clarify Ramanuja's views on 

salvation. First, given the fact that Sudras are barred from Vedic study, is salvation possible 

for them? Second, given the distinction Ramanuja makes in his commentary on the Gitii 

among three classes of men (to be mentioned below), how is salvation to be attained by 

these? With respect to other issues, it has already been seen that the question of when 

salvation is attained is not answered univocally by Ramanuja: all indications point to the fact 

that the devotee "goes to the highest light"5 after physical death, or separation of the soul 

from the body. It may be argued that during meditation, the soul may leave the body 

retaining only a slim connection with it However, the significance of physical death for 

Ramanuja may lie in the notion that once having reached the highest lights, there is no return 

for such a soul, except under conditions that the soul wishes, in a non-gu.pa-bound body 

48n'Oha$ya 1.3.7, in Karmarkar, 408. 
5Chiindogya Upani$ad 8.12.3: "Thus, verily, this Saqtprasada, having risen up from this 
body, having gone unto the highest Jyotis, he attains to his own form." For R.'s discussion of 
this, see Sribh~ya 4.4.lff. 
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either provided by the Lord or constructed by the soul itself for its own enjoyment. Finally, 

the fate of those who do not achieve salvation is clear: they return to sarpsiiric existence 

repeatedly until they can train their actions to propitiate the grace of the Lord. All these 

questions have been alluded to in previous chapters; moreover, they have been dealt with in 

some detail by almost every scholar on Ramanuja. It is not the intention here to explore these 

in any great detail; rather, the point to be made here is that although Ramanuja accepted the 

strictures of caste and stage in life and scriptural injunctions regarding varpifsramadhanna, he 

sought, at the same time, to give credence to his view that in the long run, salvation was 

available to all through the Lord's accessibility and grace, provided the seeker engaged in 

loving devotion of the Lord. 

The Eligibility of ~iidras 

In Sribhif$ya 1.3.39, Ramanuja clearly reiterates that the knowledge enjoined by the Vedanta 

passages as being the means for mok~a is of the form of worship (upifsana). Further, 

that [worship] too, is the propitiation of the highest Puru$a, that is the Highest 
Brahman and that too is to be known only from the Sifstra; and the Sifstra 
describing the worship accepts as its producing agency, knowledge which is 
purified by the sacraments like Upanayana etc. and produced by the study of 
one's own Vedic portion, only after being favoured by the means such as 
discrimination, non-attachment, etc. The PUTU$Ottama propitiated by the 
worship of this kind, destroying the ignorance produced by Kannan by the 
gift of the natural and right knowledge of the Atman frees the worshipper 
from bondage,-this view .. . is quite appropriate in [establishing] the 
disqualification of Siidras and others .... 6 

This is in response to the question that how may a Siidra, who is not qualified for 

performing sacrifices, whose responsibility is to serve the three twice-born castes, who has 

not studied the Vedas or heard the Vedanta, and who is therefore ignorant of the nature of 

Brahman and how he is to be worshipped-how may such a person worship Brahman?? 

,.... 
~ 6Ibid., 1.3.39, 467. 

7Ibid., 1.3.33, 455. 
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Riimanuja's response to this, quite clearly, is that he may not. The Siidra is rendered 

incapable of doing so, not because of any inherent inability, but because of his ignorance of 

the proper methods and formulas that can be acquired only through sustained Vedic study 

under the guidance of a teacher. This is required in order to carry out sacrifices-which the 

Siidra is unauthorized to partake of-and to engage in V edic recitation as part of the 

sacrifice. "Therefore, because the knowledge alone, of his [that is, the caste member's] own 

Vedic portion fixed by the injunction regarding the study, is the means for the worship of 

Brahman, there is the impossibility in the case of Siidra of the capacity for the worship of 

Brahman. "8 

Further, although permission is granted for the Sudra to he~ the Itihasas and the Puriit.Ias, 

the knowledge that may be gleaned from such sources is relevant only for the purposes of 

the fruit it may bring, viz., the effacement of kannan, and not for the purpose of worship 

(upasana).9 Those mentioned in the scriptures as Sudras who became devoted to Brahman, 

such as Vidura and others, were so only because of the knowledge they had secured in other 

births.lO Regarding Janasruti, who is addressed as a Siidra and is accepted as a pupil by 

Raikva only after prior offers of goods have been rejected and finally a beautiful daughter is 

accepted, Riimanuja offers the interpretation that the Janasruti is called a Siidra only to 

indicate the large measure of grief within him at his deficiency with regard to knowledge of 

the scripture. By resorting to an etymological explanation of the term Siidra as connoting 

s'uce.Q dasca, "one who is overwhelmed with grief", he disabuses his audience of the notion 

that here the term Siidra refers to a caste appelation.ll Indeed, the very fact that Janasruti 

was able to offer Raikva large sums of money and goods shows that he was not a Siidra but 

a K~atriya, since the text in question indicates, for Ramanuja, that he was the chief of the 

8Ibid., 456. 
9Jbid., 456. 
10Ibid., 456-457. 
llJbid., 457. 

383 



0 
region in whose villages he gave away much in charity. In this respect, Ramiinuja holds fast 

to the lawbook author Manu's views regarding Sudras: that they are neither deserving of the 

sacramental rites nor are they to hear the V edas, speak them or handle them; nor should they 

be taught religious duties or undertake any vows.l2 

This rather rigid position concerning Sudras-and, by extension, women and outcastes-is 

in contrast to the position held in the Gitabhif$ya, commentary on 11:28-34. In van 

Buitenen's view, the commentary on the Gita was written later than the Snohif$ya, and if this 

be the case, then it is possible that Ramanuja softened his position somewhat in keeping with 

the ecumenical nature of the highly popular and much revered sm(ti text, the Bhagavad Git.a. 

Its importance to Ramanuja has been noted by the fact that he devoted a full commentary to 

it, as indeed did the eminent Advaitin Sankara. However, one must not reach this conclusion 

too quickly without first examining the commentary on the Gfta. In the context of the Gita 

section under discussion, Ramanuja is at pains to make two points: first, that the devotee's 

worship must consist of complete surrender of all acts, secular and scriptural, to the supreme 

being, in the knowledge that the soul is the vassal of the Lord, and second, that none has 

claim to him, regardless of distinction of class. The importance of the first is that through 

such devotion or worship, the devotee is freed from the consequences of karman, that acts as 

a barrier to attaining him. With respect to the second, the primacy of divine grace is 

established through the implication that no person has the right to attain him as this is solely 

his prerogative to grant. 

It is in this context that Git.a 9:3013 is to be understood. Although each caste has its duties 

ordained, if a person from any one of these castes were to depart from these duties, he may 

be considered righteous, only if he worships in the manner outlined. That is, only if that 

l2Jbid., 462-463. 
13"Even if one were of flagitiously wicked ways, if he but pay Me exclusive worship, he is 
to be esteemed as virtuous; for he has verily steered aright." In Govindacharya. 312. 
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person considers all actions, whether secular(laukika) or scriptural (vaidika), as worship,14 

and worship the Lord "as the Object of the most endearing love,"15 and, it is implied by 

omission, not for the sake of attaining any fruit. Rarnanuja was well aware that such a 

position would raise objections based on the scriptural note that those who do not abide by 

caste laws cannot attain Brahman.16 The next verse is viewed by Ramanuja as offering an 

answer to this objection, viz., that such a person, who transgresses caste laws out of love for 

the supreme being, quickly becomes a holy soul. Ramanuja interprets this to mean that such 

a person is soon freed from all sin and the two gu.pas, rajas and tamas, are uprooted from 

him. He is careful not to specify that this happens in the same life while the person is in that 

caste. In the Srfbhii$ya, he has already specified that a person takes on a new birth in the 

womb appropriate to his previous kannan,11 and thus there is no conflict between his 

position in the Gitaohif$ya that a person becomes freed from sin and from rajas and tamas in 

order to quickly become a holy soul (dharmiftma). Prima facie, the next verse, 9.32, in the 

Gitii proffers the promise of attainment of the supreme being through loving devotion in this 

life. In his commentary, Ramanuja does not disabuse the reader of this notion, briefly stating 

only that even women, Vai~yas and Siidras, although born of sin, "do yet go to the supreme 

state." Rather subtly, he points out that it is not open to question that well-born brahrnaQas 

and devoted warriors of the K~atriya caste-such as Arjuna-are firmly established in the 

supreme being's love. In this respect, in his commentary on the previous verses, Ramanuja 

appears to be defending any caste law transgressions IS on the part of those born of lower 

castes or those not entitled to Vedic knowledge provided these transgressions are undertaken 

14Gita'Dha$ya 9: 28, in Govindacharya, 310. 
15Jbid., 9:29, in Govindacharya, 311, 
16Cited in Glta'Dha$ya 9:30: Kathopani$lld 2.24, in Govindacharya, 313, n. 1. 
17 Snohif$ya 3.2.8, in Karmarkar, 784ff. 
18For example, Manusmrti 4.80 declares regarding the Sndra: "Now, verily, if he were to 
listen to the Vedas, there should be the filling of his ears with (melted) lead and lac; in the 
case of his. uttering the same (there should be) the cutting of the tongue; in the case of his 
handling (the same), the breaking of the body." "And one should not teach him religious 
duties, one should not direct him to any vow." 
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in order to worship the supreme being. His commentary, however, makes it clear that he 

considers this devotion to result in effacing prior karman, which then leads speedily to that 

person becoming a holy soul (dharmiitma) and thence, through divine grace, able to attain the 

supreme being and be assured of never returning to the world of saq:rsifra. If taken alone, the 

commentary on the Glta appears to open the doors of mok~a to all who will undertake action 

in the spirit of devotion rather than in hankering after fruit, thus enabling Vai~J)avism to be a 

viable alternative to the more orthodox schools. Seen in conjunction with the Srlbhii$ya, 

however, Ramrumja's brief comments in the Glta underscore the point he makes there: that 

sm{ti benefits the Sudra only in effacing prior karrnan, thus allowing for a more fortuitous 

birth, although this latter point is not specified in the commentary on the Gltii. Certainly, this 

reading is to be favoured if one were to hold the view that Ramanuja cannot have altered his 

stance regarding Sudras too radically from one major commentary to the next. At the same 

time, it must be borne in mind that in both the Sribhii~ya and the Gitii, Ramanuja was not 

prejudiced against the Siidra caste per se. Rather, his stance was simply to note that even 

·though the Sudra could be a supplicant, he was not qualified for Brahmavidyii on account of 

not knowing the nature (svariipa) of Brahman, the mode (prakifra) of worship (upifsana), and 

from the performance of sacrifices because he would not know the V edic recitation required 

for them.19 That is, even though "there may exist the state of a suppliant (iirthitva), there 

cannot exist any qualification for one who is incapable and the incapacity is due to the 

absence of Vedic study."20 The Gitii, of course, poignantly invites all devotees to make 

offerings in whatever manner they can: 

Whoso, in love, proffers Me a leaf, a flower, a fruit, water;-what is so 
lovingly dedicated in purity ofheart,-1 do enjoy.21 

l9Sribhif$ya 1.3.33, in Kannarkar, 456. 
20Jbid. 
2lGitli 9.26, in Govindacharya, 308. 
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Ramarmja does not interpret this verse to draw attention to those of spare means who cannot 

afford costly sacrifices, including, one would assume, those of lower castes. Rather, he 

dwells on the nature of the devotee as one who is pure-minded, that is, one who is sattvic in 

nature. Such a person, of course, precludes the Siidra, who by dint of birth is also associated 

with rajas and tamas. Further, Ramanuja draws upon this verse to exhort Arjuna to become 

a jiiiinin (knower) who is continually engaged in bhakti. The connotations of this statement 

are clear: to become a jiiiinin entails participation in the various Brahmavidyiis outlined in 

the Sruti texts, closed to a Siidra. 

Nonetheless, Ramanuja does not want to close off the way to mok$a for Siidras and the like. 

In a rather ironic twist, the advent of the avata:ra in the form of ~l}a, the divine preceptor, 

serves to make the supreme being accessible to all who hear the text in that it enables them, 

through action, to embark on destroying the first and most difficult barrier to attainment of 

Brahman. That is, through the teachings of the Gitii, Sudras may begin, despite their lack of 

qualification for studying the V edas, to destroy their store of previous kannan. In this 

respect, the avatiira form indeed does serve the purpose Ramanuja highlights as being the 

most important: rendering the Lord accessible to his devotees. This is in contrast to the 

strictly sruti position regarding Siidras that the most they can do is to dutifully carry out the 

actions pertaining to their class and perhaps, in a distant birth, they may be reborn as one of 

the twice-born. In the Gftii, this promise is presented as being almost immediate and were 

one not to have read Ramanuja's Sribhii$ya, one would not have thought otherwise from his 

commentary on the Gitii. In all fairness, Ramanuja does not entirely deny Siidras the ability 

to worship, for in the Sribhii$ya there is mention of Sudras such as Vidura and others, who 

"were possessed of knowledge due to their not being bereft of the knowledge secured in 

other births, and became associated with such a birth [that of the Siidra] by virtue of the 

Kannan that had started [giving its fruit]-and so, became devoted to Brahman."22 In other 

22$nbhil$ya 1.3.33, in Karmarkar, 456-457. 
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words, a devoted Sudra is not an anomaly, and perhaps this explains why, in his 

commentary on the Gitii, Ramanuja is quick to point out that devoted Sudras ought to be 

respected "as a siidhu or the most staunchly eminent Vai~Qava"23 despite infractions of caste 

laws. 

Aspirants and Means 

In his study of the commentaries on the Bhagavad Gltii, Stevenson24 points out that for 

Ramanuja, human beings are divided into two basic groups: (i) the lost, who are constituted 

of the fools (mu{lhii(l), evil doers (piipakarmifl)a(l}, the demonic (iisurap), etc., and (ii) the 

good, who have good deeds to their credit, who are the doers of good (su.k[tinap, 

pUI)yakarmiii)ap), etc. This latter category is further divided (Gltii 7:16) into four groups 

with regard to their objectives: (1 & 2) the first two are those who seek worldly wealth and 

an honourable position (aisvaryiirthina(l); (3) those who seek to realize the true nature of the 

self as a state separate from association with pralqti (kaivalyiirthina(l); and (4) those who 

seek self-realization in a state free of prak:[ti, but in the joy of total dependence on the Lord 

(jiiiinina~).25 The aisvaryiirthins attain material rewards, which include svarga (heaven) as 

the fruits of action, through adherence to varpiisramadharma. However, since interested 

action begets further karman, and since all heavens are impermanent, even the successful 

aisvaryiirthin is doomed to rebirth. The knowledge of such a person is limited since 

knowledge of the true nature of the self as dissociated from pralqti is not attained. 

However, the kaivalyiirthin learns from the siistras that the soul is distinct from the body, 

and is eternal and untouched by the latter. For this reason, there is no point in rejoicing or 

grieving over what ensues in the material world, for the soul is untouched by it. As a result, 

23Gita 9.30, in Govindacharya, 312. 
24R.W. Stevenson, "Historical Change in Scriptural Interpretation: 
Classical and Contemporary Commentaries on the Bhagavadgita" 
Religion, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass., March 1975). 
25see Lipner, The Face of Truth, 107ff. in this regard. 
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such an aspirant must adhere to vaqtif5ramadharma without being attached to the fruits of 

action, maintaining equanimity in the face of both the ensuing pleasure or pain. The 

kaivalyiirthin proceeds to put this learned mental attitude into practice, by performing action 

with a single-minded resolve to attain mok~a. 26 Lipner identifies the goal of such aspirants to 

be a permanent sarpsifra-transcendent state "in which the liberated iftman reposes 

solipsistically in its intrinsic consciousness and bliss ... . For them the Lord is not the 

supreme and beloved personal goal and fulfillment of their being in this and the post-worldly 

existence .. . . "27 Lipner argues that although Ramanuja is somewhat ambivalent on the 

kaivalyiirthin 's unloving method of self-realization, nonetheless, it is clear from textual 

evidence that he does not bar the kaivalyifrthin's way to Brahman. The ambivalence is 

revealed when Ramanuja remarks that such a sage "is liberated on the way as ifhe had 

reached his goal"28 Indeed, the end of the fifth chapter (vs. 29) of the Gitif makes it clear that 

the discipline undertaken by such a sage is done with the full knowledge that Kr~I.la is the 

enjoyer (bhoktif) of sacrifices and penances, which Ramanuja glosses to mean that if karma

yoga, which is the sum total of all duties is to be performed as acts of worship of the Lord, 

then this is the easiest method of attaining peace. Vs. 28 identifies such a person, who is 

exempt from desires, fear and hatred to be the mok~a-parifyapa, one who is ever desirous of 

attaining mok$a, as a muni (sage), and as one who is to be considered as liberated (mukta). 

In his commentary on these verses, Ramanuja establishes a connection between the discipline 

of yoga undertaken by those who are solely trained toward iftma-realization, that is, the 

kaivalyifrthin, and the need to acknowledge all action as devotion to the Lord. That is, in 

Ramanuja's view, although the kaivalyifrthin's methods are permissible, it is clear that he 

holds it necessary for the kaivalyifrthin to recognize the supremacy of the Lord as the aim of 

all sacrifices and penances and, thereby, the connection of his individual soul with the Lord. 

26Gna 2:41. 
27Lipner, The Face of Troth, 107-108. 
28Gimbhifiya 5:28, quoted in Lipner, The Face of Truth, 108. 
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The Gitaoutlines three paths to the Lord: karma (works),jnlfna (knowledge) and bhakti 

(devotion). As Stevenson shows, for Ramanuja, either karmayoga or jfilfnayoga may be 

practiced according to the qualifications of the aspirant to achieve kaivalya or self

realization.29 Jfilfnayoga may be practiced by those who are intellectually equipped to do so, 

such as the Sarpkhyas, and karmayoga by those who are not so qualified, such as the 

yogins. However, for several reasons, Ramanuja attempts to make a case for the superiority 

of the latter over the former, even for those qualified for jfianayoga. He goes so far as to say 

that the karmayogin does not need jfiiinayoga to realize the self,30 and attempts to show that 

through sarpnyiisa, which is an element of jfiiinayoga, the latter is, indeed, karmayoga. 31 van 

Buitenen's comments are pertinent to Stevenson"s discussion: 

The essence of it is that Ramanuja has tried to reconcile the ambiguity of the 
Gita about the paths of knowledge and non-attached action. Ramanuja 
preferred the latter, and introduced into it an element of knowledge .. This is 
the theoretical starting point concerning the atman .. . . Knowledge and action 
become increasingly integrated so that the former becomes concretized in 
action and the latter spiritualized, and both finally culminate in yoga, the 
realization of the self. Here action ends in knowledge and the initial 
theoretical knowledge becomes a matter of immediate experience;32 

The view that the kaivalyiirthin must recognize the supremacy of the Lord as the aim of all 

sacrifices and penances is further underscored by Lipner's citation of a text that reveals that 

for Ramanuja both the kaivalyarthin and the jfilfnin are led to Brahman after death.33 

Although the text in question does not specify that the two kinds of souls led to Brahman are 

the kaivalyiirthin and the jfianin, Lipner considers the reference to be to them. Lipner's own 

reading is that the kaivalyiirthin, upon iitma-realization, must necessarily culminate in the 

iitma-realization of the jfilfnin, perhaps after death. The difference between the two is that for 

the kaivalyiirthin, liberation is understood as self-realization without necessarily involving the 

29 Gitabha$ya 3:20. 
30Gitaoha$ya 4:21. 
31 Gitabhii$ya 6:1-2. 
32Quoted in Stevenson, "Historical Change", 125. 
33 Sribhtf$ya 4.3.14, cited in Lipner, The Face of Truth, 109. 

390 



c 

c 

understanding that the soul is in an inseparable relationship with the Lord as its possessor. 

Stevenson clarifies that the kaivalyiirthin focuses on the difference between the iitmii and 

pralqti, while the jiiiinin focuses on the relationship between the self and the Lord.34 For 

the jiiiinin, liberation lies in attaining Brahman with iftma-realization as a secondary benefit, 

since the focus is on the knowledge that the Lord, as possessor of the soul, is worthy of 

worship. In Ramanuja's view, it is implicitly understood that self-realization must 

necessarily result in understanding the true relationship that obtains between the self and the 

Lord; however, as Lipner points out, the most direct route to attainment of Brahman is by 

way of devotion focussed on the Lord. This is so because the kaivalyiirthin must undergo 

the additional process of understanding the relationship between the soul and the Lord after 

attaining iftma-vision, while for the jiiiinin this is from the beginning his point of focus.35 

Indeed, in the Vediirthasa1pgraha, Ramanuja notes that attainment of the Lord includes the 

realization "of the proper form of the soul as released from all bonds of karman",36 thereby 

making it clear that for the jiiiinin, no additional step is required once the Lord is attained. 

Lipner has already discussed the major points regarding the attainment of liberation by the 

jiiiinin in his discussion: (i) that the jiiiinin is the model devotee; (ii) one desirous of attaining 

Brahman must resort to two know ledges, an indirect one and a direct one. (a) The indirect 

one is correct understanding through study of the scriptures37 under the guidance of a 

teacher. (b) The direct one is based on yoga, "takes on the nature of bhakti, also called 

'meditation' (upiisana), and [is] characterized by presentational experience of Brahman".38 If 

the indirect one is considered to be an intellectual and contemplative knowledge (jiiiina-yoga), 

it must be accompanied by a regime of works (karma-yoga), that is, the performance of all 

34stevenson, "Historical Change," 131. 
35see Lipner, The Face of Troth, 109ff. 
36Vedmthasaq1graha # 129, in van Buitenen, 286. 
37That is, the "Vedas, together with the six auxiliaries, the epics, the. puriD}as, the law-books 
and the systematic inquiry into these". See next note. 
38 Snbh~ya 1.2.23, quoted in Lipner, The Face of Troth, 113. 
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acts and duties pertaining to the VM9ifsramadharrna. (iii) The key difference between the 

kaivalyifrthin and the jiiiinin is that of intention: the latter undertakes both know ledges in 

order to serve and worship the Lord, thereby making the jiianin's combined discipline of 

knowledge and action a way of devotion (bhakti-yoga). 

Lipner terms the knowledge of the self experienced by the kaivalyifrthin "first-level atma

vision." In stark contrast to this is the knowledge of the self experienced by the jiiiinin, the 

"second-level atma-vision", in which the jiianin "takes sole delight in being entirely the 

Lord's accessory ."39 This experience is expressed thus by Ramanuja in Lipner's translation: 

We know that the knowledge intended to be enjoined as the [direct] means to 
release is a [worshipful] contemplation [upifsana] because there are 
[scriptural] initial and concluding statements which do not differentiate 
between 'knowing' and '[worshipfully] contemplating1• For example, [in 
ChiindUp, ill.l8.1] we have 'Let him [worshipfully] contemplate [upifsita]the 
mind as Brahman'; and [in ChiindUp, 111.18.3] 'He who knows [veda] thus, 
shines and glows with glory, fame and the radiance of Brahman.' ... Now this 
meditation [dhyiina] is of the form of a stream of unbroken calling-to-mind 
[=smrt:J], like the flow of oil; that is, it is a steady calling-to-mind .... This 
calling-to-mind is tantamount to seeing .... it is like seeing because of the 
predominance of imaging [bhavanif] in it. ... This kind of steady keeping-in-
mind [anusmrti] is designated by the word bhakti.40 

Lipner describes this bhakti par excellence to be, "epistemically, a steady imaging of the 

divine [supemal] form, so clear and vivid as to be presentational in character."41 This 

experience enables the devotee to make the transition, upon death, to final liberation when the 

soul proceeds to the highest lights. In this regard, important though this vision is in 

signifying that the devotee has been chosen by the Lord and is marked by his grace, it is not, 

according to Lipner, a direct vision of the Lord. Such a vision, Lipner remarks, is reserved 

for special occurrences such as the vision vouchsafed to Arjuna for which the latter was 

specially granted a divine eye with which to see the Lord in both his terrible and benign 

39Lipner, 17:!e Face of Troth, 114. The phrase capturing Ramanuja's sentiment is 8Seya~ata
ikarali. 
40snohlf$ya 1.1.1, in Lipner, The Face of Troth, 114-115. 
41upner, The Face of Truth, 115. 
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aspects. Lipner suggests that the direct vision of the Lord is rather to be reserved for final 

salvation or mok$a, which occurs after the physical death of the devotee, when all prior 

karman has been effaced. He bases his case on Ramanuja's usage of the term anusmrti in 

the above quotation, offering the view that although the prefix anu- indicates continuity, it 

also indicates the sense of sarpskara-based apprehension rather than direct perception. That 

is, the term anusm(ti 

connotes remembering on the basis of a cognitive impression (sarpskara) of 
some sort. Though the image-based bhakti experience of the Lord about 
which Ramanuja speaks here is not an ordinary remembrance, it is to contrast 
its representational (sarpskara-dependent) nature with the direct apprehension 
of the Lord that Ramanuja refers to is as (anu)smf(i. Nevertheless, he insists 
that it is a steady (and extremely vivid) experience.42 

From the above, it is clear that Lipner considers this bhakti experience or vision of the Lord 

to be "presentational in character", suggesting that it is really a representation of the actuality 

rather than the actuality itself. It can only be surmised, since Lipner does not elaborate here, 

that because this bhakti vision is sarpskara-dependent, it is still not the full awareness or 

vision that the devotee is capable of having once he is shorn of all connection with the guQas. 

For this reason, Lipner insists that the vision of the avatifric form is reserved for special 

occasions for which Kr~Qa provides Arjuna with the divine eye with which to perceive the 

Lord directly. Otherwise, this representational viewing of the divine consists of the Lord's 

divine supernal form. Above, in the chapter on Brahman, it has been noted that the divine 

supernal form is the prototype for the avatara form, that the latter is indeed like a holographic 

image of the former. Therefore, it may be questioned whether the representation of the 

divine supernal form viewed in the bhakti experience is indeed different from the vision of 

the avatifric form granted by Kr~l)a to Arjuna through the means of the "divine eye". 

42Lipner, The Face of Truth, n. 41, 171-172. 
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c Indeed, there are two issues to be explored here. First, does Lipner mean that because the . 

bhakti vision is sa.rpskara-dependent, that therefore, the vision of the divine in its actuality is 

not? In other words, that the mind (buddhi, manas) percolates the vision in such a manner 

that it acts as a filter through which the "true" vision is somehow hidden? This would be at 

odds with Ramanuja's notion that the supreme being must be known through attributes, on 

the one hand, and that the knower in all cases is the iftma, or soul, and that it is only 

ignorance in the form of antecedent kannan that gives the soul an erroneous impression of 

what it is and what its relation to Brahman is, on the other. It is difficult to see Lipner's point 

about the bhakti vision being saqJskarn-dependent, especially if the assumption is to be made 

that one who is able to attain bhakti vision must have realized his sattvic nature and have 

risen above his tamasic and rajasic natures. 

Second, does Lipner mean that even though the one who has been graced with bhakti vision 

has a representational perception of the Lord, because mok~a is to be fully realized only after 

death, the living bhakta is unable to exercise all the privileges that come with mok~. such as 

having his every will realized and so forth? If this be the case, then Lipner's point is clear, 

for as has been seen above, Ramanuja does appear to indicate that it is only with the 

separation of the soul from the physical, gupa-bound body that it is able to be led to the 

highest lights. Only then can the soul view the Lord and actualize all the privileges that are 

its by right. That is, even though the vision of the Lord has been vouchsafed while the 

bhakta is still in the physical world, it does not attain mok~a until after death. The issue, 

however, is whether the perception of the Lord while the bhakta is still attached to the body 

is any less that the perception it has once it has been freed from the body, that is, upon 

physical death. 

It is difficult to fmd a clear answer from Ramanuja. However, there are passages in his 

commentary on the Gitif that would appear to indicate that there are some yogis who do, 

C through the grace of the Lord, acquire the kind of divine eye favoured to Arjuna and are able 
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to see the Lord. In his commentary on Gitii 6:47, Ramanuja describes a type of yogin who, 

out of his overflowing love for Kr~Qa (=avatiira, =Brahman) has his mind (manas) merged in 

Kr~Qa. In his gloss on ai)tariitma, "inmosf', Ramanuja identifies this mind as being the 

receptacle of all external and internal experiences. This bhakta's desire and longing for the 

divine being is so acute as to render him unable "to tolerate a moment's separation from 

Me."43 Ramanuja then goes on to describe this "Me", and in this description are included 

the Brahman for whom the universe is emanated, sustained and withdrawn for sport; the 

Brahman of $8-{fgu{Ja description; the Brahman of countless auspicious attributes; the Lord 

(bhagaviin); the avatiira whereby the Lord became perceptible; and so forth. Another 

description is found in the commentary to Gitii 9:34: "Fix thy heart on Me", in which 

Ramanuja describes the Lord primarily as the divine supernal being.44 Since a being of such 

description is the focus of meditation for the bhakta, it may be assumed that, for Ramiinuja, 

the vision the bhakta has of the Lord will correspond to these qualities, to such an extent that 

indeed, the bhakta is unable to tolerate a moment without seeing the Lord. Indeed, in his 

commentary on Gitii 4:8, Ramanuja clearly states one of the chief purposes for which the 

avatiiras descend: 

They [the siidhus] are those who feel that without seeing Me--Whose names 
and wonderful works transcend the powers of speech and mind-they cannot 
live and move, cannot support their very being. They are those to whom a 
single moment of My absence from their memory, is as it were akalpa.45 

Earlier, mention has already been made of those times when the avatiira is not physically 

present in the world. In his commentary on Gitii 4: 11, Ramanuja clarifies that to the bhakta, 

the Lord makes himself available "By whatever conception they choose to seek Me",46 

which, as suggested earlier, is in all likelihood a reference to the temple image of the deity, 

43Gltaohif$ya, in Govindacharya, 221. 
44Ibid., 314-315. 
45Ibid., 141. 
461bid., 144. 

395 



c the arcii. The vividness of the bhakta's vision is, no doubt, informed by the mental 

conception of the Lord formed by the bhakta in his preparatory learning and by the images 

surrounding him, whether textual or physical; however, if the vision is one granted by the 

Lord, then it may be argued that it is as veridical as the vision that the bhakta will experience 

in his state of mok~a. Any difference is likely to be rooted in the bhakta's capacity to see, 

depending upon the degree of his prior karmic interference. In this respect, Lipner's 

comments are pertinent: that the full reality of the vision held by the released soul may differ 

in degree of fullness from the vivid vision experienced by the bhakta still in his physical 

body. 

In sum, then, it is crucial to Ramanuja's theology that the devotee par excellence is one who 

gains liberation as part of his devotion to the Lord: his focus is not on gaining heaven or 

other fruits, nor entirely on escaping the wheel of sarpsiira. Rather, it is on training all his 

life's activity, mental, physical or otherwise, in serving the Lord. Within such a framework, a 

conception of the supreme being that is vivid, tangible, accessible and replete with attributes 

that the devotee can relate to is shown to be of paramount importance to Ranwmja, for 

whom the culmination of the human experience is to be graced with a vision of the supreme 

being, imaged both in the ineffable plenitude of Brahman and in the specific attributes of 

Brahman as cause of the universe, inner ruler, divine supernal being, avatara, and by 

extension, arcii. 
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Section IV 

Conclusion 

In the Introduction, I stated that my aim was to examine a key concept in two different 

religio-cultural traditions, the concept of the divinized human being (theanthropos), with a 

view to determining whether: (i) the study of two significantly different religious traditions 

with respect to the concept of theanthropos could contribute to the development of a general 

typology of divine-human configurations; and (ii) the identification made in the Satpanth 

ginifn literature between imiim and avatiira has any philosophical basis. 

In the previous two sections an attempt has been made to examine the notions of imiim and 

avatiira within the philosophical structures ofNa~ir al-Din 'fiisi and Ramanuja, respectively. 

This task has been undertaken by investigating the thought of each thinker in terms of four 

philosophical categories, namely, ontology, psychology, epistemology and salvation. In my 

approach toward each thinker, I have been guided by Wilfred Cantwell Smith's 

commendation when speaking of the enterprise of comparative religion that: 

We must learn what precisely have been and are the doctrines ... of the world's 
various communities. We must further endeavour to know what these things 
have meant to the system's adherents .... The purpose, then, is ... to understand 
with imaginative sympathy the significance of [the religious forms] in the 
religious life of those for whom they have been avenues of faith. I 

What follows is a comparison and analysis of the two thinkers under study with respect to 

the four categories examined in the previous two sections. Proceeding from that I will 

attempt to address the Satpanth question. Then I will raise, on the basis of the research 

conducted in this study, some questions that may be asked when developing a typOlogy of 

divine-humanconfigurations. 

1Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The Faith of Other Men (New York: Harper & Row, 1972 (first 
published elsewhere 1962), 15-16. 
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Ontology 

With respect to the ontologies of these two thinkers, there are several issues that are 

paramount for both of them. These can be identified as the following: the need to establish 

the supremacy of the divine, supreme being; reflections on the capacity of language to 

communicate information about that being; and the relationship of that being to the world 

broadly conceived both in its material and psychic aspects. 

Divinity 

Both Tusi and Ramrumja acknowledge that there is something omnipotent and omniscient 

that far surpasses anything in mundane existence and which, indeed, is the mainstay of 

existence itself. Tusi draws upon the Qur~anic formula, Alliihu akbar, God is great, to 

clarify his understanding of God. This phrase signifies for him that God is far beyond 

anything within human conception as He is above relationality, since relationality implies the 

notion of a dyad. Therefore, God cannot be spoken of in ways that would include 

oppositions such as existence/non-existence, cause/effect and the like. In his view, the 

philosophers concept of God as the First Cause is erroneous. For him, God is unique, the 

notion of uniqueness itself being understood as a human construct. 

Ramanuja takes recourse to the etymological meaning contained within the word Brahman, 

for "the word Brahman is seen to derive its meaning from the association of brhattva, i.e. 

greatness ... ."2 He further elaborates that this association with greatness signifies that 

Brahman alone is "the Lord of All. "3 The point to be noted here is that both Tfisi and 

Ram~uja express the supremacy of the divine supreme being-Allah and Brahman, 

2Snbhii$ya 1.1.1 in Rangacharya and Aiyangar, 3. 
3Jbid., 4. 
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respectively-in associating the notion of greatness with it, and in clearly distinguishing 

such a being from creaturely properties. Tu si establishes this point by declaring that Allah is 

beyond any creaturely conception of him, while Ramanuja expresses this by emphasizing 

that Brahman's greatness is such that he alone is the Lord of everything else. 

Language 

We have noted in the relevant sections above that in order to safeguard Allah's uniqueness 

and primacy, Tu si follows the course, to be understood in the context of contemporaneous 

Muslim discussions, that God is above attributes. In his view, human language is such that 

it is confined to the limits of the human intellect, and it would be preposterous to entertain 

the view that Allah could be understood by the limited human mind, since the notion of 

understanding connotes the idea of encompassing, and God cannot be encompassed by 

anything. Thus, the very concept of Allah is such that it is beyond the reach of the human 

intellect. Ontologically, this is expressed in the notion that Allah stands far above the 

Universal Intellect, of which the human intellect is merely a trace. The process by which the 

Universal Intellect (cAql-i Kull) comes into being is through the mediation of God's divine 

Word (Kalimah) or the divine Command (Amr), and the relationship between Allah and his 

divine Command or Word remains a mystery unfathomable even to the Universal Intellect. 

As a Muslim, Tusi has to affirm that God created the world, for to say that there was a time 

when God was not a creator would imply imperfection in his being. God's act of creation is 

termed ibdiic, to bring something into being. However, he locates ibdiic in the Amror 

divine Command, leaving the relationship between God and his Amr in the realm of 

mystery, not amenable to any rational explanation or understanding. He specifies simply 

that this creation ex nihilo-ibdii~oes not mean creation out of nothing, but creation out 

of something to which existence or other creaturely attributes cannot be applied. With 

respect to the actual mechanics of the creative process, humans must take recourse to 

metaphors and similes. Thus, existents are said to emanate from the divine Command or 
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Amr, and the simile most often used is that of light: the Amr radiates light. The ftrst 

existent to come into being through ibdac is the Universal Intellect, which then proceeds, 

with the Amr's help (ta~yld) and emanation (fayfj) to initiate the processes by which the rest 

of creation comes into being. This involves another creative process known as ikhtirifc (lit. 

"to split, break apart") through which the world of multiplicity is brought into being. 'fiisi's 

intent in all of this is to establish Allah's supremacy, not only with respect to humans, but 

with respect to the entirety of created existents. That is, God's position as creator, on the one 

hand, is maintained by the act of ibdac, which in itself is a divine mystery but which, 

nonetheless, affmns a connection, through the fayf) (emanation) of the divine Command, 

with the remainder of creation. By locating ibdac within the sphere of the divine Command 

(Amr), Tusi attempts to maintain God's position as supreme by suggesting that he is outside 

any system. At the same time, God is connected to His creation in a mysterious way 

through His Command. It may be noted here, in passing, that the notion of ibdac has 

puzzled scholars, and Majid Fakhry even goes so far as to remark that it is not a satisfactory 

explanation at all. At the same time, it must be noted that Tfisi is probably following the 

notion of the unknowable God as a development of Plotinian conceptions in attempting to 

retain both his concern as a Muslim that God be safeguarded from anything that would 

compromise the notion of his uniqueness or taw~fd, and his concern as a philosopher that 

the universe is an ordered entity that has come into being according to systematic laws. 

Ramanuja could, conceivably, have followed in his illustrious predecessor Satikara's 

footsteps, and also argued that Brahman is above attributes by adopting the nirgul)a position 

the latter was famed for. However, he chose to deal with the notion of Brahman's 

supremacy in a different way, as we have seen above, largely because of his assertion that 

the whole point of sacred texts is to impart valid information about Brahman. In his view, 

language is preterhuman, and all words ftnd their ultimate referent in Brahman. Ramanuja 

wants to establish at one and the same time that Brahman is supreme, and also that scripture 

gives us valid information about Brahman. Thus, Ramanuja argued that Brahman is the 
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c reservoir of all illustrious attributes, and he calls upon the evidence of Taittiriya Upani$ad 

II.l.l., "The Brahman is Existence, Knowledge, Infinity", to declare that "Brahman, whose 

true nature is made out from the creation, etc., of the world, is defined as being different 

from all other things; and thus there is [here] not fallacy of reciprocal dependence. "4 (We 

may note here that it is this "reciprocal dependence" that TUsi attempts to avert by declaring 

that God is above all creaturely attribution.) Further, in his view, the Advaitin nirgupa 

Brahman necessarily implies that the source of the world is nescience (avidyii), and this 

would imply that Brahman would have to be a witness to this avidya By this very 

assertion, it is clear that something without attributes cannot be established (as here we have 

the attribute of being a witness), nor is it logically tenable that Brahman would be witness to 

avidyii. Indeed, if anything, Brahman is a witness precisely because it has the character of 

luminosity, which distinguishes its possessor from non-intelligence, thereby endowing it 

with the "nature of what makes itself and other things fit to be realized".5 However, 

Ramanuja's view that Brahman can be known through scripture does not necessarily lead to 

the conclusion that Brahman is like his creatures. There is still an ontological distinction to 

be drawn between creatures and Brahman; at all times, whether in their subtle state or in 

their manifested state, creatures are nothing more than the body of Brahman, but never 

identifiable with his essence. 

This discussion is not intended to imply that TUsi's position was akin to Sarikara's, and that, 

therefore, Ramanuja's dialectic against Sarikara's position should be levelled in entirety 

against TUsi as well. We make this point because this example illustrates in small measure 

the immense difficulty of comparative work: a comparison undertaken without careful 

attention to the specifics of the history of the development of the idea can lead the 

investigator into drawing careless conclusions based on apparent similarity. Rather, the 

41bid., 200. 
5Ibid., 201. 

401 



c 

c 

comparison undertaken here must be based on the intent of each of our two thinkers. Both 

Tfisi and Ramanuja assert that there is a divine, supreme being; and both establish his 

supremacy in different ways, drawing upon their specific intellectual and scriptural 

traditions. 

Scripture and Interpretation 

The issue remains, in Tfisi's case, how is God to be known? While this question will be 

. taken up further in the comparison of epistemology, suffice it here to say that Allah can only 

be known to the extent that the most noble of existents, the Universal Intellect, can know 

him. Tfisi maintains this view largely due to the Muslim assertion that God's oneness or 

tawtJid must be maintained, as this is one of the central features of Qur~anic theology. The 

question must be posed whether for Tfisi Quf3anic language is held to be sacred language in 

the manner that scriptural language is held to be sacred by Ramanuja. For Tfisi the answer 

is clearly yes, that Qur~anic language is sacred; however, the many mysteries and meanings 

contained in the Quraan must be interpreted by one who is qualified to do so, and one who 

understands the divine mysteries encapsulated in that language. Moreover, for him revealed 

scripture stands in need of an authority that will continually interpret it for the community, 

from age to age, abrogating the interpretation of a former age if necessary. Moreover, the 

spiritual authority of the Prophet regarding the tanzfl is to be continued, after the Prophet's 

death, in the spiritual authority of the imiim regarding the tacwiJ, the symbolic meaning of 

that scripture. This symbolic meaning is to be communicated through divinely-assisted 

(ta 3yidl) instruction, viz. tacJim. The notion of ta3wil is central to Tfisi's understanding of 

how scripture is to be correctly understood, and also how correct knowledge of God is to be 

attainedandarticulated. 

Ramanuja is not unaware of the timeliness of scriptural interpretation. For him, too, 

although scripture affords knowledge about Brahman and lays down the duties that must be 

performed, it is clear that scripture must be interpreted in a manner that will integrate all the 
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question of finding integrity, that is, homogeneity of meaning in scripture, by declaring, in 

his Sn1Jhii~ya, albeit briefly, that the Vedas must be memorized under the guidance of a 

teacher. Such a teacher "must be born of noble lineage, accustomed to pious observances, 

possessed of spiritual qualities, and also having a thorough knowledge of the V edas. "6 

Once the V edas have been learnt through oral recitation, then the student must, of his own 

choosing, commence on the "hearing", that is, the study of the prior Mimiitpsa, after which 

he will observe "the insignificant and impermanent character of the result of works. "7 

Thereafter, he will become qualified for the study of the posterior Mimiitpsa, which is an 

enquiry into Vedantic texts. In this connection, Ramanuja cites a scriptural passage8 in 

which the importance of the role of the preceptor is outlined: 

Having examined the worlds secured by Karman, a Brahman-Knower 
should become disgusted; there is no 'unmade' [immortality] by the 'made' 
[Karmans]. In order to know this, he should approach with the sacrificial 
fuel in hand [as a present] the teacher alone well-versed in the three Vedas 
[and] fully devoted to Brahman. 

That wise one [the teacher] explained to him who has come near [as a 
student] with his mind extremely well-pacified, endowed with tranquility
the Reality [Existent] by which he knows the indestructible Pwu~a-that 
knowledge of Brahman in its reality. 9 

Ramanuja glosses here that "should speak" in the above passage means "to teach." Here, he 

clearly displays the importance of the interpretation of the Vedanta (largely Upani~adic) 

passages by someone who is both intellectually learned and spiritually experienced in 

Brahman. No doubt, his own preceptors were considered to be just such men, who were 

both learned and had tasted of the indestructible nature of the "changeless" mentioned in the 

quote above. The point being made here is that although Ramanuja does not mention the 

6Ibid., 6. 
?Ibid .• 6. 
8Mup{iaka Upani$ad 1.212-13; ibid., 7. 
9cited in Sno~ya 1.1.1, in Kannarkar, 6. 

403 



c 

c 

preceptor or guru to any great extent in the Snbhii$ya, this one mention is significant in 

belying the importance of correct interpretation of the scriptures to him. Indeed, the whole 

of the Snohif$ya is a testament to the importance of correct interpretation since it deals in 

large part with differing intellectual positions based on the same scripture. 

Creator and Created-Perfection and Evil 

Another set of issues that both authors have to deal with in their ontological frameworks are 

those concerning the relationship of the divine supreme being with the world of creation. 

How each thinker conceives of this relationship will have a bearing, firstly, on the question 

of evil, which is a feature of the created world. If the world is ontologically connected to the 

supreme being, then the supreme being becomes liable to being considered the source of 

evil, a position that would not be allowable in any theology that conceives of the supreme 

being as pure goodness. Secondly, this relationship will have an impact on the question of 

divine perfection as a state that necessitates immutability. That is, if the world is thought to 

be created by the supreme being, then the question may be raised regarding what change 

occurred in the divine being to cause it to create. The change from one state to another 

would indicate that if only one state is considered to be expressive of perfection, then any 

other state implies either greater perfection-in which case the first state was not perfect; or 

lesser perfection-in which case the creator aspect of divinity is less than perfect. 

Concomitant with the problem regarding the immutability of the divine is the idea that the 

world is eternal, for if it is eternal, then this avoids the problem of the change that brought 

about creation. However, this then raises the third problem of the uniqueness or oneness of 

the divine being. If the world is eternal, then the uniqueness of the divine being is 

compromised; if it is not, then the perfection of the divine being is compromised if 

perfection is thought of as being unique. 

In order to safeguard Allah from having any relationship with evil whatsoever, Tiisi first 

clearly establishes that God is ontologically distinct from the created world; indeed, his 
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existence is a mystery that cannot be probed. However, through His Command, God is able 

to will creation into existence, and, as mentioned earlier, the notion of Word or Command is 

a simile that humans take recourse to concerning that which is beyond our ken. This 

command exerts a kind of existentiating influence over everything that is created, and the 

hierarchy in which things or existents are created determines the level of knowledge that 

thing has about the divine. He images evil as that which is incapable of accepting any divine 

influence whatsoever, a notion that we have identified as a philosophical rather than moral 

evil. Moral evil, for him, is brought about by the inability-unwillingness-of the human 

being to accept and obey the commandments of the prophets and those who are authorized 

to interpret the scripture. For Tiisi, then, evil does not have a substantive basis; rather it is 

the absence of something else, comparable perhaps to the absence of light that causes 

darkness. 

Tiisi, then; is faced with the problem that although he has to assert an ontological connection 

between God and the world in order to maintain that God is a creator, he has to bear in mind 

· that doing so would impute evil to God, even if that evil is conceived of as an absence of 

something. It is perhaps for this reason that he introduces the idea of the twofold aspects of 

creation, ibdac and ikhtirac, and concomitant with this, the notion of mediation. Ibdii', which 

he is careful to locate in the sphere of the divine command, for reasons outlined above, 

brings into existence something that can be conceived of as perfect, but nonetheless, 

something that is created, that is, the Universal Intellect. Existents that proceed from the 

Universal Intellect do so through the process of ikhtirlic; moreover, each existent that comes 

into being now has mediaries that came into being prior to it. Thus, the degree of perfection 

attached to each existent is in conformity with its position in the hierarchy of existence. The 

last existent to be brought into being is, therefore, not only the least perfect, but is also, 

paradoxically, the end toward which the entire processes of creation were initiated in the frrst 

place. In the relevant discussions above, it has already been noted that Tiisi identifies the 

human being as the summation of all creation, and the last to enter the scene of creation. 
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c Thus, although the human being actually is the least perfect of all the existents that have 

emanated into being through the agency of the various existents that came into being prior to 

it, nonetheless it has the potential to be perfect by virtue of the fact that it bears a trace of the 

first existent, the Universal Intellect, which, as mentioned above, is the most perfect of all 

created existents. The problem of evil, then, is not something that is directly attributable to 

God-whose creation is perfect. Rather, it is attributable to the potency contained within the 

Universal Intellect to create through ikhtirii': it is itself perfect, but as a creature, and 

because it is not God, it is unable to bring things into existence that would be perfect, even 

though they may contain the potential for perfection. In this way, God's power, manifested 

as the ta 3yld (assistance) and fay(! (emanation) of his Command, the Amr, can be conceived 

of as a reservoir that is readily available to the Universal Intellect, which uses it to the best of 

its ability, but which is made increasingly less available to each existent as it proceeds into 

existence by virtue of that existent's own deficiency resulting from its place in the hierarchy 

of creation. 

In viewing Tiisi's ontological structure, then, it becomes clear that the divine Command 

(Amr) plays a pivotal role. It is the only link between God and his creation, a link that is 

mysterious and not amenable to creaturely conceptions. It affirms, on the one hand, that 

there is something to which creaturely attributes cannot be applied, and on the other, that 

creatures owe their existence to God. Without the Amr, God's creative aspect cannot be 

made manifest, and with it, creatures are able to affirm that there is a God, without falling 

into the problems outlined above caused by the Qur~anic assertion of God's uniqueness or 

Turning to Ramanuja, then, how are the issues of the world's eternality and the problem of 

evil handled by him in his ontological framework? To a certain extent, the problem of the 

eternality of the world does not arise for Ramanuja due to the manner in which the 
,..... 
~ relationship between Brahman and the world is conceptualized. Brahman, puru~a (cit) and 
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pralqti (acit) are envisioned as three eternal entities or tattvas; Brahman being that entity 

upon whom the subsistence of the remaining two entities depends. The relationship is 

understood as that of body-possessor of body (sarira-sarlrin); that is, Brahman is the 

possessor of his body, which is made up of puru$a and pralqti. In their subtle state, these 

latter two entities are so subtle as to be indistinguishable from Brahman to the extent that it 

can be said that Brahman is one. Creation is understood as the process by which Brahman 

brings these two entities into manifestation from their previously unmanifest or subtle state. 

Having brought these entities into manifestation, which necessarily involves a process by 

which puru$8 and pralqti are joined, the relationship between the now manifest world of 

name and form and Brahman-as-antaryamin continues to be imaged as that between body 

and possessor of body (sarlra-saririn). Thus, the question of the eternality of the world 

does not arise; only the question of the eternality of the world of name and form. 

Approached differently, what is it that impelled Brahman to transform the psychic and 

material constituents of the world of name and form, from their previously unmanifest state? 

Ramanuja finds the answer to this in a scriptural passage that indicates simply that sat, that 

is, Brahman, desired to be many, for the sake of his sport (lila). Since Brahman has 

sarpkalpa, the ability to have his every will or desire realized, the processes of 

transformation begin to take place. Again, this process is not viewed as creation ex nihilo; 

rather, it is a transformation of entities that are already present, albeit in a subtle state. This 

sarpkalpa, along with the cyclical nature of creation (or transformation) removes the problem 

of divine perfection being understood as a static mode of being that alone connotes 

perfection. The very idea of divine perfection with respect to Brahman entails that Brahman 

be viewed as dynamic, as indeed he must be in order to have his every will realized, for the 

notion of will itself suggests that different ends may be willed. Moreover, the notion of 

beginningless karman ensures that each time Brahman wills the transformation of subtle 

entities into the world of name and form, a diversity of forms will ensue; indeed, one may 

speculate that the same world will never be created twice. 
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The distinction between the body and the possessor of body also enables the locus of 

karman to be placed within the realm of the body. Ignorance, or avidyif, which leads a 

person to commit evil acts, is understood by Ramanuja as the antecedent non-existence of 

knowledge, rather like the state of darkness that is dispelled when light is introduced. 

Ramanuja does not accord this state of darkness the privilege of existence; that is, it has no 

substantive being. The karmic residue of the soul is what is made evident when the soul 

attaches to matter, in the manner outlined in the chapter on epistemology above. Inherent 

tendencies in matter (the three gwJas) impel the soul to act in a certain manner, by virtue of 

the permission granted to it by the antaryifmin. However, the soul is not bound to act in a 

mechanical manner according to the impulses directed toward it by its body; rather, it has 

access, through scripture, to acting in a manner that will free it from its bondage to matter. 

The soul has the capacity to act freely; however, this very freedom of action is granted to it 

. by permission of the antaryifmin, the inner controller. 

By locating the problem of evil within the body, Ramanuja frees the possessor of the 

body-the antaryifmin, the divine being-from being the source of evil. He has already 

identified Brahman as being the antithesis of all evil, of being stainless (amalatva); and the 

antaryifmin, who is an infinitesimal portion of Brahman, retains these attributes. Indeed, 

Ramanuja asserts in his discussions of the avatara form of the divine that the supreme being 

goes so far as to take on, out of compassion for creatures, the generic form of creatures 

(whether as avatiira or as area) in order to enable worshippers to see him and to protect the 

good and destroy evil-doers. That is, this generic form serves as yet another way through 

which scriptural teaching may be communicated, with respect to what and how actions 

should be undertaken in order to break the soul's bondage to matter, ultimately resulting in 

the soul's freedom from the cycle of sarpsifra. 

Thus, with respect to ontological dependence, it can be said that Tilsi conceives the world's 

C ontological dependence to lie, ultimately, in the Amr or divine Command. For Ramanuja, 
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the world's ontological dependence lies on the antaryiimin form of Brahman, that is, that 

aspect described as an infinitesimal portion of himself with which he enters .and sustains the 

transformed subtle entities that were previously absorbed into him. Both thinkers seek to 

establish the supreme being's lordship over creatures and affirm his disassociation with evil, 

or for that matter, any ontological link with creation that would place the phenomenal world 

within the ipseity of the supreme being. Within their cultural contexts, their approaches 

toward safeguarding the freedom of the supreme being from the world of creation differ; 

Tusi denies the attribution of any creaturely conceptions to Allah and views language as a 

metaphor by which humans can merely approximate divine reality, while Ramanuja calls 

upon the metaphor of the body-possessor of body to distinguish Brahman from the 

remaining two eternal tattvas in their subtle state, and antaryiimin from the kanna-bound 

entities in their gross state. In other words, both thinkers strive to maintain the ontological 

othemess of the divine supreme being, while simultaneously affirming that, nonetheless, the 

world of creation-bearing in mind the nuances that the term "creation" has in each 

context-is ontologically dependent on the divine supreme being. For Tusi, the referent for 

this ontological dependence is the amr, while for Ramanuja, it is the antaryiimin. Although 

both amr and antaryiimin are non-distinguishable from Allah and Brahman, respectively, 

with respect to divine ipseity and from the point of view of the human, they must be 

distinguished, since Allah is far above or removed (munazzah) from what creatures can 

attribute to him, and Brahman extends far beyond the antaryiimin, who constitutes only an 

infinitesimal portion of him even if he is not qualitatively different. 

lmiim and A vatar&-Ontic Status 

The question remains, though, regarding the ontic status of the imiim and the avatiira. How 

do each of our thinkers conceive of these figures? Tu si conceives of the divine pleroma or 

macrocosm as consisting of the Amr, the 'Aql-i Kull, and the Nafs-i Kull (the divine 

Command, the Universal Intellect, and the Universal Soul, respectively). In his view, the 

409 



c 

c 

macrocosm must find manifestation in the microcosm, that is, the world of humans. 

. Accordingly, among human beings, there is a representative of each of these spiritual 

personages constituting the macrocosm. The Universal Soul is represented by the Prophet, 

the Universal Intellect by the J;mjjat("Proof'), and the divine Command, Amr, by the imiim. 

However, the Amr is not considered an existent by Tiisi; rather, the Amr is what gives the 

first existent its being; that is, it is the instaurator of that first, perfect existent, the Universal 

Intellect. In this respect, the Amr is beyond attribution, for what can be said of it is beyond 

the purview of the Intellect. The Intellect can say or do nothing more than· affirm through 

submission to the Amr that it knows that there is something beyond itself without being 

able to specify what that something is. At the same time, however, the Universal Intellect 

receives its powers from the Amr and is able, thereby, to conceive of the entirety of created 

existents, a conception that initiates the coming into existence of all that follows and 

ultimately makes up the world of phenomena. 

Similarly, although in this realm of dissemblance and dissimulation the imiim appears as a 

human being, in reality, according to Tu si, the imiim never has come to this world and never 

will. In other words, although the Universal Intellect affirms that beyond itself there is the 

Amr (since the Amr is responsible for its instauration), it is unable to attribute existence to 

it, since the Amr is beyond attribution. Similarly, although the lluiiah-and other mortals

may affmn that there is an imam, in reality, it is impossible to attribute any characteristic, 

including existence, to him because only the imiim knows the truth about his own essence. 

At the same time, however, it must be kept in mind that just as without the Amr the whole 

macrocosm would have been non-existent, so too, without the imam, the category of every 

form of existence in which the imam appears would not exist. That is, although the imiim 

has no connection with this relative world, at the same time, he takes on manifestation 

(ta?ifhuri diirad) in every category of existence in order to enable the existence of such 

categories. What is being established here is that although the imam is ontologically other 

than the world of created being, nonetheless that world is ontologically dependent upon him 
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and has access to his manifested form, which albeit human in appearance must not be 

mistaken as human-or this-worldly-in reality. 

Ramanuja is equally concerned with differentiating the avatiira from the kannan and gu{Ja

bound world of name and form, even though to this world the avatiira appears human and, 

indeed, as reported in the Gita, is mistaken by fools to be so. The avatiira is the 

manifestation in the world of name and form of the eternal supernal manifestation of 

Brahman in the highest heaven, a form in which Brahman is eternally worshipped by 

countless hosts as Vi~Qu-Naraya.Qa. Why does Ramanuja have this duality of divinity in 

each of two spheres, eternal and transient, respectively? As outlined in the section m, 

chapter 1 above, Ramanuja speaks of Brahman as having an eternal manifestation-divya 

Tiipa--as a golden-hued Person who is the object of worship. In the temporal realm of 

name and form, Brahman is present in the world as antaryamin, the Inner Ruler and, as 

Lipner has pointed out, structurally, this aspect of Brahman is saipsifra-contingent. That is, 

there is no need for this form when the world of name and form is collapsed. Alongside 

this aspect, there is the manifestation of the divya riipa in the temporal realm as avatiira, a 

form taken on by the divya rilpa out of compassion for the reasons already discussed earlier, 

one of which is to provide access to the divine to those humans who cannot remain without 

sight of him for even an instant. While the avatifra-whatever its form, whether fish, man

lion or human--descends and withdraws at will, our discussion has shown that Ramanuja, 

in his discussion of Kr~Qa, the avatifra in human form, does obliquely address the concern 

that at his withdrawal humans would be deprived of "an object for men's sights to see." His 

resolution is to point the way toward the area form or consecrated image of the deity that is 

the focal point of temple worship, and his successors did, in fact, accept the area form as 

constituting one of the five legitimate forms of the supreme being. The multiple 

manifestations of the supreme being were not, for Ramanuja, implausible because he located 

authority for them in the scriptures, all of which, according to him, constituted one scripture. 

Hence, differing descriptions of the supreme being were all to be understood as referring to 

411 



c 

c 

the same stainless supreme being. Further, he located the source of multiplicity of 

manifestation in Brahman's power to have his every will realized, satyasarpkalpa. In 

addition, the grammatical rule of samifnifdhikaravya, correlative predication, applied to all the 

multiple manifestations of Brahman, that is, the rule of applying several terms to the same 

object. The five essential attributes of Brahman are such that they are defmed only with 

respect to himself, rendering the notion of Brahman inviolable from human conceptions of 

him, thereby underscoring his greatness. 

As a religious philosopher, it would also not have escaped his notice that the divya riipa 

served to put a face on an otherwise faceless Brahman, especially given the competing 

Advaitin emphasis on Brahman as neti neti, "not this, nor this". Although Ramanuja 

interprets this emphasis on nirgu{Ja Brahman as meaning that Brahman is stainless, since 

texts stating so "pertain to the negation of the defiling qualities of material nature",lO 

nonetheless, the divya riipa also served to give powerful expression to a deity that was 

eminently worthy of worship and accessible in human terms. Correspondingly, the avatifra 

and the area form make more readily available to the worshipper a vision of the divine that 

cannot be easily accessed in the antaryifmin form. It must be noted that Ramanuja did not 

necessarily construct the architecture of divinity in such terms as are found here; rather, our 

point is that the divergent textual materials he tries to integrate into a univalent whole can 

cause philosophical problems, which Ramanuja has attempted to deal with as best as he can. 

That is, the divya riipa is the manifestation of something that by its very nature of greatness. 

cannot be manifested in any form that would limit it. As stated above, Ramanuja calls to the 

defence of this and other manifestations the notions of satyasarpkalpa and sifmifnadhikara{Ja. 

To return to the avatifra, then, Ramanuja establishes that the avatifra-and by extension, 

arcii-is from the divya riipa or supernal manifestation of Brahman. Further, the avatifra 

lOcarman, The Theology, 105. 
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c does not abandon his proper nature (svaklyam-svabhiivam) even though he takes on a 

generic form (sarpsthiina) resembling the human. In ontological terms, we take this to mean 

that the avatara is still ontologically other than the human, in the same manner that Brahman 

is other than the world. This notion is further buttressed by the fact that the body inhabited 

by the avatara is not made of the stuff common bodies are made of, that is, he is not kannan

bound in any way. Indeed, Kr~JJa's assertions that he is beyond k~etra and k~etrajiia, 

beyond pralqti and puru$a, beyond ak$ara and k$ara may be read as reminding the viewer 

of the avatiira what he really represents. 

Psychology 

Ontic Status of the Human Soul 

In the chain of existence, the human species occupies for Tusi the position of being the apex 

of created entities; it marks the summation of the Universal Intellect's conception of the order 

of being. Indeed, the human being is identified as being "the main object of the forces of the 

Nafs-i Kulli (Universal Soul) .... "11 However, this high status is tempered by the equally 

strong notion found in Tusi that the human being is the chief of creatures precisely because 

he or she is endowed with the potential for attaining perfection, imaged as an ability to be 

self-sufficient,12 to see things clearly, and to experience blissfully a paradisiacal state. The 

body serves as a vehicle through which the soul may be manifested, while the soul itself 

constitutes the material out of which another form that may attain perfection under the 

mastery of the intellect may be constructed. 

For Ramanuja, human beings are embodied souls who are enmeshed in varying degrees of 

self-awareness and Brahman-awareness. All souls have, in their proper form, knowledge 

and beatitude. However, in their embodied states as jlviitmans in the phenomenal world of 

11T 34, P 14. 
12T 54, P 41; B 165. 
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name and form, they become oblivious of their essential nature, due to the contraction of 

their consciousness. This is so because, as a result of their previous stock of karman, their 

souls entered forms of matter that are composite configurations of the three gupas, sattva, 

rajas, and tamas. Each of the gupas impels the human soul to behave in a certain manner; 

thus, sattva impels the soul to do good, rajas, to act in a passionate manner, while tamas 

exercises a pull toward performing evil acts. The level of karmic residue pertinent to each 

soul as it lay in its subtle state-that is, before "creation"-determines the kind of matter to 

which a particular soul will be conjoined. As a result, the human condition is such that 

souls are led-by their attachment to matter-into the erroneous perception that they are 

identified with their bodies, and, acting out of such ignorance, commit acts that will further 

bind them to sarpsiira, or the wheel of birth, death and rebirth. 

However, although attachment to the body is a sign of the human soul's bondage, it is at the 

same time, the means through which the soul may escape this bondage. For Ramanuja, the 

highest human purpose in life is to attain to Brahman. This constitutes mok$8, and the 

means to this is to know the real nature of both the soul and of Brahman. However, this 

knowledge has two facets: (a) preparation in the form of knowledge accessible through the 

study of the scriptures, bearing in mind that by knowledge Ramanuja does not mean the 

syntactical meaning of the scriptures but, rather, upiisana; and (b) the knowledge vouchsafed 

to the devotee by the Lord himself. Those who are well-versed in the doctrines of the 

Vedas, in this case, the Visi~tadvaitins, come to the realization that three modes of the 

supreme being must be distinguished-(i) that he is the object, pralqti, the substratum of 

transformations; (ii) that he is the subject, puru$a, that which enjoys; and (iii) that he is the 

inner ruler "of the above subject and object and, in essence, the abode of immeasurable 

virtues. "13 This threefold classification points to the relationship that obtains between the 

inner ruler, pralqti and puru~a; the inner ruler is the possessor of the body that is composed 

13 VedMthasaq1graha #87, in van Buitenen, 245-246. 

414 



c 

c 

of the joining of pralqti and puru$a. This knowledge underpins the attitude with which the 

duties enjoined for one's caste and stage in life (varvif§ramadharma) are to be carried out. 

and by engaging in worship of the divine (upifsana), the human soul may act so as to deplete 

the residue of evil karman. Having attempted to do so, the jiviftman is predisposed by the 

antaryiimin to act in a manner that pleases Him, and is now prepared to receive the Lord's 

grace, if He so chooses, and, thereby, escape from the coils of sarpsifra. 

Thus, it is clear that both thinkers, Tu si and Ramanuja, view human existence as one stage in 

an ongoing process, although. their formulations and the details of their views on the 

characteristics of the human soul are quite different. Tusi, by and large, views the human 

being as the most noble of creations, although he sees the phenomenal world as one of 

dissemblance (mushifbahat), where good and evil are mixed together. He sees the human 

soul's attachment to matter as a positive expression of divine creative energy, for the body is 

essential to the manifestation of the soul. However, such a positive cast may be rendered 

negative if the soul uses its connection with the body to concern itself with corporeal things 

and becomes enchanted by them. Matter, after all, does not have the capacity to act, only to 

accept influence, and, as such, it is evil in the philosophic sense. Rather, Tiisi says it is 

imperative that the soul pay attention to the development of its intellect, which may then rule 

it and order its actions. Knowledge of the distinction between right and wrong will come 

from an acceptance of the prophetic law, and its natural conclusion, belief in the resurrection 

or qiyiimah. Both the development of the intellect and the belief in the qiyiimah require 

tutelage under a teacher qualified to impart knowledge. Thus, although the body is imaged 

positively in that it allows the human soul to gain expression, it can become a negative force 

if it detracts from the soul's inclination toward the intellect, and if the soul becomes 

preoccupied with serving it Key to the soul's development is the notion that both 

knowledge and ethical action are necessary to enable the construction of a form from the 

material of the soul that will enable the human being to attain perfection. The source for 

divinely-guided instruction (tacJim) and ethical action is ultimately the imifm, albeit mediated 
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by the J;wiiah. Thus, submission (taslim) to the imifm is necessarily of paramount and 

C crucial importance. Indeed, the imifm is the source of the correct manner in which God is to 

be worshipped, communicated to the mu3min (believer) through ta 3wil (symbolic 

interpretation) and tacJim (instruction). 

c 

Ramanuja views the body as gupa-bound, and, as such, it exerts a pull upon the soul to act 

in a manner that will further bind it to satpsifra. At the same time, however, since attachment 

to the body opens up the possibility for the soul to act, it, too, can be viewed as being an 

essential vehicle through which the soul may gain its freedom from satpsifra and attain its 

true condition, characterized by knowledge and beatitude. Thus, for both thinkers, the body 

has value in that it enables the soul to express itself through its actions, while it is a source 

of potential danger for the soul in that the soul may choose to make itself subservient to 

. bodily pleasures. Ramanuja views the human condition as one in which the soul has yet to 

attain to its proper form, which is characterized by freedom from all the various 

differentiations brought about by the kannan of the soul and caused by the evolution of 

prakrti into the bodies of gods, men, animals and so forth. In this liberated state, the s<>ul is 

characterized by knowledge and beatitude, and further, the differentiation that does exist in 

the proper form of the soul is something beyond the power of expression and, it is known 

only by the soul itself.l4 Attainment to this proper form, which appears to be synonymous 

with mok~a, is through knowledge-understood in the manner specified as above, that is, 

upifsana-and action, the details of which are to be found in the scriptures as taught by those 

well-versed in them. This, however, is all the jiviftman can do. It will still take the grace of 

the Lord to release the jfviftman from the bonds of satpsifra. 

The Purpose of Existence 

14Ibid., 186, #S. 
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Although both thinkers view the human being as a stage in which the human soul has yet to 

develop further, their emphases on the soul's current status vary greatly. Tiisi uses the 

language of potentiality to describe the human soul's sojourn in the phenomenal world, 

while Ramanuja uses the language of ignorance (avidya) brought about by the soul's prior 

karmic residue in describing the human soul's state in the phenomenal world. In other 

words, Tiisi's human has to struggle to develop further to a state in which he or she will 

have clear vision and bliss, while Ramanuja's human has to struggle to bum off both 

previous and present karmic residue. Tu si's human has not yet reached the full extent of his 

or her potential, while Ramanuja's human, in theory, already possesses that state of 

knowledge and bliss but is blind to it due to the erroneous perceptions caused by the 

ignorance brought about by prior karmic residue. As an aside, it must be noted in this 

connection that since freed souls never return to the cycle of satpsfira15 even though 

Ramanuja speaks in terms of the soul reasserting its proper form, it is clear that at the start of 

this particular yuga the soul was not already in possession of knowledge and beatitude even 

in its subtle state. Interestingly, however, where the two thinkers meet is in their use of the 

notion of "return." For Tiisi, the human soul must return to its origin, a statement that 

would indicate that the human soul, in the form that is constructed from it by the intellect, is 

characterized by clear vision and bliss. However, he chooses not to begin with the premise 

that the human soul is originally in a state of clear vision and bliss, because to have done so 

would have entailed that he then have a theory as to how the human soul came to be in such 

a state that divine revelation became necessary. Rather than placing emphasis on Adam and 

Eve's expulsion from the Garden, which is something he interprets as a premature revealing 

of divine mysteries, he prefers to image this world, the realm of dissimulation or 

dissemblance (kawn-i mushiibahat) as a faint copy of the original. This world, for him, is a 

15That is, never again as embodied souls with an the limitations of a kanna-bound existence. 
They may, if they so will, assume bodies and "visit" the world of mortals, but they are not 
bound by its limitations. 
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result of the decreasing potency of the intermediaries between the Universal Intellect and the 

world's coming into being but the human being in it is nonetheless valuable precisely 

because it took so many intermediaries to set the conditions under which humans could 

come into existence. By drawing attention to the fact that human beings are endowed with 

the potential to attain perfection, he can make a case for revelation as a form of divine aid for 

the soul. The language of return both points to the inevitability of physical death for mortals 

and the opportunity that exists, while in the embodied state, for souls to assure themselves 

of continued existence after physical death. 

Ramanuja does not explicitly use the language of return. However, the notion is implied 

through his emphasis on the idea that the soul, in its proper form, possesses knowledge and 

beatitude. The ignorance that characterizes its phenomenal state is brought about by 

beginningless (aniidi)karma and is not something that is intrinsic to the soul as such. Were 

this kannicresidue to be burnt off, then the soul would regain its original nature. However, 

this raises the question whether souls, in fact, are pure to begin with, that is, are free from 

kannic residue to begin with. On the one hand, Ramanuja seems to indicate that they are, 

and that the origins of kannan are unknown, since karman is beginningless. On the other 

hand, Ramanuja is at pains to assure his readers and students that a liberated soul, by which 

one may understand to mean a soul that has attained its proper state or form, never returns to 

sarpsiiric existence. The point may be made that only those souls that have kannicresidue

since this attaches itself in a latent state to the soul in its subtle, pre-manifest state--ever 

come into existence in the world of name and form, or the phenomenal world. Given such a 

reading, it may be argued that human beings are also in a state of development while in the 

phenomenal world. The key difference between the views of Tilsi and Ramanuja regarding 

the soul, then, is that while for Tilsi the sou Us capable of attaining an exalted state, it does 

not start out that way; rather, it is a state toward which it must strive, despite his assertion 

that the point of return is dictated by the origin. Ramanuja's view, on the other hand, is that 

although the soul is essentially possessed of knowledge and beatitude, neither in its subtle 
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nor in its gross state can it be said to possess such. It has already been noted that Tiisi, too, 

presents somewhat of a problem when he states that the soul returns to its origin, suggesting 

that the soul has to "rediscover" what its origin is. The point we are trying to make here is 

that both thinkers strongly emphasize one aspect of the soul, while the other aspect, though 

pushed to the background, nonetheless has a shadowy presence. That is, Tiisi emphasizes 

that the soul must develop toward perfection, while at the same time hinting at an "original" 

state, while Ramanuja emphasizes the original state, while at the same time hinting at the 

need for the soul to develop. The reasons for Tiisi's emphasis are clear: he does not want to 

introduce the idea of original sin or maintain the idea of the soul's fall as found in, say, 

Gnostic writings. Ramanuja, however, is burdened at the outset with the theory of 

beginningless karman, and so for him the stage has already been set in which the soul may 

be viewed as imprisoned by its karman. Thus, the notion that the soul needs to develop is 

abandoned by him in favour of the view that the soul must struggle, both through its own 

efforts and through divine grace, to regain its original nature, its proper form. Therefore, he 

holds the view that the soul does not develop as such, but rather, that the soul must develop 

the capacity to view its original condition; it must refine its ability to see clearly through the 

twin imperatives of selfless action and knowledge, under which worship is subsumed. 

The issue that is really under discussion here is whether the soul is predestined to return to 

its origin or not. Tiisi deftly weaves his way out of this difficult impasse by suggesting that 

those souls who do not make it to paradise never had such an origin as they thought they 

might. In other words, should they choose not to strive under the tutelage of a teacher 

through whom they will be divinely guided, then abiding life is something that, in ultimate 

terms, was something that was not meant for them in any case since they were not so 

originated. However, all humans have the capacity to develop, and it is necessary for them 

to exercise their choice whether to join the dacwah or not, for it is only in this way that they 

will receive the requisite instruction to prepare them for entrance among the people of unity, 

and hence, abiding life. It should be noted that Tiisi must emphasize human choice because 
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critical that the human being make the right choices here-that is, to join the da 11wah-for 

there will not be any other chances after the span of life is over. If Tiisi subscribed to the 

notion of transmigration of souls, it is not evident in the work under study. 

For Ramanuja, however, since the soul is eternal and indestructible, it may be speculated that 

at some point all souls will gain liberation. In that sense, it may be said that all souls are 

predestined, eventually, to regain their original state, that is, not the subtle state prior to 

manifestation, but the state that is rightfully the soul's, that in which the soul possesses 

knowledge and beatitude. So what force, then, should scriptural injunctions have in 

motivating humans to bum up their karmic residue? It is the knowledge that sarpsiir.ic 

existence is far more disagreeable an alternative than that in which the soul partakes fully of 

the bliss enjoyed by Brahman. The prospect of drawing out the struggle for liberation over 

several tortuous lifetimes should in itself be sufficient motivation to impel the human being 

to strive toward attaining liberation in the present life. 

From the above, the following conclusions may be drawn. Both thinkers see embodied 

existence as a preparatory stage towards an exalted state that is characterized by knowledge 

and bliss. Both also hold the view that while in the phenomenal world, human beings do 

not, at the outset, perceive their own potential nature, in the case of Tiisi, and original nature, 

in the case of Ramanuja. Both are of the view that the means through which the exalted state 

of the soul may be attained is through human struggle and divine assistance. It is here that 

the role of the imam, on the one hand, and the avatifra (or area), on the other, come into 

play. For Tiisi, the imam is crucial as the source of knowledge (variously through ta~yid, 

ta3wil, and ta'lim: divine assistance, symbolic interpretation and instruction, respectively) 

that leads to submission (taslim) and worship ('ibadah), ultimately leading the soul to 

knowledge of his (the imam's) essence (dhiit) through himself (the imam). For Ramanuja, 

C the guru is crucial for imparting correct knowledge, the avatara is crucial as teacher in some 
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respects, and, with the area, as focus of worship in all respects, a worship (bhakti, through 

upifsana and dhyifna) that leads to the knowledge and beatitude that characterizes the proper 

form of the soul that is recognized as liege to the Lord. Both thinkers also caution that the 

body, although important in enabling the human soul to find manifestation, can cause 

deterioration in the soul's status if the human being chooses to serve the interests of the 

body. All these are significant points of reference in guiding us through the conceptions of 

each thinker with respect to his views on psychology. However, the thinkers differ 

immensely from each other in the manner in which they frame their views, as is apparent 

from the detailed study conducted in the relevant chapters in prior sections. 

Epistemology 

For Tiisi, when the human soul enters the realm of phenomenal existence, it has still not 

realized its full potential for being. He distinguishes between two levels of perfection, the 

first level being the perfection of the body, in which the human soul comes into possession 

of and control over the body. The second level of perfection is attained when the soul 

purifies its form ($iirat) to the extent that it becomes material for the use and control of the 

intellect. At this level, Tiisi notes, the soul's "source of life (cayn-i ~ayift) through Him, the 

All-High, would come into the state of actuality."l6 In this state, the abiding realm of 

disclosure (mubayanat) will become evident. This world is described as Paradise: 

There is only one real paradise, and it is eternal reward (thawifb), everlasting 
perfection (kamifl-i sarmadi) and limitless existence (wujiid-i nif-mutanihi); 
and the meaning of all this is attaining God in all aspects.l7 

Further, entrance in this world leads to knowledge of unity: "And leaving this world does 

not mean natural death, but the arrival from the realm of dissemblance (mushabahat) to the 

16T 27-28, P 23. · 
17T 52, P 39; B 164. (B) 
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realm of distinctions (mubiiyanat), and from that to the world of unity (wa.Qdat)."l8 The 

realm of dissemblance is described as a state "in which all contradictory things are similar to 

each other, and man is so confused and veiled from the truth that he cannot differentiate and 

distinguish between any of these things."19 In contrast, the realm of disclosure 

(mubiiyanat), also called the hereafter, iikhirat, is described as "a state in which all 

dissembling things will be rendered distinct and, through divine gnosis (ma&ri.fat-i iliihl), 

right is distinguished from wrong and the followers of truth are distinguished from the 

followers of falsehood with clear distinction. "20 Thus, for TU si, perfection of being is 

concomitant with perfection of knowledge: having entered the realm of disclosure, the soul 

will be led by the divine to itself. TUsi suggests that this is beyond the knowledge conveyed 

by ordinary people as well as that conveyed by the [ clear-visioned] chosen one (khii$$-i 

mubiiyanat) (that is, the Puiiat).2l This knowledge is such that it can only be said: "I have 

known You through Yourself, You led me to Yourself. If it were not for You, I would not 

have known who You were. "22 This may be what Tu si means when he asserts: "the real 

Paradise is the 'upright' reason ('aql-i mustaqlm), i.e. the one which unites with the Divine 

volition, amr."23 This stage is further identified as the stage of the return of the soul to its 

original abode (kawn-i m a cad, the realm of return). 24 

In Ramanuja's view, the soul as such has uncontracted (asarpkucita), unlimited and perfect 

knowledge.25 However, the soul that enters the realm of the phenomenal world is 

enveloped by ignorance (avidyii) in the form of karman. The karmic legacy of the soul 

determines the kind of body it will enter, whether that of Brahma or a tuft of grass. 

18r 61, P 45; B 169. (I) B. seems to have misread this line. 
19r 90, P 62, B 177. (B) 
~ 90, P 62; B 177. (B, with minor modifications by KH) 
21T 93, P 64; B 179. 
22Quoted by Tiisi in T 93, P 64; B 179. (B) 
23r 55-56, P 42; B 166. (I, with minor modifications by KH) 
24r 93, P 64; B 179. 
25Vedarthas8J71graha #78, in van Buitenen, 237. 
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Accordingly, the soul's range of knowledge is now confined to that which the body 

encompasses.26 It will be recalled that the soul is the knowing subject and consciousness is 

its tool, while the principle of egoity, aharpkifra, is an object perceptible to the consciousness 

and hence, to the soul. The contraction of the consciousness caused by the karmic legacy of 

the soul leads the consciousness to conv~y the notion to the soul that the ahlllflkiira, which 

is an internal, non-intelligent organ of the embodied self, is indeed the self. The ahlllflkira 

is pralqtic in basis, and hence, the identification of the aharpkifra with the self results in the 

erroneous imposition of the idea of self upon the body, and causes the soul to act 

accordingly. 

Thus, it is clear that for Ramanuja embodiment conveys a state in which the soul's 

consciousness undergoes epistemic contraction in accordance with the range of the body's 

organs of perception. Through performing actions in consonance with the mistaken 

assumption that the soul is identical with the aharpkifra, the soul increases its karmic legacy. 

Since the consequences of prior and newly-formed karman must be experienced, the soul is 

kept chained to the realm of phenomenal or sarpsaric existence and remains oblivious to its 

essential state, which is one of uncontracted, unlimited and perfect knowledge. 

The state of mok$a or liberation envisioned by Ramanuja is attained at the time of "the 

apprehension of Brahman as perfect boundless bliss which presupposes the revelation of the 

proper form of the soul that results from the worship of the Supreme Spirit "27 Ramiinuja 

does not specify whether this occurs before physical death. The revelation of the proper 

form of the soul is concomitant with an awareness of the soul's true relationship with 

Brahman, that Brahman in the form of antaryamin is its inner ruler, and that the soul itself is 

in a body-possessor of body (se$a-se$in, or accessory-principal) relationship with 

Brahman. Once the soul has gone to the highest light, that is, Brahman, a state which most 

261bid. 
27 Ved5rthasarp.graha #4, in van Buitenen, 185. 
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likely occurs after physical death since it is included in the description of the soul's journey 

once it exits the body, then it is manifested in the form of its consciousness (vijnifna). It 

experiences supreme bliss; has the power of having its every will save that of creation 

realized; is characterized by knowledge of all other souls and of Brahman; and has the 

assurance that it will never again enter the realm of sarpsiira in a condition that requires 

embodiment of the kind dictated by karrnan. 

Thus, it is clear that for both Tiisi and Ramanuja, existence in the phenomenal world is a 

state characterized by a state of knowledge that is constrained by the very fact of 

embodiment existence. For Tiisi, the human soul is in a state of potentiality which must be 

developed in order that it may participate in the realm of distinctions and arrive at an 

authentic understanding of divine unity (taw]Jid). For Ramanuja, the legacy of karrnan must 

be effaced in order that the soul can perceive both its own proper form and arrive at a correct 

understanding of its relationship with Brahman. The achievement of these states of true 

perception result in a blissful state of being for the soul, along with true knowledge and 

eternal being. TUsi remains silent on the details regarding the existence and powers of the 

soul upon the attainment of the state of divine unity from the immediate! y prior paradisiacal 

state of the soul-as indeed he must, given the Islamic emphasis on avoiding partnership 

with the divine unity. Ramanuja, on the other hand, is able to describe the blissful state of 

the soul to some degree as in his tradition multiplicity of souls is subsumed under the unity 

effected by the principal-accessory relationship that obtains between Brahman and the 

spiritual and corporeal entities; that is, they are Brahman's body and He is its controller. In 

either case, it is evident that for both philosophers, the attainment of true knowledge is 

concomitant with the attainment of a perfect state of being. The non-attainment of true 

knowledge results, for Tiisi in a state of hell for the soul, if not non-existence itself; while 

for Ramanuja, it results in continued revolutions through the cycle of suffering-laden 

sarpsara until the dissolution of the kalpa or age, a state that may be construed as hell when 

contrasted with the blissful state that is the soul's proper station. 
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For Tfisi, how does the soul actualize its potential for perfection? Since he speaks of 

perfection both as a state of being and of knowing, it is clear that his response will be 

appropriately imaged in terms of gaining access to knowledge resulting in actions enabling 

the construction of a form able to perceive the realm of disclosure. As discussed in the 

chapter on epistemology above, it is clear that the natural human capacity for reasoning is 

simply the basis for further knowledge. This knowledge comes in stages, first through the 

tanzil or revelation, and then, once the believer is firmly established in that, through ta'wil 

communicated through ta cJim or instruction from those who are knowledgeable concerning 

the realm of disclosure. The revelation or tanzil, and its concomitant establishment of the 

shancah or prophetic law, is mediated by the Prophet, or rasiil, and gives rise to the first 

perfection of the soul, as discussed in the relevant chapter above. The ta'wll, and its 

concomitant establishment of the qiyamah, or resurrection, is mediated by the J;wjjat of the 

imam, from whom the truth concerning taw]Jid as well as inner meaning (bafin) or tacwfJ 

(significance) originates. The resonance of the earthly hierarchy of teachers with the 

hypostaces of the divine pleroma has already been indicated in the chapter, above, on 

ontology. This second level of knowledge, and the actions that are to ensue from it, give 

rise to the final perfection of the soul, which is that form which enables it to participate in the 

realm of disclosure, and thence, to membership among the ahl·i wa]Jdat, the people of unity. 

In this final stage, Tu si notes, the soul acts in accordance with the amr, the divine command, 

and is led to knowledge of divinity through the Divine itself. 

For Ramanuja, the soul's attainment of mok$a or liberation necessitates the removal of 

avidya or ignorance that keeps the soul bound in sarpsi'fra. The obstacle--kannan-facing 

the soul in its journey toward self- and Brahman-realization has two aspects: frrst, it must 

deplete its prior karman, and second, it must inhibit the formation of further karman. To 

destroy kannan necessitates that the soul have access to knowledge that will motivate it to 

act in such a manner that both aspects of karman will be dealt with effectively. Since human 

knowledge that is sensory and inferential is necessarily gu.pa-bound, it is important to 
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understand that it is only that knowledge not rooted in humanly originated categories of 

perception which can provide authentic information about the true nature of the soul, 

Brahman, and the means to realize mok$8. This information is to be found in the scriptures, 

that are preterhuman (8pauru$eya) and hence, untainted by the gupas. Scripture prescribes 

the duties enjoined upon one's caste and stage in life (varpii5r8m8dhanna),28 the rigorous 

following of which will assist the seeker (mumuk$u) through the Lord's grace, in effacing if 

not completely eradicating prior kannan. Here again, as with Tiisi, revelation is seen as 

important in laying down a course of action to be followed: adherence to the sharicah, 

correctly understood. The importance of observing the vaTl)ii8ramadhann8 in ending the 

consequences of prior kannan is that it enables the increase of sattv8, the gup8 that 

predisposes one toward goodness, for it is only when sattv8 is increased that the knowledge 

requisite for mok$8 is allowed to come into being. Indeed, the proper observance of 

varpii5r8madhanna forms the basis of all vidyii, that is, of all meditations upon Brahman. 

Performance of the varpiisram8dhann8 alone--that is, those who perform sacrificial and 

pious deeds but without the knowledge of Brahman, go via the path of the elders (pit(yii1}8) 

to the world of the elders and thence, to the moon (c8ndra). Once the merit so attained is 

used up, the person will return to the cycle of sarpsiira in the form of a foetus, perhaps in a 

better birth.29 However, those who are qualified to do so, that is, those of the twice-born 

castes who may study the scriptures (by which he means BrahmaQas), will recognize 

through the study of the Piirva-Mimarpsa that the results of works (kanna, that is, actions) 

are ephemeral, and do not lead to liberation. They will thus approach a guru and enter into 

an inquiry into the know ledge of Brahman, that is, enter into a study of the U ttara Mimarpsa. 

From this it will become clear that Brahmavidyii, or knowledge of Brahman is essential, and 

although different vidyiis are enjoined for different purposes, it is up to the mumuk$U to 

28It must be noted that R. clearly includes both worship of and surrender to the Lord in 
enjoined acts. See VedarthasaT(Jgraha #126, in van Buitenen, 281. 
29snohD$ya 3.1.6ff, in Karmarkar, 782ff. 
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determine whether to undertake them or not. The main purpose of the vidyifs is to attain 

Brahman through the eradication of kannan and avidyif which him:ler Brahman-realization. 

The act of knowledge (vedana, from vid, to know) is, for Rlimanuja, synonymous with 

meditation ( dhyifna: continuity of remembrance) and worship (upifsana). Hence, the vidyifs 

are termed meditations, and cannot be understood as acts in the proper sense, for they are 

not subsidiary to acts, but supersede them. In this respect, Ramanuja is careful to point out 

that acts are not to be given up in preference to the vidyifs, but rather that their fruits are to be 

given up in acknowledgement that the fruits are ephemeral and in recognition of the fact that 

acts do not in themselves give rise to liberation. Liberation follows from the vidyifs, upon 

the grace of the Lord. This is reminiscent of Tiisi's view that the sha.ricah-enjoined duties 

must not be given up, but must be understood in light of their inner meaning. The 

performance of the vidyas-which are at once knowledge, meditation and worship

predisposes the mind to be superimposed upon by Brahman. The process by which this 

occurs is that the vidyas have the power to efface the fruits of both prior and present 

kannan, and thereby pave the way for the gratification of the Lord. This is the most that the 

mumuk~u can do. In the final analysis, Brahman is attained only by that person who is 

chosen by the Lord, and it is ultimately through His grace that the devotee is granted both a 

sustaining vision of him and mok$a. That is, he himself is the means (upiiya) by which He 

may be attained. It has already been remarked upon above that for Tiisi, too, the fmal means 

to knowledge of unity is God himself. 

Salvation/Liberation 

The English terms salvation and liberation have connotations that must be clarified before 

we proceed any further. The term salvation, in English, connotes, by and large, the Biblical 

notion of a fall from grace, or a primordial sin, from which human beings have to be saved. 

In his writings, Tiisi does not draw attention to such a concept even though Islam, being one 

the Abrahamic faiths, is more closely related to Judaism and Christianity than is Hinduism. 
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Indeed, he only remarks that human beings have always been in existence, and his 

interpretation of the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the primordial garden is more in 

keeping with the knowledge of divine mysteries that they revealed when they were not yet 

authorized to do so. That particular discussion need not detain us here, apart from noting 

that for him, Adam is not necessarily the first human being, but rather, belongs more readily 

to the category of imiims, who as has been observed earlier, are human in form, but not in 

essence. Thus, when speaking of salvation with respect to Tiisi, it must be noted that he is 

not concerned with the idea of an inherent "sin" that the human must be saved from. Rather, 

his concern is with the potential inherent within the human for an eternal life, and for 

vouchsafed knowledge of the divine, imparted to the human by the divine himself. 

With respect to Ramanuja, it may be argued that the human condition is such that the human 

bears a karmic weight, which is similar to the original sin borne by the Biblical human only 

insofar as it is a given facet of the human condition and must be ov~rcome. In this respect, 

the use of the term salvation to denote the effacement of karman, which is possible 

ultimately only through divine grace, is pertinent. However, this being said, it must be noted 

that the tenor of the worldview found in Ramanuja images sarpsiira as a form of 

imprisonment for the eternal, blissful, knowing souL In this respect, the English term 

liberation more accurately reflects the notion of mok$a: it is freedom from the bonds of 

sarpsara, and concomitant with this freedom, is a regaining of the soul's original stature 

(hence, salvation). I am aware that the discussion on terminology is an ongoing problem in 

the History of Religions, for the use of English in order to analyze and discuss concepts 

originally articulated in Persian and Sanskrit, respectively, itself involves a translation of 

sorts that is further burdened by the cultural, religious. and historical connotations of the 

English itself. My purpose here is simply to draw attention to the use of the terms salvation 

and liberation when examining the teleological and eschatological views of Tiisi and 

Ramanuja. 
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The discussion above has already examined the role of knowledge with respect to 

salvation/liberation. Revealed knowledge identifies a supreme being who is responsible for 

creation/manifestation of the phenomenal world and the humans within it; identifies him as 

the Lord and hence, as the true object of worship; clarifies the true nature of the human soul 

and its relationship to the divine; and outlines the means by which the human soul may gain 

access to eternal, abiding, blissful and perfect existence and knowledge. The knowledge that 

is to be gleaned from scripture itself forms the basis of two other realms of human 

endeavour: ethical development and worship. These are essential, alongside correct 

understanding, in order to develop the human soul to the extent that it may receive divine 

grace. 

For Tiisi, actions ('amiil), under which he distinguishes between refinement of character 

(iikhliiq, ethics) and self-surrender (taslim), are of the utmost importance in the development 

of the soul.· As discussed in the relevant chapter above, ethical development is essential for 

freeing the soul from the tyranny of the sensorial (pissl), imaginative (khayiili) and 

estimative (wahmi) natural forces so that it may engage in its true occupation: 

comprehension of that which can be known (ma'liimiit) and intellected (mat:qiilift). Through 

the acceptance of abstract substances (mawiidd-i 'aqliini), the soul may gradually gain the 

recognition of the imiim, which Tiisi attests is the same as knowing God (Khudii-shinifsl). 

The Persian verb shinifstan has the connotation of the Arabic verbal root c-r-f, from which 

comes the term ma'rifah, translated variously as experiential knowledge of the divine, or 

gnosis, and it is to be distinguished from merely ratiocinative knowledge that presupposes 

the existence of a subject and an object. Tiisi's use of the term shiniiSi indicates that this is 

an experiential knowledge of the type in which the believer is led to God by himself, as 

mentionedearlier. 

Since the imiim of the time is the prime interpreter of the mysteries of divine revelation, he is 

also, according to Tiisi, the standard of ethics and behaviour. Indeed, the chief purpose of 
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ethics consists in carrying out the command of the "bearer of the truth of the time" (mu.Piqq

ji waqt). He connects the notion of goodness with the command of the imiim, echoing the 

notion that the divine Command (Amr) is the source of all goodness in creation. In a 

similar vein, just as every existent in creation submits to the existent preceding it in the 

hierarchy of creation, so is it essential that submission be made out of love to the imiim. The 

self-surrender of the universals is done from acknowledgement both of what it receives 

from the universal above itself and of placing itself at the disposal of the higher universal. 

Self-surrender, then, is an act that connotes acknowledgement of the superiority of the other, 

as well as reception from that superior, of something that is beneficial to that which 

surrenders. The loving self-surrender of the believer to the imiim opens the way for the 

imi:fm's assistance (ta'yid), and alerts the believer to fear God. In worshipping God in this 

way, thought-which is an emanation of the radiating Intellect (inbiCi:fth-i shu'ifC-i 'Aqli:fnf) 

as well as arising from the human speaking soul (nafs-i ni:ff.iqa}-becomes "the cause of the 

connection with truth (sabab-i muni:fsabat-i paqq)",30 and an angel will be appointed to keep 

these always adorned with truth. Since words are the manifestations of thoughts, and 

actions are the manifestations of both thoughts and words, such a person will continually be 

adorned in their thoughts, words and deeds by goodness. Thus, we see here an 

interiorization of the ethical standard, and by implication, of the divine Command. 

Tfisi notes that progress along the stages (maqiimi:ft) of the development of the soul is 

facilitated by a spiritual being (riipi:fniyyat), that is, an angel (firishta), which facilitates for 

the soul "its passage through the degrees of perfection and its arrival at, and union with 

Ou.Piiq wa wu~iil), the origin [of its existence] (ku/1-i mabda:Ji khiid)."31 Tfisi draws 

attention to the fact that such angels are also personified, according to the Qu~iinic verse 

31J-r 101, P 70; B 185. (I) 
31T 60, P 44; B 168. (B, with minor modifications by KH) 
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6:9,32 meaning that such angels are the ~w.ijah and others. However, once the soul has 

attained a certain stage (maqiim), it is evident that it itself becomes the personification of an 

angel. The stages Tusi notes are as follows: sensorial perception is perfected by use of the 

estimative faculty (wahm), which is perfected by the soul (nafs), which becomes intellectual 

('aqli), and which should be [joined with] that which is divinely commanded (amri).33 A 

person in charge of whose actions an angel has been appointed, will climb the ladder of 

ascension to the world of the hereafter (mi'riij-i 'iilam-i iikhirat): "His thought (fikr) will be 

intellectual ('aqli) made of the Amr [divine Command]; his word (qawl) will be spiritual 

(riiQi), made of the intellect; and his action ('amal) will be bodily (jismi) made of the soul 

(riiQ)."34 

Thus, for Tusi, the imiim becomes the focus of all attention for the believer who decides to 

join the da'wah (that is, the Isma:cm 'mission'). Not only is the imiim the source of ta'lfm 

(instruction) and ta 3wll (symbolic interpretation), but he is also the bearer of the ethical 

standard, the following of which leads to the interiorization of the Command. The imiim is 

to be loved, to be obeyed, and to be submitted to. In this way, the believer or mu3min attains 

to the realm of disclosure, is exemplary in the goodness of thought, word and deed, and is 

ready to be admitted among the ahl-i waQdat should divine grace so choose. 

Strictly speaking, for Ramanuja, liberation (the preferred term here, connoting salvation in 

the specific manner stated above) is to break free from the bonds of sarp.siira, never to return 

the realm of embodied existence once this life span is over. This freedom from sarp.siira is 

achieved once the Lord, through his grace, grants the devotee the state of mok$1J, which is 

accompanied by the concomitant direct perception of the soul's awareness of itself, and of 

the supreme being by whom it is itself ensouled. It is assumed that for Ramanuja, this state 

32"Had We made him an angel, yet assuredly, We would have made him a man." Cited in T 
60, P 44; B 169. (B) 
33T 61, P 45; B 169. 
34T 102, P 70. Translation mine, based on lvanow. 
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occurs after the soul has departed from the body. This is a state characterized by knowledge 

of all other iitmans and of Brahman; by bliss by virtue of its having its every will realized

save that concerned with the operation (that is, manifestation, subsistence and destruction) of 

the world-; and by the knowledge that it will never re-enter the realm of sarpslira in a 

condition that requires the kind of embodiment dictated by kannan. 

As with 'fiisi, Ramanuja images mok~a as a state in which the soul experiences both 

knowledge and bliss, and in addition, potency. Tusi does not address the issue of the soul's 

potency; for him, it may be assumed, the potency of the soul lies in the ability to see clearly 

in the realm of disclosure, and thenceforth, in the knowledge of unity granted to the ahl-i 

wal;ldat (that is, the knowledge itself is power, and power (quwwah) is, in any case, His 

alone). What may be brought into focus regarding Ramanuja's view of mok$a is that he 

construes it in terms of the soul's direct perception of its proper nature as well as of 

Brahman, and it has been noted in the relevant chapter above that these two are concomitant: 

one occurs with the other. It may be recalled that Ramanuja distinguishes between two 

types of aspirants that attain mok$a: the kaivalylfrthin (or jijiilfsu), who seeks to realize the 

true nature of the self as a state separate from association with pralqti, and for whom the 

soul's relation of dependence on the Lord is not of primary importance; and the jiilfnin, who 

"has the wisdom to know that lftma is essentially characterized by its being essentially 

related as liege to Lord ... [and] therefore, does not halt or stop away at the point where he 

may cognize the mere matter-distinct lftma, but journeys onward to reach the Lord. "35 As is 

evident from Lipner's discussion of the issue, both the kaivalylfrthin and the jiilfnin attain 

mok$a, with the proviso that the former must recognize the Lord as the recipient of all his 

sacrifices and penances; indeed, the soul or atma-realization of the kaivalyiirthin must 

necessarily culminate in the atma-realization of the jiianin. We have already drawn attention 

to Stevenson's view that Ramanuja considers the kaivalyarthin to be one who focuses on 

35GitifbM$ya 7:16, in Govindacharya, 244. 
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the difference between iftman and pralqti, while the jiiifnin focuses on the relationship 

between the self and the Lord. Hence, for the latter,liberation lies in attaining Brahman with 

iftma-realization as a secondary benefit, and it is clear throughout Ramanuja's writings that 

he construes mok$a in the same light: the primary focus, for him, lies in the presentational 

experience of Brahman by a soul. The preparation entailed for such a soul is that of having 

faithfully undertaken the duties outlined in the scriptures pertaining to va:q~if§ramadhanna 

without attachment to fruits, and of studying the scriptures under the tutelage of a guru, and 

embarking upon the various meditations of Brahman. In making the connection between 

knowledge (vedanif), worship (upifsana) and meditation or contemplation in the form of 

continuity of remembrance (dhyifna), Ramanuja states: "Now this meditation (dhyifna) is of 

the form of a stream of unbroken calling-to-mind, like the flow of oil; that is, it is a steady 

calling-to-mind ..... This calling-to-mind is tantamount to seeing .... This kind of steady 

keeping-in-mind (anusm[fi) is designated by the word bhakti. "36 Ramanuja specifies further: 

And that same remembrance (sm(ti) is described as having the form of 
realization (darsana-riipa). And 'having the form of realization' amounts to 
the attainment of nature of direct perception (pratyak~). In this way, he 
particularizes the remembrance (sm(ti) which is the means for salvation 
(sifdhana) as amounting to direct perception. 37 

Ramanuja means by this that one who had attained to this form of realization (darSa11a-Iilpa) 

has now reached the point at which he may, if he is so chosen by the Lord, be blessed with 

the vision of Himself, that is, be vouchsafed to the devotee. As discussed earlier, this 

experience prepares the devotee to receive the grace of the Lord, facilitating the transition 

upon death to final liberation. It is the means to securing Brahman and has to be practised, 

along with all the acts in the various stages of life, until death. 38 In addition, it particularizes 

36$n"'bh8$ya, 1.1.1, 13-15, translated by Lipner, The Face of Truth, 114-115. 
37 Sn"'bhif$ya, 1.1.1, 15 in Karmarkar, 17. 
38$n"bhif$ya, 1.1.1., 16 in Karmarkar, 19. 
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for the devotee the form in which the Lord will make Himself seen to the devotee, making 

the experience, as Lipner terms it, "so clear and vivid as to be presentational in character. "39 

Where are the details concerning such a particularized form of the supreme being to be 

found? In the relevant chapter on ontology, above, we drew attention to R.amanuja's 

scripturally based view of Brahman, and pointed out that for him, in all meditations of 

Brahman, the five defining qualities must be present (viz. satya,jiiiina, ananta, iinanda and 

amalatva).40 Mention of other qualities, such as compassion, is context-specific, depending 

on the meditation invoked. In addition, attention was drawn to Ramanuja's view of 

Brahman as Vi~Qu-NarayaQa, in his threefold aspect as the supemal manifestation (divya 

riipa or mahavibhiiti) in paramavyoman or Vaik:uQtha; as sustainer; and as avatara. Mention 

was also made that Ramanuja considers Brahman, the supreme being (paramatman), the 

inner ruler (antaryamin) and the supernal manifestation (mahavibhiiti or divya riipa) to be 

one and the same. We know that the source for the avatara form is the supemal 

manifestation, the divya riipa. Thus, the scriptures, according to Ramanuja, provide many 

representations of the supreme being that may be viewed as the object of meditation. 

Among the most poetic representations proffered by Ramanuja are those of Vi~Qu in his 

aspect of the divine supemal form, according to his view that the proper form of the 

Venerable Lord refers to the paramarp padam, that is, the resort of Vi~QU in the supemal 

manifestation.41 In the proem or introduction to his commentary on the Bhagavad Gitii, 

Ramanuja also refers to the notion that the supreme being, that is, the supreme person, 

NarayaQa, that is, Vi~Qu, "assumed a shape of same structure as theirs [that is, different 

beings who live in the various worlds] without giving up his proper nature, and in that 

shape He has descended (avatiriya) repeatedly to various worlds in order that He might be 

39Lipner, The Face of Truth, 115. 
40.Snbha$ya 3.3.13, quoted in Carman, The Theology, 88. 
41 Vedarthasarpgraha #132ff, in van Buitenen, 288-292. 
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worshipped by the beings who live in these worlds .... "42 We have noted the extension of 

the avatara form in the temple iconic representation known as the area, which could also 

serve as a focus for meditation. Ramanuja declares that the means of attaining Brahman "is 

a superior bhakti in the form of rememorization (anudhyilna-riipa) staggered to a state of 

extremely lucid perception, which is immeasurably and overwhelmingly dear to the 

devotee. "43 In addition: 

When it is realized that the soul stands in a relation of subservience to the 
Supreme Brahman because this Supreme Brahman-treasury of hosts of 
innumerable absolute and immeasurable beautiful qualities, irreproachable, 
possessing an infinite supernal manifestation-ocean of immeasurable and 
absolute goodness, beauty and love-is the Principal to which the soul is 
accessory or subservient, then the Supreme Brahman who is thus an object 
of absolute love leads the soul to Himself.44 

Ramanuja consistently holds to the position that mok$a is achieved. "by the complete 

devotion of bhakti which is furthered by the performance of one's proper acts preceded by 

knowledge of the orders of reality as learnt from the sastra. "45 In the Snbhi$ya, he reports 

the Vakyakarin's enumeration of the qualities that give rise to the anusmf(i (which Lipner 

translates as "steady keeping-in-mind," which leads to dar8ana): viveka; vimoka; abhyifSJ!.; 

kriya; kalyif{lilni; anavasada; anuddhar$a.46 He interprets this list to mean "that there is the 

production of knowledge for one faithfully observing regulations by the performance of acts 

enjoined for the stage of life." Thus, for Ramanuja contemplation or meditation is not an 

activity that can be undertaken in isolation; rather, it must be accompanied by the 

performance of all religious duties within an ethical frame of mind, without attachment to 

fruits, until death, when He leads the soul to Himself. It may be recalled that even in this, 

42Translated in Carman, The Theology, 4 7. 
43Vedatthasa~pgraha #141, in van Buitenen, 296. 
44fbid., #142, in van Buitenen, 297. 
45Jbid., #141, in van Buitenen, 296. 
46sn1Jh~ya 1.1.1.16, in Karmarkar, 19: viveka=discrimination; vimoka=non-attachment; 
abhy8sa=pmctice; kriya=sacrificial rites; kalyl{lani=auspiciousness; anavas.ifda=oon-
depression; anudhar$8=non-elation; for fuller description see Karmarkar, 19ff. 
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Ramarmja notes that the inner controller (antaryifmin) may choose to help the devotee in his 

actions, so as to further deplete the kannic legacy and increase sattva. 

For both Tiisi and Ramanuja, the soul must undergo intensive preparation in order to stand 

in readiness for the grace of the Lord. For both, the rigorous acquisition of knowledge 

under the tutelage of a qualified teacher, the assiduity with which all actions, including those 

of thought and speech are carried out within a sanctioned ethical framework, and the 

worship of the Lord, whether in the form of love and obedience to the imifm, for Tiisi, or 

loving meditation of Brahman in his various forms, for Ramanuja, result in an epistemic 

transformation. For Tiisi, the believer is able to partake in the realm of distinctions or 

disclosures (mubifyanift); for Ramanuja, the devotee is able to see the Lord in a vivid 

representation (darsana), a steady calling-to-mind (anusll)[ti), concomitant with recognizing 

the true nature of the self as accessory to the Lord, who is principal. Implicitly, for both 

thinkers, through the external means of scripture and teacher, the intellect (for TiisO and the 

soul (iftman) (for Ramanuja) are able to perceive another, more abiding form of reality: 

through the external, a dimension of reality that surpasses the phenomenal world becomes 

internally experienced and known. The transition to this internal experience and knowledge 

safeguards for the souls addressed by Tiisi and Ramanuja an eternal, abiding state of bliss 

and perfect knowledge, and the powers that are associated with that state. For both, in the 

end, it is the Lord who leads to Himself, that is, divine grace prevails over the maximum of 

human effort. 

436 



c 

c 

ll. The Satpanth Question 

The identification of the figure/concept of avatiira and imiim in the Satpanth Ismacfii tradition 

has already been noted. In the ginanic literature, eAU, the son-in-law of Mul;lammad 

venerated by the Shicah as the first of the imiims, is declared to be the tenth awaited avatifra 

(Kalki). For instance, in the ginans of Pir Shams, one of the earliest pirs41 of the Satpanth 

tradition: 

God (devatii)in his tenth manifestation (avatar) 
Assumed a form (riipa) and became visible. 

The Supreme King first came in the form of a Fish (Matsya) 
He was the support for the seer Mugc,lala. 

Luckily, he came as Kr~J)a! 
He protected Draupadi with reams of cloth. 

In this fourth age (kalyug), he has become manifest 
He is cAli, mighty comrade ofMuJ:tammad. 

Think about this wisdom (giniin), 0 pious Brothers! Do not talk about other 
things! 
Serve (sevii) your Shah single-mindedly and you will attain Heaven 
(V aikuiJfha). 48 

In another hymn or ginan titled the Nanoor Abridged DasAvatifr: 

47Kassam, "Songs of Wisdom", 203, where Kassam suggests that Pir Shams was most likely 
active during the century preceding the destruction of the Nizari: Isml'ili stronghold at 
Alamiil This fort fell to the Mongols in 1256 CE, and Tiisi is said to have been 
instrumental in persuading the then Imam, Rukn at-Din Khiir Shlh to surrender to Hiilagfi. 
Tiisi himself then joined the court of Hiilagii and denied that he was an IsmiCili. See 
Marshal! Hodgson, "The Is~cm State", in The Cambridge History of Iran, v.S, ed. J.A. 
Boyle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968) 481. His career subsequent to this 
saw him rise to an esteemed position both among the scientists of his day and Twelver
Shicite thinkers. However, the TB$fiwwurnt and the Sayr va Suliik are generally accepted by 
scholars as being Ismacm works, regardless of the theological positions Tiisi adopted after 
~uitting Alamiit. 
8Kassam, "Songs of Wisdom", 268-270. 
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Know what marvels the Shah, the lord ( deva) Muran49 has executed 
Swami descended into the ocean in the form (riipa) of the Fish (Matsya); 
The Shah slew the demon Sankha; eAlimade the Invisible (alakha)manifest. 
Listen gathering (gat), be attentive! Now the Lord Muran is the Shah. 
Listen gathering, bring hither a firm mind! The Shah resides in Kahak. 
Listen gathering, bring hither a firm mind! The Pir lives with the Shah. 
Listen gathering, bring hither a firm mind! The Eternal (qiP:im) is All
Forgiving. 

Verily, his tenth form is right before you-the Shah rides upon a chariot! 
He who has impurities in his heart, how will he get across? 
Leave the sixty-threerebirths, and seek the thirty-three [million gods]! 
The promise-keeper has come at the last juncture; 
Know him, recognize him, for now the promised one has arrived; 
Pir Shams says, Listen 0 gathering of believers (muwin): Be true in 
conduct! 50 

These ginlfns, among others, establish that the same Vi~Q.u-NarayaQ.a who descended in 

various forms as avatfiras in previous eras has descended in this, the fourth age, as c:Ali. It 

is this same being who is currently the Shah, that is, the imam, whose spokesperson is the 

Pir. It is not difficult to surmise that the plrs or dacis ("preachers", lit. "those who call, 

invite") who were sent to the Indian subcontinent maintained close ties with their 

headquarters at Alamiit, and that they were familiar with the doctrinal developments taking 

place within Nizan Ismacnism, such as the declaration of the Qiyama!J51 by the imam I:Iasan 

IT in 1164 CE. In her pioneering study of Pir Shams, Kassam has made a compelling 

argument for the ingenuity and rapprochement of the Nizan da'wah in its initiation of the 

Satpanth tradition in the Indian subcontinent. She notes that: 

The declaration of the Qiyamah by J:lasan cata Dhikrihi al-Salam in 1164 CE, 
therefore, may not have been limited to establishing his own claim to 
imamate; it may also have been a prescient legitimation by the head of 
Alamut of what already was in process under the Nizan dacwah in Sind. At 

49Epithet of ~1,1a, ibid., 375. 
50Ibid., 275. 
51 That is, the dec1aration of the Resurrection, "interpreted to mean the manifestation of the 
unveiled truth (l)aqiqa) in the person of the Nizari Imam." See Daftary, The lsmfCilis, 388 
and 386ff. 
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any rate, the separation of form from spirit implied by the doctrine of 
qiyamah would have legitimized and given impetus to a nascent Satpanth 
identity in Sind. Even if it were to retain many Hindu concepts and practices, 
the task of the pirs of the dacwah in India would have been to ensure that at 
the core of this new religious formation called Satpanth, an Ismacffi identity 
was celebrated and upheld. This they did successfully, for instance, by their 
pivotal placement of Satpanth as the culmination of Hinduism, and the 
Ismacm imam as the long-awaited, tenth avatarofVi~Qu.52 

In her view, the widely held opinion that Satpanth was a consequence of "the creative and 

literary endeavours of Ismacm pirs to effect and facilitate conversion of Hindus to Nizan 

Ismacilism"53 must be revised to include and acknowledge the deliberate political, social and 

religious alliances built by the dacwah between itself and similarly threatened Indian 

communities. The consequence of this careful rapprochement was Satpanth, a form of 

Ismacilism that reflected a clever merger of Hindu and Isma:cm beliefs without 

compromising core Isma:cm principles such as Qur~a:nic revelation, the authority of the imam 

of the time, ethical action, and spiritual development through knowledge. 

At the outset of this study, a secondary problematic was raised, namely, whether or not there 

was a philosophical basis upon which the Satpanth identification of the imam with the 

avatifra could be made. This dissertation has explored the notions of imam and avatifra with 

respect to two major figures in the traditions that are pertinent to the Satpanth tradition: 

Tiisi, who is perhaps the best known articulator of Persian Niziri Ismacm doctrines 

immediately prior to the fall of AlamUt (1256 CE); and Ramanuja, a Sn Vai~Qavite thinker 

par excellence. Although Ramanuja was active primarily in the eleventh century, his work 

formed the basis of all subsequent theological developments in Sri Vai~Qavism. IfKassam's 

dating of P"rr Shams' period of activity-circa twelfth century-proves to be correct, then 

our two thinkers fall on either side of him. 

52Ibid., 202. 
53Ibid., 199. 
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It is difficult to identify the sources utilized by the pirs to arrive at an understanding of 

Hinduism, although it is clear that in the giniins quoted above, P"'rr Shams is clearly 

addressing himself to Vai~l}avas for whom the listing of the avataras of Vi~I}U and the 

mention of V aikul}tha would be significant. A reconstruction of the Hindu sources of the 

giniins requires internal textual gathering of evidence that is far beyond the scope of this 

study, and is a task which must be left to giniin scholars to pursue. It is also a task for the 

giniin scholars to unravel the historical connections of the pirs to the central da'wah in the 

region of Alamiit. Our small but salient contribution toward this area of scholarship will 

limit itself to the philosophical issue, that is, the compatibi1ity of these two concepts as they 

were articulated in thinkers whose thought quite possibly could have had an influence

direct or indirect-on the shaping of Satpanth Isma'ili doctrine. 

The first point to be made, as the main focus of study in this dissertation shows, is that the 

notion of imiim in ontological terms can be viewed as a manifestation in the phenomenal 

world of the closest that one can speak of divinity, that is, His Command. This 

manifestation is not limited or compromised by any of the limitations attached to corporeality 

or creatureliness. In a similar vein, the avatiira can also be viewed as a manifestation, rather 

than incarnation, of the supreme being, Brahman, the supreme Person, Narayal}a who is also 

Vi~I}U. The avatiira is not, strictly speaking, an incarnation, for his body is not carnal in the 

sense of partaking of matter that is guQa-bound; it is manufactured from an entirely other 

substance. In assuming human form, the supreme being is, therefore, not compromised in 

any way. Both the imiim and the avatara appear in human form: from the point of abiding 

reality, however, the imiim has not, according to Tiisi, ever left his realm, and the avatiira, 

according to the Gitii, may be mistaken by fools to be human, but is not so. 

In this connection, I would like to draw attention to a brief discussion by Tiisi regarding the 

Qiyiimah. He introduces the general concept of ta 3wi/ and offers his view of how, for 

C example, the pilgrimage to Makkah or ]Jajj must be understood: as giving up attachment to 
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the perishable abode, seeking instead the eternal one. · Within this larger discussion, he 

introduces the subject of the proper understanding of God's unity: that one must abandon all 

thought, word and action that is not connected with God's command, as well as all thought, 

word and action that will give God partners. In this connection, he mentions that God is 

known by many names, for example, the Hindus call him Niiran-a clear reference to 

NarayiiQ.a, indicating that this discussion may have been in response to some questions 

posed within his circle. 54 Tfisi asks the question whether the name (by which God is called 

or addressed) is eternal, and that to which it is applied is transient; or the name is transient, 

and that to which it is applied is eternal, or whether both of them are one, or both are 

independent. His point is to establish that any of these positions are guilty of either applying 

plurality to God or are pointless. His conclusion is as follows: 

In all these ways, the door of this talk must be closed, and its ultimate sense 
will be that it is inevitable for creatures dwelling in the created realm of 
dissemblance that they should make reference to Him, the All-High, calling 
Him by a certain name. And as they can only belong to these three 
categories, namely, common, chosen, and specially chosen, the members of 
each class can only speak of God from the standpoint of their category .... 
And the specially chosen (akha$$-i khii$$), in accordance with the principle 
of purification (tanzfh), that is non-attribution to God of qualities belonging 
to the created world, use oft-repeated names, and above it, that name which 
belongs to the existence in which the name and its bearer are one, which is 
absolute and free from attributes and what creates them. And that name is 
the Greatest Name, manifested and hypostatized, the one who says: "We are 
the most beautiful names of God and His brightest attributes. And: God is 
recognized through us, obeyed through us and disobeyed [through us], 
meaning that God is recognized through us and worshipped through us. 
Whoever obeys us has obeyed God and whoever disobeys us has disobeyed 
God. Thus, whoever wishes to pronounce the real name of God, the 
Exalted, and to recognize the Exalted by His real name should recognize the 
person whose claim and summons this is and who is unique in this claim and 
summons. Peace be upon you. 55 

54A reference to Narayat}a is found in Pir Shams. See Kassam, "Songs of Wisdom", 240: Not 
recognizing the man was Swami, the Lord Narayat}a;/ He foolishly let his feet into the cage. 
0 Brother, so be it; and 281: Narayat}a assumed the form of cAti;t Brother, his turn came 
along too. 
55T 159-160, P 108; B 221. (I, B, KH) 
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For a diiCf, or pir, in India. such instruction would immediately call to mind the notion of 

avatiira. That is, he would have to shift his focus from the supreme being to the 

manifestation of that supreme being as avatiira, and by extension, area. 

In another discussion, Tiisi tackles the worship of luminaries (hayiildl) and idols (butifn) 

Unfortunately, his descriptions are too vague to ascertain which religious tradition he was 

referring to, but it is likely that his audience understood his allusions. It is possible that he 

meant the Indian deities (devas) when referring to the luminaries (hayiildl), and it may be 

speculated that by idols he may have mean the area forms. He takes issue not with the noble 

rank (sharafl) ascribed to these, nor to .the need for an intermediary between the supreme 

being and creatures. Rather, he questions why such an intermediary should not be human, 

for the human is the purpose and aim of creation, and further, the human intellect is the place 

where "both ends of the chain of existence" meet. 56 Again, a discerning diiCf may have 

taken a discussion such as this-which itself requires further study-and taken the cue that 

emphasis was to be moved from worship of devas and the area to the avatiira. For, the 

deva cannot be seen, only propitiated; the area is a material representation of the deity, while 

the avatiira, certainly in the case of Kn;Qa and others prior to him, shares human 

characteristics such as use of language to communicate. These are possibilities that are 

being raised, pending further research. 

The second is the importance attached in both traditions to the preceptor: the J)ujjat/daci in 

the case of Tiisi, and the guru in the case of Ramanuja. The task of the preceptor in each of 

the traditions is to communicate the correct understanding of the scriptures, so as to instruct 

the believer/devotee in the true nature of reality, the status of the soul and the means to attain 

salvation. Concomitant with this is the specification of the duties required and the manner of 

worship. The role of the preceptor in each case is to point the way to, as well as to highlight 

56T 177ff, P 121ff. 
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the devotion and obedience to the imiim, on the one hand, and Vi~Qu-NarayaQa in his 

various modes, on the other. In this respect, Tusi's emphasis on love and obedience to the 

imiim would find a resonance with the emphasis placed by Ramanuja and the subsequent 

V ai~Qava tradition on bhakti. 

In summary, while the historical connections require further research, from the point of view 

of the philosophical underpinnings of the doctrines that emerged in the Satpanth tradition 

and were expressed in its literature, it can be argued that the identification of avatara and 

imiim was not merely expedient. On assessing the deeper facets of the concept of avatiira 

and imiim as understood by Tusi and Ramanuja in terms of ontology, epistemology, 

psychology and salvation, it seems that there was sufficient scope for linking the two 

divine-huma1onfigurations. 
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C ill. Toward Developing a Typology for Divine-Human Configurations 

Based on the analysis undertaken here of two instances of the divine-human configuration, I 

would like to offer a few observations on some of the issues that are pertinent toward 

developing a typology of theanthropos. 

The first set of issues arise from the examination of such a figure is examined from the point 

of view of safeguarding divinity. The philosophical articulations such as have been 

explored in Tiisi and Ramanuja clearly attempt to distance the theanthropos from any 

entanglement with the limiting factors of human existence. That is to say, for Tiisi, the imlim 

may appear to have been born, and to live as a human being. However, for those who 

perceive clearly, the imlfm cannot be said to have entered the realm of relationality (it;liifi), 

that is, the mundane world. Yet, from the point of view of those who are in the realm of 

dissemblance (kawn-i mushiibahat), the imlfm can be said to be here as a human being in 

oi'der to show them the way to the realm of disclosure (kawn-i mublfyanat). As a 

manifestation of the Amr (Command) of God, the imlfm 's essence (dhlft) is a mystery to all 

but those whom he has led to knowledge of himself. It is crucial to note that the Amr stands 

beyond the intellect and the soul, that is, it is implied, beyond being itself, beyond created 

existents as such. In this way, the imlfm is ontologically other in the same way that the Amr 

is ontologically other than existents, and yet, in some unknowable manner, is the source of 

existence. 

For Ramanuja, the limiting factors of human existence are expressed in two ways: (i) that 

embodied souls (jiviitman) are subject to kannan; and (ii) that their bodies are gupa-bound. 

Ramanuja clarifies that the avatifra (or, indeed, any of the manifestations of Brahman) is not 

subject to kannan, nor is his body the ordinary prak[tic body of humans, but a body 

composed of pure matter (suddhasattva). Thus, for Ramanuja, corporeality poses a real 

C problem. In this respect, the use of the English term 'incarnation' to describe the avatifra is, 
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in my view, erroneous, for incarnation connotes the idea of 'entering into a body'; indeed, the 

term carnal (in incarnation) denotes sensual. The term 'manifestation' would, I suggest, be a 

more accurate description of what Ramanuja means by avatiira. 

Therefore, when looking at a divine-human configuration, it is salient to examine whether 

such a theanthropos is (i) ontologically other than embodied beings in general; (ii) whether 

its body is the same or not; that is, whether it is an incarnation (god entering human) or a 

manifestation (god appearing to be human to the perception of other humans). I am not 

qualified to speak of the philosophical debates regarding the question of Incarnation in 

Christianity, but no doubt this issue has been grappled with there, too. With respect to Tfisi 

and Ramanuja, however, it is clear that both had to devise ways of understanding the 

theanthropos in a manner that would not compromise the divinity. For one, the notion of 

quliil (incarnation) was unacceptable to Tiisi and thus, he locates the appearance of the imifm 

as an epistemological issue; for another, the notion of god becoming human was 

unacceptable to Ramanuja for the reasons stated above, primarily the limitations attached to 

matter, and so he locates the appearance of the avatiira in Brahman's power to create matter 

that is appropriate to bear his manifestation, which matter is unlike ordinary gu.pa-laded 

matter. 

Another set of issues arise from the point of view of epistemology. The theanthropos is 

necessitated by the fact that the supreme being or divinity is in some way, hidden from the 

view of the ordinary human being. For Tiisi, the phrase Allahu akbar captures the notion 

that God is so great that He is far above anything humans may say of him. Given such an 

epistemological divide, how is God to be known, and thereby worshipped? Thus, for him, 

the imlfm provides a link whereby God may be made accessible to the knowledge and 

worship of believers. 

Ramanuja, too, states clearly in his Gitiibhif$ya that the supreme being, having created the 

universe, retires and becomes incognizant to humans. Even though he exists within the 
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universe as its inner ruler or antaryifmin, humans cannot perceive him as such. Therefore, 

the avatara and other manifestations of the divine supreme being are ways in which he 

makes himself accessible to, and an object of worship for, human beings. 

Based upon this epistemic obscuring, and the need for an attributed divinity for the purposes 

of worship, it would be salient to ask when examining a divine-human configuration 

whether (i) the pure divinity (Allah for Tiisi and Brahman of the five essential characteristics 

for Riimanuja) is in some way beyond, or obscured from, the perception of humans: that is, 

is there an epistemological divide between divinity and humanity? And (ii) how may the 

divinity be worshipped? Does the theanthropos represent a divine favour to the 

believer/devotee through which the divine may be known and worshipped? 

Yet another set of issues centres around the question of authority. Scriptural revelation is 

one form in which the divine communicates to humanity. However, Tiisi does not view 

divine communication as coming to an end once the scripture has been revealed, for it 

continually needs interpretation as humans become better prepared to understand the divine 

mysteries encoded in the scripture. For him, the spiritual authority of the Prophet is 

continued in the spiritual authority of the imam of the time (imam-izamiin), even if he draws 

distinctions between the ontological stature of the prophet and that of the imam. This 

authority concerns both the way in which human affairs are to be ordered, and this is crucial 

with respect to ethics, and with how the knowledge of divine mysteries, which are too many 

and too profound to be communicated all at once, is to be revealed. 

For Riimanuja, the scriptures, being apauru~eya (non-humanly originated), are to be 

correctly understood as all words contained therein having the supreme being as their 

ultimate referent. The correct interpretation of scripture is crucial in communicating to the 

devotee what prescribed duties for each person's caste and stage in life are to be carried out. 

In addition, the scriptures, correctly understood, are a source of information regarding the 

means through which Brahman-realization may be attained, and this source is identified as 
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being verily the Lord himself. Thus, not only is the devotee to be guided by the ethical 

imperative to do good works, but also by the necessity of loving devotion (bhakti) in the 

form of worship (upasana) in order to prepare the devotee to receive the grace of the Lord. 

I have already pointed to the importance of the guru for the correct interpretation and 

knowledge of the scripture. Further, I have pointed out the role of the avatifra, in the Gfta, as 

the source of teaching regarding how mok~a and Brahman-realization may be attained. 

Therefore, when examining a theanthropos, some of the questions that need to be asked are: 

(i) in what ways is the divine-human configuration or theanthropos a source of authority 

regarding scripture? (ii) does such a figure have the authority to teach, impart instruction 

that will aid the human to achieve the tradition's stated teleological and eschatological aims? 

(iii) does the necessity for such a figure take into account the dichotomy between scriptures 

that are eternal but "frozen" in a mythical or relatively recent historical time, and the evolving 

human needs and capacities for understanding that are in tune with changing historical 

times? That is, the issue of eternal versus temporal time with respect to divine 

communication to humanity must be addressed. And finally, (iv) given that each religious 

tradition is keenly aware of the abuse of the absolute authority that may be accorded to such 

a figure, what safeguards are put into place? This question points to the primary importance 

attached by both philosophers studied to the question of ethics. If humans are to place their 

trust in the imam, the guru, the avatara, then they must be assured that he will not, as the 

prime source of ethical authority, sanction self- or other-destruction, even if, out of 

obedience, they are required to be willing to do so as part of their surrender to such a figure. 

That is, the whole question of ethics and authority must be examined carefully. 

I would like to end by noting that Foucault has observed that a thing can never be known in 

itself, but only to the extent of the categories that are utilized to understand it.57 In this 

57" the absolute character we recognize in what is simp1e concerns not the being of things 
but rather the manner in which they can be known. A thing can be absolute according to one 
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respect, we have seen that both our philosophers acknowledge with differing degrees of 

emphasis that divinity is incognizant to humans, but that nonetheless, there are ways in 

which that divinity attempts to communicate with us. The task of these two philosophers, 

then, has been to provide an interpretation of divinity according to their own philosophic 

ethos, methods and presuppositions. Despite the hermeneutical difficulties attached to the 

inquiry, the task still merits attention for the insights it offers into how different traditions 

and thinkers sought to make sense of the issues; here specifically, those pertaining to 

divine-human configurations. In this respect, it is of key importance to acknowledge 

Waldman'sobservation that: 

Those of us who would acknowledge our role in constructing our object of 
study rarely spend much time articulating just how we have imagined it. ss 

In this study, I have entered into the philosophic thought of two very different religious 

traditions as articulated by two intriguing philosophers. To understand, analyze and 

compare their views on theanthropos, I have utilized the four philosophical categories of 

ontology, psychology, epistemology and salvation. In so doing, these interpretive categories 

have helped bring into sharper focus the nuances of Tu si and Ramanuja's conceptions of the 

divine-human configuration. Using the analogy of the map, these philosophical categories 

have not only helped to steer us through the thick, complex particularities of each 

philosopher's writings, but also afforded an aerial view from which comparisons and 

contrasts can be observed and issues highlighted for further inquiry. 

relation yet relative according to others; order can be at once necessary and natural (in 
relation to thought) and arbitrary (in relation to things), since, according to the way in 
which we consider it, the same thing may be placed at different points in our order." In 
Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (London: 
Tavistock Publications, 1970), 54. 
58Marilyn Robinson Waldman and Robert M. Baum, "Innovation as renovation: The 
"prophet" as an agent of change" in Michael A. WiHiams, CoUett Cox, Martin S. Jaffee, 
editors, Innovation in Religious Traditions (New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1993), 241. 
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