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ABSTRACT 

For many centuries. Sankara has been most often held to be the herald 

of monastic renunciation as a necessary condition for liberation. But this 

interpretation of Sankara's position does not stand up to our systematic 

analysis of all the passages relating to the issue of renunciation in his 

authentic commen-taries. Sankara summarizes the major steps toward 

liberation in the following manner: the yoga of action (karmayoga), purity of 

mind (sattvasuddhi), attainment of know ledge (jnanaprapti), renunciation of 

all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasa) and steadfastness in knowledge 

(ji'Uinanistha). Our study demonstrates that the third step corresponds to an 

already direct knowledge of the Self and that the following renunciation does 

not refer to entry into monastic life, but rather to abandonment of 

authorship (kartrtvasamnyasa), as a sine qua non for liberation. Monastic 

renunciation is then simply an auxiliary toward Self-knowledge for 

Brahmanas alone. This interpretation does not contradict Sankara's well

known refutation of the combination of action and knowledge toward 

liberation. Indeed, even if the purification gained through karmayoga 

(particularly by way of meditation on Brahman with attributes) does bring 

about direct Self -knowledge, the latter still leads to liberation in a 

completely independent manner as it remains the only antidote to ignorance. 

Thus, partly due to the polysemic or even ambiguous character of many 

terms related to renunciation in Sankara's works, it is the disciples (headed 

by Suresvara), rather than the master himself, who tended to put monastic 

renunciation at the core of "Sankara's" tradition, thereby confining the quest 

for the ultimate human goal within the boundaries of monasticism. 
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RESUME 

On a le plus souvent vu en Sati.kara le heraut du renoncement mo

nastiq ue com me condition necessaire de la liberation. Or, cette 

interpretation de la position de Sankara ne resiste pas a notre 

analyse des passages traitant du renoncement dans ses commentai

res authentiques. sankara resume ainsi les eta pes menant a la 

liberation: le yoga de !'action (k arm ayog a), la purete d 'esprit (.ul.:. 

tvasuddhi), !'obtention de la connaissance (jnana 0raoti), le renon

cement a toute action (sarvakarmasamnyasa) et !'absorption dans 

la connaissance (jOananistha). Notre analyse demontre que la troi

sie me etape correspond a une connaissance deja directe du Soi et 

que le renoncement subsequent presente comme condition sine gua 

.nQn. de la liberation, non pas !'entree dans la vie monastique, mais 

bien plutot !'abandon du statut d'acteur (kartrtvasamnyasa). Quant 

au renoncement monastique, i1 appara1t simplement comme un 

auxiliaire dans le cas des brahmanes. Cette interpretation ne s'ins

crit pas en faux contre la fameuse refutation sankarienne de la 

combinaison de !'action et de la connaissance. En effet, me me si la 

purification operee par le karmayoga (particulierement grace a la 

meditation sur le Brahman avec attributs) peut conduire a la con

naissance directe du Soi, cette derniere mene toujours a la libera

tion de maniere independante en tant que seul antidote a !'igno

rance. Ainsi, en partie a cause de la polyse mie, voire l'ambiguite, de 

nombreux termes lies au renoncement· chez Sati.kara, ce sont plutot 

ses disciples (S uresvara en tete) qui placeront le re nonce ment phy

sique au coeur de la tradition "sankarienne» et tendront a monopo

liser la quete du but ultime dans le cadre du monachisme. 
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CHAPTER 1 

SA:r'H~ARA AND RENUNCIATION: THE CONTROVERSY 

Renunciation is certainly one of the most fundamental aspects of 

Indian thought. In various forms, the concept runs through all Indian 

religions and culture with an amazing radiance, nourishing reflection 

on the relationships bet we en the individual and society, knowledge 

and action, metaphysical truth and practical reality, as well as 

between the ultimate spiritual goal and its means of attainment. It is 

not uncommon to find renunciation described as "the most 

fundamental trait of the Indian religious spirit" (Cenkner, 39). Louis 

Renou confirms such an understanding when he calls Hinduism" une 

religion du renoncement" (123). Along the same lines, Henri Le Saux, a 

Benedictine monk who also became an Advaitin renouncer, 

maintains that without referring to renunciation (samnyasa), "i1 est 

impossible de comprendre a fond !'attitude religieuse de l'a me 

hindoue" (165). Karl H. Potter (1982, 118) believes that a history of 

Indian thought could easily be writ ten on the basis of the opposition 

bet we en active functioning in the world (pravrttO and turning away 

from the latter (nivrttil. In his famous paper on" Le Renoncement 

dans les religions de l'Inde," Louis Dumont also sees "dans le dialogue 

du renonc;ant et de l'hom me dans le m on de le secret de l'hindouisme" 

(328). In his excellent work on the medieval debate on renunciation in 

Hinduism, Patrick Olivelle has studied how this theme has roots and 

influences in major aspects of religious practice and theology. He has 

shown how many issues that are inseparable from renunciation" have 

enormous implications with regard to all the concerns of theology and 



Q religion: god, human nature, society, religious and ritual practices, and 

morality» (1986-87, 1:18). These issues include the problem of the 

respective contributions of knowledge and ritual actions as means to 

liberation from bondage (moksa), the question of whether the latter 

should be preceded by taking up the monastic way of life (samnyasa), 

and the debate as to whether the liberated man is subject to any of 

the scriptural injunctions and prohibitions. Further, many would 

probably agree with Olivelle that monks are notably founders of most 

of the religious traditions in India and represent, with respect to the 

primary religious concerns," the most creative element of intellectual 

history of India» (1975, 83). 1 

c 

Although the concept of renunciation was only fully developed 

from the time of the Upanisads onwards, it has roots in earlier Vedic 

literature in various forms of inner and outer withdrawal from the 

world. We find in the Samhitas. the Brahmaoas and the Araoyakas 

themes in the spirit of renunciation such as taoas. antaryajija. muni. 

vanaprastha and sramaoa. 2 It is later on, mainly b~t ween the lOth 

and Sth century BCE, that the Upanisads emphasize inner renunciation 

and monasticism as the most determining aspects of spiritual 

endeavour. At the time of the great Epics which followed, the very 

plot of the most popular Bhagavadgita was based on the opposition 

between respecting one's duty before society and abandoning it in 

favor of monastic life. Indeed, the famous dialogue bet we en Kqr:1a and 

Arjuna the warrior starts when, bewildered at suddenly finding 

1 See also Nakamura 1991, 163. 
2 For a good account of the organic development of renunciation 
within the Indian spiritual tradition, see Heesterman 26-44. 
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himself face to face with his own cousins who compose the opposite 

army, Arjuna chooses to drop his bow and arrows and to renounce his 

soldier's duty. Commented upon by hundreds of Hindus, including 

many eminent representatives of the main schools of Hindu thought 

which later developped, the seven hundred verses of the 

Bhagavadgita are in fact an ethical and metaphysical answer to the 

question of renunciation. 

The oldest corn ment ary on this text to have reached us is that of 

Sankara who, according to recent scholarship, lived somewhere 

between 700 and 750.1 Sankara attempted a synthesis of the main 

Vedantic texts, that is, the BrahmasOtras. the Upanisads and the 

Bhagavadgita in terms of an absolute non-dualism (advaita). 

According to this doctrine, liberation is attained through direct 

experience of the identity between the self (at man) and the 

attribute less Brahman (the absolute unmanifest principle which is 

the source of the whole universe). This interpretation has deeply 

influenced the development of Hindu thought up to our times. 

Sankara is in fact usually considered the greatest Indian philosopher, 

even by many who challenge important aspects of his thought. 

Whether opposed or favorable to Sankara. it is against the background 

of his works that thinkers of following centuries clarified and 

developed many of their own positions. This is particularly true with 

1 The dates 788-820 were earlier put forward by K. B. Pathak in 1882 
and remained unchallendged until Nakamura's study which, in 1950, 
proposed the dates 700-750 (1983, 48-89). These were accepted by 
scholars such as Louis Renou (Journal Asiatigue 143, 1955, 249-251 ), 
Daniel H. H. Ingalls (Philosophy East and West 3, 292) and Sengaku 
Mayeda (Upad, 3). 
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respect to renunciation. After Sai:lkara, a major concern of the middle 

age thinkers was to prove or to refute his position concerning the 

issues related to renunciation, all of which can be summarized as 

follows: is renunciation prescribed by the Veda and the Smrti (i.e. the 

whole of sacred texts of divine and human origin respectively) and if 

so, what kind(s) of renunciation. for which person(s), at what time(s) in 

life, whether as an obligation or as an option, and for what purposes in 

the context of the many means prescribed for liberation by sacred 

texts. 

Sai:lkara's works have been studied extensively by both 

religious thinkers and modern scholars. Especially within the last 

twenty years, several works have dealt in whole or in part with 

renunciation in Hinduism and in Sai:lkara. Why then a new study on 

Sai:lkara and renunciation? My contention is that a major 

misinterpretation of Sai:lkara's position on this point has occurred in 

the past and continues to prevail amongst religious thinkers and 

modern scholars. Thus, a systematic study of all aspects and contexts 

related to renunciation in Sai:lkara's works is still needed to arrive at 

Sailkara's own understanding of renunciation and to identify the 

exegetical processes involved in the misinterpretation. Olivelle (1986-

1987) has already clarified the debate on renunciation bet we en the 

Advaita and Visistiidvaita traditions, but ironically a complete study 

of the grounds of the controversy concerning the same theme within 

the Advaita tradition itself is still needed. 

4 
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It should first be noted that the Vedantasara (16th CEl ), the 

Sid dhantaleSasaOgraha (16th CEZ) and the Vedantaparibhasa (17th CE3), 

usually considered the three main traditional Advaita compendiums, 

do mention the existence of opposite opinions within the tradition as 

to whether monastic life following physical renunciation of Vedic 

ritual actions is necessary for liberation. In verse 21 of Vedantasara 

(Sadananda Yogindra 12) and in Vedantaparibhasa 9.41 (Dharmaraja 

Adhvarindra 167), the divergence centers around the term uparati or 

uparama (desisting) as one of the" six treasures" (satsampatti) within 

the fourfold requirement (sadhanacatustaya) defining qualification 

(adhikara)for the Advaita discipline of knowledge 4 which leads to 

liberation. According to these passages, some Advaitins believe that 

uparati means a withdrawal of the mind from external organs and 

does not indicate obligatory physical renunciation; others opine that it 

consists in a mandatory physical renunciation of Vedic ritual actions 

as part of an initiation into monastic life. Referring basically to the 

same opposition, the Siddhantale$asailgraha contains a very clear and 

quite objective summary of the conflicting opinions about the role of 

ritual actions and of their physical renunciation with respect to direct 

1 See Dasgupta SS. 
z See Ibid., 218-220. 
3 See Ibid., 54. 
4 By the expression "discipline of knowledge" I understand the 
traditional hearing ($ravaoa), reflection (manana) and meditation 
(nididhyiisana) on the Vedantic knowledge of the Upanisads and of 
some Smrti texts such as the Bhagavadgita- of course interpreted 
here in terms of non-dualism. 
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(or experiential) knowledge l of the Self, and about qualification for 

physical renunciation and for the Advaita discipline of knowledge. 

Because names are often left unmentioned in these 

compendiums, it is quite difficult to know exactly who and how many 

amongst followers of Advaita were on either side of the debate. 

However, references to the Bhamati and Vivarana schools in the 

Siddhantalesasailgraha suggest that the controversy was understood 

at that time to go back as far as the division of the Advaita tradition 

into these two schools led respectively by Padmapada (720-770) 2 and 

Vacaspati Misra (-841-). 3 But there may very well have been differing 

opinions even within each school. Therefore, the various 

interpretations of renunciation in the Advaita tradition can be 

properly assessed only by first understanding Sailkara's position on 

the issue. 

A survey of literature on Sailkara and renunciation by 20th 

century Hindu religious thinkers and by independent scholars brings 

to light the fact that, according to the prevailing modern 

interpretation, Sailkara is the advocate par excellence of physical 

renunciation as a necessary step for knowledge of the Self and 

liberation. Let us first consider the representatives of Sailkara's 

tradition. In his study of the contemporary Sailkaracaryas (the 

l We will use the expressions "direct knowledge", "immediate 
know ledge" and "(direct) experience" as synonyms. These stand for 
the traditional term aparok~ajijana. meaning a knowledge which is 
"not beyond sight," which is experiential, immediate, direct. They 
contrast with the paroksajijana. the knowledge which is "beyond 
sight," that is, merely verbal, mediate, or indirect. 
2 See Nakamura 1983,88. 
3 Ibid. 
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Advaita pontiffs), although not quoting any one of them. Cenkner 

suggests that, in their view. physical renunciation is not necessary for 

the discipline of knowledge:" A paodita of a Sankara Vidyapitha was 

unequivocal with me in pointing out that there was no absolute 

requirement for sannyasa in order to pursue knowledge, but Adi 

Sankara advocated it for easier access to jnana-yoga. The asceticallife 

releases one from household duties and family ritual. It frees one for a 

total pursuit of wisdom)) (163). Talking of another informant as being 

a" highly qualified jnani but not a sannyasi)) (Ibid.), Cenkner seems 

again to suggest that in the milieu of modern representatives of 

Sankara's tradition. physical renunciation is not seen as a necessary 

means. By contrast, on the basis of my own conversations with 

paoditas and professors relatively close to the Sankaracarya of Kanci, I 

would say that they generally regard physical renunciation as 

necessary (either in this life or in a previous one) for complete 

know ledge of the Self and liberation. This point of view is ex pressed 

most radically by Candrasekhara Bharati.late Sankaracarya of Srngeri 

and master of one of the Sankaracaryas interviewed by Cenkner in the 

course of his study. First, in the same manner as Sankara, he states in 

his commentary on the Vivekacodamaoi that Brahmaoas alone have 

access to physical renunciation and to the monastic life which follows. 

But, still talking in the name of Sankara and referring to all other 

possible aspirants, he adds:" As they are disqualified for saq1nyasa, 

which alone invests one with the right for Vedantic enquiry, in their 

present life itself, they cannot know and realize Brahman» 

(Candrasekhara. 6). Thus, for this modern representative of Sankara's 

tradition, renunciation is undoubtedly a sine gua non for liberation. 
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But that position is vigorously contested as a misinterpretation 

of Sankara's teaching by at least one major figure from within the 

living Advaita tradition of today. A disciple of Swami Brahmananda 

Sarasvati (who was Sarikaracarya of jyotirmatha between 1941 and 

1953), still highly regarded by the successors of Swami Brahmananda 

(Cenkner 126), and well-known for his teaching of Transcendental 

Meditation, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi writes in his commentary on the 

Bhagavadgita: "The sanyasi [sic], or recluse orders, of Shankara's 

tradition have been interpreting Shankara-Vedanta as being 

completely closed to householders, who form the main section of 

society, and open only to themselves. This has resulted in spiritual 

decadence and in the moral downfall of Indian society" (257). 

Interestingly, the shortcomings which are attributed to post

Sarikara Advaitins by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, are similarly attributl 

to Sarikara himself by some modern scholars. The Maharishi writes, 

regarding the severence of devotion and knowledge into two 

independent paths to liberation: 

The idea oft wo paths became more predominant owing to the 

carelessness of the custodians of Sankara's teaching. Since they 

followed the recluse way of life, they were naturally concerned 

with thoughts of the separateness of the Divine from the world; 

and, with the continuance of this situation generation after 

generation, the aspect of knowledge began to dominate 

Shankara's tradition while the aspect of devotion gradually lost 

its importance (Ibid., 13). 
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Contrasting Sailkara with Mat:lc;tana Misra (670-720), l a contemporary 

thinker, rather than with the later followers of Advaita (243), 

Suryanarayana Sastri thus explains the overemphasis on knowledge 

which he attributes to Sailkara himself: 

The service of the saint and the devotion of the bhakta are not 

necessarily inferior to the wisdom of the sage, if by wisdom we 

mean a function of the internal organ .... The emphasis on 

knowledge as the sole means to realisation has been due to (1) an 

intellectual bias, perhaps due to the fact that metaphysics was 

the special pursuit of sannyasins who had finished with their 

duty to society, (2) a defective psychology compartmentalising 

cognition, conation and emotion (242). 

Also favoring Mandana Misra, Michel Hulin proposes a similar and 

even sharper contrast between him and Sailkara: 

Strategie coordonne e plutot qu'e elect is me, la" methode" de 

M at:lc;lana laisse ainsi a chacun la possibilite de privilE~ gier celui ou 

ceux de ces moyens particuliers qui s'adapterait le mieux a sa 

situation sociale, a son caracte re, etc. Avec celui que la tradition 

no us pn:f sente eo m me un maitre de maison a vie no us so m mes 

loin de toute intransigeance sectaire, aux antipodes notamment 

de Sailkara et de son" hors du sailnyasa [sic] point de salut" (196). 

Suryanarayana Sastri holds that a dualism between action and 

contemplation and a divorce between practical life and philosophy, 

based on a demoralizing doctrine of illusion, was "worked up by 

Sailkara" with the" most disastrous effects" namely, "the lethargy of 

I Nakamura 1983,88. 
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Indians" and their "spirit of false resignation" (140-141). Coming to a 

similar conclusion. yet attributing the cause to Sailkara's followers. 

the Maharishi writes that "the teaching became one-sided and, 

deprived of its wholeness, eventually lost its universal appeal. It 

came to be regarded as mayavada, a philosophy of illusion, holding the 

world to be only illusory and emphasizing the detached way of life" 

(13). 

Modern scholars usually understand that, according to Sailkara. 

any aspirant to liberation must, whether in one or many lives, go 

through the following steps: (1) karmayoga (performance of the ritual 

actions called nitya and naimittika without attachment to their 

results); (2) purity of mind brought about by karmayoga and giving 

rise to the intellectual conviction or mediate knowledge that the 

means to liberation is not action, but direct knowledge of the 

actionless Self; (3) physical renunciation of all ritual actions as part of 

initiation into monastic life; (4) practice of the discipline of knowledge 

(jrHinayoga) consisting in sravaoa (hearing), manana (reflection) and 

nididhyasana (meditation). As summarized by Kalyanasundara Sastri, 

"one has to practice karma-yoga for the purpose of attaining the 

purification of the mind. This is the preliminary discipline, the ground 

work for spiritual progress. After attaining the purification of the 

mind, and after renouncing all karma. one treads the path of 

knowledge" (299). Combined with Sailkara's mention (in his BUBh 3.5.1, 

for instance) that only Brahmanas have access to physical 

renunciation, this interpretation leads scholars to the conclusion that 

his teaching is addressed to them alone. Sengak u Mayeda writes, for 

instance, that "Sai:tkara's teachings were meant only for selected 
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samnyasins" (1989, 199). Another specialist of Sailkara, Yoshitsugu 

Saw ay, ends a paper with the same conclusion: "For Sailkara, moksa is 

not possible without jijana. and the road par excellence to jnana is 

karma -samnyasa. This samnyasa. in turn, is possible only for 

brahmanas. It was they for whom Sailkara's instruction was 

intended" (383). 

Given such an understanding of Sailkara's position, some scholars 

have criticized his hermeneutical attitude while others have tried to 

rehabilitate him by providing what they thought to be a more 

accurate contextualisation of his commentaries. The accusing scholars 

blamed Sailkara for doing violence to sacred texts he had commented 

upon by holding inflexibly to his pre-conceived notion and projecting 

on them his own thought-system. T.G. Mainkar and P. M. Modi have 

been the most elaborate critics in this vein. After stating that the 

Bhagavadgita teaches a combination of action, devotion and 

knowledge as the means to liberation, and advocates activism rather 

than physical renunciation, Mainkar concludes:· Sailkara has laid quite 

an undue emphasis on Knowledge, even at the cost of Karman and 

Bhakti; and in order to achieve this, he has understood additional 

words, reversed the sense of verses and finally changed the spirit of 

the entire poem .... It would not be an exaggeration to say that he is 

the least faithful interpreter of the Bhagavadgita" (65). In a more 

detailed and relevant critique of Sailkara's commentary, Modi tries to 

show that although the BhagavadgiUi accepts both physical 

renunciation and disinterested action, defined as • Mental 

Renunciation of Actions" (78), it favours the latter (82). Modi accuses 

Sailkara of using ·a variety of interpretational jugglary [sic]" (83) to 
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Q bypass the textual evidence of the GIUi. As a consequence," a great 

number of verses in the GIUi which Shankara takes as dealing with 

Sannyasa have nothing to do with renunciation. In fact they are in 

favour of Yoga or Disinterested Action" (86-87). 

0 

Kokileswar Sastri is among the early 20th Century scholars who 

tried to rehabilitate Sankara with respect to renunciation. In his 

Introduction to Ad wait a Philosophy. first published in 1924, he 

ex plains that if, according to Sankara, action and knowledge are 

contradictory, it is because they" cannot both be the ultimate ends of 

life" (195), one leading to transient mundane prosperity and pleasure, 

the other to liberation from such transience. He then states that,for 

Sankara, ritual actions must be performed until one has reached 

liberation (202). He finally interprets a few potentially confusing 

passages, where physical renunciation is recommended, as referring 

only to the enlightened man (226-227). Thus the author does not 

account for renunciation when it is enjoined by Sankara to the seeker 

after liberation. 

The more recent work by Kapil N. Tiwari suffers from the same 

shortcoming. Tiwari rightly notes that while a part of the Advaita 

tradition has resisted the interpretation of renunciation as a" life

negating principle," many scholars, including people who consider 

themselves as Advaitins, have misunderstood Sankara's position (141 ). 

But Tiwari holds that whereas in the DharmaSastras. renunciation 

consists of one of the four stages of life, in Vedanta. it means only the 

consequence of the state of liberation through knowledge of the Self 

(47). "By non-performance of action or karma-samnyasa." says he, "the 

advaitins only mean that the Brahmavid or Brahmasarilstha acts but 
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automatically or spontaneously without any strain or struggle, due to 

the realization of the cosmic consciousness outside of which nothing 

remains» (139). Certainly, this description of the meaning of samnyasa 

is a good attempt at accounting for the inner renunciation of all 

identification with mental activity, to which Sailkara gives much 

more attention and value than is usually realized. But again, while 

properly emphasizing the value of inner renunciation for Sailkara, it 

leaves the impression that he did not ~strongly recommend 

physical renunciation as a means for liberation. 

In a more faithful attempt to properly contextualize Sailkara's 

position on renunciation, Sarvapelli Radhakrishnan also considers that 

"the emphasis in Samkara is not on retirement from the world, but on 

renunciation of the self» (633). He understands from Sailkara that "to 

gain salvation, one need not become sannyasin .... Sannyasins, 

however, are best entitled to it, since it is easier for them to acquire it 

than for others, since they are not called upon to undertake active 

worship, household duties or Vedic rites» (617). Radhakrishnan sees in 

Sailkara's works an" unnecessary emphasis» on knowledge as the only 

means to liberation, and he justifies Sankara's attitude by presenting 

it as a rather fair reaction to the overemphasis of the Mimamsakas on 

the obligation to perform rituals for liberation (627-628). After noting 

that the understanding of the relationship between knowledge and 

action can be misled by the ambiguity of the usage of the word 

karman. he clarifies the matter as follows: "·If jnana and karma are 

opposed as light and darkness, it is karma in the sense of selfish 

activity and jiHina in the sense of unselfish wisdom» (630). While, as a 

whole, Radhakrishnan's conclusions will be confirmed by our study, in 
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view of the many conflicting opinions we are now summarizing, we 

still need to understand exactly how Sankara develops his position 

and how, starting from his exegetical endeavour, misinterpretations 

of his position may have arisen in the exegetical approach of his 

commentators. 

More recently, Arvind Sharma has provided some clarification of 

the term samnyasa itself as potentially referring, in Sailkara's usage, 

either to "the abandonment of identifiable forms of out ward action" 

or to "the inward abandonment of action" (108). This could suggest 

with good reason that when Sankara firmly holds to the idea that 

"samnyasa is concomitant of jiHina" 013), samnyasa signifies 

abandonment of identification with the limited self as a result of an 

already direct knowledge of the Self and not as a means for access to 

the discipline of knowledge. Indeed, physical renunciation used by the 

seeker after liberation as a means for achieving immediate Self

knowledge cannot logically be concomitant with that knowledge, as 

this would contradict its role as a means towards the latter. However, 

Sharma concludes his paper by saying that through such an 

interpretation of samnyasa and jiliinayoga as conditions for liberation, 

Sankara rather diverts the message of the Gita in favor of "the seekers 

on the path of knowledge" (11 S). Thus, whether Sailkara sees either 

inner or outer abandonment as the key message of the GIUL is still not 

clear. Further clarification of Sail.kara's corn mentaries is therefore 

needed with respect to the meanings of, and the connections between, 

samnyasa. jijanayoga and jijana. 

Another significant contribution along the same lines has been 

made by Karl H. Potter. This author sees a fundamental discontinuity 
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between Sailkara's teaching on renunciation and the monasticism of 

the Dasanamin order of monks which, according to Sail.kara's 

hagiographies, was founded by him. The implications of Sail.kara's 

writings, he says," when properly understood, are profoundly 

antithetical to the assumptions and practices of the order he is 

supposed to have founded" (1982, 113). First, Potter points out that in 

Sail.kara's peculiar usage of the term, samnyasa is almost invariably 

"identical with liberation while living" (1981, 35). He rightly notices 

that "SaqJ.kara, when speaking of samnyasa.frequently describes it in 

terms that seem appropriate only to the liberated person" (Ibid.). He 

explains that if the commentator does insist on the idea that one can 

obtain liberation only from the stage of samnyasa. it is not, as usually 

understood, in the sense that every aspirant has to go through the 

monasticism of the fourth stage of life (samnyasasrama), but rather 

that the aspirant can be liberated only if he reaches the state of 

complete inner renunciation from action through direct Self

knowledge. Potter further understands, namely from Sail.kara's CUBh 

2.23.1, that one can reach this state of inner renunciation from the 

stage of householder or from any of the other stages of life in the usual 

sense of the term (1982, 120). Potter specifies that this perspective is 

not a mere verbal accomodation that could be disregarded by saying 

that post-Sail.kara Advaitins merely enlarge the category of 

samnyasins so as to also include the monk still aspiring to liberation 

(lbid.,l17). Rather, this new approach brings into play the fundamental 

question of determining which, knowledge or physical renunciation, is 

the cause of the other from Sail.kara's viewpoint. Potter argues here 

that, for Sail.kara, renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasa) is 
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the effect of direct Self -knowledge and, being internal only, for all 

practical purposes, amounts to direct Self -knowledge it self and to the 

ensuing liberation. 

Along the age-old chain of Advaita corn mentators, it is in 

Vidyaral)ya, the author of the Uvanmuktiviveka. that Potter finds the 

climax of the complete reversal of Sailkara's understanding: "For 

Vidyaral)ya, one gives up actions and gains knowledge. Saq1kara's 

position is diametrically opposed. As he sees it, an agent cannot have 

knowledge, and a true know er cannot act. Thus, it is knowledge which 

leads to the abandonment of action, not the reverse" (Ibid., 118). Hence, 

Potter adds, the imputation of an elitistic social philosophy would suit 

Vidyaral)ya rather than Sailkara (Ibid., 120). 

Although Potter's studies certainly provide enlightening 

guidelines in the understanding of renunciation in Sailkara, they seem 

to overlook the importance ~given by Sailkara to physical 

renunciation as a means for the seeker after liberation. While one of 

the major tasks of a re-evaluation of Sailkara's interpretation of 

renunciation consists in describing the respective functions of inner 

and outer renunciation in his economy of knowledge and liberation, 

Potter does not account for the passages where Sailkara values 

physical renunciation as a significant means in the context of the path 

of knowledge. Although, as we will see, Sailkara does recommend in 

various places physical renunciation either for the seeker or for the 

enlightened, Potter states:" It is evident that Sailkara does not teach 

withdrawal from the world at any point along the path of spiritual 

progress, even at the samnyasa or iivanmukta stage" (1981, 35). The 

scholar seems to make no room for, nor see any usefulness in, physical 
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renunciation of the seeker:" ... someone who does not have that 

knowledge of the reality of nondifference .... must continue to act. If 

he refrains from performing certain kinds of acts he may purify 

himself and become worthy for pleasurable sojourns in heaven, or for 

high-status rebirth, but he gets no closer to liberation" (1982, 11 S). 

After introducing the four traditional requirements for the seeker's 

enterance to the path of knowledge,Potter seems to suggest that 

these virtues come, without any other intermediary stage, 

immediately before the state of samnyasa which he defines as 

liberation itself:" It becomes very apparent that a person must be 

imbued with strong positive moral inclinations when he enters the 

samnyasa stage" (1981, 36). Thus, according to Potter, in Sankara's 

commentaries, renunciation of all actions is to be understood only in 

the light of the "thesis that Self -knowledge necessarily renders action 

of any kind impossible" (Ibid., 35). Since what is referred to here is an 

inner renunciation through immediate Self -know ledge, it would be 

fair to interpret this impossiblity of acting as a living reality only on 

the level of the experience of one's ultimate identity with Brahman. 

and not on the level of the individual self which persists even after 

liberation and which represents, through its daily actions, the jivan. or 

living aspect of, jivanmukti (liberation-in-this-life). But, when he tries 

to make a case for the incongruity of Sankara being the historic 

founder of the monastic tradition which has been attached to his 

name for centuries, Potter erroneously applies this intrinsic absence 

of activity characteristic of Self -experience alone, to the physical 

dimension of renunciation:" ... we may well doubt that the 

philosopher Saq1kara had anything at all to do with the founding of 
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the Da$anamins. It would have been out of character for him to form a 

social institution around what he considered to be a sa mnyasin. since 

he insisted that they where incapable of action and thus entirely 

outside of society" (1982. 121). It does not seem proper, in my opinion, 

to conclude that because the enlightened person is" incapable of 

action," in other words, because of his renunciation of the sense of 

being the doer or author (kartrtvasamnyasa) of mental and physical 

actions, he has necessarily abandoned social activities on the physical 

level as well. Absence of action and of the sense of authorship on the 

level of direct knowledge of the actionless Self does not necessarily 

mean absence of activity and undertakings on the physical and 

mental levels as such. In another work, Potter himself puts one on 

guard against committing such a metaphysical error, when he 

specifies about the enlightened person:" ... from the 'higher 

stand point' (paramarthika) he is liberated and thus incapable of 

ordinary knowledge, action and experiences, but from the 'lower 

standpoint' (vyavaharika) he is a samnyasin or renunciate, capable of 

all such things" (1981, 34). 

In The Chapter of the Self. Trevor Legget adds the following 

point to the debate. He holds that although, in Sail.kara's commentary 

on the .Q..Uj, direct knowledge of the Self generally precedes 

renunciation. the latter appears as a physical abandonment of rituals 

which allows full time for meditation and for stabilizing the direct 

knowledge acquired by the aspirant: "The whole tenor of the 

commentary, however. is that the- apparently- enjoined seclusion, 

renunciation, and even meditation, are in practice natural results of 

the Knowledge which he already has" (170). This significant 
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observation will be further investigated and developed in the present 

study. But since Legget 's interpretation gives to renunciation of all 

actions the value of physical abandonment within the stages given by 

Sailkara as necessary to liberation (Ibid., SS), it debars from 

emancipation all aspirants who do not or cannot physically abandon 

rituals, and brings us back again to the same controversy as to 

whether or not monasticism is mandatory. 

After all these arguments and counterarguments about 

Sailkara's understanding of renunciation, ironically, a question still 

re mains: what did Sailkara exactly say about renunciation? Do 

Sailkara's writings carry so much ambiguity as to render impossible 

any attempt at identifying a univocal and consistent position? If so, 

many of his Advaitin interpreters would not have misunderstood him, 

but would have rather brought what each of them saw as the proper 

solution to problems left unresolved by the founder of their tradition. 

Or, can we reconstruct Sailkara's thinking on this theme in a way that 

will enable us to sort out, with solid evidence, his real standpoints 

from the spurious ones? 

I think that Sail.kara's commentaries contain enough material for 

such a consistent reconstruction in spite of the fact that some of the 

author's expressions have a tendency to create ambiguity. My basic 

contention is as follows: while Sailkara put emphasis above all on 

renunciation of authorship (kartrtvasamnyiisa) through direct Self

knowledge as the means to liberation, and considered physical 

renunciation as a secondary, optional means only for Briihmaoas. very 

early custodians of his tradition (even a direct and influential disciple 

such as Suresvara) and, later on, modern lndologists, often reversed or 
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misunderstood his interpretation and saw in physical renunciation a 

necessary step for all human beings aspiring to Self -knowledge and 

liberation. 

How then could such a deep hermeneutical change on such a 

fundamental theme take place, especially since it seems to have 

happened unknowingly and in a spirit that was apparently faithful to 

the founder of the tradition? How could semantic shifts produced by 

various Advaita interpretations of Sankara often occur with apparent 

legitimacy, that is, in the name of Sankara himself? These are 

questions whose significance many lndologists have not even 

glimpsed and which no one has yet tried to answer in a systematic 

and exhaustive manner. 

It appears therefore indispensable to bring to light ill the 

semantic data related to the theme of renunciation in Sankara's works 

and to understand correctly the respective roles of the various types 

of renunciation in iJ.l.contex ts. The results of this research are based 

on a systematic analysis of all aspects of renunciation in the works of 

Sankara which are usually considered by modern scholars as authentic 

(Up ad, 6): the autonomous work entitled Upadesasahasri. the 

commentary on the BrahmasOtra and on the YogasOtra.l and those on 

1 Although the authenticity of the Vivarana on the YogasOtrabha~ya 
traditionally attributed to Sankara is not as well recognized as that of 
the others listed here, a growing number of scholars tend to endorse 
it, among whom Paul Hacker, Hajime Nakamura, Sengaku Mayeda, 
Trevor Legget (Upad, 65), Tilmann Vetter and Wilhelm Halbfass 
(Halbfass, 139 and 224-228). However this position has been challenged 
recently by T. S. Rukmani (see bibliography). On the other hand, the 
YogasOtrabhiisyavivaraga hardly contains any reference to the 
concept of renunciation: only with the words vairagya in sotra 1.16 
and samnyasa or samnyasin in sOtra 4.7, the three words being 
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the Aitareya. the Brhadaraoyaka. the Chandogya. the Isa. the Kat ha. 

the Kena. the Mandukya (with the Karika), the Mundaka. the Prasna 

and the Taittiriya Upanisads. along with the commentary on the 

Bhagavadgit a. 1 

The method employed for this research consisted of first 

identifying all aspects related to renunciation in these fourteen works 

and in noting everything said by Sankara on each of them. Then all the 

clearer passages on each aspect were used to shed light on the more 

ambiguous ones with respect to the same aspect and in relation to 

other topics. This exercise was carried out by assuming consistency 

on the part of the author unless convincing evidence to the contrary 

was forthcoming. All possible use of cross-references by the author 

himself (such as verses already commented upon elsewhere and 

quoted by Sankara in somewhat different or clearer contexts) was 

made to obtain a more precise definition of Sankara's viewpoint on a 

topic. This exegetical cross-reference called upabrmhana is most 

relevant in Sankara's case, because it is fundamental to his own 

approach. As noticed by Boyd Henry Wilson, "the use of one scripture 

interpreted, it seems, in the sense of an inner renunciation (See 
Pataiijala-Yogasotra-Bhasya Vivaranam of $ankara-Bhagavatpada. 
1952. edited by Polakam Sri Ram a Sastri and S. R. Krishnamurthi Sastri. 
Madras: Government Oriental Manuscripts Library). All things 
considered, the Yiyaraga and its authenticity are not key elements for 

the understanding of Sankara's interpretation of renunciation. 

1 According to Hacker, Mayeda and Legget, a commentary on the 
Adhyatmaoatala of the Apastamba-Dharmasotra is also rightly 

attributed to Sankara by the tradition (Upad, 6 and Legget 166-175). 

But there is even less evidence here then for the Vivarana. As we will 

focus on a controversial issue, for more reliable conclusions, it seems 
safer to exclude this work from our study. 
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to help interpret or support the interpretation of another scripture 

passage is referred to as upabrmhana. The method of upabrmhana is 

Sankara's primary use of sruti for purposes of interpretation" (143). 

Thus our approach will differ from the common tendency of Indian 

Advaita scholars who try to understand Sankara's ambiguous or 

difficult passages on renunciation through various sub-commentaries 

rather than through evidence internal to his authentic works. An 

ex ample of the undesirable consequences of this tendency is found 

when Saroja suggests that Sarvajnatman's (750-8001) and Vidyarat:lya's 

position on monasticism as" a pre-condition of realisation" is in direct 

continuity with Sankara's viewpoint (1 58-1 59). Thus this study will 

deliberately bracket many commonly accepted interpretations of 

later Advaita authors. Reference will be made to them mainly to 

contrast their understanding of renunciation with Sankara's. Besides, 

our intention is not to tackle the even more complex problem of the 

validity of Sailkara's interpretation in relation to the texts he 

commented upon. The object of our study is to establish what Sailkara 

really said on renunciation, whatever its validity. It is only after a 

complete intratextual analysis of this theme in his works has been 

carried out that a proper assessment of the validity of Sailkara's 

hermeneutics in this respect will be possible. 

A general factor which predisposes one towards 

misunderstanding Sankara's position on renunciation seems to be the 

presence in his commentaries of many polysemic key terms related to 

this theme which can all designate on the one hand a means or a step 

1 SeeN aka m ura 1983, 88. 
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to reach direct Self -knowledge, and, on the other hand, a natural 

characteristic attached to that knowledge. In his BGBh 2.55, 1 Sankara 

notes that this situation is found in the Vedantic texts themselves: 

"Indeed, everywhere in the scripture concerning the supreme Self, the 

characteristics of the man who has achieved the goal are also taught 

as means, because [the latter] have to be cultivated through effort. 

The Lord now mentions these means which are to be cultivated 

through effort and which become characteristics." 2 This semantic 

phenomenon should be distinguished from ambiguity proper which 

may entail a defect in expression consisting in the author's failure to 

check polysemy even when he intends a single specific meaning. We 

will rather term this situation as polysemy or semantic multivalence. 

Thus, for us, while a polysemous word may be more liable to create 

ambiguity due to its potential reference to at least two meanings, it is 

not necessarily ambiguous, since a proper evaluation of the context 

may show without doubt that only one of the possible meanings is 

proper in that specific case. 

However, whatever the reasons, Sail.kara seems not to have 

taken enough precautions in his own corn mentaries to prevent this 

polysemy from falling too easily into ambiguity and 

misinterpretation. So much so that in many places the correct 

interpretation of renunciation in Sail.kara requires either a vast or a 

very detailed context ualisation. Thus, especially when an interpreter 

t See also BGBh 14.25. 
2 sarvatraiva hyadhyiit ma$iistre k[tiirthalaksagiini yiini t anyeva 
siidhaniinyuoadi$yante yatnasiidhyatvad yiini yatnasiidhyiini 
siidhaniini laksagiioi bhavaoti tiioi sribhagaviiouvaca (BGBh 2.55, 114-
11 s ). 
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of Sankara holds a oriori physical renunciation as necessary for 

acquisition of Self-knowledge, it is rather easy, provided he makes a 

few (more or less forced) contextual adjustments, to see in a term that 

refers in reality to a characteristic of immediate Self -know ledge, an 

intermediary step or a means which necessitates monasticism in one 

way or the other. 

Because confusion and inconsistency are still frequent in 

secondary literature on the typology and terminology of renunciation 

in the Hindu context, our first step will be, in the second chapter, to 

define in a univocal manner the basic types of renunciation found in 

Hinduism at large as well as in Sankara's commentaries. Then. from 

the third chapter onwards, we will present the results of our analysis 

as such. 

The layout of the dissertation reflects quite obviously the 

themes and terminology of the commentary on the Bhagavadgita. But 

this does not entail overevaluation of the importance of this work in 

respect to Sankara's standpoint on renunciation. In fact, after 

analysis, it is clear that while in his corn mentaries on the 

Brahmasotras and the Uoanisads. the discussions about renunciation 

are rather scattered and for the most part dealt with in 

corn mentaries on merely 10 sotras or verses. throughout his 

corn mentary on the Bhagavadgita. Sankara comes back again and again 

to various aspects of this theme. Thus the proper understanding of 

renunciation in the BGBh is hardly dissociable from that of the whole 

thrust of Sankara's approach to the Bhagavadgita. Clarity of 

exposition therefore requires the structure of the thesis to be based 

on his interpretation of this text. In turn. this is a way of testing the 
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extent to which the results of the analysis of the treatment of 

renunciation in all the other commentaries harmonise with those 

found in the BGBh. The thesis layout became, a posteriori. a way to 

obtain a better sense of Sankara's consistency on this theme 

throughout his authentic works. There was never enough evidence to 

bring forward the hypothesis that a change in Sankara's opinion 

during his lifetime may have been at the source of his polysemic or 

ambiguous expressions when dealing with renunciation. On the 

contrary, with respect to the latter, one meets with the same basic 

positions and the same semantic phenomena throughout Sankara's 

authentic works as listed above. Thus, I tend to support Wilhelm 

Halbfass when he questions Vet ter's hypothesis that one may 

identify significant changes and inconsistencies in Sankara's 

treatment of the methods of liberation due to chronological 

development of his thought (Halbfass 139-143). 

In chapter 3, we will show first how, in Sankara's commentaries, 

karmanistha (steadfastness in action) and jiHinanistha (steadfastness 

in knowledge) refer mainly to states of consciousness and, only 

secondarily, to means of liberation. Karmanistha means primarily a 

state of being that is based on ignorance of the actionless Self, and 

jnananistha. the state of direct knowledge of the same Self, which 

ensures liberation. Thus, most of the time, when karmanistha is said 

by Sankara to be inferior, it is in contrast with the jijananistha of the 

already liberated person and not of the aspirant physically 

abandoning ritual actions in order to enter the j{Hinanisthii consisting 

of full dedication to mediate knowledge of the Self. 
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The main polysemic terms in the BGBh are the four following 

stages given by Sankara as the way to liberation: purity of mind 

(sattvaSuddhi), attainment of knowledge (jOanaorapti), renunciation 

of all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasa) and steadfastness in knowledge 

(jfiananistha). In the fourth chapter, we will show that, in this crucial 

scheme. renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasa) does not 

mean physical renunciation necessary for the discipline of knowledge 

(hearing, reflection and meditation), but renunciation of authorship 

(kartrtvasamnyasa) as a result of an attainment of knowledge 

(jijanaprapti) of the Self that is not merely discursive, but experiential. 

Therefore jiiananistha here does not mean the discipline of 

knowledge, but rather the state of remaining steadfast in the 

experience of the actionless Self once identification with authorship 

has been destroyed along with ignorance. 

In the light of this reinterpretation, karmayoga comes to be seen 

as an autonomous path leading to steadfastness in immediate Self

knowledge which, in turn. is the sole means for liberation. As a 

consequence, Sail.kara's refutation of the doctrine of combination 

bet we en action and knowledge (jijanakarmasamuccayavada) with 

respect to liberation also appears in a new light. Against this 

background, we will discuss in the fifth chapter the means of 

knowledge offered outside of monasticism. in karmanistha (or 

karmayoga). We will try to find out whether they include (by 

definition) the inner means (antarailga) of meditation and the 

discipline of knowledge, and finally what the roles and limitations of 

karmayoga are with respect to direct Self-knowledge and liberation. 
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Chapter 6 will then consider all aspects of physical renunciation 

before and after attainment of direct Self -knowledge, from issues of 

qualification and objects of renunciation, to questions concerning the 

role and justification of the monastic way of life. This will open up 

what seems to me the most decisive break between Sailkara and his 

tradition concerning renunciation: while, in contrast with his master. 

Suresvara seems to show more liberalism in that he makes physical 

renunciation and monastic life available not only to Brah magas. but to 

all dvijas. on the other hand, he makes this physical renunciation 

necessary for entering the discipline of knowledge, thereby debarring 

from qualification for direct Self -knowledge those who are qualified 

for monastic life (dvijas) but do not take it up, and those who are not 

even qualified for it ($Odras and women). Besides, the further 

assumption put forward by Suresvara's disciple Sarvajnat man, that 

liberation in this life without monasticism can only be explained by 

inferring that the latter was done in a previous life, will be shown to 

be uncharacteristic of Sailkara. 

On the basis of all this data, we will finally try to lay out 

Sailkara's basic terminology of renunciation by identifying the 

polyse mic scope of key terms such as samnyasa (renunciation), tyaga 

(abandonment), nivrt ti (abstention from action), aksaropasaka 

(worshipper of the immutable), and vidvan (know er). 

Hopefully this research will be consistent enough in its method, 

interpretations and conclusions to provide a larger area of agreement 

on renunciation among interpreters of Sailkara and a more accurate 

starting point for understanding the development of this theme in 

the post -Sailkara period. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE BASIC TYPES OF RENUNCIATION IN HINDUISM 

As a first step towards a systematic study of renunciation in 

Sankara's works, it will be useful to establish a proper typology of 

renunciation in the broad context of Hinduism, the religion and 

culture which Sankara drew from and enriched. Even today, the 

secondary lit er at ure on renunciation in the Indian context is often 

confused and weakened by the lack of an accurate, systematic and 

consistent terminology. Thus, not only is research often caught up in 

incomplete or inaccurate descriptions of the different aspects and 

values of renunciation, but the vagueness of its terminology also 

surreptitiously holds us back from deepening our understanding of 

the fine net work of relationships which provides an amazing strength 

to this theme in Indian spirituality. 

It will be worthwhile to first identify instances of 

terminological confusion, vagueness or inconsistency in secondary 

literature on this theme. This will lay stress on the need of 

introducing a more systematic typology of renunciation. Of course, 

statements in primary literature may also often seem to be 

ambiguous, as if unconcerned with systematic and univocal 

definitions. For this very reason, such definitions become even more 

necessary in the scholar's apparatus. I will therefore define what 

appears to me as the four basic types of renunciation in Hinduism, 

particularly in Advaita Vediinta. using categories already found in 

primary literature, but formulating them in such a way as to avoid as 

much ambiguity as possible. These four types and their subcategories 
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will be determined on the basis of the object being abandoned. This 

object can be 1) any physical action or practice prescribed by the 

scriptures, and \or a possession; 2) the result or, metaphorically, the 

"fruit" (phala) of action; 3) a layer of mental activity which is grosser 

as compared with a finer one or with direct Self -knowledge, and 

which is abandoned through a meditative process where the 

awareness is gradually withdrawn toward the Self. from gross (sthOla) 

to more and more subtle (sOksma) levels of mental fluctuations (vrtti); 

4) the authorship (kartrtva), that is, the" doership" or agency of action, 

abandoned as a result of direct experience of that Self which is beyond 

the realm of the ever acting and changing prakrti and thus not bound 

like the acting ego (ahamkara) which pertains to the latter. These 

types will be defined in terms of their respective characteristics, as 

well as their relationships and possible combinations. 

It could be argued that while this terminological endeavour 

aims at providing devices for a good methodological starting point, its 

components themselves are born of what is already one possible 

interpretation among others, of the theme they are meant to 

interpret. This, however, is an unavoidable part of the hermeneutical 

enterprise, where one is to always intuit the whole from the parts 

and the parts with the whole, back and forth in an infinitely refinable 

process of understanding. Furthermore, the proposed typology is, of 

course, not meant to replace, but to be added to, and enriched by, the 

existing methodological tools provided by various disciplines such as 

history, anthropology, sociology, and so forth. 
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2.1- Is abandonment of the results of action the •core• of 

renunciation in Hinduism? 

When defining renunciation in his book Dimensions of 

Renunciation in Advaita Vedanta. Kapil N. Tiwari gives 

indiscriminately, as the object to be abandoned, sometimes the results 

of action (80), at other times, egoism -his translation of aharilkara (17, 

40)- or ignorance (73). In conclusion to his study, he identifies 

renunciation in Sankara as "spiritual action sustained by Jijana" (141)

the latter consisting of direct Self -knowledge. Tiwari seems to 

suggest that all these perspectives merge in the nature of one and the 

same kind of renunciation. But Sankara considers renunciation of the 

results of action as meaningful even in the case of one who is still 

ignorant of the Self. We thus question Tiwari's identification of the 

abandonment of the results of action with the abandonment of 

ignorance as an outcome of Self -knowledge. Another scholar, M. G. 

Bhagat, concludes his Ancient Indian Asceticism by emphasizing that 

true renunciation is not mere physical abandonment of activity and 

apathetic indifference, and states that the essential Indian teaching 

on this theme is "renunciation in action, not renunciation from action" 

(316). He then equates this understanding of renunciation with 

abandonment of the results of actions (karmaohalatyaga). Similarly, 

Patrick Olivelle points out that the great revolution of the 

Bhagavadgita was to insist that "true renunciation ... consists in 

abandoning the desire for the results (phala) of one's action, while 

continuing to engage in activity» (1978, 33). With the same spirit, Karl 

H. Potter writes in his Presuppositions of Indian Philosophy. that 
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while the position of various Indian philosophers varies widely as far 

as the theory of paths is concerned, "one point on which everyone 

agrees. however, is the importance of nonat tachment to the fruits of 

actions as the core of renunciation" (38). 

No one can deny the importance of nonattachment to the results 

of action in Hinduism, especially in the Bhagavadgita. But the question 

as to whether it constitutes the very heart of renunciation needs a 

closer examination of this type of abandonment (which certainly 

ranks among the basic ones) and of its relationship to what could be 

defined as the other fundamental types. 

What does the tradition usually mean by renunciation of the 

results of action? The definition given by M. M. Agrawal, I think, 

provides a good synthesis of how it is understood by modern scholars. 

It is "not that one should not be concerned with the results of one's 

actions, but that one should not make the results of actions one's 

motive for acting" (44). First, this definition obviously assumes that 

the action's motive will not only be unattached to the results, but will 

also be conducive to the environment's welfare. The author explains 

that while no agent or doer can avoid the primary motive that his 

good actions will benefit others, giving up the result of action would 

be to disallow the rise of a second motive nourished by the doer's 

interest (45). Other writers such as F. Edgerton and S. Radhakrishnan 

seem to refer to the same notion when talking respectively of 

"unselfishness" (57) and "disinterestedness" (572). 

Now, although the key to the understanding of the specific value 

of this type of renunciation is alluded to here and there in secondary 

literature, very few writers consistently take all its consequences 
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into account. Potter says, for ex ample, that "renunciation constitutes 

a route to the re m oval of bondage" and that "complete freedom is the 

re m oval of all karma." However, a little further. he specifies that 

"renunciation must be with respect to the results of actions" (1965, 23). 

What, then. is the object of that renunciation which brings about 

liberation, action itself or its results? Potter gives no clear answer to 

this question in his Presuopositions of Indian Philosophy. In the Hindu 

context, complete freedom is moksa (liberation). In spite of the 

divergent interpretations found on this issue in the various schools of 

philosophy, the corn mon core in the understanding of the large 

majority who believe in liberation-in-this-life would be that 

liberation is a state of consciousness in which one knows one's 

identity with that Self which is beyond the sphere of the eternal 

becoming of Nature (prakrti); inner" removal of all karma" thus occurs 

even in this life because one knows by direct experience that the real 

nature of one's consciousness is beyond the ever changing flow of 

prakrti. But does the fact of renouncing the result~. that is. as already 

defined, of not being concerned about the results of one's actions on 

oneself, necessarily mean that one is free from all action, free from the 

sense of being an acting ego (ahamkara) limited by time, space and 

contingencies? In the above passage, Potter seems to imply that this 

is so, since he suggests that, in the context of the path to complete 

freedom, the main object of renunciation has to be the result of action. 

Many other scholars, such as Bhagat (240) and S. Dasgupta (488), adopt 

the same viewpoint. They repeat the common formulation that to one 

who does not expect results, action is not binding. Bhagat adds that 

by abandoning all expectation of results, man is able to surrender "his 

32 



0 

will, desire and action at the feet of the Lord" (241-242). Here the 

author does not state clearly whether the surrender is attributed to 

the enlightened or to the yet ignorant man. Certainly, renunciation of 

the results of action defined by Agrawal as the mere absence of the 

motive of self -interest still belongs to the realm of mental 

fluctuations (vrttis) within prakrti. Therefore, abandonment of the 

results cannot be equated with the absence of identification with the 

boundaries of fluctuations pertaining to the same prakrti. As 

recognized by most Hindu traditions, this absence of identification 

with prakrti's activities is characteristic of liberation and is ensured 

by the conscious awakening to the Self which is beyond the physical 

and mental fluctuations of prakrti. It follows that if Agrawal's 

definition is to be maintained, particularly in the context of Advaita 

Vedanta. methodological consistency requires that renunciation of the 

results of action be clearly distinguished from renunciation of 

authorship, that is, from the elimination of the impression of being the 

author of the various forms of actions such as feeling, thinking, 

perception and physical movement, all of which pertain in fact to the 

limited individual self. If this distinction between renunciation of the 

results of action and abandonment of authorship is not drawn, then 

vagueness, confusion, contradictions and misinterpretations are 

bound to invade the very subject whose understanding one is 

supposed to clarify. There may be a way to avoid this inconsistency 

by changing Agrawal's definition. This possibility will be examined 

later. 

Most of secondary literature cites the Bhagavadgita in support 

of the idea that abandonment of the results of actions lies at the heart 
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of renunciation. In fact, this work not only distinguishes renunciation 

of authorship from abandonment of the results as defined by 

Agrawal, but actually accords a higher place to renunciation of 

authorship as compared to the giving up of the results of action. 

In chapter 12, Kqlfa asks Arjuna to unite with Him (12.8) or, if 

impossible, to reach Him (12.9) through the "yoga of practice" 

(abhyasayogena), or, if unable even of this, to perform actions 02.10) 

"for My sake" (madartham ), or finally, as the last recourse (12.11 ), to 

proceed with the" abandonment of the results of all actions" 

(sarvakarmaohalatyagam). It would not be relevant here to go into 

the subtleties of the different levels of consciousness and practice 

referred to in this sequence. But the text quite clearly states that 

renunciation of the results of action cannot be equated with 

renunciation of authorship, particularly from Advaita's point of view. 

This is for two reasons. First, unity with Kr~t:la certainly implies that 

one's identity is beyond the activity of the three guoas which belong 

to prakrti alone, and that one has therefore abandoned the sense of 

being an active ego bound by mental and physical activities. Hence, 

since in the hierarchy given here by the Gita. the value of renunciation 

of the results is quite distant from that of union with KqQa, it follows 

that the renunciation of authorship implied in this union, and the 

abandonment of action's results are clearly distinct. The second 

reason is that, although abandonment of the results seems to be the 

most accessible type of renunciation, it represents the last option and 

would therefore hardly be described as the most important or 

fundamental one. Thus, it is rather renunciation of authorship-
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although variously interpreted by different schools -that is 

presented here as the "core" of renunciation. 

Sankara certainly separates these two types. He writes for 

instance in his BGBh 12.12 that the option of abandoning the results of 

action given as a means to immortality in verse 12.11 at the end of 

KqQ.a's hierachicallist of means, is in fact addressed to the man who 

has no direct knowledge of the Self:" Renunciation of the results of all 

actions is not taught at first as the means to bliss, but [only] when the 

unenlightened man engaged in action is not capable of taking to the 

means taught previously." 1 To substantiate the idea that when 

immortality is said to come from renunciation of results, it applies to 

the enlightened man alone, Sankara then quotes Kat ha Upanisad 2.3.14: 

"When all desires lying in one's heart fall off, then a mortal becomes 

immortal; he attains Brahman here [in this life]." 2 And when 

corn menting on this verse in his KaBh, he gives the following 

interpretation: "When all desires of the one who sees the supreme Self 

fall off. are dissolved because of the absence of anything else to be 

desired .... then. he who was mortal before enlightenment, becomes 

immortal after enlightenment, by virtue of the elimination of death 

characterized by ignorance, desires and actions." 3 Thus, Sankara 

1 ajnasya karmani pravrttasya 0 orvopadisto 0 ayanusthana
saktau sarvakarmaoam phalatyiigah Sreyahsiidhanamupa
distha m na pratha m a meva (BGBh 12.12, S 10 ). 
2 yada sarve pramucyante kama ye 'sya hrdi Sritan I 

atha manyo 'mrto bhavatyatra brahma samasnute 11 

(KaBh 2.3.14, 103 ). 
3 evam oaramiirthiitmadar$ino yada yasminkii1e sarve kiimiih 
k a m ayitavyasyanyasyab hiiviitpram ucyante. visiryante. 
atha tada mrtyah oriikprabodhiidiisitsa 0 rabodhottarakii1a-
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clearly differentiates between renunciation of desire for the results 

which is based on direct Self -knowledge, and that done by the man 

who is still unenlightened. In the first case, renunciation of desire is 

simultaneous with giving up ignorance and action. It must therefore 

be understood as abandonment of authorship. Sail.kara suggests 

elsewhere that, in fact, it is the abandonment of authorship that 

finally ensures full renunciation of the results:" ... I am not a doer. 

[hence] I have no longing for the result of action ... " 1 Maharishi 

Mahesh Yogi sees the same causal relationship in his commentary on 

the Bhagavadgita when he writes:" When the doer is attached to the 

action, the result of the action is naturally attached to the doer. But 

when the doer is not attached to the action, the results are not 

attached to him" (218). It is in this context that Sail.kara understands 

as mere praise the GIUi's reference to peace or immortality 

immediately after renunciation of the results of action even in the 

case of the person who is still ignorant of the Self:" ... the 

unenlightened's renunciation of the results of action is similar to the 

abandonment of all desires. Through this similarity, the abandonment 

of the results of all actions is praised ... " 2 

Interestingly, in his excellent exegetical work on the Gita. 

Robert N. Minor sees renunciation of the results of action and 

abandonment of authorship not as "two distinct objects but as the 

mavidyak am akar malaksaoasya mrtyorvinaSadamrto 
bhavati (Ibid.). 
1 ... naham kartii na me karmaphale sprha ... (BGBh 4.14, 198) 
2 ... sarvaka m atyagasa m any a m aj ijak arm aohalaty ag asyastiti 
tats a m anyatsarvak arm aphalatyagastutirayam ... (BGBh 
12.12, 511) 
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same viewed from two angles," as" two sides of one coin" (1982, 465). 

The first side is the "realization of the distinction of the true self from 

Nature" (Ibid.). This is the experiential knowledge that one is not 

acting at all, that one has abandoned all identification with being a 

doer of activities that in fact pertain to prakrti. The second is "the 

practice of action without attachment to the results of the action" 

(Ibid.). This unifying perspective does hold true in the case of one who 

abides by both renunciation of the results and of authorhip at the 

same time, but it does not account for the abandonment of the results 

in the case of the unenlightened, who still harbours the impression 

that he is a doer bound by his actions and their results. Besides, 

although rightly insisting on the importance of reaching the inner 

state of non-involvement with action, when identifying types of 

renunciation, Minor tends to overemphasize abandonment of the 

results of actions. Commenting on verse 9.28 which mentions freedom 

from action as a condition to know Kr~J).a, he defines samnyasayoga 

(the means of this freedom as given by the verse) only as 

"renunciation of the results of actions» (Ibid., 300). Contrary to Sailkara 

and Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, he even seems to suggest in at least one 

instance that renunciation of authorship is a consequence of 

renunciation of the results of actions:" non-attached to the results of 

action and.~ I 'perfect in actionlessness'" (Ibid., 485). 

Particularly in the light of Sankara's comments quoted above, it 

seems more appropriate to clearly separate renunciation of the 

results of action as defined by Agrawal,from that of authorship. For 

1 Emphasis added. 
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terminological purposes, we may identify two kinds of abandonment 

of the results of action, one pertaining to the state of ignorance, and 

the other to the state of liberation, the latter being the result of 

renunciation of authorship. It is only the second one which constitutes 

"two sides of the same coin" along with renunciation of authorship. 

Renunciation is often understood in terms of abandonment of 

desires, as suggested by expressions like niskamakarman (action 

without desire). As underlined by Sati.kara, renunciation of desires can 

be seen as synonymous with abandonment of the results of action 

inasmuch as both have motives as objects of abandonment. But 

because abandonment of desires is often given as a characteristic of 

enlightenment, one has to be particularly careful when interpreting 

its nature in different contexts. Secondary literature often talks of it 

in terms such as" unselfishness" (Edgerton, 57-58), or "complete 

eradication of egoism" (Tiwari, 40). But does someone behaving in a 

generous and altruistic manner necessarily know the Self? While such 

a statement is untenable, the reverse is true in the context of 

Hinduism: being unidentified with the individual self and 

unconnected with its authorship, one who knows the Brahman-

A t man by direct experience necessarily behaves as a mere 

instrument of Nature or God, and then only is he really free from 

selfishness. Therefore, even when preceded, for ex ample, by the 

epithet "complete," categories such as unselfishness cannot clearly 

describe the full range of renunciation of desire, as they apply to the 

mental and emotional structures of the individual self which, as such, 

cannot function without desires and motives. Particularly from the 

Advaita viewpoint, desirelessness and disinterestedness reach their 
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full significance only when the abandonment of motives is the natural 

result of abandonment of authorship based on identification with a 

Self that is uninvolved with any activity, including that of having a 

desire or of not desiring the result. Eliot Deutsch clearly sees this 

point when he says that according to the GIUi. niskamakarman is 

possible only through discrimination between the Divine and Nature 

(164). Thus, to use Sanskrit terms, we could say that niskama is 

conditional to naiskarmya. i.e. to actionlessness based on immediate 

knowledge of the Self as actionless. 

2.2- Is inner renunciation always an attitude? 

When considering mental renunciation (as distinct from the 

physical), most of secondary literature defines it in terms of an 

"attitude" of non-attachment or of a indifference" in relation to either 

the results or authorship. Olive lie states that a major contribution of 

the Gita in the understanding of renunciation is to have defined it as 

"an internal attitude of detachment and not a mere separation from 

society or an escape from social duties» (1990,146-147). Elsewhere, 

Olivelle refers to the same concept with the expressions a inner 

quality of detachment» (1981, 271) and "inner virtue of detachment" 

(272), but without further specifying its nature. In his Presuppositions 

of India's Philosophies. Potter states that the discrimination bet we en 

the Self and the non-Self, and the attitude of non-attachment 

represent for most Hindu philosophers the "immediate conditions of 

freedom» (1965, 40). However, he does not specify the link between 

these two. Rather, he tends to confuse cause and effect by defining 
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both as an attitude: describing freedom, he writes that "it is not a 

result at all but an attitude" (1965, 19). Needless to say, an attitude is a 

blend of mental and emotional activity of the ego, which the freedom 

of direct Self -knowledge is not. While respecting here the notion that 

liberation is not the result of an action, Potter overlooks the fact that 

it is not an attitude either, since it does not pertain to the field of 

Nature's activity, but rather to the unbounded nature of direct Self

knowledge. Thus, although Potter gives its proper place to 

renunciation of authorship in other works, his terminology in 

Presuopositions of India's Philosophies fails in clarifying the issue. 

In a discussion on Sail.kara, Robert Stevenson notes the 

difference between abandonment of the results of action by the 

unenlightened and by the Self -know er: while saying on the one hand 

that "the ignorant may(. . .) attain release from the effects of actions 

through the desireless attitude mentioned above, or by dedicating 

them to the Lord" (529), Stevenson specifies that the ideal of freedom 

in action is" an attitude of non-attachment, based in the knowledge of 

the self as non-agent" (577). In these two quotes, both types of 

abandonment of results are said to be attitudes. Even if one accepts 

them as attitudes, they can certainly not be of the same nature, since 

they pertain in one case to a Self -know er and, in the other, to one 

ignorant of the Self. Elsewhere, while mentioning that ·disinterest for 

results [is] born of knowledge of the nature of God" (526), Stevenson 

still defines sacrifice born of knowledge (jijanayajija) as a" mental 

attitude" (Ibid.). One can but assume that experiential knowledge of 

the Self does have a major impact on emotions and thoughts, in such a 

way as to deeply change a person's attitudes towards action, its 

40 



c 

results and life in general. However, the attitudes referred to here 

remain within the realm of the individual, active self; they do not 

belong to the experience of the actionless Self which characterizes the 

real nature of renunciation of action and its results once identity with 

that Self has been rediscovered. When defined as an attitude, 

renunciation of the results of actions experienced along with direct 

Self-knowledge accounts only for the individual conditions in which it 

is lived, but not for the inactive, unbounded and completely detached 

awakening to the Self which forms the very basis of the emergence of 

non-attached attitudes as such, and which implies renunciation of 

authorship. 

Minor defines non-attached action as« acting with an attitude of 

renunciation" (1982, 206). Elsewhere, although he clearly understands 

direct Self -knowledge (jiHina) as the discrimination between the Self 

and orakrti. which takes place beyond all activity, Minor still 

considers it an attitude:« The place of the search for j(iana is as the 

means of attaining the attitude appropriate to the furtherance of 

nonattached action (karmayoga)" (1980, 347). Along the same lines, 

renunciation entails a renouncing of attitudes which cause attachment 

to action" (1980, 342). As we can see, the notion of attitude has so 

invaded this field, that renunciation has become the attitude of giving 

up an attitude ... Thus, the full consequences of Minor's definition of 

direct Self-knowledge or jijana seems to escape him. From the Advaita 

perspective, these consequences are as follows: since only that which 

is beyond action can free man from the limitations of action and its 

results, and since direct Self-knowledge is beyond all activity, the 

renunciation issuing out of it is not of the nature of an attitude, but of 
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a silent witnessing (saksit va) which is beyond authorship, beyond all 

activity, including the thought that one does not feel attracted 

towards the results of action or the reflection that one's identity is 

indeed beyond all activity. 

Even when defining renunciation as unity with either the 

qualified or the attributeless Brahman (25), both of which transcend 

the activity of Nature, Tiwari still understands renunciation as a 

"spiritual attitude" (17), as an" attitude of mind" (102). In his book on 

yoga, C. T. Kenghe also erroneously presents discrimination between 

action and inaction as an attitude:" The Gita therefore advises that a 

Yogin should always consider Nature as doer and himself as nondoer. 

It is such an attitude that leads to complete unat tachment and 

evenness of mind" (lOO). It must be noted that this passage 

immediately follows a discussion in which the author explains that 

the Gita advocates renunciation of the results alone, rather than 

actions the m selves. To me, the full explanation of the teaching of the 

Gita on the discrimination between Nature and the Self requires the 

introduction of a third object of renunciation, that of authorship, 

which is different from that of physical actions as such and from that 

of the results of action. In terms of Advaita. even inner renunciation 

in the form of a" meditative act" (Tiwari, 23) does not account for the 

full range of renunciation, because the introvert, renunciative activity 

of meditation is in order to transcend all activity, including its own 

process of transcending. It follows that the basic state of renunciation 

to which meditation leads cannot be an act, even a meditative one, 

since it consists in the experience of being devoid of all activity and 
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authorship. As Henri Le Saux beautifully notes, at this level," i1 n'est 

point en ve rite 'd 'acte' possible de re nonce ment" (204). 

2.3- The basic types of renunciation and their combinations 

So far, we have been discussing types of renunciation which are 

of a mental nature, which occur in consciousness alone, that is, simply 

as an attitude of the mind, or by virtue of the mind's awakening to the 

Self, or finally in terms of both at the same time. These types do not 

involve physical abandonment of possessions and reduction of 

physical activity in one's daily routine. They are of a qualitative 

nature only. Another sort of renunciation can typically be recognized 

as a physical and quantitative one- although, when done in accord 

with the scriptures, it certainly involves a mental form of detachment 

from, or renunciation of, worldly pursuits. It entails observable, 

physical giving up of at least some kinds of activities and\or 

possessions. We will call this type physical renunciation. So let us now 

proceed with a formal definition of all major physical and mental 

types of renunciation and with a discussion of their possible 

combinations. 

A broad definition of what I call physical renunciation is given as 

follows by Olivelle: "World renunciation is defined as the 

abandonment of all activities (karma) connected with life-in-the

world" (1978, 27). In his works, Olivelle uses the metaphoric 

expression "life-in-the-world" to mean the non-monastic or non

reclusive way of life led by the great majority of people; in turn, 

"world renunciation" is connected with monasticism or reclusion. 
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Elsewhere, Olivelle rightly specifies that karman does not mean only 

ritual activity, but "encompasses everything that is enjoined in 

script uresn (1981, 268)for those who remain" in the world,n that is, for 

those who pursue a social active life, usually centered around family 

ties and obligations. Thus karman includes all of the individual's 

dharma or duty prescribed according to his caste (varna) and stage of 

life OiSrama), including for instance, in the case of a Ksatriya 

householder, fighting a war in order to protect his people. 

Olivelle points out that, in the Brahmanical period, renunciation 

was referred to in terms of homeless wandering and mendicacy, 

whereas it became centered later on around the abandonment of 

ritual activity and the rite of initiation into formal renunciation (i.e. 

monasticism), "whose main focus is the abandonment of all accessories 

of the ritual, such as the sacred fires, the sacrificial thread, the top

knot, and the sacrificial ustensilsn (Ibid.). Thus, somewhat technical 

definitions will be found in classical writers, as for instance in the 

later Advaitin Vasudeva: "Renunciation is the abandonment of rites 

known through injunctions -the Srauta and smart a. the permanent, 

occasional, and optional-, after reciting the oraisa ritual formula» 

(Olivelle 1976-19n, 2:2). 1 

It should be noted here that, according to Sankara for instance, 

even when prescribed by the scriptures, physical renunciation is not 

necessarily attached to adoption of monastic life with its 

1 tatra samnyaso nama vidhito grhiUinam nityanaimittika
kiimyaSrautas m artakar m ana m praisam antra m sa m uccarya 
oarityagah (Olivelle 1976-1977, 1:31). 
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characteristic attributes. I In the case of the already enlightened man, 

it can be followed by mere wandering mendicancy. 2 Thus, 

particularly according to Sailkara, proper physical renunciation can be 

formal, when including the rite of initiation into the samnyasa stage 

of life (samnyasasrama); or informal, when leading to simple 

wandering mendicancy. Generally speaking, physical renunciation is 

therefore, in the case of a householder, the physical abandonment of 

possessions and/or cessation of prescribed duties and practices which 

were carried out thus far, and, in the case of a student (brahmacarin), 

non-adoption of duties, practices and possessions pertaining to the 

householder's stage, their abandonment being in both cases in favour 

of the life of a wandering mendicant, whether a formal samnyasin or 

not. 3 

According to the scriptures, when unaccompanied by direct Self

knowledge, physical renunciation has to be formal and accompanied 

by abandonment of the results of the various monastic practices, thus 

leading to the life of an unenlightened monk. 4 When preceded or 

I See for instance BUBh 3.5.1, 335-339. 
2 See AUBh intro, 12. For a discussion concerning this issue, 
see also below, section 6.2. 
3 Although the passage to the vanaprastha stage involves 
physical renunciation, it is not complete, as it maintains 
some rituals done in the householder's stage and it is not 
connected with wandering mendicancy. By physical 
renunciation we will always mean here wandering 
mendicancy, whether formal or informal. 
4 According to Vidyaral)ya's IIvanm uktiviveka, this kind of 
physical abandonment is one of the two types called 
renunciation of the seeker (vividi~asamnyasa), the other 
type being the renunciation of the desire-impelled (k a my a) 
karmans (181); for the author. women and $odras can 
practice the first one and enter samnyasasrama (182-183). 
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accompanied by permanent direct Self -knowledge and renunciation of 

authorship, it automatically includes renunciation of all results, and 

corresponds, from Sailkara's viewpoint, to a wandering mendicancy 

that is free even from the sense of being the doer of the actions of 

wandering and begging. As we will see in chapter 6, Sailkara also 

seems to refer to a kind of physical renunciation where direct Self

knowledge is not yet permanently established, and which serves for 

"maturation" (paripaka) of this knowledge.! 

The second main object of renunciation is the results of action. 

So far, we used the most corn m on definition of this type, which is the 

absence of a selfish or self -centered motive to guide one's mental or 

physical actions. Since it relates to the absence or presence of a 

motive, that is, of an element of the active mind or psyche, its specific 

or characteristic sphere, in this definition, is the emotional and mental 

The IIvanmuktiviveka's great popularity helped in diffusing 
the notion of vividisasamnyasa and vidvatsamnyasa (see 
next footnote) which are now also corn m only used in 
reference to Sailkara. But because Sailkara's position differs 
from Vidyarat:lya's, and to avoid any confusion, we will not 
use Vidyarat;tya's terminology. 
t It seems to be the physical renunciation based on unstable 
direct Self -knowledge that Vidyarat:lya calls 
vidvatsamnyasa (renunciation of the knower) in his 
livanmuktiviveka (183-184, 287-288). He argues that because 
Yajnavalkya is said in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad to have 
cursed Sakalya to death, he was not completely enlightened 
when he physically renounced. So, although he was a 
know er (v id van), he needed physical renunciation to 
stabilize this knowledge. Hence the term vidvatsamnyasa. 
On the contrary, Sailkara seems to acknowledge 
Yaj navalkya's complete enlightenment by mentioning him in 
the midst of a series of references to fully enlightened 
people (BSBh 3.4.9). 
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structure of the individual self. In this sense it can be called an 

"attitude". since the absence of a selfish motive will leave room in the 

active psyche for another. more detached, affective and cognitive 

relationship, or attitude. towards one's mental and physical actions. 

Being an active modification (vrt ti) of the mind. and a blend of 

emotional and mental aspects. this renunciation of the results can be 

understood as an attitude in the same way as we say that. whatever 

his level of consciousness, someone had a spontaneous positive 

attitude towards a particular event. 

Now. two questions may be raised here. First, is this attitude 

only the spontaneous effect of the experience of the Self? If not, is it 

also a general moral guideline of which is uplifting to remind oneself. 

once in a while, or rather something to be consciously maintained on a 

more or less permanent basis. as a definite practice of renunciation? 

Second, does the definition of renunciation of the results of action 

arrived at so far include a criterion by which one may judge if one has 

indeed no selfish motive and is thus really living out what is described 

by the definition? 

I think that most scholars would answer the first question in 

the same way as that of S. Dasgupta, and would maintain that 

renunciation of the results of action is not only an effect of the 

experience of the Self. but also a formal practice: a It is by our attemps 

at the performance of our duties, trying all the time to keep the mind 

clear from motives of pleasure and enjoyment, that we gradually 

succeed in elevating it to a plane at which it would be natural to it to 

desist from all motives of self -interest, pleasure and enjoyment» (444-

445). A few pages later, Dasgupta adds that this a plane" from which 
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results of action are spontaneously abandoned, is nothing other than 

the experience of the Self: "The person who realizes the true nature of 

his self, and knows that the self is unchangeable and infinite, cannot 

feel himself attached to the results of his actions and cannot be 

affected by ordinary mundane desires and cravings" (457). The 

question to be asked then is whether the practice consisting in 

"trying all the time to keep the mind clear from motives of pleasure 

and enjoyment" is even possible or really conducive to the experience 

of the Self. If we recognize the path towards the Self as a process of 

de-excitation opening the psyche to the absolute silence of its 

transcendental level, we may seriously doubt if this is at all possible, if 

this" trying all the time" in the midst of daily activities would ever 

succeed in transcending its own activity and really lead to the 

awareness to the Self. It would see m more realistic and practical to 

understand renunciation of the results of action mainly as an effect of 

the degree of experience of the Self reached during periods of 

meditation of limited duration and also, when required, as a general 

principle to be remembered once in a while, rather than as a constant 

practice. Thus, as the !ih..i.itself seems to suggest with respect to the 

man of action as well as to the monk, it would be meditation, not the 

practice of abandoning results, that would play the main role in 

developing renunciation of the results of action. This interpretation is 

actually strongly argued by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi in his commentary 

on the Bhagavadgita (134 and 384-387). 1 Whatever the pros and the 

cons on this issue, from at ypological point of view, it will be sufficient 

1 For further discussion on lhis question, see Marcaurelle 
1988-1989, 25-45. 
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to recognize that, apart from the value of a spontaneous effect issuing 

from direct Self -knowledge, renunciation of the results of actions may 

be understood (by some) as a general attitude rather than as a" trying 

all the time." 

Our second question concerning renunciation of the resuts of 

action is whether the definition we have taken from Agrawal 

contains a criterion whereby we might know if the renouncer is really 

devoid of selfish motives. My contention is that it does not. How can 

one ensure that there is not even an unconscious selfish motive 

behind a particular action or, as a matter of fact, behind all actions 

that a human being may perform? How may one ascertain that no 

impression, left deep in the unconscious by previous experiences, may 

not surreptitiously become the major guiding principle of one's action 

at the cost of what would really be the need of the present moment 

for all beings in the environment? In other words, what is the 

criterion for the absence of a selfish motive in one's whole psyche. The 

following answer is given in Agrawal's analysis: "The disappearance of 

the motive of self, which is often hidden, is effected naturally when 

attachment is annihilated. The uncovering of the motives of self and 

the perception of one's attachment is self -knowledge» (49). This 

statement seems to convey that non-attachment and "self

knowledge» are the criterion for the absence of a motive of self

interest. But what kind of non-attachment is it? If it is with respect 

to the results, then we would have the following tautology: the 

criteria of non -at t a eh ment to the results (here "motive of selC) is non

attachment to the results. If, on the other hand, this non-attachment 

is based on the experience of the actionless Self and is therefore 

49 



c 

primarily in regard to authorship, then Agrawal's definition of" self

knowledge" as" uncovering of the motives" and" perception of one's 

attachment" (which refers to transformations occuring in the 

individual self) contradicts the nature of direct knowledge of the Self 

which is beyond perception and so forth. Thus, here, Agrawal's 

criterion lacks consistency. The only passage where the author clearly 

suggests direct Self-knowledge as the criterion for unselfish action is 

the following: "A person with the discriminative knowledge of the 

self, inwardly unattached. naturally chooses to act from the 

standpoint of moral respect for persons" (67-68). But the relationship 

Agrawal makes between this "discriminative knowledge" and the 

above" self -knowledge" remains unclear and we are left with no 

decisive criterion. 

My contention is that the criterion of complete renunciation of 

the results of action (or of unselfish action) can only be the deepest 

type of renunciation, that of authorship. Especially from the Advaita 

viewpoint, it is only when one has realised one's identity as a non

doer in the silent nature of the Self, that in its own relative sphere, the 

individual self automatically becomes the smooth instrument of the 

completely beneficial will of Nature or God (depending on the 

viewpoint). Maharishi Mahesh Yogi clearly argues along those lines in 

his commentary on the BhagavadglUi. using the word Being as a 

synonym of the Self: 

Being forms the basis of nature. When the mind comes into full 

unison with Being, it gains the very status of Being and thus itself 

becomes the basis of all activity in nature. Nat urallaws begin to 

support the impulses of such a mind: it becomes as if one with all 
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the laws of nature. The desire of such a mind is then the need of 

nature, or. to put it in another way, the needs of nature are the 

motive of such activity (284). 

Thus the ultimate criterion to ascertain whether one has renounced 

all selfish motives is the abandonment of all sense of authorship 

through direct experience of the Self. Renunciation of authorship lets 

Nature automatically work out its cosmic beneficial motives within 

its own active field (ksetra), of which the body and the individual self 

are part. In turn, we could say that the criterion- and definition- of 

renunciation of authorship is the renouncer's direct experience of the 

Self as uninvolved with any action and desire/will to act. 

We have thus demonstrated that a fully valid definition of 

renunciation of the results of actions cannot be arrived at without 

introducing and defining the concept of the renunciation of 

authorship. In fact, left to itself, renunciation of action's results is 

never integral. It is true that even without the help of any other 

means, accomplishment of rituals and of one's duty without caring for 

their results is recognized by the Gita and also usually by its Hindu 

commentators as a purifying process. However. for the purposes of a 

rigorous definition, abandonment of the results of action as explained 

by Agrawal and others is an uncertain, unstable and incomplete 

mental condition. 

Thus, the fact that renunciation of the results can be resorted to 

by the unenlightened and can as well be the spontaneous result of 

direct Self -knowledge, gives to this type of renunciation the largest 

scope of semantic possibilities, whether its various meanings belong 

to a plausible or dubious interpretation. These semantic possibilities 
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cover the following range: 1- practice consisting of a constant effort or 

a controlled attitude to avoid selfish motives; 2- practice of recalling 

once in a while a precept stating the importance of doing the right 

action without being concerned with its results; 3- a general or 

particular spontaneous altruistic attitude in the individual self, which 

is not concomitant with direct experience of the Self; 4- a general or 

particular spontaneous altruistic attitude in the individual self, which 

is concomitant with direct experience of the Self. From a typological 

or non-normative point of view, the most holistic definition of 

renunciation of the results of action would include all of these 

semantic possibilities. 

Whatever the definition favoured by different authors, I think it 

would be fair to hold that it is the degree of openness of the 

awareness to the Self that determines the degree of unselfishness and 

thus the depth of renunciation of results. More precisely, on the path 

to liberation, renunciation of the results of action becomes 

progressively inseparable from that of authorship. The value of the 

object of abandonment gradually shifts from the motive of self

interest to .i..ll. motives or desires; that is, to the total de-identification 

from even the act of desiring itself. whatever its content. While 

selfish desire tends to be the characteristic object for renunciation of 

results, all desires in as much as they constitute forms of mental 

activity with which one identifies, could be said to represent the 

specific sphere of renunciation of authorship. Since one continues to 

identify with the limitations of the individual self when one only 

carries out renunciation of the results, it follows that, contrary to 

what is often stated, it is not specifically renunciation of the results of 
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action that delivers from bondage, but renunciation of the sense of 

authorship. 

The last major type of renunciation can be equated with the 

meditative process wherein a layer of mental activity is abandoned in 

favour of a more subtle one, or of direct Self -knowledge. As 

formulated by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, meditation is used" in order to 

renounce the most refined state of thought and thus reach Self

consciousness. This is the whole concern of Sanyasa- the renunciation 

of everything in the field of relativity and detachment from all 

aspects of life, gross and subtle" (332). This form of abandonment is 

quite beautifully expressed in Katha Upanisad 2.1.1: "The self-existent 

Lord pierced holes towards the outside. Therefore one sees the outer 

objects and not the inner Self. Desiring immortality, a discriminating 

man turns his eye within and sees the indwelling Self." 1 The 

Bhagavadgita twice associates the expression "renouncing all actions" 

with the practice of meditation, namely in verse 12.6: "But those who 

worship me, renouncing all actions in Me, regarding Me as the 

Supreme, meditating on Me with single-minded yoga ... " 2; and in verse 

18.57: "Mentally renouncing all actions in Me, regarding Me as supreme, 

resorting to the yoga of the intellect, do thou ever fix your mind in 

Me.» 3 Thus we can fairly say that the meditative process consisting of 

1 paraijci khiini vyatroatsvayambhlistasmatparan pa$yati 
nan tar at m an. ka$cid dhirah 
pratyagat m ana m aik~ adavrttacak suramrtatvamicchan (KaBh 
2.1.1, 85). 
2 ye tu sarviigi karmaoi mayi samnyasya matpariib 1 

ananyenaiva yogena mam dhyayanta uoasate 11 

(BGBh 12.6, 506). 
3 cetasa sarvakarmaoi mayi samnyasya matparab I 
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withdrawing the awareness from gross to finer levels of mental 

activity towards the Self. is another major form of renunciation in 

Hinduism. 

This type of abandonment is of course to be combined with 

physical renunciation and renunciation of the results of all practices in 

the case of the formal renouncer. As we will see, according to Sankara, 

renunciation through meditation must also normally accompany 

abandonment of the results of ritual actions as part of the karmayoga 

of a man pursuing an active life. Finally, still according to Sankara, 

with or without physical renunciation, it is enjoined on the Self

knower who has not yet stabilized renunciation of authorship, and it 

may be used as part of the same combination by the completely 

enlightened man (the sthitaprajijaHor the welfare of the world 

(lokasamgraha) 1 or simply as he wishes. 2 

The following chart summarizes the types of renunciation we 

defined on the basis of the object and nature of renunciation: 

buddhiyogamupii$ritya maccittab satatam bhava 11 

(BGBh 18.57, 746). 
1 See Bhagavadgita 3.20 and 3.25. 
2 See Sankara's explanation of the attributive adjective 
kriyavan ("engaged in actions») given to the enlightened 
man in MuBh 3.1.4, 167. 
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TYPE OBJECT NATURE 

1- Physical renunciation a prescribed action physical 

or a possession 

2- Renunciation of the results of action 

results of action (particular selfish 

desires) 

3- Meditative a layer of mental 

renunciation 

4- Renunciation of 

authorship 

activity 

authorship of 

action 

(all desires, 

selfish and 

unselfish) 

mental 

(renunciation 

in attitude) 

mental 

based on direct Self

knowledge 

(renunciation 

in the Self) 

As will be demonstrated in the following chapters, according to 

Sankara, the proper combinations and relationships between these 

types can be summarized as follows. Type 1 and/or type 2are not 

necessary and\or sufficient conditions for type 4. Type 1 is available 

only for the Briihmana seeker after liberation as an optional auxiliary 

for knowledge. Type 3is the universally available, most proximate 

means for type 4. Type 4 is a sufficient condition for type 2, and 

normally leads to type 1 (in the case of Briihmanas only), as suggested 

by the scriptures. Moreover, type 4 alone is a necessary condition for 

liberation. 
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CHAPTER 3 

KARMANISTHA AND INANANISTHA 

AS SI A TES OF IGNORANCE AND ENLIGHTENMENT 

In Sati.kara's thought, the nature, role and relationships of the 

different types of renunciation which we identified in the previous 

chapter can be understood only within the context of the two most 

basic categories defining the means of liberation: steadfastness in 

action (karmanistha) and steadfastness in knowledge (jfiananisthiO. In 

turn, the nature, role and relationships of action and knowledge as 

means of liberation is dealt with by Sati.kara mainly in terms of 

whether they have to be combined or whether only one of them can 

lead the aspirant to liberation, and if so, which of the two. 

3.1- The refutation of combination of action and knowledge 

A great deal of Sati.kara's hermeneutical skill was directed 

against the advocates of the doctrine of combination of knowledge 

and rituals (j iliinakarmasamuccayavada) as a necessary means for 

liberation. Sati.kara's main opponents on this issue were the 

supporters of the orthodox POrvamimamsa doctrine, the prominent 

inveterate ritualists of his time. However, many of Sati.kara's 

arguments in this debate could be used for a refutation of the 

viewpoint of other Vedantins of his time (or somewhat earlier), such 

as Brahmadatta, Mat:tQana Misra and Bhartrprapanca (who 

propounded the identity-in-difference doctrine or bhedabhedavada 
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later developed by Bhaskara), 1 or of later Vedantic commentators 

such as Ramanuja. But let us summarize Sailkara's argument against 

these thinkers by using the doctrine of the Mimamsakas as a starting 

point. 

According to PQrvamimamsa. the Self is distinct from the body, 

the sense-organs and the mind. It is that which proceeds to a 

different world, such as heaven (svarga), when at the time of death 

the body ceases to function. The Self is eternal and omnipresent. But 

it is also an agent or doer (kartr) and an ex periencer (bhoktr ): it 

performs actions, and experiences internal objects (such as pleasure 

and pain) and external objects of the environment through contact 

with the mind, the sense-organs and the body. 2 

Still according to POrvamimamsa.liberation from 

transmigratory existence is a state of unsurpassable happiness 

(svarga) which comes at the time of death only when merits and 

demerits resulting from actions, which are the cause of further 

embodiment, become exhausted by the mere proc~ss of having been 

all experienced by their doer on account of the law of karman. 

Proscribed actions (pratisiddhakarmans) and desire-prompted rites 

(kamyakarmans)- which lead only to limited goals in this world or 

hereafter- are understood to be the cause of bad and good births 

respectively, while performance of obligatory rites 

(nityanaimittikakarmans), prescribed for a general well-being and 

1 Fort wo succinct and clear summaries of the respective doctrines of 
all of these in regard to jOinakarmasamuccayavida. see Potter 1981, 
40-44, and Hiriyanna 1980, xiii-xxx. 
2See the summary of the positions of the two schools of 
eurvamimamsa on this issue in jha (26-35). 
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according to stages of life, has no positive result and consists merely in 

avoiding the sin of not doing something enjoined by the scriptures. 1 

These obligatory rites are said to be without results, including that of 

purification, because if purification were considered a merit resulting 

from action, it would never cease to be produced by these continuing 

ritual actions; accordingly, it could never cease to be experienced and 

could never bring cessation of further births meant to ensure the 

perpetual experience of this purification. So, by avoiding the first two 

types of action and by doing the third, merely because the scriptures 

prescribe them, the seeker after liberation will be liberated from 

further reincarnations simply when all the effects of his past actions 

will have been experienced and therefore exhausted. Thus, liberation 

results from automatic cessation, and mere absence of, further 

subjection to experiencing the results of action. Still according to 

porvamimarpsa. knowledge of the Self taught by the scriptures cannot 

bring about the cancellation of the results of past actions. In fact, it 

has no independent result of its own because it stands in a 

subordinate relation to sacrificial action. It can only inform the 

individual about the everlasting nature of his Self and thus motivate 

l Actions enjoined by the scriptures are classified into four types: 1-
the obligatory daily rites (nityakarmans), such as oblations in the fire 
(agnihotra) and donation of food; 2- the obligatory occasional rites 
(naimit tikakarmans) performed at particular occasions such as at the 
start of Vedic learning (upanayana) and after the death of a parent 
($raddha); 3- the desire-prompted rites (kamyakarmans), that is, the 
numerous rites that one can do to achieve a personal goal such as the 
birth of a son or increased wealth; 4- expiation rites 
(prayaScittakarmans) which are those performed to purify oneself for 
not having performed certain prescribed acts. 
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him to do rituals and meditations leading to a specific result such as 

heaven after death. 1 

On the contrary, for Sai:l.kara, direct knowledge of the Self as 

taught by the Upanisads is the sole cause of liberation. The Self 

Uit man) is identical with Brahman, the non-dual pure consciousness 

which forms the ground of the universe, which is without boundaries 

and attributes and therefore devoid of any modification whether due 

to authorship (kartrtva) or to experiencing (bhoktrtva). When 

Brahman-A t man is known by direct experience, ignorance is 

annihilated and also, as a consequence, the superimposition on the Self 

of all limiting adjuncts (upadhis) such as authorship and experiencing. 

As Brahman-A t man manifests its unsurpassable bliss in the mind, all 

attachment to anything else, which is the seed of further births, is 

"burnt», that is, rendered inoperative. To know by direct experience 

that the Self is identical with Brahman, the mind requires no action. 

This knowledge is distinct, for instance, from an action of meditation, 

which involves the deliberate activity of repeatedly reproducing the 

thought of the object meditated upon. Although a mental 

modification in the form of the partless Self (akhandakaravrttD, this 

direct experience of the Self is of the nature of any knowledge, that is, 

dependent on the object (vast ut antra) and not on one's action 

(purusatantra). As Sai:l.kara ex plains in his BSBh 1.1.4: "Even though 

meditation, i.e. thinking, is mental, yet because it is dependent on man, 

it can be done, not done, or done in different ways by him. But 

knowledge arises from its valid means and those have for their 

I See the summary of the positions of the two schools of 
porvamimamsa on this issue in jha (36-39). 
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objects things as they already are." 1 In other words, once the proper 

conditions of knowledge are created (for instance. opening the eyes in 

the case of a visual perception, or complete purity of mind in the case 

of direct experience of the Self) knowledge arises in the form of the 

object as it already exists. without any scriptural injunction, effort or 

action to sustain itself. On the contrary, action is based on will, effort 

and on the various modalities through which it can be accomplished. 

Thus, Sailkara's theory of knowledge justifies the notion that 

immediate knowledge of the Self is independent from action. 

Not only is Self-knowledge distinct and independent from action 

(whether mental or physical) in terms of its cognitive nature, but also 

in terms of its role in bringing about liberation. The independence of 

Self -knowledge in bringing liberation is often justified by Sankara 

from a logical point of view based on the understanding of the Self as 

non-active. Accordingly, the independence is due to the fact that the 

said knowledge cannot coexist with action at the same time in the 

same person. This notion is reiterated time and again by Sailkara in 

his commentaries. More precisely, it means that a man cannot at the 

same time attribute to himself both the sense of authorship, and 

absence of authorship. Since immediate knowledge of the Self is 

knowledge of oneself as devoid of authorship and of mental 

fluctuations caused by perceptions and superimposed on the Self due 

to ignorance, it cannot possibly exist at the same time with a 

I dhyanam cintanam yadyapi manasam tathiipi 
purusenakartumakartumanyatha va kartum SakyaQl. 
puru~atantratvat. jiianam tu pramanajanyam. pram ana m ea 
yathiibhOtavastuvisayam (BSBh 1.1.4, 83). 
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knowledge of oneself as doer and ex periencer (TUBh 1.9.4, Z77). In his 

IUBh 18, Sankara gives the following allegory: "For when the 

knowledge that fire is hot and luminous has arisen in a person, there 

cannot arise in that same person the illusion that fire is cold or not 

luminous." I Inasmuch as actions such as rites presuppose 

attributions to oneself of notions pertaining to duality, such as 

authorship, means and result, they cannot be said to coexist, in the 

same person and at the same time, with knowledge of the Self as 

devoid of any limiting adjuncts and duality. Therefore, according to 

Sankara, even before considering what the Upanisads say on the 

results of knowledge and action (either rituals or meditation), their 

combination for the sake of liberation is si m ply not possible from a 

logical point of view based on the Upani~adic descriptions of the Self. 

As we will see in the course of our study, this point is connected 

to a major case of misplaced emphasis. There has been a tendency in 

post-Sankara Advaita to center the debate concerning the role of 

action and knowledge with respect to liberation around the 

opposition between the means provided to those who remain active 

in society (the karmayogins) and the means of those who lead a 

monastic life (the formal samnyasins ). It is true that Sankara sees 

higher efficacy in a life of full-time steadfastness in the discipline of 

knowledge that only physical renunciation of the time-consuming 

daily duties and of the various obligations of a man in society can 

provide. But monasticism has never been his main emphasis in the 

1 na hyagnirusoah 0raka$a$ceti vijiianotpattau yasmiona$raye 
tadutpannam tasminneva$raye $Ito 'gnirapraka$o va ityavidyaya 
utpattih (IUBh 18, 13-14). 
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larger and more important debate of determining the proper means 

for liberation. A passage of the IUBh 8 specifies that the opposition is 

not between the discipline of knowledge and these rituals, but 

between experience of the Self and ritual activity done with the sense 

of authorship: "Only a fool would wish to combine that knowledge of 

the oneness of the Self ... with any work. or with any other 

knowledge." 1 The expression "with any other knowledge" 

(jijanantarega), that is, any meditative practice as opposed to the 

direct experience of the Self as a non-doer, must include even those of 

the formal renouncer, because even they are based on his effort and, 

as such, can never be the cause of liberation, while the object

dependent direct Self -knowledge can. Indeed, because any practice is 

a form of action and because action can produce only impermanent 

results, no amount of meditative practice can be the direct cause of 

liberation. As stated by Sankara, "Nor can liberation be achieved 

through pursuing a practice (sadhana) of liberation, because anything 

that depends on a practice is impermanent." 2 Moreover, because the 

Brahman-At man is eternally that through which everything is 

known, it "cannot be said to be associated with action by virtue of its 

being the object of the action of knowing, because .... Brahman is 

1 ... yadat maikatvavijiianam. tanna kenacitkarmana jiliinantarena va 
hyamQdhah samuccicisati (IUBh 8, 8). 
Znanu mok~asadhanavidhananmoksab setsyati. na: 
sadhanayattasyanityatvat (BSBh.1982 edited by Anantakrishna 
Sastri, Varanasi:Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series [reprint from 
Nirnayasagar Press], 616). 
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denied to be an object of the action of knowing. It is equally denied as 

an object of the act of meditation." 1 Therefore, even in the case of the 

formal renouncer, that knowledge of the Self which cannot coexist 

with activity is not the one where, due to ignorance, the Self is still 

experienced as the object of an act of knowing or meditation. The only 

Self-knowledge that is radically opposed to activity is that where the 

Self is experienced as the silent witness of all processes and objects of 

knowledge. From this perspective, which is the most important for 

Sankara, whatever their intensity, the meditative practices of the 

formal renouncer are as opposed to direct Self -knowledge as are 

rituals and other types of meditation done by the man who is still 

active in society. 

Given his understanding of knowledge, action and liberation, 

Sankara develops his economy of liberation according to a purely 

functional principle: one can reach a goal only through proper means. 

Scriptures prescribe various means for many goals other than 

liberation. The Brhadiranvaka Upani§ad 1.5.16 reads, for instance: 

"There are indeed three worlds, the world of men, the world of the 

Manes and the world of the gods. This world of men is to be won 

through the son alone, and by no other rite; the world of the Manes 

through rites; and the world of the gods through meditation" (1 59). 2 

These three worlds are declared improper for the goal of liberation for 

1 na ea vidikriyikarmatvena kiryinu0rave$o brahmanab. 
vidikriyikarmatvapratisedhit. tatbopistikriyikarmatvaora-

ti§edho' pi bhavati (BSBh 1.1.4, 78). 
2 at ha trayo viva loki manusyalokab pitrloko devaloka iti so 'yam 

manusyalokab putrenaiva jayyo ninyena karmana karmana pitrloko 
vidyayi devaloko ... (BUBh 1.5.16, 705) 
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ex ample in verse 4.4.11 of the same U panisad: "Miserable are the 

worlds enveloped by a blinding darkness. To them, after death, go the 

people who are unenlightened and unwise." 1 In contrast, verse 4.4.14 

then declares, referring to the Self: "Those who know It become 

immortal, while others only attain suffering." 2 According to Sankara, 

such statements clearly indicate that although the obtaining of a son, 

sacrificial performance and meditation serve as means to the three 

worlds, they do not free one from the ignorance and sorrow to which 

these worlds are said to amount. On the contrary, experience of the 

non-dual Self is said to be obtained by knowledge alone and it alone is 

stated as the means to immortality or liberation from the cycle of 

death and rebirth. Since Self -knowledge, on the one hand, and various 

kinds of actions, on the other. are described as two distinct types of 

means leading to the two distinct results of temporary sojourn in 

some heavenly world, and liberation from the latter, there is no 

reason to advocate their combination. 

But, on what account does Sankara say that direct knowledge of 

the Self needs no help at all to result in liberation? According to him, 

on the path to spiritual freedom, the mind must first be purified 

through rituals, proper understanding of the scriptural means of 

knowledge ($abdaoramaoa) concerning the Self. and various forms of 

meditation. Once complete purity is attained, the mind fully 

understands -verbally and experientially- the purport of the 

1 ananda nama te loka andhena tamasavrtUih I 
Uimste pretyiibhigacchantyavidviir:p,so 'budho jaoiib 11 (BUBh 4.4.11, 

924). 
Zye tadviduram[tiiste bhavantyathetare dubkhamevapiyanti I 

(BUBh 4.4.14, 925). 
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scriptures on the Self. It becomes spontaneously and fully open to the 

immutable Self, to the self -effulgent, pure consciousness, of which it is 

but a semblance of modification. This rediscovery of the mind's real 

nature is called the emergence of knowledge OnanotpattD. As a 

spontaneous and immediate result of this emergence comes the 

destruction of ignorance (avidyiinivrt ti) of the real nature of one's Self. 

And with annihilation of ignorance also immediately ensues the 

eradication of its effect, that is, the erroneous superimposition on the 

Self of limiting adjuncts such as authorship and experiencing. Then 

the whole apparent multiplicity of agent, means and results are seen 

as modes of the Brahman-A. t man. leaving no room for something other 

than the infinity of the Self, for something that would have to be 

achieved through action. 1 

The awareness of the multiplicity of authorship, means and 

results is the basis of the qualification for rituals and meditation, as 

well as the condition for the relevance of a scriptural injunction with 

respect to a particular person. Indeed, to be applicable, the theory and 

praxis of POrvamimamsa need the knowledge of oneself as a doer, the 

recognition of an object of desire to be enjoyed by the doer and an 

action prescribed to the doer in order to obtain his object of desire. 

Now, according to Sailkara, doership (or authorship), desire, and active 

enjoyment do not apply to the enlightened man whose intellect 

rather identifies with the actionless, de sireless and silently 

witnessing Self; accordingly, any prescribed action for enjoying 

whatever object of desire is no longer relevant in his case. With the 

1 See BSBh 3.4.16. 
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sublation of this active and bound awareness through knowledge of 

the silent, infinite Brahman-A t man. there remains no place for the 

obligation, nor for the injunction of ritual performance. 

Moreover, through the absolute contentment found in one's own 

Self, the mental residues of past actions (sancitakarmans) are 

rendered inoperative in creating further desires for objects. While 

results of past actions which have already begun to fructify in the 

present life (priirabdhakarmans) continue until exhaustion, the 

actions performed for the rest of the present life (iigamikarmans) by 

the liberated-while-living have no binding power any longer, since 

agency and experiencing is no more attributed to the Self and since 

nothing re mains as different from the ever-free Brahman -At man. 

Hence comes also, immediately after the destruction of ignorance, the 

state of simply remaining established in the knowledge of the Self 

even for a man leading an active life in society, ensuring liberation 

from any limitation in this very life as well as after the body's death. 

And following complete purification of the mind, emergence of 

knowledge and annihilation of ignorance, remaining established in the 

Self needs no practice or effort, which would otherwise make action a 

means of liberation. Indeed, ex plains Sankara, because liberation is of 

the very nature of the Self« like the heat of fire, it cannot be said to be 

a consequence of human activity» (BUBh 4.4.6, 501).1 

Sankara summarizes his position in the following lines of the 

TUBh: 

1 sviibhiivika$cedagnyu~oavadat manab svabhiivab. sa na §akyate 

0urusavya0aranubhiiviti vaktum (BUBh 4.4.6, 918). 
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The emergence of knowledge cannot be imagined for a person 

hindered by accumulated sins. On the wearing away of those 

hindrances, knowledge will emerge; from that will follow the 

cessation of ignorance, and from that the complete cessation of 

unending becoming (samsara). Moreover, a man who perceives 

something as non-Self desires that non-Self. And the man of 

desire performs actions. From that follows unending becoming

consisting of embodiment etc.- for the sake of enjoying the 

results of these [actions]. On the contrary, by reason of the 

absence of an object, there arises no desire in a man who sees the 

unity of the Self. And since, due to the absence of any "other," 

desire cannot rise with regard to oneself, there ensues liberation 

which is continuance in one's own Self ... I 

Thus, insofar as ignorance has to be removed for liberation to occur 

and insofar as knowledge alone can re move ignorance, that knowledge 

is a eo m pletely independent means to liberation. Once knowledge has 

emerged, no other causal factor enters into play tq remove ignorance. 

To attain the Self, that is, to be permanently established and liberated 

in the experience of the non-dual Self. simply amounts to removal of 

ignorance, which knowledge alone is capable of achieving. Sailkara 

makes his point thus: 

I uoacitaduritapratibandhasya hi vidyotpattirnavakalpate. tatksaye 
ea vidyotoattib syattata$cavidyanivrttistata atyantikab 
samsaroparamab. a pi canat madar$ino hyanat mavisayab kamah. 
kamayamana$ca karoti karmaoi. tatastatphalopabhogaya 
sariradyupadanalaksagah samsarab. tadvyatirekegat maikatva
dar$ino vi~ayabhavatkamanutpat tic at m ani cananyatvatkama-
nut pattau svat manyavasthanam moksah ... (TUBh 1.11.4, 278). 
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While the [Self's]true nature is for ever attained, It is simply 

covered by ignorance. In the same way as the non-perception of a 

mother-of -pearl which appears as silver through 

misapprehension just amounts to the covering by a false 

knowledge, so also its [subsequent] perception just amounts to 

knowledge, because the purpose of knowledge is in removing the 

covering by false knowledge. Similarly here also the non

attainment of the Self is simply the covering by ignorance. 

Therefore the attainment [of the SeU'] is simply the removal of the 

lat tee. 1 

As light alone can remove darkness, so, also, knowledge alone can 

remove ignorance. Thus, it is due to its belonging to the sphere of 

ignorance that action is said to be a means contradictory to that of 

direct Self -knowledge. But it should be recalled that action here 

includes even the meditative practices of the formal renouncer. 

Moreover, from Sail.kara's viewpoint, the analysis of the effects 

of action show that they cannot bring about a knowledge of the Self 

leading to liberation. The four possible effects of any action are: 

creation (utoatti), transformation (vikara), acquisition (apti) and 

purification (samskira). First, knowledge of the Self cannot be 

produced since, being consciousness itself, it pre-exists any effect of 

action, unlike,for instance, attainment of heaven which comes into 

1 nityalabdhasvarQoatve 'pi satyavidyimit.ram yyavadhinam. yathi 

grhyamioivi api $uktikiyi viparyayeoa rajatibhisiyi agrahaoam 

vipadtajO:inavyavadhinamatrarp. tatha grahaoam jQinamatrameva 

vipacit aj nanavvavadhinipohirt hat vij j ijinasya. evamihipyit m a no 

'libho 'vidyimitravyavadhinam. tasmadvidyaya 
tadapohaoamitrameva libho (BUBh 1.4.7, 666). 
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knowledge and liberation could be produced, they would then be as 

impermanent as all products found in the world. But both are said by 

the Upanisads to be eternal. If liberation were a transformation of 

something it would also have the defect of impermanence. Nor can 

Brahman-A.tman be acquired or attained, for it is all pervasive, ever

attained by everyone (although erroneously apprehended in the 

condition of ignorance). Finally, since purification amounts to addition 

or removal of some quality, it cannot apply to Brahman-A tman which 

is ever the same, ever pure, neither improvable, nor impairable. 2 

3.2- The main opposition between karmanistha and 

jiiananist ha 

According to many commentators, the opposition highlighted by 

Sailkara between karmanistha and jiianani~tha simply involves two 

paths or types of practice: one based mainly on rites (karmayoga) and 

the other based on the Advaita discipline of knowledge consisting in 

hearing, reflection and meditation. My contention is that, although 

found in Sailkara's system, this form of opposition between 

karmanistha and jijananistha is secondary as compared to a more 

basic opposition which is often overlooked. The main contrast is not 

bet we en two paths involving antagonistic practices, but between two 

opposite states: one consisting of steadfastness in the false impression 

of being the author of mental and bodily actions. and another 

1 See BSBh 1.1.1, 8. 
2 See BSB h 1.1.4, 32. 
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consisting of steadfastness in direct knowledge of the Self which is 

never bound by authorship and action. The contrast is thus very 

similar to the one between action as pertaining to the sphere of 

ignorance and bondage, and knowledge as belonging to the sphere of 

experience of the Self's true nature and liberation. 

This misinterpretation on the part of many commentators of 

Sati.kara is partly due to his bivalent use of the term iliiinanistha as 

possibly referring to the discipline of knowledge, or to immediate Self

knowledge. Given this semantic scope for ambiguity, let us first try to 

understand the meaning of nistha for Sati.kara. 

The word nistha appears in the adjectival form nistha in a 

compound of the last sentence of Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.12which reads 

as follows: "For knowing that Reality, with sacrificial faggots in hand, 

he should go to a teacher who is versed in the Vedas and steadfast in 

Brahman (brahmanistham)." 1 Sati.kara comments the passage in the 

following manner: 

... one who, having renounced all actions, remains steadfast 

(nistha) in the non-dual Brahman alone, is a brahmanisthah. just 

as with the words japani§thah (steadfast in mental repetition) 

and taoonisthah (steadfast in asceticism). Steadfastness in 

Brahman is not possible for the acting man (karminab). because 

action and Self -know ledge are contradictory. 2 

1 tadvijijanartham sa gurumevabhigacchet samitpanib srotriyam 
brahmanistham (MuBh 1.2.12. 152). 
2 ... hit va sarvakarmani kevale 'dvaye brahmani ni~"tha yasya so 'yam 
brahmanistho japanisthastaponistha iti yadvat. na hi karmino 
brahmani~thata sambhavati karmatmajOanayorvirodhat (MuBh 1.2.12. 

llli 
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Since, according to the spirit of the Uoanisads. a teacher whom a 

student approaches for knowledge of Brahman must already know 

the Self by direct experience and be liberated, it is obvious that the 

word brahmanistha must mean in this context, as rendered by the 

translation, a steadfastness in the state of Brahman, and not a practice 

involving only mediate mearts of acquiring Self-knowledge. Sail.kara's 

understanding of nistha as being with respect to the non-dual 

Brahman" alone" (kevale), could hardly be understood differently. To 

clarify the meaning, Sailkara mentions two other compounds 

containing the word nistha: japanistha and taponistha. But, 

surprisingly, both words joined here with nistha refer to a practice 

and not to a state:i.il.o.aconsisting in the repetition of one or several 

mantras, and tapas representing some form of asceticism. Since a 

student goes to an U pani~adic teacher not because he is involved in 

practices but rather because he has reached the goal of all practices, 

the common element between the two nisthas given as examples and 

the brahmanistha cannot be the idea of practice. Hence it can only be 

the notion of steadfastness. All three nisthas here mentioned are 

understood to be steadfastly absorbed in something. In the first case, 

it is in knowledge, while in the latter two, it is in practices which are 

actions and therefore contradictory to direct knowledge of the Self. 

The contrast favoring knowledge of the Self against karmans in the 

last sentence quoted, certainly suggests that the brahmanistha is not 

characterized by any type of practice. Thus, the comparison 

introduced by Sail.kara holds true only insofar as steadfastness is 

concerned. 
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We therefore have two possible meanings in Sankara's 

understanding of the word nistha (or nistha):one referring to a state 

of being and another referring to a practice. But we have seen that 

the very ex ample given by Sailkara to clarify its meaning could be 

somewhat ambiguous and misleading. Interestingly, this is precisely 

the kind of ambivalence which is likely to accompany the word 

nistha. especially in the BGBh. Such is also the case in MuBh 3.2.4 

where means of attaining the Self, such as strength, are described: 

"Since this Self is not attainable by one who is without strength. by 

one devoid of strength, bereft of the vigour created by constant 

steadfastness in the Self (at manisthajanita) ... " 1 Here, does" constant 

steadfastness in the Self" refer to the practice of mediate means of 

knowledge such as meditation or to the state of naturally remaining 

established in the direct experience of the non-dual Self? Since, in this 

context, "steadfastness in the SelC is said to create a strength which 

is in turn a means for the goal of attaining the Self, one could be led to 

interpret the said steadfastness simply as a medi.a.te means of 

knowledge. But in K.eBh 2.4, where he quotes the same passage, 

Sankara specifies that the strength which brings about the liberating 

Self-knowledge does not come from any practice, such as yoga, but 

from direct Self -knowledge: 

... the strength produced by wealth, by a friend, a m antra. a 

medicine, asceticism, or yoga cannot overcome death, for it is 

produced by impermanent things. But the strength produced by 

Self -knowledge is acquired through the Self alone and not by 

1 yasmadayamat m a balahinena balaprahioena at mani~lhiijanitavirya
hinena na labhyo (Mu 3.2.4, 172). 
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anything else. Thus, because the strength of Self -knowledge does 

not come through any other means, that strength alone is capable 

of overcome death. 1 

Thus, it seems more appropriate to understand the at manistha of the 

MuBh as meaning a state of samadhi in the Self which would lead to a 

strength consisting of a stable experience of the same Self even in the 

waking state of consciousness 2 and, on that basis alone, bringing 

about complete" attainment of the Self." 

However, in all of Sailkara's other glosses on nistha and nistha as 

used by the Upanisads. 3 the word refers quite clearly to the notion of 

practice. For example, the same word brahmanistha seems to carry 

the sense of practice in another verse of the Mundaka Upanisad as 

well as in Sailkara's gloss. The passage says: "To them alone should one 

1 dhanasahayamantrausadhitagoyogakrtam viryam mrtyum na 
Saknotyabhibhavit umanityavastukrtatvat. at mavidyakrtam tu 
viryamat manaiva vindatenanyenetyato 'nanyasadhanatvadat ma
vidyaviryasya tadeva viryam mrtyum $aknotyabhibhavitum (KeBh 
2.4, 29). 
2See the whole of Sailkara's commentary on the same verse (KeBh 2.4) 
where it is explained that the Self is really known only when it is 
recognized not only in the state samadhi without mental fluctuations 
but also in all mental modifications outside of that state: "Being the 
seer of all cognitions and nothing but the true nature of the power of 
consciousness, through cognitions themselves, the Self appears as not 
different [even] in the midst of cognitions. There is no other way for 
its knowledge. Therefore when Brahman is known as the innermost 
Self of cognitions, then it is known. then Its complete realisation 
occurs." 
at m a sarvapratyayadar$I cicchaktisvarQpamatrah pratyayaireva 

0ratyayesvavi$istataya laksyate nanyaddvaramatmano vijiianayatah 
pratyayapratyagat mataya viditam brahma yada tada tan mat am tada 
tatsamyagdar$anamityarthab (KeBh 2.4, 'Zl). 
3See the concordance by jacob. 
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expound this knowledge of Brahman who are engaged in the practice 

of disciplines, versed in the Vedas. and devoted to Brahman 

(brahmanisthah) .. ." (3.2.10, 171).1 And Sankara rightly understands the 

brahmanisthas to be this time the yet ignorant students rather than 

the enlightened teacher:" ... brahmanisthah. devoted to the inferior 

Brahman. and seekers of the knowledge of the supreme Brahman ... " 

(Ibid.) 2 The commentator's gloss on brahmanistha in prasna Upanisad 

1.1 is even more precise:" ... these were brahmapara. having 

approached the inferior Brahman as the supreme one, and 

brahmanisthah. engaged in practices [conducive] to Him." 3 The term 

nistha also occurs in Chandogya Upanisad 7.20.1 with the same 

meaning and is here translated by Swami Gambhirananda as 

"devotion":" 'One acquires faith by devoted service only. Devotion has 

surely to be sought after.' '0 venerable sir, I seek after devotion."' 

(CUBh, 555). 4 Sankara then comments: "Nistha is devotion (paratvam) 

in things such as the service of the teacher, for acquiring knowledge of 

Brahman." s 

The only occurrence of the word nistha in the BSBh 6 introduces 

its last sense, that of" culmination." It appears in the last sentence of 

the commentary on sotra 2.1.15: "And we said that all means of 

1 kriyavantah srotriya brabmanisthab.. te~amevaitam 

brahmavidyam vadate ... (MuBh 3.2.10, 174) 
2 ... brahmanistha aparasminbrahmaoyabhiyukUib parabrahma 
bubhutsavah ... (MuBh 3.2.10, 175) 
3 ... brahmapara aparam brahma paratvena gat ab .. 
tadanusthananistha$ca brahmanisthah (PUBh 1.1, 106). 
4 ... nisti~thanneva $raddadhati ni~tha tveva viiijijasitavyeti ni~tham 
bhagavo viiiiijisa iti (CUBh 7.20.1, 560). 
s ni~thi guru$u$rO~idistatparatvam brahmavijijiniya (Ibid.). 
6 See the word index by Mahadevan,1973. 
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knowledge culminate (nistha) in It lBrahmanl" 1 The same meaning is 

conveyed in the BGBh. Sankara writes on verse 18.50: "[Here] nistha 

means culmination, final stage. [Final stage I of what? It is the 

supreme, final stage of the knowledge of Brahman." 2 

So far we have seen the word nistha rendered by 

"steadfastness"," devotion", or" culmination." Among other 

translations by various scholars are" devotedness" and "continuance" 

(IUBh 8, 16), "consummation" (BGBh 18.55, 605), "abidance" (Ibid., 606), 

"commitment" (Cenkner 60), "path," "way of life," "basis," "system," 

and" law" (Minor 1982, 107). It seems to me that while" steadfastness" 

suggests in a more efficient way the meaning of a state of being, the 

word" devotion" carries a clearer sense of involvement in a practice. 

But to avoid any confusion with the use of devotion as bhakti. I prefer, 

as a whole, to translate nistha as "steadfastness," which can carry 

both the meanings of absorption in a discipline or practice, and in an 

object of knowledge. 3 

The compound karmani~tha or steadfastness in action can 

therefore mean (theoretically as well as in Sankara's works) regular 

practice of rites etc., or absorption of the awareness in the sphere of 

karman. which amounts to ignorance and bondage. Similarly, the 

compound jijananistha or steadfastness in knowledge can mean 

practice of the discipline of knowledge, or absorption in the 

immediate knowledge of the Self which alone yields liberation. But by 

1 tatra sarvapramananam nisthamavocama (BSBh 2.1.1 5, 385). 

2 ni~tha paryavasanam parisamaptirityetat. kasya brahmajnanasya 
ya para parisamaotih (BGBh 18.50, 74). 
3 In a previous paper, I rendered nistha by "condition or way of living" 
(Marcaurelle 1987, 26). I now prefer" steadfastness." 
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using the phrase "steadfastness in knowledge" to translate 

jijananistha. we are still left even in English with a possible ambiguity 

bet we en reference to a mediate or to an immediate knowledge of the 

Self. That is why we will be careful in always defining the exact 

meaning of this word according to different contexts. 

The reader may now ask whether we consider karmanistha as a 

synonym of karmayoga and, if so, why not use the latter, a more 

common term? The two words are indeed synonyms to us as well as 

to Sati.kara. In his BGBh 3.4, for ex a m ple, he uses the word karmanistha 

and jOananistha to mean respectively the karmayoga and jijanayoga 

mentioned by the Gita in verse 3.3. 1 True, Sankara uses the compound 

karmanistha only a few times. 2 But we chose to use this term to 

1 "Or: since steadfastness in knowledge and steadfastness in action 
(jijanakarmani~tha) are mutually opposed, and thus cannot be 
practiced simultaneously by one and the same person, it might be 
concluded that either of the m can lead to liberation (puru~artha) 
independently of the other. In order to convey the idea that 
steadfastness in action (karmanistha) leads to liberation, not 
independently, but by being the cause of the attainment of 
steadfastness in knowledge Oiliinanistha), and that steadfastness in 
knowledge (jijananisthii), having been gained through steadfastness in 
action (karmanisthii), leads to liberation independently, without the 
need for anything else, the Blessed Lord says." athava 
jfianakarmanisthayoh parasparavirodhadekena purusena 
yugapadanus"thatuma$akyatve satitaretaranapek~ayoreva 
purusarthahetutve prapte karmanisthaya jfiananisthaprapti
hetutvena puru~arthahetutvam na svatantryega. jijanani~tha tu 
karmanisthopayalabdhatmika sati svatantryeoa purusartha
heturanyanapek~etyetamartham dar$ayi~yannaha bhagavan (BGBh 
3.4, 144). 
2 Only three times in the BGBh for instance (3 intro and 3.2), and 
nowhere in the BSBh. Apart from the BGBh, karmanistha and 
jijanani~tha occur the most often in the IUBh, in spite of the small size 
of the commentary in comparison for example to the BUBh and the 
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show more clearly an otherwise unobvious characteristic of the words 

jnanayoga and karmayoga in Sailkara's works, that is, their common 

reference to steadfastness in either a state of being or a practice. 

Indeed, while the semantic scope of the word yoga is commonly 

limited to the meaning of" practice" or" discipline," that of the word 

nistha seems more flexible in that it allows a complete definition of 

the nuances related to jnana- and karmayoga in Sankara's usage. 

We will therefore retain two main meanings for the word nistha: 

steadfastness (with the twofold extension of practice and state of 

being) and culmination. These meanings are found in the BGBh. But, in 

contrast with their usage in other works by Sailkara, they are much 

more closely related to the whole purport of the commentary and, at 

the same time, their proper context ualisation is often more arduous. 

Accordingly, we will first deepen our understanding of the nature of 

karma- and jijananistha in Sailkara's view. 

To understand the expression karmanistha we now have to 

address the other word of the compound, that is, kfirman. Does it 

always mean ritual actions which are enjoined by the scriptures 

according to varoa and asrama. or also a state of being which is based 

on the superimposition of authorship and thereby prompting to 

action in general, including rites? As rightly pointed out by 

Radhakrishnan (630-631) and Potter (1982, 115 ), for Sailkara, the basic 

meaning of karman is that which is done by one who perceives 

himself as a doer and which, feeding on the desire to achieve a result, 

either good or bad for him, perpetuates the cycle of birth and death. 

CUBh. For karmanistha. see verses 1, 14, and especially 8 where it 
occurs several times. 

77 



c 

0 

This is made clear time and again by Sankara. The definition refers to 

both profane and religious types of action. Sailkara insists that desire 

is also found in the case of a person who feels the pious responsibility 

to perform only non-harmful and obligatory rites prescribed by the 

scriptures: 

In the same way as desire-prompted rites such as the new and 

full moon sacrifices are enjoined on one who has the defect of 

desiring heaven etc., so also the obligatory daily rites are enjoined 

on the one who has defects such as ignorance, the seed of all evils, 

who has such ensuing defects as attachment, aversion, reaching 

for the desirable and avoiding the undesirable, whose 

involvement in action is impelled by both of these, and who tries 

to seek good and avoid evil. They are not motivated solely by the 

scriptures. 1 

A few lines later, Sailkara contrasts this man of desire, not with the 

formal renouncer in search of liberation (who would still be subject to 

seeking good and avoiding evil), but clearly with the one who has 

already reached liberation through direct knowledge of the non-dual 

Brahman-A t man:" And one whose knowledge of rites and of their 

instruments etc. has been sublated cannot be involved in rites. 

1 yathisvargaki mididosavato dar$apaurnamasadini kimyini 

karmini vihiUini tat ha sarvanarthabijavidyididosavatah 
tajjanitestinistapriptiparihirarigadvesididosavata$ca 
tatpreritivi$e$apravrtteriUini$ta0riptiparihirirthino nityini 
karmini vidhiyante. na kevalam $istranimittinyeva (BUBh 1.3.1, 628). 
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Because involvement in rites must be preceded by a knowledge of 

specific actions with their means and so on." t 

Following the spirit of another passage of the same Uoanisad. 

Sailkara describes again the man absorbed in ignorance and karman in 

even more deprecating terms:« It has been said that an unenlightened 

man identified with his caste, order of life etc., and controlled by 

righteousness, is dependent on gods and others like an animal, because 

[he thinks] he has duties to perform for them." 2 Again he contrasts 

him with the already liberated man:« If, knowing Brahman. he 

becomes free from this beastly existence consisting of the bondage of 

duty, how could he be prompted to get involved- as if bereft of 

freedom- in the qualification for the bondage of karman and not in 

the qualification for knowledge (vidyadhikara) which is the means to 

liberation from the latter." 3 Although the term «qualification for 

knowledge" could seem to refer to qualification for the discipline of 

1 na copamarditakriyakarakadivijfianasya karmapravrttirupa
padyate. viSistakriyasadhanadijfianapurvakatvatkriyapravrtteh 
(Ibid.). 
Zatravidvanvarnasramadyabhimano dharmena niyamyamano 
devadikarmakartayyataya 0a$uvatparatantra ityuktam (BUBh 1.4.5, 
686). 
3 brahma vidvam$cettasmatpa$ubhavatkartavyatabandhanaro0at 
pratimucyate. kenayam karitah karmabandhanadhikare 'vasa iva 
pravartate na punastadvimok~aoopaye vidyadhikara iti (BUBh 1.4.16, 
687-688). 
Compare my above translation with that of Swami Madhavananda 
which does not make evident the repetition of the word 
«qualification" (adhikara)- the significance of which will be discussed 
further in this thesis:" If by knowing Brahman he gets rid of that 
bondage of duty which makes him an animal, as it were, under what 
compulsion does he take up the bondage of ritualistic work as if he 
were helpless, and not the pursuit of knowledge which is the means of 
freedom from that?" (BUBh 131). 
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knowledge, Sankara's reference to the knowledge of Brahman and to 

freedom from the bondage of duty (which has earlier been connected 

with superimposition of authorship) suggests quite clearly that the 

man to whom the qualification for knowledge is attributed, has 

already attained liberation. Therefore, the qualification for 

knowledge in the case of such a man does not refer to his capacity to 

pursue the discipline of knowledge, but to his ability to have direct 

Self-knowledge and its ensuing result, namely liberation. Since the 

translation of vidyadhikara. by Swami Madhavananda, as" pursuit of 

knowledge" (131) suggests a mediate knowledge, it does not seem 

proper here. It could give the impression that the unenlightened man 

is here contrasted with some advanced seeker after knowledge (and 

formal renouncer), which is not the case. From Sailkara's point of view, 

the Self -know er is here attributed qualification for a direct Self

knowledge that has already been attained and that has already 

eliminated the tendency of the intellect to become absorbed in 

authorship, action, and wordly results. Thus, according to its technical 

meaning, qualification (adhikara) means here that the direct knower 

of the Self deserves to obtain a specific result from of his Self

knowledge. This result is liberation both in this life and hereafter, a 

corn plete and self -sufficient inner freedom that needs no further 

karman for its sustenance. 1 

If, for Sankara, karman cannot exist without a state of being 

which is based on ignorance and superimposition of authorship, it 

follows that both the terms karmanistha and karmayoga (roughly 

1 For further details on the use of adhikara for knowledge in the case 
of the enlightened man, see chapter 6.1. 
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synonyms for our author) 1 must mean first of all a" steadfastness" in 

authorship and action, and in the second place only, a practice of 

karman. And, it is quite clear from the passages of the BUBh we have 

just quoted that when Sailkara thus opposes karmanistha and 

jijananistha. he does not contrast the practice of karman with that of 

mediate knowledge of the Self (necessarily preceded by physical 

renunciation according to many interpreters), but the state of being 

based on ignorance, with that based on immediate Self -knowledge and 

from which liberation ensues. This is in agreement with Sailkara's 

understanding of the main purport of this Upanisad: "The whole of 

this Upanisad." he writes," is exclusively devoted to showing the 

distinction between the sphere of knowledge and ignorance" (BUBh 

1.4.10, 118). 2 Since Sailkara understands that the Upanisads. the 

Bhagavadgita and the BrahmasOtras all teach the same knowledge of 

the non-dual Self, according to him, this intent of the Brhadaraoyaka 

Upanisad can very well be attributed to all these texts as well as to 

his own commentaries and finally to the comparison often made by 

him between the two fundamental concepts of karmanistha and 

jijananistha. 

This basic position can also be verified in the BGBh. After 

describing, in the introduction to verse 18.11, characteristics of the 

enlightened man, such as "without acting at all or causing to act," 

Sailkara thus introduces his counterpart: 

1 For nuances concerning their synonymity, see the beginning of the 
following chapter. 
2 sarva hiyam up ani~ at vidyavidyavibhiigapradar$anenaivooak§lna 
(BUBh 1.4.10, 679). 
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impossible for the man qualified for rites who bears a body by 

reason of regarding the body as himself, who is unenlightened, 

who has the firm knowledge that he is a doer because his 

experience of the Self's authorship has not been discarded, he is 

qualified only for the performance of actions enjoined by the 

scriptures [and] accompanied by abandonment of the results of 

actions. 1 

Even more significant is the corn parison between the two nisthas 

where Sailkara states that "[mere physical] renunciation (samnyasa) 

and karmayoga are not possible in the case of the knower of the Self." 2 

If the knower of the Self cannot accomplish the simple act of 

physically renouncing rites, it is because, while this type of 

renunciation is understood by Sailkara to be accompanied by 

authorship, on the contrary, the Self -know er has no sense of being the 

doer of any action, by virtue of his direct experience of the actionless 

Self. On the other hand, because the seeker after liberation still has 

the experience of authorship, it is possible for him to physically 

abandon rites in order to devote himself to the discipline of 

knowledge. In the context of what is, according to Sailkara, the most 

basic contrast between karmanistha and ;nananistha. the seeker 

using mediate means of knowledge after physically abandoning rites 

is as much in the sphere of ignorance and authorship as the 

1 yah punaradhikrtah sandehiit miibhimiinitvena dehabhrdajijo 
'biidhitat makart(tvavijijiinatayiiham karteti ni$cittabuddhis
tasyii$esakarmaparityiigasyii$akyatvatkarmaphalatyagena 
coditakarmanu~!hiina eviidhikiiro (BGBh 18.11, 689). 
zat mavidastu samnyasakarmayogayorasambhavat (BGBh intro S, 244). 
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1\,armayogin who continues to perform rites. Again, this shows how, 

from Satikara's viewpoint, the major opposition between 1\,armanisthi 

and jOinanistha is not on the level of mediate means to liberation but 

on the level of states of being. 1 

In verse 3.3 of the Gita. the two nisthas are expressly mentioned 

as jnanayoga and 1\,armanyoga: "As taught by Me in the beginning, 0 

sinless one, there is in this world two types of steadfastness (nisthi): 

in jijanayoga for the siml\,hyas and in 1\,armanyoga for the yogins." 2 

Are these two nisthas understood by Satikara in the same manner as 

we have seen so far? The gloss coming immediately after the word 

nistha in the commentary is sthitiranustheyatatparyam (BGBh 141), 

which we would translate by" steady application, dedication to what 

is to be accomplished." 3 Nistha seems, therefore, at first glance to 

refer to a practice rather than to a state of being. 

1 It is in this spirit that Sankara determined the context, reference 
and addressee of injunction in the verses of the .Gi1.i. However, some 
commentators detect artificiality in his exegetic application of the 
two ni~thas: "the technique of declaring that certain passages are 
meant for 'the ignorant' was used because the Gita did not often teach 
the system that the commentator proclaimed" (Minor 1980, 339). 
Inasmuch as, contrary to a current misinterpretation in this respect, 
Sankara's basic scheme of the two niUhis does not favor formal 
renunciation leading to jOananistha as a mediate means of Self
knowledge, but rather jOJinaniUhi as immediate knowledge itself, it 
becomes much less relevant to argue that our corn menta tor is not as a 
whole faithful to the ill1.i. 
2toke 'smindvividha nistha pura prokUi maya 'nag ha I 
jijanayogena sankhyanam karmayogena yoginam 11 

(illli. 3.3, 141 ) 
3 While Mahadeva Sastry (Sailkara 1985, 92) does not translate the gloss, 
Ramachandra Aiyar (BGBh, 106) gives a discipline, intended for steady 
practice." Swami Gambhirananda (Sailkara 1984, 135) is nearest to our 
translation with a steadfastness, persistence in what is undertaken." 
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Sailkara then gives his definition of each nistha: 

The steadfastness in the yoga of knowledge -yoga being 

knowledge itself 1 -has been taught for the samkhyas. those 

possessed of the knowledge arising from discrimination between 

the Self and the non-Self, who have adopted [physical] 2 

renunciation immediately after studentship, who have well 

ascertained the meaning of the Vedantic knowledge, who are 

oaramahamsaoarivrajakas and established in Brahman alone. 

The steadfastness in the yoga of action -yoga being action itself

has been taught for the yogins. the men of action. 3 

While it seems quite clear that karmanistha is described here only in 

terms of practice, it is not as easy to determine whether Sailkara 

associates jilananistha with people who already have direct 

knowledge of the Self- in which case jlHinani~tha would be a state of 

1 It seems to me that Sailkara's compound analysis "jnanameva 
yogastena" on jiHinayogena and" karmaiva yogab karmayogastena" on 
karmayogena have been wrongly translated by a knowledge itself 
being yoga" and a action itself being yoga" (Cf. BGBh, Sailkara 1984 and 
Sailkara 1985). Rather, in both these avadbaranapurvaoada 
karmadharaya, the subject is yoga and the predicates (followed by 
~are respectively knowledge and action, a structure that is 
reproduced in our translation. In other words, it is yoga (the subject) 
that is attributed two different values or predicates (jijana and 
karman), rather than jijana and karman being called yoga. 
ZThe term is krtasamnyasanam. literally a those who have done 
renunciation." In medieval times, this term technically refers to 
formal renunciation. The context also suggests this here. 
3 tatra jijanayogena jijanameva yogastena sam,khyanamat m,avi~aya
vivekajijanavatam brahmacarya$ramadeva krtasamnyasanam 
vedantavijiHinasuniScitarthanam paramahamsaparivrajakanam 
brahmanyevavasthitanam nistba proktii. karmayogena karmaiva 
yogab karmayogastena karm,ayogena yoginam karmioam niUha 
proktetyarthah (BGBh 3.3, 141-142). 
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being- or with people w~o take recourse to formal renunciation in 

order to achieve that experience through full-time practice of the 

discipline of knowledge. The ambiguity emerges from the fact that 

almost all characteristics attributed to the" samkhyas" can be 

theoretically understood to refer to both mediate means for the 

experience of the Self or to that very experience. First, the expression 

"knowledge arising from discrimination between the Self and the non

Self" can mean the discrimination required as part of the fourfold 

discipline (sadhanacat ustaya) even before starting the discipline of 

knowledge, or it can refer to a discrimination based on direct 

knowledge of the Self. Hence the question arises: is the renunciation of 

those "who adopt [physical] renunciation" the expression of an 

already accomplished renunciation of authorship or a way to dedicate 

oneself full-time to the discipline of knowledge? Further, does the 

compound "who have well-ascertained the meaning of the Vedantic 

knowledge" mean ascertainment through hearing, reflection and 

meditation only or through direct experience also? If it is through the 

latter, did it happen before or after physical renunciation? Then, are 

the" paramahamsaparivrajakas" simply members of the fourth 

asrama. whether enlightened or not, or specifically those who are 

enlightened? The last compound "established in Brahman alone" is 

probably the only one where ambiguity can hardly arise. In Sailkara's 

works, this kind of statement refers invariably to direct Self

knowledge. 

As a first step in trying to answer these questions, we can 

summarize them in the following way: is there a progression between 

the first and the last attribution, or are they referring through 
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various angles to the same state of enlightenment? Sailkara's usage of 

the third attribution ("who have well ascertained the meaning of the 

Vedantic knowledge") in BSBh 1.4.22 suggests that he understands it as 

a direct knowledge of the Self. The evidence comes from the fact that 

he presents it on equal footing with the" irrefutable knowledge" and 

with the realisation of Unity: 

Otherwise, the seekers after liberation could not gain an 

irrefutable knowledge. Neither could they reach a well

ascertained meaning (suniScittarthatvanupaoatteSca). For the 

knowledge about the Self that is sought here is that which is 

irrefutable and which sets at rest all questions, as declared by the 

following $ruti passages: "Those who have well ascertained the 

meaning of Vedantic knowledge (vedantavijijanasuniScittarthah)" 

[Mu. 3.2.6], "What delusion, what sorrow can persist there for one 

who has realized Unity?" [IS. 7].1 

If the third and the fifth (or last) attributions in our list are indicative 

of direct Self -knowledge, the fourth, that is, the simple name 

"wandering mendicants" (paramahamsaparivrajakanam) must be 

indicative of the same as well. Hence the only possible progression is 

between the first two and the others. The remaining question is 

therefore whether the first attribution(" knowledge arising from 

discrimination between the Self and the non-Self") means a 

preliminary knowledge or already the direct experience of the Self. 

1 anyatha ea mumuksooam nirapavadavijijiinanupapatteh. 
suniScitUirthatvanupaoatte$ca. nirapavadam hi vijijanam 
sarvakaksanivartakamat mavisayamisyate. 
'vediintavijijanasuni$citUirthiih' [MUQQ. 3.261 iti ea $rut eh. 'tatra ko 
mohah kah $oka ekatvamanupagyatah' [1. 7] (BSBh 1.4.22, 335). 
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The answer to this question will determine the role given by Sankara 

to physical renunciation (the second at trib ut ion) as part of this major 

definition of i nananistha. 

Since viveka (discrimination) can consist of either immediate or 

mediate knowledge, since the" knowledge" that yoga is (in the 

compound jnanayoga) can also have the two values. and since the 

immediate context of the commentary on this verse seems to give no 

more precision in this respect, a possible answer would be that the 

two meanings are valid and apply respectively to the liberated person 

and the seeker after liberation. In this basic definition of jiHinanistha 

by Sankara, physical renunciation could thus be both the means and 

the result of immediate knowledge of the Self and liberation. But a 

comparison of this passage with similar ones from Sankara's works 

will show that while both these are possible, physical renunciation is 

mainly an effect of direct knowledge of the Self and, even more 

important, is never given as a necessary condition for the latter. 

Our analysis of all passages on the two ni~th~s in Sankara's 

works reveals that while jnananistha is sometimes opposed to 

karmannistha in terms of means toward immediate knowledge of the 

Self, most often, as already evidenced through key ex am ples in this 

chapter, the opposition between these two nisthas is defined in terms 

of states of ignorance and of direct Self-knowledge. This in turn gives 

much more importance, in Sankara's doctrine. to physical renunciation 

as an expression of the inner renunciation of authorship rather than 

as an aid to its acquisition. 

Let us start with a passage stating the opposition of karma- and 

jiiananistha as means toward immediate Self-knowledge. Quoting 
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verse 3.3 in his corn mentary on 2.11. Sailkara states that since jijana 

depends on the concepts of non-authorship and oneness, and karman. 

on those of authorship and multiplicity, they cannot be found in the 

same person at the same time. He goes on to say that the same 

distinction is found in Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.22, but then 

develops the idea that renunciation is prescribed for one who has no 

desire .a.n..Q.is still seeking for the experience of the Self: 

... it has been pointed out by $ruti that all actions, Vedic and 

others, are only for the unenlightened man who has desires. In 

'Abandoning them, they lead a life of mendicacy' [Br.4.4.22], 

renunciation has been prescribed for him who is devoid of desire 

and wishes only for the world of the Self. This separate mention 

would be improper if the combination of Vedic rites and 

knowledge had been intended by the Lord. 1 

Accordingly, a combination of rites and Self -knowledge is impossible 

not only as far as the states of ignorance and experience of the Self are 

concerned, but also bet we en the two main means for direct Self

knowledge, that is, between the karmayoga of the man active in 

society, and the jfiJinayoga of the monastic seeker after liberation 

who, having abandoned rituals, fully devotes himself to the discipline 

of knowledge. Yet, most important to note at this point is that, in 

almost all other cases, the definition and justification of the opposition 

1 ... avidyakamavata eva sarvani karmani Srautadini darSiHinL 
"tebhyo vyutthiiya pravrajantiD iti vyutthanamat manameva 
lokamicchato 'kiimasya vihitam. tadetadvibhiigavacanamanupa
pannam syat yadi Srautakarmajnanayob samuccayo 'bhipretah 
syiidbhagavatah (BGBh 210, 43). 
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between the two types of nisthas is in terms of contrasting ignorance 

with immediate knowledge of the Self. 

For ex ample, in his commentary on Gita 2.21, having established 

through an extended discussion that the man described in the verse 

as neither causing to slay nor slaying, is indeed beyond authorship and 

action by virtue of his direct Self -knowledge, Sankara states: 

Therefore, the distinguished man of knowledge who perceives 

the immutability of the Self, and the seeker after liberation as 

well, are qualified only for renunciation of all actions. It is 

because of this that Lord Narayar:1a distinguishes the samkhyas -

the men of knowledge- and the unenlightened- the performers 

of actions -,and enjoins two [types of] steadfastness:" In 

jijanayoga for the samkhyas. in karmayoga for the yogins." 1 

The key point here is that, while the whole discussion preceding this 

statement legitimates physical renunciation solely on the basis of the 

spiritual achievement of the enlightened man, Sankara has both the 

above mentioned" seeker after liberation," and physical renunciation 

as a means of acquiring knowledge, creep into the sphere of 

jnananistha only at the end of his argumentation. Moreover, to 

support his standpoint, the commentator then quotes passages which 

again contrast only the liberated-while-living and the unenlightened: 

" ... the Lord will be often referring to this distinction for instance 

when saying that 'with the mind deluded by the acting ego, the 

1 t as madvi$esit asyavikriyat madar$ino viduso mu m uksosca 
sarvakarmasamnyasa evadhikarah. at a eva bhagavannarayagab 
siimkhyanviduso 'vidusa$ca karmigah oravibhajya dve nisthe 
griihayati 'jijanayogena samkhyanam karmayogena yoginam' iti (BGBh 
221, 73). 
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ignorant of truth thinks" I am the doer" '[3.Z7l. 'while the know er of 

Truth' [3.28] thinks 'I am not doing.' Similarly in 'having mentally 

renounced all actions, he rests' [5.13]." 1 Thus, although, according to 

Sati.kara, physical renunciation as a means to liberation may have a 

role within the domain of ilHinanistha. it is not its most 

representative type of abandonment. 

Furthermore, one aspect of Sati.kara's definition of jijananistha in 

BGBh 3.3leads us to other passages describing the two nisthas. in the 

larger context of which emphasis is given to physical renunciation as 

an expression, rather than as a means of immediate Self -knowledge. 

The peculiar element of the definition of jnananistha in this verse is 

that, according to Sati.kara, the samkhyas physically renounce 

immediately after the stage of st udentship. 2 Why is there a specific 

time mentioned when it is well-known to Sati.kara from the Upanisads 

that one can physically renounce from any stage of life? If we take 

this definition literally, we are led to the odd conclusion that in this 

famous and fundamental definition of the two nisthas by the Gita and 

Sati.kara, the term jijananistha does not even account for the nistha of 

those who renounce physically after the stage of householder or that 

of hermit (vanaprastha ). Of course, for Sati.kara, this cannot amount to 

prohibition of such a renunciation for these categories of people, as it 

would contradict passages of the Upanisads that do allow it. The 

1 ... etameva vibhagam punab punardar$ayi~yati bhagavan. 
at at tvavidahamkaravimOdhat m a kartahamiti manyate tattvavit tu 
naham karomiti. tat ha ea sarvakarmaoi manasa samnyasyasta ityadi 
(BGBh 2.21, 7 4). 
2 For other statements of the same time for physical renunciation, see 
BGBh 2.54, 2.72, 4.21 and TUBh 1.11.4. 
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explanation of the mention of this particular time is to be found 

elsewhere. 

Sailkara interprets the expression" our a prokta" used in verse 

3.3 as meaning: taught by Kqt:la "at the beginning of Creation." 1 Using 

the terms pravrttidharma and nivrttidharma instead of karma- and 

jQananistha.Sail.kara also states in his introduction to the Gita that 

they were taught by Kr~t:la at the beginning of the universe: 

Having created this universe and desirous of ensuring his 

sustenance, He, the Lord, first created Marici and other Prajapatis, 

and made them hold on to the dharma stated in the Veda and 

characterized by involvement in action (pravrttD. Then He 

created others such as Sanaka and Sanandana and made them 

adopt the dharma of abstention from action (nivrt ti), 

characterized by knowledge and detachment. 2 

The group of San aka are known for their life-long celibacy, that is, for 

having not engaged in the householder stage of life after completion of 

their period of studies (brahmacarya), and are described in the Visnu 

Purana as most pure and free from desire (BGBh intro, 2). While we 

cannot be sure that Sankara saw these people in particular as already 

liberated at the end of their studies, at this point we can at least 

suppose that if in the BGBh 3.3 he specifies that renunciation occurs 

immediately after this period, it is because he has in his mind, so to 

1 oura purvam sargadau prajab srstva (BGBh 3.3, 141). 
2 sa bhagavansrstvedam jagat tasya sthitim cikirsurmaricyadinagre 
srstva prajapatin prav[ttilak~anam dharmaw. grahayamasa 
vedoktam. tato 'nyamSca sanakasanandanadinutpadya 
nivrttidharmam jijanavairagyalaksanam grahayamasa (BGBh intro, 2-
3). 
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say, the primordial scene of the foundation of the two nisthas at the 

beginning of Creation. 

In his IUBh 2, Sailkara develops the theme of the two nisthas by 

quoting a passage from the Taittidya Aranyaka 10.62.12: "'There are 

two outstanding paths (pathanau): the path of action first and then 

renunciation;' of these, the path of renunciation excels." 1 Sankara 

further specifies their relationship in his introduction to verse 9: 

"Here, in this mantra. the first purport of the Vedas is the mention of 

steadfastness in knowledge through abandonment of all desires .... 

The second purport of the Vedas is the mention of steadfastness in 

action for the men of ignorance who wish to live [a hundred years] and 

for whom steadfastness in knowledge is not possible ... " 2 A few lines 

further, he thus describes the situation of the man following the path 

of action:" ... ignorance and desire are [the characteristics] of the man 

steadfast in action ... " 3 Since the mere fact of being a formal 

renouncer or of practicing the discipline of knowledge does not 

remove ignorance, it is clear that even though the two nisthas are 

called" paths," they still contrast, above all, the state of ignorance 

with that of direct experience of the Self, rather than the 

1 'imau dvaveva panthanavanuniskrantatarau bhavatah 
kriyapatha$caiva purastatsannyasa$cot tarena'. tayob sannyasapatha 
evatirecayati ... (IUBh 2, 4). After samnyasapatha. the Ananda$rama 
Sanskrit Press edition adds:" that is, the giving up of the three kinds of 

desire through the path of non-involvement" (nivrt timargenaisana

trayasya tyagab: I savasyopanisat. Poona: Ananda$rama Sanskrit Press, 

1909, 6). 
2 atradyena mantrena sarvai~aoaparityagena jfiJinani~thokta 
prathamo vedarthab .... ajijaoam jiilvisonam jijananisthiisambhave ... 

karmanu~thokUi dvitiyo vedarthab (IUBh 8, 7-8). 
3 ... ajijatvam kiimitvam ea karmanisthasya ... (IUBh 8, 8) 
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way of life of the active man with that of the formal 

renouncer. l Sankara's gloss on pravrtti and nivrtti in Gita 18.30 

presents the same idea in quite similar terms:" And involvement in 

action: involvement in action is activity, the path of action. which is 

the cause of bondage. And abstention from action: abstention from 

action is the path of renunciation which is the cause of liberation." 2 

Because nivrt ti is here directly associated with liberation, and 

because only direct Self -knowledge can yield this result, the term 

cannot refer here to mere monasticism. It does not even represent 

monasticis m as the only way to direct Self -knowledge, since as a most 

fundamental soteriological notion, it would then fall short of 

accounting for people who do get liberation without monasticism. 

Thus nivrtti means here abstention from action in the sense of 

abandonment of the binding nature of action, that is, in the sense of 

renunciation of authorship; in this respect, it is a correlate of direct 

Self-knowledge, and it is independent of any particular way of life. 

This is even suggested by the fact that when, at the end of their 

period of studies, some people adopt nivrt ti as a monastic way of life 

after their enlightenment, the inner nivrt ti or abstention from action 

connected to their state of liberation-in-this-life must logically have 

been achieved prior to nivrt ti as a monastic way of life. 

l In BUBh 4.5.1 5 (545) Sankara quotes the same passage from the 
Tait tiriya Araoyaka as evidence for the prescription of the samnyasa 
stage of life. Thus for our commentator the nistha based on samnyasa 
may include formal renunciation, but the latter is not a necessary 
prerequisite for that ni~tha which is first of all characterized by 
abstention from action (nivrtti) in the form of renunciation of 
authorship. Similarly, even though, as pointed by Olivelle, Manu's 
dharmasastra system uses the term nivrttidharma to define the 
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In Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.5.1, Brahmanas are said to have 

undertaken physical renunciation due to their knowledge of the Self: 

"Knowing this very Self the Brahmanas renounce the desire for sons, 

for wealth and for the worlds, and lead a mendicant's life" (330). 1 In 

his commentary on this verse, Sailkara clearly says that they already 

had direct knowledge of the Self and that their physical renunciation 

was simply the natural consequence of their absence of desire for any 

wordly object. Although the Upanisad does not mention it, he also 

says that they renounced instead of getting married, that is, they 

(monastic) fourth stage of life and makes it "a synonym of 
renunciation" (1984, 106), at least in Sailkara's case, it is not this way of 
life as such that leads to liberation. Thus, when studying Sailkara, the 
association of pravrttidharma with the way of life of the householder 
and of nivrttidharma with monasticism may be misleading if the 
value of nivrtti as abstention from action based on direct Self
knowledge is not taken into account. Let us take for instance Olivelle's 
following statement in reference to Manu-smrti 12.88-89: "The dharma 
of renunciation was called nivrttidharma. since it entailed abstention 
from action and stopped the cycle of birth and death. The dharma of 
the householder, on the other hand, was called pravrt tidharma, since 
it consisted of activity and furthered the life cycle" (1978, 30). While it 
would be beyond the scope of this study to identify precisely Manu's 
position on this, we can say that. from Sailkara's perspective, 
liberation from the cycle of birth and death is not brought about by 
nivrtti as a monastic way of life, which is suggested by Olivelle's 
statement, but as a state of direct Self -knowledge. Thus, although in 
Sailkara's usage, pravrtti and nivrtti can refer to ways of life as such, 
they mainly account for states of consciousness in the context of 
which an enlightened householder can be considered to be steadfast 
in the nivrt tidharma. and a formal renouncer and seeker after 
liberation still engaged in duties such as meditation, can be rightly 
understood as still engrossed in the pravcttidharma. 
2 pravrttim ea pravrttib pravartanam bandhahetub karmamargah. 
nivrttim ea nivcttirmoksahetuh samnyasamiirgah (BGBh 18.30, 714). 
1 et am vai tamatmiinam viditva briihmaniib 0 utraisaniivii$ca 
lokaisanayasca vyutthiiyiitha bhiksiicaryam caranti (BUBh 3.5.1, 809). 

94 



0 

c 

physically abandoned everything just after the stage of brahmacarya 

(334). Not the least, he adds the adjective "ancient" (pOrve) 1 to the 

word Brahmanas while it is not found in the verse itself. Leaving 

aside questions of validity concerning this interpretation. it is quite 

clear that Sankara has the same kind of primordial scene in mind 

when eo m menting on this passage of the verse. Again in chapter 3 of 

the Gita. while introducing verse 17, Sankara paraphrases this very 

passage from the Upanisad and states that KnQa wants to show by 

this verse that "the same meaning taught in the Sruti is what He 

intends to explain in this Gita scripture." 2 Verse 17 is a clear 

description of the enlightened man for whom "there is no duty to 

perform" (karyam na vidyate)because of his total self-sufficiency 

with the experience of the Self:" But for that man who rejoices only in 

the Self and is satisfied with the Self, and is contented only in the Self, 

there is no duty to perform." 3 And if it is in him that the common 

message of the Gita and of the Sruti on jnananistha as opposed to 

karmanistha is to be found, then the opposition is between the 

enlightened and the ignorant, not between the physically renouncing 

seeker and the people of other stages of life. As further evidence in 

support of this, in his BSBh 4.1.2, after quoting this verse of the Gita. 

Sankara contrasts its description of a man who has no more duty to 

fulfill, with the unenlightened man who must pursue (or repeat) the 

1 See translation: BUBh 3.5.1, 335 and Sanskrit text: BUBh 813. 
2 evam Srutyarthamiha gltasastre pratlpiidayi~itamavlskurvannaha 
bhagavan (BGBh 3.17, 1 SS-1 56). 
3 yastvatmaratireva syadatmatrpta$ca manavah I 

atmanyeva ea samtustastasya karyam na vidyate I 
(Gita 3.17) 
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practice of hearing, reflection and meditation (817-818). Therefore, 

since, on the basis of Sarikara's own cross-references and 

understanding of the scriptures as a unified whole, this unenlightened 

seeker is opposed to the enlightened man of verse 3.17, to the "ancient 

Brahmaoas" of the Upanisad and to the jnananistha defined in verse 

3.3, it follows that in the cam rilentary on the latter verse, the first 

attribution given to this jijananistha. that is," discrimination arising 

from the knowledge between the Self and the non-Self,'' which 

precedes physical renunciation, would not consist in mere verbal 

knowledge, but in direct experience of the non-dual Self. 

Accordingly, in Sarikara's understanding of jijaoanistha in Gita 

3.3, the most plausible explanation to the unexpected restriction of 

physical renunciation after the stage of brahmacarya. is that the 

commentator looks at this jnananistha in the same way as he 

understands it in the other passages we quoted, that is, not as a means 

to knowledge aided by physical renunciation, but as a state of direct 

Self -knowledge finding spontaneous expression in physical 

renunciation. In other words, for him, the essential opposition 

between karmanistha and jijananistha consists in that, in life. there 

are those who, living the cam pletely fulfilling experience of the non

dual Self, have no desire for any means and result, and those who, 

because of the lack of experience of that same Self, have desires for 

various means and results, each according to their understanding of 

the goal of life. Physical renunciation is thus mainly an expression of 

immediate Self-knowledge rather than a means to it. 

Further evidence to this effect is given by Sarikara himself in a 

few other places of his BGBh. First, the commentary on verse 3.4 is 
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even clearer regarding Sankara's understanding of jnananistha or 

jiianayoga. There, he gives" actionlessness" (naiskarmya), "exemption 

from action" (niskarmabhava) and "steadfastness in the real nature of 

the inactive Self alone" (niskriyat masvaro 0enaivavasthana) as 

synonyms of the" action-free steadfastness in jijanayoga" 

(karmasonyatam jiianayogena nistham).l All these terms certainly 

do not suggest that jiHinayoga is here a practice, even if it consisted of 

the Advaita discipline of knowledge. In agreement with Sankara's 

usual terminology, the ex press ion" steadfastness in the real nature of 

the inactive Self" can only correspond to the immediate knowledge 

that is beyond all practices. Further, in 3.5, Sankara considers that it is 

again for the samkhyas whom he calls elsewhere" the seers of the 

supreme reality, (paramarthadarsinah), 2 and "who are unmoved by 

the guuas by virtue of their being without movement,, that 

karmayoga is out of place. 3 In verse 18.3, the opponent quotes verse 3.3 

to support his opinion that the discussion about obligatory daily rites 

found in the verse applies to samkhyas as well as t.o [karma-)yogins. 

Then Sankara tries to demonstrate that samkhyas (also called by him 

jijananisthas) are not at all concerned with the issue of karmanyoga 

because they" do not perceive action in the Self" (napi te 

karmauyat miini 0 a$yantil, 4 they are· the true samnyiisin[sl 

characterized by [their] being beyond the three guuas" 

1 Sanskrit text: BGBh 3.4, 145. 
2 BGBh 18.3, 679. 
3 siimkhyanam .... jijiininiim tu guuairaciilyamananam 
svata$calaniibhiiviitkarmayogo nopapadyate (BGBh 3.5, 146). 
4 BGBh 18.3, 678. 
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(gun~ititalaksane ea paramarthasamnyasino visesitatvat) 1 and they 

are "seers of the sup re me truth" (paramarthadarsinab) 2. Finally, the 

same type of description reappears in the introduction to chapter 5: 

"Because, with the words 'in jnanayoga for samkhyas.' steadfastness 

in jOanayoga. which is characterized by remaining in the true nature 

of the actionless Self and which belongs to the samkhyas. the knowers 

of the Self's reality, is distinguished from steadfastness in karmayoga 

which pertains to those who do not know the Self ... " 3 

In conclusion, for Sankara, the opposition between karmanistha 

and jijananistha is mainly one between, on the one hand, ignorance of 

the Self accompanied by authorship and, on the other hand, immediate 

knowledge of the Self accompanied by absence of authorship. In this 

context, physical renunciation is the expression of the annihilation of 

authorship and of the duality between agent, means and results. 

When, much less often and with less emphasis on Sankara's part, 

jOananistha means steadfastness in the discipline of knowledge, then 

renunciation becomes an aid to full absorption in its practices. 

However, in the context of the opposition between the two nisthas. 

contrary to a widespread misinterpretation of Sankara's position, 

there is no evidence 1- that jnananistha as immediate knowledge of 

the Self must be accompanied by physical renunciation in order to 

yield its result (i.e.liberation); 2- or even that the jPananistha 

1 Ibid. 
2 Ibid., 679. 
3 'jijanayogena samkhyanam' ityanena samkhyanamat matattvavi
damanat mavitkartrkakarmayoganisthato niskriyat masvaropa
vasthanalaksaoaya jOanayoganisthayah orthakkaraoat ... (BGBh intro 
5, 245) See other quotations of verse 3.3with the same emphasis in 
BGBh 2.21. 13.2, and 18.67. 
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consisting of the discipline for attaining this immediate knowledge 

must be accompanied by physical renunciation to fulfill its purpose. 

Thus, so far, we haved showed that, according to Sail.kara, a 

person steadfast in action (karmanistha) is one who is still without 

the experience of the Self and who therefore has to continue the 

performance of rites. On the other hand, two types of persons can be 

said to be steadfast in knowledge (jnananistha): most prominent, the 

one already liberated from the bondage of action through his 

steadfastness in the experience of the Self, and, much less emphasized 

by Sail.kara, the one seeking after this experience through the 

discipline of knowledge in the context of monasticism.l Let us now 

consider these categories in light of Sail.kara's whole sequence of 

awakening to the experience of the Self as a means to liberation. 

1 As will be seen further on in detail, according to Sankara, one may 
abandon rites and take recourse to monasticism even when still 
unenlightened. As contrasted with the case of the unenlightened 
person still obliged to pursue rites, the qualification for abandoning 
the latter includes being a Brahmana and being detached (virakta) 
from all goals other then liberation. 
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CHAPTER 4 

SARV AKARMASAMNYASA AS RENUNCIATION OF AUTHORSHIP 

4.1- The basic sequence leading to liberation 

Many an interpreter of Advaita hold that, as a way to proceed 

from the sphere of ignorance characterizing karmanistha. to that of 

knowledge referred to by jijananistha or jnanayoga. Sankara 

advocates that, at some point, the aspirant must physically abandon 

all rituals and become a formal samnyasin as a prerequisite to start 

the Advaita discipline of knowledge proper. At first sight, some 

passages of Sankara's commentaries seem to support such an 

interpretation of his standpoint, particularly those where he lists the 

steps towards liberation and gives renunciation of all actions 

(sarvakarmasamnyasa) as one of them. Hence, it will be useful to 

identify the major landmarks toward liberation as stated by Sankara 

in those passages which constitute more or less formal summaries of 

the whole path to liberation. When the occasional mention of the 

practice of karmayoga or bhaktiyoga is taken into account, the most 

elaborate enumerations include six steps altogether, culminating with 

liberation. For a better comparison of these various series, we will 

start with the most complete and similar lists first, and then give the 

others while leaving a blank space when one of the steps mentioned 

in the most elaborate lists is skipped by Sankara. My contention is 

that, in this variously ex pressed basic sequence toward liberation, 

sarvakarmasamnyasa (renunciation of all actions) constitutes a 

necessary step only inasmuch as it consists in abandonment of 
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authorship and not in physical renunciation; accordingly, the basic 

sequence is not chronological, as usually understood, but rather logical, 

and serves as a universal description of the process of liberation, 

accounting for the enlightenment of both people maintaining an 

active social life and physical renouncers. 

Among the 15 enumerations that will be presented here, the 

first five include the expression sarvakarmasamnyasa in a nominal or 

verbal form: 

A- BGBh 5ZJ1 

1- a karmayoga" 

2- "purity of mind" (sattvasuddhi) 

3- "attainment of knowledge" OtHinapriipti) 

4- "renunciation of all actions" (sarvakarmasamnyasa) 

5- "steadfastness in the right insight" (samyagdarsananisthanam.) 

6- "immediate liberation" (sadyomukti) 

1 "It has been said that those renouncers who are steadfast in the 
right insight obtain immediate release. And, on every occasion, the 
Lord has already stated and will be saying that karmayoga. performed 
in a spirit of dedication to Isvara with one's whole being and offered 
to Him- the Brahman -leads to liberation through purity of mind, 
attainment of knowledge and renunciation of all actions." 
samyagdarsananiUhiinam sarp.nyasinam sadyomuktirukta 
k arm ayoga$ce$varar0it asarvabhiivene$vare brah m anyiidhyiiya 
kriyamanab sattva$uddhijijiinapriiptisarvakarmasamnyasakramena 
moksayeti bhagavanpade pade 'bravidvaksyati ea (BGBh 5.Zl, Z76). 
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B-BGBh 5.121 

1-

2- "purity of mind" (sattvasuddhi) 

3- "attainment of knowledge" (ji'Hinaprapti) 

4- "renunciation of all actions" (sarvakarmasamnyasa) 

5- ((steadfastness in know ledge" (jijananistha) 

6- "liberation" (moksa) 

C- BGBh 5.17 2 

1-

2-

3- "those whose Self is That" (tadat manah) 

4- "having abandoned all actions" (sarvani karmani samnyasya) 

1 "To complete the sentence: the unified man. the steady-minded man 
who is resolved that he does actions for the sake of the Lord and not 
for his benefit, having abandoned. having completely given up.~ 
results of action. attains the steadfast peace- arising from 
steadfastness -called liberation, through purity of mind, attainment 
of knowledge, renunciation of all actions and steadfastness in 
knowledge." 
yukta Isvaraya karmagi karomi na mama phaHiyetyevam samahitah 
sankarmaphalarp. tyaktva parityajya $antim mok~akhyamapnoti 
naisthikim nisthayarp. bhavam sat t vaSuddhijiiiinapraptisarvakarma
samnyasajO:anani~thakrameneti vakya$esab (BGBh 5.12, 257). 
2 " ... those whose Self is That. those whose Self is the sup re me 
Brahman. those who are intent (ni~tha) on That -intent meaning 
'attached to,' 'devoted to'- those who, having renounced all actions, 
dwell in Brahman alone .... this kind of people go never again to 
return ... " 
... para m brahmat m a ye~am te tadat manastanni~thab 
nisthabhinive$astatparyam sarvani karmagi samnyasya 
brahmanyevavasthanam ye~am te tanniUhib .... gacchantyevamvidha 
apunaravntim ... (BGBh 5.17, 264) 
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5- "those who are intent on that [Self]" (tannisthah) 

and 

·dwelling in Brahman alone" (brahmanyevavasthanam) 

6- "they go never again to return" (te gacchanti ... apunaravrttim) 

D- BGBh: intro 1 N.B.: steps 1-3 and 4-6 are given at separate places. 

1- • dharma characterized by involvement in action" (pravrttilaksano 

dharmah) 

2- ·purity of mind" (sattvasuddhi) 

3- ·attainment of the ability to be steadfast in knowledge" 

(j ijananisthayogyat apraot i) 

and 

"emergence of knowledge" (joanotpattO 

4- ·renunciation of all actions" (sarvakarmasamnyasa) 

5- ·steadfastness in knowledge of the Self" (at majijananistha) 

6- "highest bliss" (nib$reyasa) 

1 ... highest bliss ... is attained through the dharma of steadfastness in 
knowledge of the Self preceded by renunciation of all actions .... The 
dharma consisting of involvement in action ... when practiced with 
the sense of dedication to the Lord and without hankering for the 
results, brings about purity of mind; and, in the case of one whose 
mind is purified, it becomes the cause of even the highest bliss by 
being the means of gaining the ability to be steadfast in knowledge 
and the cause of emergence of knowledge." 
... nibsreyasam ... sarvakarmasamnyasapotvakadat majijananistha
ro0addharmadbhavati. ... pravrttilaksano dharmo ... I$vararpaoa
buddhyanu~thiyamanab sattva$uddhaye bhavati phaHibhisandhi
varjitah. $uddhasattvasya ea jilananisthayogyatapraptidvarena 
jijanotpattihetutvena ea nib$reyasahetutvamapi pratipadyate (BGBh 
intro, 6-7). 
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It is usually understood by corn menta tors that. in these lists, 

"attainment of knowledge» is not the direct knowledge of the Self; it 

does not consist in the ex oerience of the identity between at man and 

Brahman. It is rather a deep intellectual conviction- arising usually 

from both purity of mind and study of the scriptures, including the 

Uoanisads- that the ultimate goal of life is liberation from all limited 

and impermanent states (including sojourn in heaven), and that its 

means is not action or its combination with knowledge, but 

immediate knowledge of the actionless Self alone. In his work on the 

contemporary Sailkaracaryas, Cenkner summarizes quite well the 

prevailing interpret at ion about Sankara's understanding of 

"attainment of knowledge» in such enumerations: 

The selfless activity sanctioned by the Bhagavad Gita prepares 

the student for corn m it ment to knowledge (jnana-ni§tha) and 

subsequently for more advanced religious growth. As he 

observes injunctions from the scripture, duties and rituals, the 

student gradually learns that knowledge of the Self is beyond 

human activity. Sankara speaks of the elimination of ritual and 

religious duties after the rise of knowledge. The karma yoga of 

the .G.I1i. which consecrates activity as selfless and altruistic, is 

but the initial path in spiritual development. Such activity serves 

as a means to achieve educational competency, a means prior to 

advanced religious instruction, a preparatory moment, to perfect 

intellectual capacity. Once this moment is past, the religious 

seeker renounces such activity and commits himself wholly to 

the path of knowledge (60-61). 
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It is thought that, at the last stage given here, the aspirant has the 

purity of mind that allows him to physically abandon his ritualistic 

duties (renunciation of all actions), his family links and possessions, 

and to take up the life of a monk or renouncer (samnyasin) in order to 

devote his whole life to the path or discipline of knowledge 

(steadfastness in the right insight) consisting mainly in hearing 

(sravana) from the master, reflection (manana) and meditation 

(nididhyasana), and representing the only direct means of liberation. 1 

As stated by Kalyanasundara Sastri, "from karma-yoga there arises 

the purification of mind; and from that, mediate knowledge; and 

therefrom renunciation of action; and after that, establishment in 

immediate knowledge which is known as iivan-mukti ... " (300) Thus 

the whole sequence is not taken as logical but as chronological. 

Accordingly, physical renunciation is understood to be enjoined as a 

necessary step towards liberation and to be adopted in due time. Such 

is also the opinion of Swami Gambhirananda when commenting on the 

same enumerations as above in the introduction to his English 

translation of the BGBh: 

Satikaracarya ... says that spiritual unfoldment proceeds along 

the following stages: practice of scriptural rites and duties with a 

hankering for results; practice of the same as a dedication to God 

1 This kind of interpretation is brought to the fore when, for example, 
Yoshitsugu Sawai translates the ifiiinapraoti found in BGBh S:Z:l (list A) 
and in 5.12(1ist B) by "the attainment of the means of knowledge" (373, 
376), thus adding the word "means" to the compound and making it 
even clearer that reference is to mediate knowledge only. Saw ay also 
states that the sequence of BGBh 5.12 (list B) describes the path of the 
vividisasamnyasin. that is, of the formal renouncer aspiring to 
liberation (376). 

105 



0 

c 

without expecting rewards for oneself [karmayogal; purification 

of the mind or moral excellence along with upasana (devotion to 

and meditation on the qualified Brahman); acquisition of 

[mediate] knowledge [jnanapraptil from a teacher and the 

scriptures, followed by renunciation of all rites and duties 

(monasticism), which makes one fit for steadfastness in that 

[mediate I knowledge [jijananisthal; steadfastness in that 

knowledge; removal of ignorance and self -revelation [immediate 

knowledge] of the supreme Brahman, which is the same as 

Liberation (Sailkara 1984,xxi-xxii). 

My contention is that, on the contrary, attainment of knowledge 

(jnanaprapti) is already the very experience of the actionless Self, and 

renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasa) is the abandonment 

of authorship that automatically follows from such a direct 

knowledge. So let us now consider the context of the first three lists, 

which are all given in chapter 5. In BGBh 5.19, Sailkara states that 

verses 5.13to 29 describe the renouncer of all actions 

(sarvakarmasamnyasin): " ... from '[having] mentally [renounced] all 

actions' to the end of the chapter, the topic is the renouncer of all 

actions.» 1 Thus, it would be fair to say that, for all practical purposes, 

the sequences of 5.12 (list B) and 5.27 (list A) are respectively the 

introduction (or at least the foreword) and conclusion of this specific 

section, especially in view of the fact that the last three verses, from 

Z7 to 29, are turned toward the next part of the Gita. being a kind of 

summary of meditation as developed in chapter 6. Now, according to 

1 ... sarvakarmasamnyasivi~ayam prastutam sarvakarmaoi 
manasetyarambhyadhyayaparisamapteh (BGBh 5.19, 268). 
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Vedic exegesis, one of the six criteria (sadliOgasHor finding the 

purport of a text is the principle of unity of the initial and concluding 

passages (upakramooasamharaikya). 1 It assumes that, a Vedic text 

being infallible, its introduction (upakrama) and conclusion 

(upasamhara) must agree. Hence, if the meaning of a particular 

statement is not obvious, it can be interpreted in reference to the 

undubious fact that the text expresses a basic single idea from 

beginning to end. SaOkara does use this very important criterion in a 

number of places, 2 even adding the notion of harmony with the 

development (madhya) 3 as well as between the introduction and the 

conclusion. This criterion can thus be made use of here. 

If, for the sake of consistency, SaOkara did write according to this 

rule, then the enumerations found in verses 12, 17 and Z7 of chapter 5 

must agree and convey the same meaning. If, according to SaOkara, the 

main theme of this section is the renouncer of all actions, of what type 

is his abandonment? Is it physical or mental or both? As a first 

indication, a reading of the verses themselves conveys quite clearly 

that, from 5.13 to 26, the Gita describes in various ways the state of 

inner renunciation of the enlightened person and ascribes to him 

liberation from birth and death. The brief introductions given by 

SaOkara to these verses confirm this purport. just before verse 13, we 

read: "But as for the man who sees the supreme reality ... » 4; then, 

before verse 18: "Now He says how the wise men, whose ignorance has 

1 See for instance Murti 81-86. 
ZSee BSBh 1.4.16-17, 1.4.19, 2.4.20, 3.3.7 and 3.3.17, for ex ample. 
3 See for instance BSBh 1.4.19 and 3.1.5. 
4yastu paramarthadar$I sah (BGBh 5.13,257). 
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been destroyed by the knowledge of the Self, see the Reality" 1; again 

before verse 21: "Moreover, he who rests in Brahman ... " 2; and finally 

before verse 24: "What sort of person, resting in Brahman, attains 

Brahman? He says ... " 3 Because physical renunciation alone cannot 

yield the result of liberation, because no explicit mention of physical 

renunciation is found in Sankara's commentary on this section, and 

because abandonment of authorship is the type of renunciation that 

pertains exclusively to one who directly knows the actionless Self, the 

renunciation of all actions that is said by Sankara to be elaborated in 

these verses can only be abandonment of authorship as a spontaneous 

and immediate result of direct Self-knowledge. And because, 

according to proper exegesis, the beginning and the end of the section 

must be congruent, the expression sarvakarmasamnyasa 

(renunciation of all actions )found in the three lists of chapter 5 must 

mean abandonment of authorship (kartrtvasamnyasa), and not 

physical renunciation. 

Moreover, the commentary on verses 5.7 to 9 explicitely refers 

to the liberated-in-this-life who, although continuing his active way 

of live in society,has abandoned all sense of authorship: "Though 

performing action for the welfare of the world, the man of right 

insight who remains in such a state is not tainted. not bound by 

1 yesam jiHinena nji$itamatmano 'jijanam te pagditah katham tattvam 
pa$yantityucyate (BGBh 5.18, 265). 
2 kimca brahmani sthito (BGBh 5.21, 269). 
3 kathambhOtaSca brahmaoi sthito brahma prapnotityaha (BGBh 5.24, 
274). 
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actions." 1 Immediately following this, our commentator introduces 

the next two verses with the words:" And, in reality, such a person 

does nothing." 2 Thus, it is to the enlightened man who has not 

physically renounced, that Sail.kara attributes the statement of the 

next verse which starts with" I do nothing at all" (naiva kimcit 

karomO. Again, because it is said of one who still pursues ritual 

actions, the absence of action cannot be understood here as involving 

physical renunciation, but only renunciation of authorship. In 

addition, after quoting verses 18, 19, 21. 22, 24, 32, 33,37 and 41 of chapter 

4, Sankara specifies in his introduction to chapter 5 that all these refer 

to renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasa). And, in his 

commentary on verses 4.19 and 4.24, he clearly states that even the 

knower of the Self who pursues his usual life in society after attaining 

liberation is indeed a renouncer of all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasin). 

3 Thus, in chapter 5, the theme of renunciation of all actions is meant 

to account for the enlightened who is still active in society as well as 

for the enlightened formal renouncer. Because the only common 

feature of renunciation belonging to both these types of enlightened 

persons in the sequence toward liberation is that of authorship, it is 

clear that the term sarvakarmasamnyasa (renunciation of all actions) 

given in the three above enumerations from chapter 5 can only refer 

to abandonment of authorship, and that it simply stands as the inner 

characteristic of any enlightened person. 

1 samyagdar$Ityarthah. sa tatraivam vartamano lokasamgrahaya 
karma kurvannapi na lipyate. na karmabhirbadhyata ityarthah (BGBh 
5.7, 254). 
2 na casau parmarthatab karoti ... (BGBh 5.8, 254) 
3 Complete analysis of these passages will be done in the next section. 
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As a consequence, because immediate Self-knowledge is a~ 

qua non for abandonment of the sense of authorship, the latter must 

be preceded, in the sequence toward liberation, by the attainment of a 

knowledge Onanaprapti) of the Self that is not only intellectual (or 

verbal), but already experiential. Moreover, since only karmayoga and 

the purity of mind produced by it are given as preliminary steps to 

that immediate knowledge, physical renunciation is simply not found 

in this basic sequence toward liberation. On the contrary, the whole 

sequence liberally accountsfor the liberation of anyone, whether 

active in society,or a formal renouncer. 

Let us use again the criterion of unity of the initial and 

concluding passages, and connect the process of liberation as stated in 

the introduction of the BGBh (list D) with some concluding remarks 

made by Sailkara in the last chapter of the same work. Commenting 

on verse 18.17, he first confirms its meaning: "Therefore, it has rightly 

been said that, because his awareness is without the taint 'I am the 

~·the wise man neither kills nor is bound.n 1 H~ then points out 

that this reference to non-killing through absence of authorship 

echoes verse 219 which declares:" he slays not, nor is he slain.n Thus, in 

the corn mentator's eyes, the Gita comes full circle with the essential 

message that through experience of the actionless Self, one reaches 

absence (i.e. renunciation) of authorship and, as a result, freedom from 

everything, including ritual obligations: 

Having started with" It does not slay, nor is It slain» [219] ... 

having briefly stated at the beginning of the scripture, in "He who 

1 tasmadyuktamuktamahamkrtatvabuddhilepabhavadvidvanna 
hanti na nibadhyata iti (BGBh 18.17, 700). 
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knows [the Self] to be indestructible" [2.211. the disappearance of 

the qualification for actions in the case of the man of knowledge, 

having introduced this absence here and there in the middle, and 

developed it, here, by way of summing up the purport of the 

scripture, [the Lord] concludes by saying that the man of 

knowledge neither kills. nor is bound. 1 

Since the items "emergence of knowledge" (jfianotpattD and 

"renunciation of all actions" (sarvakarmasamnyasa) are given in the 

introduction to the ill1i,(list D) as part of "the dharma which 

constitutes the purport of the Gll.i" (giUirthadharma), 2 according to 

the said criterion of unity, they must convey the same basic message 

of the Gita as stated in the above quoted comment on verse 18.17, and 

therefore also mean respectively the rise of immediate knowledge of 

the Self and the abandonment of authorship that logically ensues. 

Referring to verse 18.12, Sankara then elaborates on the 

synthesis of verse 18.17 by adding that those who are not bound by 

the results of action (in this life and at the time of death of the body) 

are the "renouncers" (samnyasinam)who do not see themselves as 

"bearers of a body" (dehabhrt ), in other words, as having the sense of 

authorship which, in the state of ignorance, is part and parcel of the 

way in which the body is experienced: 

1 nayam hanti na hanyata iti pratij(iaya ... vedavina$inamiti vidu~ab 

karmadhikaranivrttim $astradau samksepata uktva madhye 

prasariUim ea tatra tatra prasailgam k[tvehopasamharati 
$astrartha0indikaranaya vidvanna hanti na nibadhyata iti (Ibid., 700-

701 ). 
2 BGBh intro, 6. 
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Thus, in the absence of the idea of bearing a body, the samnyasins 

completely renounce actions generated by ignorance; it is 

therefore proper to say that the three kinds of results of action 

(the disagreeable ones, etc.) do not accrue to them; and in the case 

of others, which is opposite, it is inevitable that the results do 

accrue. This teaching of the Gita scripture has thus been 

conclude d. 1 

Because, in various places, absence of authorship is attributed by 

Sati.kara to people active in society as well as to formal renouncers, 

these remarks provide further evidence that, in Sati.kara's 

understanding of the essential message of the .Gl1.i. and as a necessary 

step in the process of liberation, the compound sarvakarmasamnyasa 

has the universal significance of abandonment of authorship as a 

.result of sublation of ignorance through direct knowledge of the Self, 

and not the limited value of a physical renunciation available to a 

small minority. 

1 evam ea sati dehabhrttvabhimananupapattavavidyikrtisesakarma
samnyasopapatteb samnyasinamani~Uidi trividhaijl karmaoab 
ohalaijl na bhavatityuoapannam tadviparyayaccetaresam 
bhavatityetacciparihiryamitye~a gitasastcasyactha upasamhrtab 
(BGBh 18.17, 701). 

112 



c 

Let us now consider another sequence: 

E- BGBh 18.10 1 

1- "karmayoga" 

2- ·having perfected himse1C (samkrUit m a san) 

3- "perfectly knowing that he is himself the Self" 

(at m ana mat mat vena sambuddhah) 

4-" mentally renouncing all actions" (sarvakarmani manasa 

samnyasya) 

5- "steadfastness in knowledge characterized by actionlessness" 

(naiskarmyalaksaoam jnananistham) 

6- "highest bliss" (nihsreyasa) 

First, the phrase" perfectly knowing that he is himself the Self" refers 

quite clearly to direct experience of that Self. Using such a strong 

expression to mean mere intellectual conviction would be quite odd in 

comparison with Sailkara's usual wording. Moreover, the word 

1 " ... being established in the true nature of the Self is the only means 
of the highest bliss ... The person qualified [for rites] who, having 
gradually become purified in mind through the practice of karmayoga 
in the way described above, perfectly knows himself to be that Self 
which is actionless by virtue of being devoid of modifications, 'having 
mentally renounced all action' [and] remaining 'without acting nor 
causing to act' [5.13], attains steadfastness in knowledge which is 
characterized by actionlessness ... " 
... atmasvarOpavasthanameva param oib$reyassadhanam .. -~ 
'dhikrto purusab 0orvokteoa prakareoa karmayoganusthanena 
krameoa samkrtat m a san janmadivikriyarahitatvena 
niskriyamatmanamatmatvena sambuddhab sa sarvakarmaoi maoasa 
samoyasya naiva kurvanna karayanoasino nai~karmyalak~aoam 
jijananisthamasnute ... (BGBh 18.10, 688) 
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"mentally" (manasa) specifies that renunciation is not here of a 

physical, but of a mental nature. Again, the object of renunciation is 

"all actions," suggesting mental as well as physical ones. The question 

before us is therefore: what type of renunciation includes direct 

knowledge of the Self as well as mental renunciation of both mental 

and physical actions? One could answer, in reference to the other lists 

as well as to this one, that sarvakarmasamnyasa means both 

renunciation of authorship and physical renunciation as a 

consequence of the former. But if we assume that starting from 

purity of mind, all steps of the sequence are necessary, this 

interpretation would make physical renunciation a mandatory 

addition to that of authorship as a means to liberation, which would 

contradict the fact that in chapter S,for example, the sequence also 

accounts for the process of liberation of those who maintain their 

social life even after enlightenment. Therefore, here also the meaning 

can only be renunciation of authorship (kartrtvasamnyasa) as defined 

earlier. Because it refers to a mental phenomenon," mentally 

renouncing all actions" cannot simply mean physically abandoning the 

performance of rites as such. Yet, because it is a matter of renouncing 

not only a few actions, but" all" of them, the object of renunciation 

must be here activity in general. The only type of renunciation that 

refers to a mental phenomenon alone, and has all activity as its object, 

is abandonment of authorship. Thus, what is said to be given up here 

is the sense of authorship, the illusory experience of being the author 

of "one's" mental and physical actions. And this renunciation is 

possible only through the immediate knowledge of the Self as the 

witness of all activity. 

114 



.0 

c 

Other enumerations support this hypothesis from a different 

angle. In these passages, it is annihilation of either ignorance, 

identification with the non-Self, name and form, desire or action that 

is mentioned instead of renunciation of all actions, but with the same 

structural function (corresponding to level 4), that is, as a result of 

"attainment of knowledge" (whose various synonyms are always 

given on level 3). And if, as with action and desire, ignorance is 

abandoned as a consequence of attaining a certain knowledge of the 

Self, according to Sankara's basic metaphysical position, that 

knowledge can only be a direct experience of the Self, since it alone 

can eradicate ignorance of the actionless and absolute Self. Therefore, 

a common characteristic of all the following sequential enumerations 

is that, in the same manner as abandonment of ignorance, 

renunciation of desires and actions arises from a knowledge that is 

already immediate: 

F- KaBh 2.3.14 1 

1-

2-

3- "enlightenment" (prabodha) 

4- "annihilation of death characterized by ignorance, desire and 

actionD 

(avidyikimakarmalaksaoasya mrtyorvinasat) 

1 "Then,he who was mortal before enlightenment, is immortal after 
enlightenment by virtue of the elimination of death characterized by 
ignorance, desire, and actions ... D 
atha tadi martyah prikprabodhidisitsa prabodhottarakilamavidyi
kimakarmalaksaoasya mrtvorvinisidamrto bhavati ... (KaBh 23.14, 
103) 
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s-
6- "a mortal becomes immortal" (martyah ... 'mrto bhavati) 

G- KeBh 1.2 l 

1-

2-

3- "having known oneself as Brahman· (brahmat meti viditva) 

4- "having abandoned identification of the Self with the ear, etc." 

(srotradyat mabhiivam parityajya) 

s-

and 

"having separated from this world characterized by the empirical 

life of identification with" mine" and "I" ... having abandoned all 

desires" 

(vyavnyasmallokat ... mamiihambhavasamvyavaharalak~aoat

tyakt asarvaisaoa) 

6- "they become immortal" (amrta ... bhavanti) 

l "Therefore, having known oneself as the Brahman which is called 1h..e.. 
ear of the ear etc., having given up. abandoned, identification of the 
Self with the ear etc .... Having departed. having been separated, from 
this world characterized by the empirical life of identification with 
'mine' and Tin regard to son, friend, wife and relatives, having 
abandoned all desires, they become immortal. free from the nature of 
mortality.· 
atab srotradeh $rotriidilaksaoam brahmiitmeti viditva 'timucya 
$rotriidyiimabhiivam parityajya .... pretya vyavctyiismiillokiitputra
mitrakalatrabandhusu mamiihambhiivasamvyavahiralaksanittyak
tasarvaisaoi bhOtvetyarthah. amrti amaraoadharmioo bhavanti 
(Ke Bh 1.2, 19 ). 
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H- IUBh 1-21 

1-

2-

3- "contemplation of the Self which is the supreme Truth" 

(paramarthasatyat mabhavanaya) 

4- "thew hole aggregate of modifications known as name, form and 

action abandoned" 

(namarOpakarmakhyam vikarajatam ... tyaktam) 

and 

"qualification only for renunciation of the triple desire for son, etc." 

(putradyesaoatrayasamnyasa evadhikarah) 

5- "steadfastness in knowledge of the Self" (at majijananisthataya) 

and 

6-

"As far of the knower of the Self is concerned, the Self is thus to be 

protected)) (evamat mavidah ... at m a raksatavyah) 

1 " ... the whole aggregate of modifications known as name,form, and 
action will be abandoned through the contemplation of the Self which 
is the supreme Truth. He who is thus engaged in the contemplation of 
the Self as God, is qualified only for renunciation of the three kinds of 
desire (for son etc.), and not for action .... 

As far as the Self -know er is concerned, the purport of the [first 
verse of this] Vedic text is that the Self is to be saved through 
renunciation of the threefold desire for sons etc., that is, through 
steadfastness in Self -knowledge." 
... sarvameva oamaropakarmakhyam vikarajatam paramarthasa
tyat mabhavanaya tyaktam syat. evami$varat mabhavanaya 
yuktasya putradye~aoatrayasaooyasa evidhikaro na karmasu .... 

evamat mavidah putradyesaoatrayasamnyasena 
atmajijananisthataya atma rak~itavyab itve~a vedarthab 
(IUBh 1-2. 2-3). 
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1- KaBh 23.15 1 

1-

2-

3- "rise of the knowledge of the Self as Brahman" 

(brahmat mapratyayopajananat) 

4- "annihilation of the knots of ignorance" (vinastesvavidyagranthisu) 

and 

"desires are completely annihilated" (kama mOlato vinaSyanti) 

5-

6- "a mortal becomes immortal" (martyo 'mrto bhavati) 

]- TUBh 1.12.1 2 

1- "ritual actions" (karman) 

1 "When the knots of ignorance are destroyed by the rise of the 
opposite cognition that the Self is Brahman. that 'I am indeed the 
Brahman and not a transmigrating soul', then the desires originating 
from the knots are totally destroyed. Then a mortal becomes 
immortal ... " 
... tadviparitabrahmat mapratyayopajananat 
brahmaivahamasmyasamsariti vjnastesvavidyagranthisu 
tannimit U:ib kama molato vina$yanti. at ha martyo 'mrto bhavati ... 
(KaBh, 23.15, 103) 
2"The scriptures ... enjoin duties (karmans)tothe seekers after 
liberation for the wearing away of accumulated sins .... The rise of 
knowledge cannot be imagined for one who has hindrances 
constituted by accumulated sins. On the wearing away of those sins, 
knowledge will emerge; from that will follow the cessation of 
ignorance, and from that the absolute cessation of transmigratory 
existence.» 
... up at taduritaksayartham karmani vidadhacchastram 
mumuksonam .... upacitaduritapratibandhasya hi 
vidyotpattirnavakalpate. tatksaye ea vidyotpattib 
syattatascavidyanivcttistata atyantikab samsaroparamab (TUBh 
1.121. 278). 
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2- "wearing away of obstacles consisting in accumulated sins" 

(upacitaduritaoratibandhasya ... tatksaye) 

3- "emergence of knowledge" (vidyotpattih) 

4- "elimination of ignorance" (avidyanivrttib) 

s-
6- "cessation of transmigratory existence" (samsaroparamah) 

K- TUBh 1.11.1 1 

1- "srauta and smarta ritual actions are to be practiced" 

(kartavyani srautasmartakarmani) 

2- "eradication of sins accumulated in the past" 

(pOrvopacit ad urit aksaya) 

3- "and on the rise of knowledge» 

(uditayam ea vidyayam) 

4- "complete absence of action" (karmanaiskimcanyam) 

s-
6-

We can see that in the last two enu merations, which are worked 

out from nearby passages. "elimination of ignorance» (list J) assumes 

the same function as "complete absence of action» (list K), both 

1 " ... before the realization of Brahman. the $rauta and smart a ritual 
actions are to be practiced regularly .... And it will be shown that on 
the rise of the knowledge of Brahman ... there is complete absence of 
action. Hence it is understood that ritual actions lead to emergence of 
knowledge through the eradication of sins accumulated in the past." 
... 0ragbrahmavijnananniyamena kartavyani $rautasmartakarmani. 
. uditayam vidyayam ... karmanaiskiijcanyam dar$ayisyati. ato 
'vagamyate porvopacitaduritak§ayadvarena vidyotpattyarthiini 
karmaniti (TUBh 1.11.1, 273-274). 
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representing the result of emergence of knowledge. Since, in Sati.kara's 

doctrine, nothing other than direct Self -knowledge can sublate 

spiritual ignorance, it is fair to conclude that the same immediate 

know ledge is referred to as the logical cause of" complete absence of 

action," which thereby must be understood as renunciation of 

authorship. Moreover, while context ualizing the latter enumeration, 

Sati.kara clearly states that this emergence of knowledge (vidyotpatti) 

leading to the elimination of ignorance is not possible when impurities 

are still present, which again indicates that the said knowledge is 

already a direct experience of the Self. l As indicated in KaBh 2.1.2, 

renunciation of desires, which is at the same struct urallevel in the 

basic sequence, can be understood as the result of an already 

immediate knowledge of the Self:" having known such a constant and 

unshakable immortality ... Brahmanas .... do abandon the desire for 

progeny, wealth, and the worlds." 2 It is worth noting that this triple 

desire for progeny, wealth and the worlds is also usually the object to 

be abandoned by the seeker after liberation, a semantic ambivalence 

which can again lead to misinterpretation. As Sati.kara emphasizes in 

many places, such a renunciation of authorship and desires could of 

course be followed by physical renunciation, but its combination with 

the latter is not presented as obligatory for liberation. The following 

sequence gives as an expression for knowledge of the Self the 

1 For translation and text, see preceding note. 
2 tadevambhOtam kOtasthamavicalvamamrtatvam viditva ... 
brahmanab .... putravittalokai~anabhyo vyutthi~thantyevetyarthah 
(KaBh 2.1.2, 86 ). 
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"unfailing memory" of it. Again, the context suggests that it is direct 

in nature: 

L- CUBh 7.26.2 1 

1- "purification of knowledge consisting of perception of objects" 

(visayooalabdhilaksanasya vijijanasya suddhih) 

2- "purity of mind" (sattvasuddhau) 

3- "unfailing memory of the plentiful Self" (bhOmat m ani dhruva ... 

smrtih) 

4- "deliverance from the knots residing in the heart" 

(hrdayasrayanam granthinam vioramoksah) 

5-

6-

Here memory cannot mean the ordinary one, since mere 

re me mberance of the thought of the Self cannot result in the 

"deliverance from the knots residing in the heart" which yields 

l "After purification of food ... after purification of the knowledge 
consisting of perception of objects .... After purification of food, then 
comes the purity, stainlessness, of the mind, of the internal organ 
possessing that [pure food]. After ourity of mind then comes unfailing, 
continuous. memory, unforgetfulness, of the plentiful Self as it has 
been realised. After the attainment of memory, then comes~ 
deliverance from. the complete emancipation from, the destruction of, 
all the knots residing in the heart. which are the fetters of objects 
created by ignorance and hardened by the impressions from 
experiences of many past lives." 
aharaSuddhau .... tasya vi~ayopalabdhilaksanasya vijiUinasya 
SuddhiraharaSuddhi. ... tasyamahara$uddhau satyam tadvato 
'ntabkaranasya sattvasya $uddhirnaimalyam bhavati. sattva$uddhau 
ea satyam yathavagate bhOmatmani dhruva avichinna 
smrtiravismaranam bhavati. tasyam ea labdhayam smrtilambhe sati 
sarvesam avidyakrtanarthapa$arQ 0anam anekajanmantaranubhava
bhavanakathinikrtiinam hrdaya$rayanam granthinam vipramok~o 
vi$esena pramoksanam vina$o bhavatiti (CUBh 7.26.2, 565). 
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immortality. Indeed, that "unfailing memory" has to be the 

permanent experience of the Self in the midst of waking, dreaming 

and sleeping states. 

The next list confirms in another way that the knowledge 

arising directly out of the purifying effect of karmayoga (here called 

bhaktiyoga)is already a direct experience of the Self. It states that 

those who obtain knowledge through bhaktiyoga and "grace" 

(prasadat) therefrom, obtain a knowledge which puts them" beyond 

the guoas." that is, beyond all activity of Nature, including the sense of 

authorship. Therefore the said knowledge can only be that which is 

immediate and which spontaneously results in renunciation of 

authorship: 

M- BGBh 1 S (intro) 1 

1- "bhaktiyoga" 

2-"grace" (prasadatl 

3- "through attainment of knowledge" (jiliinapraptikrameoa) 

4- "having gone beyond the guoas" (gugatiUih) 

S-

6- "liberation" (moksam) 

The last two lists given below can be seen as complementary. 

They feature as their third item the compounds "attainment of 

knowledge" or "emergence of knowledge" which occur eight out of a 

1 " ... therefore those who serve Me with bhaktiyoga achieve 
liberation through [My] grace, having gone beyond the guoas through 
attainment of knowledge." 
... ato bhaktiyogena m am ye sevante te prasadajjijanapraotikrameoa 
guoatita moksam gacchanti ... (BGBh 1 S, introduction, 609) 
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possible fifteen times in the series under discussion here. The 

repeated use of these expressions in the same logical order 

strenghtens my contention that, in spite of some variations, these 

enumerations do form a coherent whole, and that the cross-references 

established in comparing these lists are also reinforced by word usage. 
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N- BGBh 12.10 1 

1- "merely doing actions for my sake" 

(madarthamapi karmani kevalam kurvan) 

2- "purity of mind and profound absorption" (sattvaSuddhiyoga) 

3- "attainment of knowledge" (jijanaprapti) 

4-

s-
6- "perfection" (siddhim) 

0- BGBh 3.4 2 

1- "karmans such as sacrifice" (kriyaoam yajOadinam) 

2- "purity of mind" (sat tvasuddhi) 

3- "emergence of knowledge" (jijanotpatti) 

4-

s- ((steadfastness in knowledge" (jijananistha) 

6-

1 "Even by merely doing actions for My sake. without practice [of 
meditation]. you will attain oerfection through purity of mind, yoga 
[glossed as samadhina (profound absorption) in the commentary on 
verse 129] and attainment of knowledge." 
abhyasena vina madarthamapi karmaoi kevalam kurvan siddhim 
sat t vasuddhiyogaj ijanaprapt idvaregavapsyasi (BGBh 12.1 0, 509 ). 
2 "By not performing. by not undertaking, actions. activities, such as 
sacrifices which, done in this life or in a previous one and producing 
purity of mind through destruction of sins commited in the past, 
thereby bringing about steadfastness in kJ:?.owledge through 
emergence of knowledge ... " 
na karmaoamanarambhida0rarambhit karmaoam kriyagam 
yajnadinamiha janmani janmantare vanusthitanamuoatta
duritaksayahetutvena sattva$uddhikiraoanam tatkiraoatvena ea 
jijanotpattidvarena jijananisthihetQnam ... (BGBh 3.4, 144-145) 
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To summarize. in spite of some terminological variations, the 

above enumerations convey the same essential sequence towards 

liberation. Even more important, once the second level, that is, purity 

of mind, is established, the sequence is not chronologicaL but rather 

logical. It does not bring to light the steps that the aspirant must go 

through during a certain period of time, but rather the logical 

consequences that automatically and immediately follow in terms of 

the process of liberation when the purity of mind needed for that 

liberation has been achieved. In other words, Sailkara's sequence 

means that when, in the context of a proper understanding and 

meditation of the scriptures, complete purity of mind has been 

reached, direct knowledge of the Self spontaneously and immediately 

dawns; as a logical result, because ignorance of the true nature of the 

Self is thus removed and because the Self is then known as the silent 

witness of all mental and bodily activities, the liberated intellect 

automatically abandons the sense of authorship (in Sail.kara's words, 

"all actions»); as a further logical and immediate consequence, the 

intellect remains absorbed in the experience of the Self. without any 

further identification with authorship and activity even in the midst 

of waking, dreaming and sleeping: it has reached permanent 

"steadfastness» (nistha) in immediate knowledge of the Self, knowing 

the latter as a simple witness to the ongoing activities occurring in 

waking, dreaming and sleeping; finally, resulting from this whole 

sequence of logical prerequisites leading to liberation-in-this-life as 

just described, the sixth level (liberation) specifies that deliverance 

from the cycle of rebirth is also ensured when the present body dies. 
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It follows from this interpretation that the sequence is 

universal in character. Because it does not entail the obligation of 

physically renouncing and taking up the life of a monk, it accounts for 

the process of liberation of any man, that is, whether he be a 

karmayogin active in society or a recluse. In this understanding of the 

sequence, the question of the respective efficiency of karmayoga and 

of the discipline of knowledge OiHinayoga) as practiced by the formal 

samnyasin comes before the purity of mind, not after. Sailkara's 

intention being here to elucidate the universal process of liberation, 

he does not favor the mediate means of knowledge through monastic 

life over the mediate means of ritual actions. Rather, this sequence is 

meant to reaffirm the basic theme that re-emerges repeatedly in his 

works concerning the means of liberation: no activity, whatever its 

quantity, can free man from ignorance, whether it be the ritualistic 

enterprise of a karmayogin or the full-time meditation of a recluse; 

rather, immediate Self -knowledge alone brings that supreme 

liberation. And its logical result consists in renunciation of" all 

actions," in abandonment of the sense of authorship,finitude and 

bondage that is due to spiritual ignorance. 

As mentioned in my introduction, a few commentators of 

Sailkara have favoured this kind of interpretation. After introducing 

the sequence given in BGBh S.12, Trevor Legget insists, for instance, 

that the third level, namely, attainment of knowledge (jnanaprapti), 

"means a direct vision of Self; it is not simply an intellectual idea» (SS). 

Elsewhere, he refers as follows to this type of enumeration in the 

BGBh: "The doctrine is summed up in many places; for instance 11.69 

says that when they have realized the Self (quoting V.17-
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tadbuddhayas tadatmanas), their duty (adhikara) consists in 

renunciation of all actions and devotion to Knowledge (jnananistha)" 

(Ibid., 170). However Legget suggests that he still understands the 

renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasa) that follows, as a 

physical one, and steadfastness in knowledge of the Self (jijananistha), 

as a practice rather than a permanent state, when he writes a few 

lines later that, as an exception, some experiencers of the Self, such as 

enlightened kings, may remain active in society:" In the Gita 

commentary, however, Sankara allows certain exceptions to the rule 

that jnanani~~ha must entail saq1nyasa .... In the commentary to IV. 2, 

several kings who were practicing jnanani~~ha are given as examples" 

(Ibid.). Legget understands that the experience referred to by the 

expression" attainment of knowledge" is not yet stabilized and will 

ideally be" reinforced, or rather protected from disturbance of 

remaining prarabdhakarma" (Ibid., 171) by a physical renunciation 

that will allow full absorption in the discipline of knowledge. 

Although the notion of having to strengthen, at some point on the 

path, a knowledge of the Self that is already direct, but not yet lived 

permanently, is indeed mentioned in a few places by Sankara, 1 it does 

not fit the context of the enumerations under discussion here. Why? 

Mainly because such an interpretation prescribes ohysical 

renunciation in view of liberation as a universal rule, and regards the 

absence of it as an exception, an understanding that misses Sankara's 

point behind these enumerations, which is simply to show from a 

logical point of view the universality of direct Self-knowledge as the 

1 We will address this issue later on in chapter 6.3whlle discussing the 
yogarudha of BGBh 6.3. 

127 



0 

0 

sole means of liberation, even before considering the question of the 

active and reclusive ways of life as means to reach it. 

On his part, Karl Potter understands that" samnyasa is liberation 

-so that it is tautologous to say one must pass through it to be 

liberated ... " (1981, 35) In the context of the basic sequence under 

discussion, however. sarvakarmasamnyasa cannot be rigorously equal 

to liberation. This is so because if Sailkara understood 

sarvakarmasamnyasa and liberation as synonymous, it would have 

been redundant and useless to mention them as distinct items in the 

sequence. True, even when the sequence conveys that one achieves 

liberation by" starting" with attainment of knowledge (jiliina0ra0ti) 

and "going through" renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasa) 

and steadfastness in knowledge (jiHinanisthiO. in fact, nothing more 

happens at the experiential level: direct knowledge of the Self is fully 

there at the "beginning" as well as at the" end." All possible 

ambiguity is removed by understanding that from purity of mind 

onwards, the whole sequence is logical rather than chronological, and 

that, in this logical unfoldment, the function of the compound 

sarvakarmasamnyasa is to underline. as a consequence of direct Self

knowledge, the disappearance of the sense of authorship, and of the 

usefulness of action for liberation. 

In the final analysis, the fact is that either Sailkara held such a 

perspective, or his works are deeply self -contradictory. However, 

while his expressions are certainly ambiguous at times, there is not 

enough evidence to support the charge of lack of consistency. First, it 

must be recalled that our author often recognizes, in the same manner 

as the Bhagavadgita. the possibility of attaining liberation without 
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physically abandoning rituals and adopting the life of a formal 

renouncer. For ex ample, following a clear description of knowledge of 

the Self as a direct experience in Gita 4.14, Sankara writes about the 

next verse:" If you don't know the Self, then [perform action] for 

purification of [your I mind; if you know the Reality, [do it I for the 

wefare of the world as did the ancients, such as janaka, in olden times . 

. . " 1 Undoubtedly, the commentator here says that people have 

reached liberation in the past and still can, without taking recourse to 

physical renunciation. It would then be self -contradictory to make 

the latter a prerequisite for liberation. It could be argued that no 

contradiction may be imputed here, because people, such as janaka, 

who reach liberation without physical renunciation are merely 

exceptions to the rule outlined by the basic sequence to liberation 

which does comprise physical renunciation. But nowhere does 

Sail.kara state that any of the enumerations we have given apply only 

to the formal renouncer, and nowhere does he say that the 

attainment of liberation by the man active in society is an exception 

to the sequence conveyed by these enumerations. On the contrary, 

the main argument of his BGBh, and particularly of the first five 

chapters, clearly indicates that, for him, this sequence is universal in 

character in that it accounts for the process of liberation of both the 

man maintaining his social life and the formal renouncer. Let us take, 

for instance, his corn mentary on verses 5.24 to Zl. First, Sailkara 

1 anatmajOastvam tadiitmaSuddhyartham tattvaviccelloka
samgrahiirtam pprvairjanakiidibhih pprvataram k[tam ... (BGBh 4.15, 
198). A similar description is found in BGBh 3.20. 
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remaining in Brahman. attains Brahman?" 1 When verse 5.25 states 

that tm (Vedic seers) obtain liberation in Brahman. Sailkara glosses 

"~' by" men of right insight, renouncers" (samyagdarsinab 

samnyasinah). The word rsi obviously carries the whole prestige of 

the Vedic tradition and of its ancient sages. It would be quite 

improper to believe Sailkara to mean here that, among ancient Vedic 

~only the ones who took formal renunciation attained liberation. 

This would be going counter to the basic traditional acknowledgment 

that a uiis by definition an enlightened person, whatever his way of 

life. In addition, as we will see below, the enlightened kings- hence 

active in society- who handed down the complete Vedic knowledge 

are also called~ Accordingly, by the gloss "samnyasinab." the 

commentator can only be referring to renunciation of authorship. In 

his introduction to verse Zl, Sailkara states again that liberation is for 

"men of right vision, renouncers» (samyagdarsinah samnyasinab). and 

then, that "on every occasion" (pade padeH::r~J)a has said and will say 

that karmayoga leads to liberation through purification of mind, 

attainment of knowledge and renunciation of all actions. Here 

Sailkara quite clearly refers to one single sequence toward liberation 

that is valid for all: he insists in presenting, as a key for understanding 

the GIUi. that the latter teaches not one message for the man active in 

society and another for the formal renouncer; rather, it conveys, time 

and again, the same basic sequence for liberation which necessarily 

1 kat ham bhOtaSca brahmani sthito brahma prapnoti (BGBh 5.24, Z74). 

130 



c 

c 

entails direct knowledge of the Self and renunciation of authorship 

that follows from it, whether one pursues active life in society or not. 

The introduction to chapter 4 and the commentary on verse 4.2 

convey the same idea even more clearly. In the introduction,Sail.kara 

says: 

In the [last ]two chapters has been ex posed the yoga which 

consists in steadfastness in knowledge (jijananistha) accompanied 

by renunciation (sasamnyasa) and reached through karmayoga. 

Therein is comprehended the Vedic doctrine concerning 

involvement in action (pravrtti) and abstention from action 

(nivrt tO. And it is this yoga that forms the teaching of the Lord 

throughout the Gita ... 1 

Verse 4.2then states that, for a long time, this knowledge had been 

preserved by kings, which Sailkara confirms thus:« Royal nis. those 

who were kings as well as~ knew this yoga thus received through 

a regular succession of Ksatriyas.» 2 If it is held that Sankara 

understands the yoga taught by the Gita to include physical 

renunciation as a rule, then it would be a rather odd commentary on 

Sail.kara's part to maintain with the .Gl1.i that this yoga had been 

taught by Ksatriyas who, according to the commentator, 3 do not even 

have access to physical renunciation! Considering how important it is 

in the Vedic tradition that the teacher live that which he teaches, 

1 yo 'yam yoga 'dhyayadvayenokto jiiiinanisthalaksagah sasamnyasah 
karmayogopayo yasmin vedarthab parisamaptab pravrttilak~ano 
nivrttilaksaga$ca. gitasu ea sarvasvayameva yogo vivaksito 
bhagavata ... (BGBh, intro 4, 182) 
2evam ksatriyaparamparapriiptamimam rajarsayo rajana$ca ta 
naya$ca riijauayo vidurimam yoga m (BGBh 4.2, 183). 
3 See, for ex ample, the beginning of BGBh 2.10. 
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how could the kings have properly handed down a yoga which, 

requiring formal renunciation, they were not even eligible for in the 

first place! I do not think that Sailkara allowed this aberration in his 

commentary, nor that he merely paraphrased the verse in order to 

overlook the challenge it presents to the thesis of mandatory physical 

renunciation. My contention is that, in Sailkara's mind, the handing 

down of the yoga of steadfastness in knowledge accompanied by 

renunciation is perfectly compatible with kings, simply because the 

reference is to renunciation of authorship, not to physical 

abandonment of rituals and social responsibilities. Thus, when 

Sailkara says, in the introduction quoted above, that this yoga 

comprises both involvement in action (oravrttO and abstention from 

action (nivrttO, the former means the state of identification with 

activity due to ignorance of the Self, and the latter, renunciation of 

authorship as a consequence of an already direct knowledge of the 

Self. This yoga simply contrasts the state of ignorance and the state of 

direct know ledge of the Self, not the way of life of the man active in 

society and that of the formal renouncer. Finally, when Sailkara states 

that this yoga is but the essential message of the GIUi. it confirms that, 

in his eyes, the variously formulated sequence toward liberation is a 

single universal and logical process of liberation valid for everyone 

without exception and involving no injunction of physical 

renunciation. 

Specific passages describe how liberation is reached normally 

through either the active, or the reclusive, way of life, without ever 

having to justify this by the concept of exception to the injunction of 
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physical renunciation.! Our commentator writes for instance on verse 

4.19: 

k the one possessing the vision described in the previous verse, 

whose undertakings. actions undertaken, are all. as many as they 

are, devoid of desires and of their incentives. of desires and of 

their causes, [and] accomplished without purpose, as mere 

movements, for the welfare of the world if one leads an active 

life, and for the bare maintainance of life, if one abstains from 

active life ... 2 

Another statement in favor of universal access to liberation whatever 

the way of life, is found in chapter 14. Even after specifying that 

verses 23 to 25 apply to the formal renouncer. in verse 26, Sankara 

takes the initiative of addressing the description of the process of 

liberation also to the active man, while, according to the preceding 

context as understood by the commentator, the verse could have 

referred only to the formal renouncer:" And he. the monk, or the man 

of action (karmin) ... 3 who serves Me. the Isvara. Narayaoa. residing in 

the heart of all beings ... becomes qualified for liberation.» 4 

1 As we will see, exception to the rule of physical renunciation is 
mentioned by Sailkara in the case of the already liberated person, not 
in reference to the seeker after liberation. 
2yasya yathoktadar$inab sarve yavantah samarambhiib sarviioi 
karmaoi samarabhyanta iti samiirambhiih kiimasamkalpavarjitah 
kiimaistatkiiraoaiSca samkaloairvarjiUib mudhaiva ceuamatra 
anu~thiyante pravrttena cellokasa mgrahiirtham nivrttena 
cejjivanamatrartham ... (BGBh 4.19, 209) 
3 Emphasis is mine. 
4 m am cesvaram narayaoam sarvabhOtahrdayasritam yo yatib karmi 
va ... sevate ... moksaya kalpate (BGBh 14.26, 605). 
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By now, it should be quite clear. that Sankara's standpoint on the 

process of liberation is that, first, it requires the quality of purity 

which allows permanent direct knowledge of the Self; second, the 

logical result of the said knowledge is that renunciation of authorship 

is spontaneously ensured, leaving nothing else but eternal "resting" or 

steadfastness in that knowledge which is the ultimate means of 

liberation from transmigratory existence. This sequence is such a key 

issue to Sankara's understanding of renunciation that the rest of this 

chapter will be devoted mainly to adducing more detailed evidence 

for our new reinterpretation. At the same time. full application of this 

reinterpretation will be carried on in the numerous contexts of 

Sailkara's works where knowledge of the Self and renunciation are 

referred to. 

4.2- Renunciation of authorship as a result of direct Self

knowledge 

Sailkara's commentaries on verses 4.20 and 4.23-24 show more 

clearly than any other passage that, in the author's usage, the 

expression sarvakarmasamnyasa can indeed mean renunciation of 

authorship alone (i.e., unaccompanied by physical renunciation) as a 

result of immediate knowledge of the Self, and can thus be 

characteristic of the Self -know er who has not physically abandoned 

ritual actions. In his introduction to verse .4.20, Sailkara writes that if 

"for some reason» (kutaScinnimittat)one cannot physically renounce 

ritual actions after the rise of right knowledge of the Self 

(utpannat masamyagdar$anab). then, "even though engaged in action 
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as before, 'he does nothing at all' [4.20], because 'his actions are 

consumed in the fire of know ledge' [4.19]. His actions turn out to be 

non-action" (akarma). 1 A little further, he insists that • because the 

man of knowledge is endowed with the insight of the actionless Self, 

the action done by him is in reality non-action." 2 In the introduction 

to verse 4.23, Sail.kara also specifies that this verse describes the man 

who, due to some reason, continues to perform ritual actions even 

after his enlightenment and to whom "absence of action" 

(karmabhava) applies in spite of appearances. 3 Then Sail.kara 

interprets the Brahman-sacrifice described in verse 4.24 as being 

performed by such a Self-knower who has not physically abandoned 

ritual actions. This man, he insists, is· a renouncer of all action" 

(sarvakarmasamnyasin). The commentator thus leaves no doubt that 

the compound means here renunciation of authorship alone, as it 

coexists with the physical performance of rites: 

Thus the action performed even by one desiring the welfare of 

the world, is in reality non-action,for it has be~n sublated by the 

knowledge of Brahman. This being so, it is most appropriate, for 

the purpose of praising right insight, to represent as a sacrifice 

the knowledge of one in whom karman has indeed disappeared, 

who is a renouncer of all actions .... Therefore, all actions cease to 

1 pQrvavatkarmagi pravrtto 'pi naiva kiiicitkaroti. 
jjHinagnidagdhakarmatvat. tadiyam karmiikarmaiva samoadyate 
(BGBh 4.20, 210 ). 
2 vidusa kriyamagam karma paramarthato 'karmaiva tasya 
niskriyiitmadar$anasam 0annatvat (Ibid.). 
3 BGBh 4.23, 215. 
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exist for the man of knowledge who recognizes that all this is but 

Brahman ... 1 

At least two English translators of the BGBh seem to have 

missed the purport of this passage, providing yet another example of 

the misinterpretation still prevailing around such expressions from 

Sailkara's works. Both their renderings suggest that by 

sarvakarmasamnyasin, Sail.kara refers to a formal renouncer, that is, to 

a monk who is uncharacteristically represented as performing a 

sacrifice. Ramachandra Aiyar translates the middle part as follows:" It 

thus becomes exceedingly appropriate to represent the Knowledge of 

even the sarilnyasin who has retired from action and renounced all 

actions, as yaj na (sacrifice) ... » (BGBh 163) Swami Gambhirananda 

displays an even more explicit monactic bias:" This being so, in the 

case of the monk from whom action has dropped off, who has 

renounced all activity, viewing his Knowledge as (a kind of) sacrifice, 

too, becomes justifiable ... » (Sail.kara 1984, 209) First, these 

interpretations overlook Sailkara's introduction to this verse (24) 

wherein he conveys that, in his eyes, the performer of the sacrifice 

described by the verse is the same person that is clearly said in verse 

23to be a Self-knower that did not physically abandon ritual actions 

after his enlightenement. Indeed, as a link between the two verses, 

Sailkara simply introduces the second verse as the explanation for the 

1 evam lokasamgraham cikinuoapi kriyamaoam karma paramarthato 
'karma brahmabuddyupamrditatvit. tadevam sati nivrttakarmano 
'oi sarvakarmasamnyisinah samyagdar$anast utyartham 
yajiiatvasampidanam jiiinasya sutarimupapadyate .... 
tasmidbrahmaivedam sarvamityabhijinato vidu~ab 
sarvakarmabhavah ... (BGBh 4.24, 217) 
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situation described in the first:" What is then the reason for saying 

that an action underway is entirely dissolved, without producing its 

result? The answer is: Because ... " 1 Moreover, as is implied in the 

eo m menton verse 24 quoted above, attribution of the term 

sarvakarmasamnyasin in not determined by the condition of physical 

renunciation, but by the absence of duality and authorship in the 

enlightened man, which applies to the seemingly active Self -know er 

as well as to the enlightened monk. It is also significant that Sailkara 

quotes verse 23 at the end of this passage, pointing out again that the 

subject-matter of verse 24 is the same seemingly active enlightened 

man: 

... no ritual action such as the agnihotra is ever found deprived of 

the knowledge of the distinctions between action, accessories and 

result, and devoid of the sense of authorship and of hankering for 

results. But in this action the knowledge of the distinctions 

between accessories -such as ladle -,action and result has been 

sublated by the knowledge of Brahman: hence it is no action at all. 

... as it is mere external movement, the action of the man of 

knowledge turns out to be non-action. Hence it was said that his 

action" is entirely dissolved» [4.231. 2 

1 kasmatpunah karagatkriyamanam karma 
svakaryarambhamakurvatsamagraw praviliyata ityucyate. yatab ... 
(BGBh 4.24, 216) 
2 ... sarvamevagnihotradikaQl karma ... dr~talll 
nopamrdit akriyakarakakarm aphalabhedab uddhimat 
kartrtvabhimanaphalabhisamdhirahitaw ea. idam tu 
brahmabuddhyupamrditiirpagiidikiirakakriyiiphalabhedabuddhimat 
karmato 'karmaiva tat ... biihyace~Himiitrena karmiipi vidu~o 'karma 
sampadyate 'ta uktam samagram praviliyata iti (BGBh 4.24,217-218). 
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Therefore Sankara does use the word sarvakarmasamnyasa to 

mean renunciation of authorship alone. Even more important, the 

purport conveyed by this usage as well as others already discussed, is 

that the commentator's emphasis with respect to renunciation is not 

at all towards physical abandonment as a means to liberation, but 

rather to establish renunciation of authorship as an indispensable 

characteristic of any liberated-in-this-life, whether living in the city 

or alone in the forest. 

The emphasis on renunciation of authorship is also rendered 

quite explicit when the notion of sarvakarmasamnyasa is used by 

Sankara in connection with the adverb manasa ("mentally»). In the 

Gita itself, manasa and its synonym cetasa are adverbial to the phrase 

"renouncing all actions» (sarvakarmani samnyasya) respectively in 

verses 5.13and 18.57. Verse 5.13states that after mentally renouncing 

all actions, one rests in the body as if in a nine-gated city. In his 

commentary, Sankara glosses manasa as" discriminative knowledge» 

(vivekabuddhya), and as" seeing non-action in acti.onn 

(karmadavakarmasamdar$anena), 1 the second formula being used in 

verse 4.18 to describe the liberated -in -this-life. He further clarifies 

that this type of renunciation is the result of immediate knowledge of 

the Self, with his remark that this abandonment is part and parcel of 

sublation of ignorance and that the enlightened renouncer continues 

to live simply out of the effect of the prarabdhakarmans that brought 

about his present body: 

1 BGBh 5.13, 257. 
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But the idea of resting in the body is appropriate for him who 

sees the Self as distinct from the combination including the body, 

etc. And it is possible for him to renounce mentally. through 

wisdom, through discriminative knowledge, the actions of the 

non-Self superimposed on the supreme Self because of ignorance. 

Even in the case of him who has attained discriminative 

knowledge and is a renouncer of all actions 

(sarvakarmasamnyasinah), it is possible to rest in the nine-gated

£i!.:L- the body- as if in a house, inasmuch as the awareness of 

being distinct [from the body] arises in reference to the body 

itself by virtue of the continuing influence of unspent latent 

impressions from actions which have started to bear results [in 

bringing the present body into existence] ... 1 

Even though Sailkara specifies, at the beginning of his comment 

on verse 5.13, that the actions referred to as being renounced are 

nitya-, naimitika-, kamya- and prati§iddhakarmans. 2 in fact, the 

primary object of renunciation is here authorship. This is made 

explicit a few sentences further by the phrase a having abandoned 

verbal. mental and bodily actions» (tyaktavailmanahkayacestab). as it 

1 dehadisamghatavyatirikUitmadarSinastu dehe asa iti pratyaya 
upapadyate. parakarmaoam ea parasminnatmanyavidyayaropitanam 
vidyaya vivekajiiiinena manasa samnyasa uoapadyate. 
ut pannavivekavijiliinasya sarvakarmasamnyasino 'pi gehe iva de he 
eva navadvare pure asanam prarabdhaphalakarmasamskaraSe~anu
vrttya dehe eva viSesavijijanotpatterdeha eviista ityasti ... (BGBh 5.13, 
259) 
2 The same enumeration is given in BGBh 6.4 in a similar context of 
complete mental renunciation. 
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However, there is evidence that Sailkara also understands verse 

5.13-and 12.16,a verse with a similar wording -as expressing physical 

renunciation of the enlightened man. He states in his introduction to 

chapter 6 that "to forbid the fourth stage of life would also contradict 

the Lord's own statements in many places," 1 and quotes verse 5.13and 

12.16 among other examples where, in his eyes, the monastic stage of 

life is referred to. Verse 12.16 is part of a sequence that clearly 

describes the liberated-in-this-life in a way similar to the famous 

section about the man of steady intellect (shitaprajija) from 2.54 to 

2.72 It reads:" He who is without desire. pure. skilled, impartial, free 

from fear, who has renounced all undertakings 

(sarvarambhaparityagi), who is devoted to Me, he is dear to Me." 2 

Thus, for the corn mentator, while physical renunciation is also meant 

here, it is a result of, not a means for. immediate knowledge of the Self. 

Turning now to BGBh 5.13, if in order to take ~nto account its 

larger context. we ex amine the corn ment on 5.7-8, 3 the physical aspect 

of the enlightened man's physical renunciation appears only as a 

possible consequence of renunciation of authorship which remains the 

only form of renunciation that is necessary for liberation. According 

1 tatra tatra bhagavata svavacanani darSiUini tairvirudhyeta 
cat urtha$ramavipratisedhah (BGBh 6, intro, 284) 
2 anapeksab $ucirdak~a udasino gatavyathab I 

sarvarambhaparityagi yo madbhaktab sa me priyab 11 (BGBh 1216, 
515) 
3 Both 5.8 and 5.13 are quoted by Sankara in BGBh 18.3 to prove that the 
Self -knowers are beyond the scope of injunction or prohibition of 
karmayoga and physical renunciation. 
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to Sankara's comment, verse 5.7 describes the enlightened person who 

continues to pursue his life in society for the welfare of the world 

(lokasamgrahaya). 1 When introducing verse 5.8, which states in a way 

similar to 5.13, that the enlightened man becomes aware by direct 

experience that" I do nothing at all," Sankara suggests by the use of 

the pronoun" he" that verse 5.8 refers to the same socially involved 

person described in verse 5.7: "Neither does~ 2 really do anything" 

(na casau paramarthatah karotD. 3 Verse 5.8 undoubtedly describes 

the state of consciousness of the enlightened, and not a practice of 

repeating" I do nothing," because, as stated by the verse, this absence 

of doing prevails even during sleep (svapan), and it is obviously 

impossible to pursue any practice in deep sleep. Thus, according to our 

commentator, through the expression sarvakarmasamnyasa or the 

like, both verses 5.8 and 5.13 describe essentially a state of 

renunciation of authorship through direct knowledge of the Self. 

While, to him, verse 5.8 accounts for the Self -know er pursuing social 

life, 5.13 does so for the formal renouncer. While both verses mean 

primarily renunciation of authorship, one of them suggests physical 

renunciation only as an optional consequence of, not at all as a means 

to, direct Self -knowledge. 

Although verse 18.57 also uses sarvakarmani samnyasya- this 

time with cetasa. equally glossed by vivekabuddhya 4- in his 

introduction to the sequence 18.56-65, Sankara attributes this 

1 BGBh 5.7, 245. 
2 Emphasis is mine. 
3 Ibid. 
4 BGBh 18.57, 7 46. 
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spirit of the verse where it is enjoined by Kqt;ta to Arjuna: "Now will 

be praised the yoga of devotion to the Lord" (sa bhagavadbhaktiyogo 

'dhuna stOyate) which consists in "worship of the Lord through one's 

[appropriate] karmans" (svakarmaoa bhagavato 'bhyarcana). 1 Hence, 

here, the phrase refers to a·practice rather than to the state of 

liberation-in-this-life. 2 Although without manasa or cetasa. verses 

3.30 and 12.6 use sarvaoi karmaoi samnyasa with mayi ("abandoning all 

actions in Me"), which Sail.kara also associates with karmayoga. In 3.30, 

the same expression is understood as a general abandonment to the 

will of the Lord yet accompanied by a sense of authorship: 

"Renouncing all actions in Me ... with the awareness that I am a doer 

acting for the Lord as His servant." 3 According to Sail.kara, in 12.6, the 

phrase is spoken in a context of meditation on Brahman with attribu

tes, 4 which, from his viewpoint, is associated with unenlightenment 

and karmayoga. 

Thus, these usages of sarvakarmaoi samnyasya show that, in 

Sail.kara's corn mentary as well as in the Gita. this phrase refers to 

inner renunciation either as a process of gradually calming the mind 

through meditation or as the state of renunciation of authorship on 

1 BGBh 18.56, 744. 
2 Sail.kara seems to recognize a reference to the same practice by the 
use of the compound samnyasayoga in verse 9.28 (BGBh 9.28, 436), and 
even gives the principle of abandoning all actions in the Lord as valid 
at the lowest level of the practice of karmayoga (see BGBh 12.11 ). 
3 mayi ... sarvaoi karmaoi samnyasya ... aham karte$varaya 
bhrtyavatkaromityanaya buddhya (BGBh 3.30, 167). A similar 
description is found in BGBh 12.11, 509. 
4 mayi vi$var0pe. as glossed in BGBh 12.7, 507-508. 
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the basis of immediate Self-knowledge, whether accompanied or not 

by physical renunciation. 

This has major consequences for the understanding of Sankara's 

repeated statement that liberation can only be reached through 

knowledge as connected with renunciation. We have seen that, 

according to our author's basic soteriological standpoint, knowledge 

alone can annihilate ignorance and its binding effects. Why then is 

Sankara introducing renunciation as an additional means? In his 

statements joining knowledge and renunciation for the purpose of 

liberation, what is the nature of renunciation? Is it physical, is it 

abandonment of authorship, or both? Is it a means for the experience 

of the Self or one of its characteristics? And what is the ex act 

relationship between the two notions? Does one precede the other 

(logically or chronologically), are they concomitant, or are they 

metaphorically presented as identical? 

Let us first look at the positive 1 words used by Sankara to 

ex press the connection between renunciation and know ledge as the 

means to liberation. In the BGBh 2.11, for instance, cessation of grief 

and delusion which are the cause of transmigratory existence are said 

to come to an end "through knowledge of the Self preceded by 

(porvaka) 2 renunciation of all actions" (sarvakarmasamnyasa-

1 As distinguished from the negative terms such as the negative 
particles&- and rahita. both meaning" without· and which will be 
considered later on. 
2 In his BSBh 1.3.38 (281 ), Sankara uses pOrvaka in the sense of 
"through": "But the conclusion stands that a $odra has no right to 
knowledge through the Vedaf (vedaporvakastu nastyadhikarah 
SOdraoamiti sthitam). But this usage does not seem to be frequent in 
Sankara's texts. Because here in BGBh 2.11, the sense of "through" is 
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0orvakadat maj fUinat ). 1 In the BGBh 18.66, "steadfastness in 

knowledge of the Self preceded by (porvika) renunciation of all 

actions" (sarvakarmasamnyasaporvika jijananistha) 2 is said to 

pertain to the enlightened man. In the BGBh 18.55, the word sahita 

(accompanied by) 3 is used to connect the two notions: it is said that 

knowledge must be" accompanied by renunciation of all actions" 

(sarvakarmasamnyasasahitasya). 4 In the BUBh 4.5.1 5, the two are 

coordinated by the particle g(and): "complete knowledge and 

renunciation of everything" (atmaparijijanam sarvasannyasaSca) 

represent the means of immortality. s In some places, renunciation 

(samnyasa) is said to serve as an auxiliary (ailga) to knowledge 

(i(Hinailgatvena). 6 In the above examples, renunciation precedes or 

accompanies knowledge. But the reverse is also stated: in the 

introduction to chapter 5 of the ill1.i. it is renunciation (sarpnyasa) as 

"accompanied by knowledge" (jOJinasahitasya) that is considered the 

means to perfection. 7 In the BGBh 18.8, it is also knowledge that 

precedes (or accompanies) renunciation, as liberation is said to be "the 

result of abandonment of all actions preceded by knowledge" 

already connected with the whole compound it is not likely that 
oorvaka also means the same. 
1 BGBh 211, 40. 
2 BGBh 18.66, 731. 
3 Sasamnyasa ("with samnyasa" )is also used with the same meaning, 
for instance, in BGBh 4, intra, 182; BUBh 4.5, intro, 939. Saha samnyasena. 
where a.tais synonymous with sahita.oc<;:urs for example in BUBh 
4.4.23, 9'57. 
4 BGBh 18.55, 743. 
s BUBh 4.5.1 5, 744. 
6 See for example BUBh 24, intra; 25, intra; 3.5.1; and BGBh 3, intra. 
7 BGBh 5, intra, 246. 
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(jnanaoorvakasya sarvakarmatyagasya ohalam).l Finally, Sankara 

points out in his introduction to the Gita (BGBh 7) that "knowledge is 

characterized by renunciation" (jnanam samnyasalaksanam). 

As is evident from these few examples, the various wordings 

concerning the relationship between renunciation and knowledge in 

Sankara's corn mentaries show some ambiguity. One is not always sure 

as to what precedes what, or if both are concomitant, or if all these 

expressions always refer to the same type of knowledge and the same 

kind of renunciation. Undoubtedly, such ambiguity is partly 

responsible for centuries of misinterpretations about the intent of 

their author. As mentioned earlier, the now prevailing Advaita 

doctrine on the matter is that one must physically renounce in order 

to have access to the discipline of knowledge which alone opens the 

awareness to direct experience of the Self and to liberation. But we 

will now demonstrate that these statements about the relationship 

bet we en renunciation and knowledge are not meant by Sankara to 

establish physical renunciation as a mandatory me.ans for direct Self

knowledge. On the contrary, renunciation of authorship alone is 

necessarily associated with that knowledge. 

Let us start by considering the problem from a logical point of 

view. First, when knowledge is said to be the means of liberation, it 

can only be immediate, because no mediate knowledge, which always 

amounts to mental activity, can annihilate the superimposition of 

mental activity on the immutable Self. Second, we can say that 

irrespective of which precedes the other, they must be joined at some 

1 BGBh 18.8, 684. 

145 



c 

point. So let us first consider the nature of their conjunction as such. 

As already established, according to Sailkara, karmayoga does not lead 

to liberation without the emergence of direct knowledge of the Self. 

This is also true for physical renunciation as nobody can attain 

perfection "by mere renunciation, by merely abandoning action, 

without knowledge" (kevaHitkamaoarityagamjHradeva jPJinarahitat). 

I So, if both karmayoga and physical renunciation- in other words, the 

monastic way of life in itself- do not yield liberation without 

emergence of immediate Self -knowledge; if, as also recognized by 

Sailkara, the latter can occur without physical renunciation for janaka 

and many others in the Upanisads: and if, in spite of this, know ledge 

must still be accompanied by renunciation as a means to liberation, 

then, barring the possibility that Sailkara is involved in a self

contradiction, the said renunciation can only be that of authorship. 

The logical means to remove the ambiguity in the relationship 

between renunciation and knowledge is exemplified in the discussion 

of the following passages. In BGBh 3.20, Sailkara ex plains that if janaka 

and others attained liberation, then they did it "verily without 

renouncing ritual action» (asamnyasyaiva karma). 2 Yet, in BGBh 2.70, 

Sailkara writes that • liberation is attained only by the man of 

knowledge who has abandoned desires, who is a man of steady 

intellect, a renouncer~. and not by the non-renouncer 

1 BGBh 3.4, 145. 
2 BGBh 3.20, 159. In his introduction to chapter 3 (137), Sailkara also uses 
asamnyasin. to qualify the brahmacirin (student) who has not yet 
(physically) renounced ritual actions. In these two cases, the 
asamnyasin is thus a ·non-physical-renouncer.» 
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(asamnyiisinah) who cherishes desire ... " 1 So, within a few pages of 

the same work, one passage says that liberation can be attained 

without renunciation and the other says that it cannot, still using the 

same word: asamnyasya (merely shifted from the verbal to the 

nominal form in the second quotation). Does this amount to an 

elementary contradiction? No, because according to the evidence 

gathered so far, it can be easily removed by saying that, in the first 

case," without renouncing ritual action" means" without doing 

physical renunciation," which is consistent with Sailkara's basic 

position about physical renunciation, in that this type of renunciation 

is llQ1. mandatory for liberation. In the second case, however." non

renouncer" means the one who has not renounced authorship, who 

has not reached the type of renunciation which is concomitant with 

immediate knowledge of the Self and which in this respect alone is a 

sine g ua non for liberation. 

A similar ambiguity as to the status of renunciation is found in 

MuBh 3.2.4. Glossing the words of the verse which says that tapas 

cannot be attained without ling a. Sailkara writes: "Tap as here means 

knowledge and liitga. renunciation (samnyiisa). 2 The purport is that 

[the Self] is not attained through knowledge unaccompanied by 

1 vidu~astyaktai~anasya sthitaprajijasya yatereva mok~apriiptirna 
tvasamnyasinah kamakaminah ... (BGBh 2.70, 129) In BGBh 18.2 (676) 
and 18.66 (762), Sailkara also uses the word asamnyasin (non
renouncer) to refer to those who are still subject to the results of their 
actions and, thus, to transmigratory existence. In verse 18.12 (691) of 
the same, atyagin (non-renouncer)is glossed as iifii.{ignorant). In all 
these cases, the asamnyasin is thus a "non-renouncer-of-authorship." 
2 We shall not discuss here the validity of this interpretation. 
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(rahiUit) renunciation." 1 Sailkara adds that, through the help of 

knowledge and renunciation," the man of knowledge, the man of 

discrimination, the know er of the Self" (vidvanvivekyat mavlt) 2 

enters the abode of Brahman. On the basis of the clarifications 

outlined thus far, it would see m that since renunciation is associated 

here with a discrimination or knowledge that is a necessary condition 

of liberation, it can only refer to renunciation of authorship. If 

physical renunciation were meant here as a necessary corn pan ion of 

knowledge, it would go counter to Sailkara's defense of the universal 

access to liberation through knowledge, whatever the way of life. 

On his part, after rendering samnyasa by" monasticism" in a 

footnote to his translation of the corn mentary, Swami Gambhirananda 

reflects: 

Sailkara is very emphatic that external renunciation is necessary 

(see introductions to this and Aitareya Upani~ads). But Ananda 

Giri seems to differ. Says he, a Why should this be so, since the 

Vedas mention the attainment of the Self by_lndra, janaka, Gargi 

and others? That is a valid objection. Sannyasa consists in 

renunciation of everything; and since they [the wise] had no idea 

of possession, they had the internal renunciation as a matter of 

fact. 3 The external sign is not the idea intended" (MuBh 163-164). 4 

1 tapo 'tra jiianam. littgam sannyasab. sannyasarahitajjijananna 
labhyata ityarthah (MuBh 3.2.4, 172). 
2 Ibid. 
3 As we will see the word abuC should be added here. 
4 Here is A nand a Giri's corn ment: katham. indrajanaka[gargiJprabrti
namapyatmaHibha$ravanat. satyam. samnyaso nama 
sarvatyagat makastesamapi svatviibhimanabhiiyiidastye 'ntarab 
samnyaso babyam tu liilgamavivaksitam (Mundakooanisat.l889. 
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As we will see later on, 1 the understanding that Sati.kara emphasizes 

external renunciation as a means to liberation in the introductions to 

MuBh and AUBh represents yet another misinterpretation, since most 

of the discussions therein are meant to throw light on the value of 

renunciation of authorship and to give a Vedic authority to physical 

renunciation of the enlightened. Secondly, contrary to 

Gambhirananda, I contend that the question "Why should this be so?" 

is raised by an hypothetical opponent (oOrvapaksin), not by Ananda 

Giri himself. It must be noted first that the opponent's argument does 

not aim at invalidating Sati.kara's equation bet we en liti.ga and 

renunciation in its widest sense. In this passage, neither the opponent 

nor Ananda Giri try to deny this connexion between liti.ga and some 

form of renunciation- yet to be determined. The issue introduced by 

the objection is rather: what type of renunciation should be 

understood as a synonym for liti.ga? And when raising the idea that 

some people do achieve Self -knowledge without physical 

renunciation, the opponent suggests that he understands Sati.kara as 

believing monasticism to be necessary for that knowledge. By 

answering "This is a valid objection,» A nand a Giri agrees with the 

opponent that people do achieve enlightenment without physical 

renunciation, and ex plains this by the fact that they have this inner 

(antarah) renunciation which is abandonment of" everything," in 

other words," absence of the idea of possession" or ownership (svatva), 

undoubtedly equivalent to freedom from authorship. Then, just 

Poona: Anandasrama SaQlskrit Press, vol. 9, 3.2.4, 43). N.B.: [gargiJ is 
amendment for the misprint: margi. 
1 See chapter 6. 
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before saying "The external sign is not the idea intended," Ananda Giri 

inserts the word "but" (ly), the key word which interestingly is 

missing in Gambhirananda's English rendering. This oversight is 

closely related to the translator's misinterpretation. The statement 

following "but" must be a restriction to something already said. In 

view of A nand a Giri's well-known orthodoxy, it is certainly not 

against the Upanisad. Is it then as an opposition to what Sankara said 

regarding the latter? "The external sign is not the idea intended" 

certainly does not oppose the significance of inner renunciation just 

pointed out by Ananda Giri; it is rather a natural consequence of it. It 

should also be noted that inner renunciation is the only idea 

developed by Ananda Giri following the answer "That is a valid 

objection." Since Ananda Giri favours inner renunciation, the" but" 

cannot be a restriction to the latter. Nor is it likely to condemn 

Sankara's alleged emphasis on physical renunciation, since it is not 

preceded by any reference to it in the immediate context. It can 

therefore only be a restriction to "That is a valid o~jection." It would 

have been self -contradictory on Ananda Giri's part to say that the 

Upanisad teaches inner renunciation, and then to add "But the 

external sign is not 1 the idea intended," in order to mean that in 

Sailkara's interpretation the external sign.il,the idea intended. With 

the same intent, one would have rather said something like: "the 

Upanisad teaches inner renunciation Arut the external sign is not the 

idea intended [whereas Sankara wrongly favours it]." The "but" is in 

fact the crucial point at which Ananda Giri departs from the 

1 Emphasis is mine. 
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opponent's viewpoint and corrects it by underlining that Sail.kara 

does not refer to physical renunciation and, in fact, agrees with the 

opponent's position on renunciation. So, what is pointed out as wrong 

by Ananda Giri is not Sailkara's interpret at ion, nor that of the 

opponent regarding the nature of renunciation in this verse, but the 

misinterpretation of the opponent with respect to Sail.kara. Thus, 

taking recourse to A nand a Giri's commentary, Swami Gambhirananda 

comes to attribute to Sailkara the very viewpoint that Ananda Giri is 

trying to refute as a possible misinterpretation of Sail.kara's 

corn mentary ... Such is sometimes the imbroglio found in the 

interpretation of Sailkara's views on renunciation. 

Other passages clearly show that abandonment of authorship is 

the only form of renunciation that is required by Sail.kara as a 

necessary means, along with knowledge, for the purpose of liberation. 

At the beginning of his introduction to chapter 4 of the Gita, our 

commentator describes the yoga that was taught by Kr~t:J.a in the 

preceding chapters as ·accompanied by renunciation and 

characterized by steadfastness in knowledge" (j ijiinanisthiilaksaoah 

sasamnyasah). 1 Then, corn menting on verse 4.2, he agrees, as we have 

already seen, that "the royal rsis. those who were both kings and~ 

knew this yoga thus handed down in regular succession among 

Ksatriyas." If this yoga included physical renunciation as necessary on 

the path to liberation, these generations of Ksatriyas. who, according 

to Sailkara do not have access to this type of renunciation, could not 

have reached the goal and could not have taught something to which 

1 BGBh 4,intro, 182. 
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they were not even entitled. Again, we do not think that Sailkara is 

overlooking what, for many modern scholars, would seem to 

contradict his so-called dogmatic position on physical renunciation. 

Rather, when the yoga or steadfastness in knowledge leading to 

liberation is qualified by sasamnyasa. it simply means immediate 

knowledge as necessarily "accompanied by renunciation [of 

authorship]." In BUBh 4.4.23, at the end of the dialogue between 

Yajnavalkya and janaka, Sankara confirms that the latter is now 

indeed" identified with Brahman" and has reached liberation-in-this

life. As a concluding remark, the commentator adds: "The discussion of 

the knowledge of Brahman is complete, with its auxiliaries and 

procedures and with renunciation." 1 It is quite obvious that if 

physical renunciation were a prerequisite for acquiring complete 

instruction from Yajnavalkya, janaka would never have received his 

teaching, and if it were also a necessary condition for liberation, 

janaka could not have been enlightened. Thus, again, renunciation 

means that of authorship; or, because parts of the dialogue (such as 

3.5.1 and 4.4.22) deal with physical renunciation by the aspirant and the 

enlightened, it could also mean that type of abandonment, with the 

understanding that it is enjoined as a more or less optional2 aid to full 

absorption in knowledge for Brahmaoas. 

1 parisamapiHi brahmavidya saha sannyasena sailga setikartavyaUika 
(BUBh 4.4.23, 937). 
2 It must be recalled that, even as a Brahmaoa, Yajnavalkya himself 
physically renounced, not before, but after his enlightenment. Hence, 
for all practical purposes, according to the depiction of his rather late 
physical renunciation in the Upaoisad. which Sailkara does not even 
consider as a possible exception, physical renunciation seems to have 
been simply optional for him. 
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The concept of physical renunciation after the rise of direct Self

knowledge has always been well recognized in the Advaita tradition. 

What has often been missed, however, is that the abandonment of all 

actions referred to so emphatically by Sankara, most of the time 

means the very renunciation of the enlightened, not the physical one 

which is an aid to knowledge. It is" through the strength~ of his 

knowledge of the Self" that Yajnavalkya abandoned his" attachment 

to unending becoming (samsara) in the form of wife, son, wealth, etc." 

and then physically renounced the householder type of life. 1 Hence 

the primacy goes to the inner abandonment of authorship occuring as 

a result of direct Self-knowledge. When talking about the enlightened 

man in his gloss on BGBh 18.49, Sankara points out, without any 

allusion to the physical nature of the renunciation, that "actions 

disappear because of the awakening to the self as being the actionless 

Brahman." 2 Although this may entail physical abandonment of 

karmans. it does not necessarily imply it. Again, in a formulation such 

as "established in Brahman. non-performer of acqon, renouncer of all 

actions" (brahmani sthito 'karmakrtsarvakarmasamnyasD,found in 

the BGBh 5.20 without any suggestion of physical abandonment, the 

very word sequence used by Sankara to describe the Self -know er 

seems to simply reiterate that renunciation of authorship is the 

consequence of direct Self-knowledge. 3 

1 yajoavalkyo lokasiidhiiraoo 'pi sannat majijanabaUidbhiiryaputra
vittiidisamsaratim parityajya prajijanatrpta iitmaratirbabhOva (BUBh 
2.5.16, 777). 
2 nirgatani karmaoi yasmanniskriyabrahmat masambodhiit (BGBh 
18.49, 733). 
3 BGBh 5.20, 269. 
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Interestingly, in some passages, a relation of identity is even 

established between knowledge and renunciation. The MuBh 3.2.6 

defines the word samnyasa as the very experience of Brahman: 1 

"Their minds have become purified through the yoga of renunciation 

(samnyasa), through the yoga characterized by abandonment of all 

action, through the yoga consisting (svarOpa) in steadfastness in 

Brahman alone." 2 The same equation is made in BGBh 5.6. The verse 

reads: "But renunciation, 0 mighty-armed, is hard to attain without 

yoga. The sage intent upon yoga reaches Brahman before long." 3 With 

the understanding that renunciation and Brahman. the two objects of 

attainment stated here, are one and the same, and finding support 

from a passage of the Taittidya Upanisad that equates the two, 

1 Here, Olivelle reads samnyasa as" a discipline undertaken by a Y.i!.i" 
i.e. by a monk (1981, 266). Sailkara's interpretation differs first in that 
the YA.liis not necessarily seen as a monk. This is evidenced by the 
fact that Sailkara glosses yatayab (yatis) simply by yatanasilab 
(habituated to exertion). Besides, the expression "yoga of samnyasa" 
is referred to in the introduction to the Upani~ad to show that 
karman cannot coexist "with the insight of the identity of the Self and 
Brahman" (brahmat maikatvadarSanena saha), and in the eo m ment on 
3.1.4 to show that even though this verse refers to the knower 
(vidvan) as "involved in practices" (kriyavan), yet he "disports in the 
Self" (at makridah), "rejoices in the Self" (at maratih), is" steadfast in 
Brahman" (brahmanisthab) and provides absolutely no proof that 
knowledge has to be combined with action to yield the result of 
liberation. Hence everything indicates that samnyasa here refers 
above all to an inner renunciation which, as we saw, can only be that 
of authorship. A second point of difference with Olivelle is that 
Sailkara seems to regard samnyasa as the goal of the discipline, that is, 
as" steadfastness in Brahman alone." . 
2 te ea sannyasayogatsarvakarmaparityagalaksaoayogat 
kevalabrahmanistharopadyogat ... $uddhasattvab (MuBh 3.2.6, 172-
173). 
3 samnyasastu mahabaho dubkhamaptumayogatab I 

yogayukto munirbrahma na cireoadhigacchati 11 (BGBh 5.6, 251) 
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Sankara holds that "renunciation, the topic under discussion, is termed 

'Brahman.' because it consists in steadfastness in the knowledge of the 

supreme Self." 1 This remark is undoubtedly characteristic of 

Sankara's usual approach and wording on the subject of renunciation, 

and brings again to light how much clearly, from his perspective, 

renunciation means, above all, abandonment o~ authorship as an 

essential characteristic of immediate knowledge of the Self. 

Interestingly, a gloss from BGBh 18.49 shows a significant 

hesitation between the idea that knowledge and renunciation are 

identical and the notion that the former precedes the latter. Our 

commentator writes that the knower of the Self attains to perfection 

"through renunciation. that is, through right insight; or through 

renunciation of all actions preceded by the latter" (samnyasena 

samyagdarsanena tatporvakeoa va sarvakarmasamnyasena). 2 The 

identification of samnyasa with right insight is quite equivalent to 

that with Brahman in the BGBh 5.6. In both cases we seem to have a 

metaphorical identlt y bet we en renunciation and ~irect Self

knowledge, in that the two words are not employed with their 

primary usage (mukhyavrtti), but rather with one that is secondary 

(guoavrtti or laksaoavrtti 3). It seems proper to analyse this 

1 paramiitmajijanani3th3Jak~aoatvatprakrtah samnyaso brahmocyate 
(BGBh 5.6, 252). 
2 BGBh 18.49, 733. 
3 As noticed by Ivan Kocmarek, Sankara does not see a significant 
difference between guoavrtti and lak~aoavrtti: "they see m nothing 
more than alternative appellations for the general concept of non
primary designation" (16). It is with Suresvara and particularly with 
Sarvajnatman that, along with the famous standard Advaita 
subdivision of laksaoa into three types, the distinction between the 
two was fully developed (Ibid., 18-19). In fact the difference was 
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metaphorical identity in a way similar to Sarvajnatman's when 

dealing with the mahavakyas (great sayings) of the Uoanisads such as 

"Thou art That." According to him, this kind of metaphor can be 

understood either in terms of gunavrt ti. that is, on the basis of a 

cam m on quality, or in terms of laksanavrtti. that is, on the basis of 

some connection with the primary usage (Kocmarek, 48-50). Using 

Suresvara's explanation from N aiskarmyasiddhi 2.55, Sarvajnat man 

holds that the individual" I" can be metaphorically said to be That 

[supreme Self] because it shares the following qualities with the latter: 

inwardness, subtlety and the (apparent) nature of consciousness (Ibid., 

49). This equation is thus explained in terms of gunavrtti. In the 

same manner, we can understand that renunciation is said to be 

Brahman or its direct knowledge, because it is also characterized by 

actionlessness. Then Sarvajnat man ex plains "Thou art That" in terms 

of jahadajahallaksana. which is, according to him, the only type of 

laksana properly accounting for such statements, and in which a part 

of the usual meaning of both terms is left out and a part of it is 

retained. In "Thou art That," the primary sense of remoteness implied 

by "That" is left aside and the primary sense of duality contained in 

"r is also abandoned ObidJ Yet a portion of the remaining semantic 

scope of both a I" and a That" remains corn m on, namely the sense of 

pure and absolute consciousness (Ibid., 77). Similarly, in the case of 

renunciation and knowledge of Brahman. the primary meaning of 

already given by Kumarila, gunavrtti being defined in his 
Tantravarttika as the secondary usage based on similar qualities 
found in the two primary meanings, and laksanavrt ti being defined as 
the secondary usage occurring when there remains a connection with 
the primary usage (Ibid., 15). 
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renunciation as the physical action of abandoning a material object is 

left behind, and the primary meaning of knowing something (namely 

Brahman) as an object is dropped. The remaining common meaning 

bet we en renunciation and direct knowledge of Brahman is then the 

absence of all activity and authorship. 

Now, coming back to the comment on Gita 18.49, the intent of the 

second gloss on "through samnyasa" seems to present the relationship 

between knowledge and renunciation no longer in terms of identity 

but in terms of cause and effect: "or through renunciation of all actions 

preceded by the latter [right insight!." Renunciation is no longer equal 

to Self -knowledge, but an effect of it. This statement again confirms 

the basic sequence leading to liberation that was identified earlier in 

many passages, where renunciation of authorship follows the 

emergence of immediate knowledge (jijanotpattil and yields a 

permanent state of being as actionless as the Self (jijananistha). 

Let us now turn to the various quotations given at the beginning 

of our discussion on the relationship between renunciation and 

knowledge, and try to summarize Sankara's position on the subject. 

First. at least some of these statements do enjoin physical 

renunciation as a means of full absorption in the discipline of 

knowledge, particularly those passages where renunciation is said to 

be a subsidiary element or auxiliary (ailga) of knowledge. For instance, 

in the introduction to chapter 3 of the BGBh, it is enjoined on the 

seeker after liberation (mumuksu) and then justified by quotations 

from various sources, stating the possibility of adopting 

samnyasaSrama early in life, directly after st udentship 
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(brahmacarya). 1 Commenting on BUBh 3.5.1, Olivelle clearly defines 

renunciation's role as .w.li.A, with respect to knowledge: 

A ritual, according to Mimamsa. contains two types of actions and 

things: principal and subsidiary. The latter has no independent 

purpose, but serves the principal to attain its object. Here 

Saq1kara. using ritual categories, regards knowledge as the 

principal element that causes liberation, and renunciation 

characterized by the abandonment of rites and ritual 

instruments as a subsidiary element within the process of 

acquiring knowledge and achieving liberation (1986-87, 1:88-89). 

Thus, from Sailkara's perspective, renunciation as an .i.Jl&..i. of 

knowledge is physical in nature, and is not an indispensable condition 

for liberation as is knowledge. 

Except for the monosemic usage of ailga. all the other terms 

ex pressing the relationship between renunciation and knowledge do 

not seem to be reducible to the expression of a single invariable 

connection between the two notions. They seem ~o leave room for 

polysemy, and to define different connections according to context. 

For instance. pOrvaka can be used to state that renunciation precedes 

knowledge or vice-versa. Moreover. as stated by Sailkara in his BGBh 

2.55, accordingly as one considers a scriptural statement as applying to 

a seeker after knowledge or to an already enlightened person, it can 

be a means (for the aspirant) or a characteristic (for the enlightened). 

Because this also applies to statements of renunciation, the 

1 BGBh 3, intro, 137. 
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relationship between the latter and knowledge will vary according to 

the state of consciousness of the person to whom it refers. 

Taking into account the various aspects discussed so far, we can 

summarize Sati.kara's viewpoint on the relationship between 

renunciation and immediate Self -knowledge as a means to liberation 

in the following manner: 

If immediate Self -knowledge precedes renunciation. then, 

according to context, the latter is 1- above all, abandonment of 

authorship or 2- possibly, both the latter and abandonment of all 

practices. Here, direct Self -knowledge is the logical cause of 

abandonment of authorship because it alone can destroy ignorance 

and its effects, such as superimposition of authorship on the Self (BSBh 

2.3.48, 513). 

If renunciation precedes immediate Self -knowledge. then, 

according to context, renunciation is 1- when possible- and for 

Brahmanas only -1 physical abandonment of ritual actions (itself 

preceded by some mediate knowledge about the real nature of the 

Self) as an auxiliary to the discipline of knowledge and\or 2- the inner 

process of withdrawal (mainly through meditation and available to 

both the karmayogin and the formal renouncer aspiring to liberation) 

until the cessation of all mental activity in the experience of the Self 

(akhaodakaravrtti) z or 3- most basic of all meanings, renunciation of 

1 For Sati.kara's restriction of physical renu.nciation to Brahmanas. 
based on his literal reading of the word Brahmana when associated 
with physical renunciation, see BUBh 1.4.15, 125; 3.5.1, 334; 4.5.15, 552; 
MuBh 1.2.12, 110; BGBh 2.11, 34; Up ad 2.1.2, 211. 
2Here, the inner process of renunciation can be said to be the "cause" 
of immediate Self -knowledge only in the sense that it serves in 
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0 authorship understood as the middle term of the logical sequence 

which goes from attainment of immediate knowledge of the Self 

(jfiiinaprapti) to "resting» or being permanently steadfast in that 

knowlege of the actionless Self (iitmajO:ananistha). 

c 

Finally, if renunciation" is» immediate Self -knowledge. it simply 

represents, in a figurative way, a characteristic of the direct 

experience of the Self, in other words, the absence of the binding sense 

of authorship. 

In the final analysis, abandonment of authorship remains that 

type of renunciation which is so intimately related to the actionless 

and unbounded nature of direct Self -knowledge that, even though a 

simple characteristic of the latter, it also acquires the status of a~ 

qua non of liberation. In our opinion, if Sailkara insisted so much on 

that characteristic of the Self, it is because, for his opponents, 

knowledge of the Self remained in the field of mental activity and 

identification to boundaries such as the body, which was erroneous 

knowledge for the great revivalist of Advaita. 

eliminating the obstacles to the pure reflection of the Self in the 

intellect. 
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4.3- Sarvakarmasamnyisa as distinct from karmasamnyisa 

According to the prevailing understanding among interpreters, 

the compound sarvakarmasamnyisa in Sail.kara's works always 

means physical abandonment (samnyisa) of all (sarva) ritual actions 

(karmans) prescribed by the scriptures for the first three stages of life 

(asramas). It is commonly understood that Sail.kara will use this 

compound equally, and only, for the physical renunciation of both the 

seeker after enlightenement (vividisisamnyisa) and the enlightened 

(vidvatsamnyisa). But a systematic, comparative and contextual 

analysis of Sail.kara's use of words and compounds conveying the 

meaning of renunciation proves the case to be otherwise. The 

following analysis will shed more light on a third possible meaning of 

expressions such as sarvakarmasamnyisa. that is, renunciation of 

authorship accompanied, or even unaccompanied, by physical 

renunciation. We have already indicated that the purport of the step 

termed sarvakarmasamnyasa in Sail.kara's exposition of the logical 

sequence toward liberation is renunciation of authorship without 

mandatory physical renunciation. In support of this view, we will 

now demonstrate that other passages convey the same basic 

viewpoint. 

In his introduction to chapter S, Sail.kara explicitly distinguishes 

between a type of renunciation which is free from the limitation of 

authorship, and another that is not. He clearly makes a separate case 

of« the renunciation of action (karmasamnyasa) which, accompanied 

by the sense of authorship, applies to a few actions [only], and which is 

different from the renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasa) 
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0 previously referred to and done by the knowers of the Self." 1 First, it 

should be noted that Sankara distinguishes the two types of 

renunciation by adding the word sarva (all) to the compound referring 

to the renunciation that is devoid of authorship. Second, let us set 

aside possible but inadequate interpretations of the comparison. 

When, in this passage, the author compares karmasamnyasa with 

sarvakarmasamnyasa. he does not contrast inappropriate physical 

renunciation motivated by rajasic or tamasic tendencies such as 

laziness or misunderstanding, 2 with proper physical renunciation 

motivated by a mediate knowledge concerning the true nature of the 

Self. Evidence for this is provided by the fact that, while commenting 

on" samnyasa and karmayoga both lead to the highest bliss" (verse 5.2), 

Sankara specifies that the incomplete renunciation, referred to by him 

as "mere renunciation of ritual actions" (karmasamnyasatkevaHit ), 

does lead to liberation: if a rajasic or tamasic renunciation called 

karmasamnyasa yielded this result it would contradict the scriptures, 

which is untenable for Sankara. Furthermore, whereas Sankara 

suggests that karmasamnyasa entails the sense of authorship and 

sarvakarmasamnyasa does not, physical renunciation as accompanied 

by mere mediate knowledge of the Self's freedom from authorship 

(which is a mental activity) is not bereft of that authorship, because 

only direct experience of oneself as identical with the actionless Self 

can eliminate the sense of being a doer. Indeed, when devoid of direct 

1 karmasarp,nyasatpOrvoktat mavitkartrkasarvakarmasarp,nyasavi
laksaoat satyeva kartrtvavijfijine karmaikade$avisayat (BGBh intro 5, 
245). 
2 For a short description of this type of renunciation, see BGBh 18.7-8. 

162 



0 knowledge of the actionless Self, the act of physically renouncing is 

also characterized by authorship. "Because the Self is immutable," 

writes Sankara, "the fact that authorship etc., comes from ignorance 

holds good with regard to all actions alike." 1 Our author ex plains in 

his BGBh 4.18 how the sense of authorship is found in all people who do 

not know the actionless nature of the Self by direct experience, 

whether they have physically renounced or are still living in society: 

c 

... and superimposing on the Self action pertaining to the body 

etc., one thinks:" I am a doer, this ritual action is mine, I must 

enjoy its result." In the same way, one thinks:" I shall remain 

quiet, so that I may be without fatigue, free from action, happy;" 

having superimposed on the Self the cessation of activity 

pertaining to the body and the senses and the ensuing happiness, 

one imagines:" I am doing nothing now, I am quiet and happy." 2 

Corn menting on GIUi 18.24, Sankara further specifies that "even the 

doer of a satt vie action is ignorant of the Self and has the sense of 

being an acting ego (sahamkara)." 3 Whether the re_nouncer having 

physically abandoned ritual actions is simply lazy or an ardent seeker 

after liberation totally devoting himself to the discipline of 

know ledge, his renunciation is not complete and does not involve 

1 tatca sarvakriyasvapi samanam kartrtvaderavidyakrtatvama
vikriyatvadit man ab (BGBh 2.21. 74). 
2 ... dehadyasrayam karmatmanyadhyaropyaham kart a 
mamaitatkarma mayasya phalam bhoktavyamiti ea. tathiham 
tOsnim bhavami yeniham nirayiso 'karma sukbi syamiti 
kiyakaranasrayavyipicoparamam tatkrtam ea 
sukhitvamitmanyadbyiropya na karomi kimcittosnim 
sukhamisamityabhimanyate lokab (BGBh 4.18, 203). 
3 sittvikasyipi karmano 'nitmavitsahamkarab kart a (BGBh 18.24, 711). 
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c eradication of ignorance and its effects, because it does not include 

abandonment of authorship. Moreover, in his BUBh 4.3.22, Sankara even 

refers to practices of the unenlightened formal renouncer as specific 

"karmans" (692) which define him as a monk in contrast to people 

belonging to other stages of life. Thus, the abandonment of "a few 

karmans" pertaining to karniayoga and the adoption of those 

pertaining to monasticism,even when they exclude everything but 

the discipline of knowledge, is not what the commentator 

understands by sarvakarmasamnyasa in his introduction to chapterS 

of the Gita. 

Nor does Sankara oppose karmasamnyasa to 

sarvakarmasamnyasa in the following terms: karmasamnyasa in the 

sense of sattvic and appropriate physical renunciation unaccompanied 

by mediate knowledge, versus sarvakarmasamnyasa in the sense of 

karmasamnyasa when accompanied by mediate knowledge. This is 

because discrimination between the reality of the Self and the non

Self OH man at m avast uviveka), which includes the general mediate 

knowledge about the Self's freedom from authorship, is a condition for 

initiation into sattvic formal physical renunciation. Thus, the first 

element of the opposition cannot even exist: by definitiion, there can 

be no appropriate and sattvic physical renunciation without general 

mediate knowledge. As the above proposed opposition includes a 

term that is not even valid, it is not likely to be the meaning intended 

by Sailkara. 

Nor is Sailkara contrasting proper physical renunciation by the 

seeker after liberation with the enlightened's physical renunciation 

accompanied by permanent immediate Self-knowledge. A detailed 
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0 analysis is needed to refute this interpretation. The whole 

introduction to chapter 5 aims at showing that the question 

(answered by verse 5.2) as to which of the two- karmayoga or 

karmasamnyasa- is superior, does not apply to the liberated-in-this

life 1 because, according to Sail.kara, these options represent two paths 

for the unenlightened and, by definition, involve the sense of 

authorship. Sailkara's viewpoint in this regard is well summarized by 

Karl Potter: 

But any action can only proceed on the basis of the assumption of 

a difference between agent and action, action and result. 

Precisely because the liberated self is one who no longer 

recognizes any such distinctions, it follows that one who knows 

his Self cannot perform any action at all, whether enjoined by 

scripture or otherwise. By the same token, as Sarpkara sees it, the 

notion that scripture enjoins action upon the Self-knower must 

necessarily be mistaken (1981, 41 ). 

In particular, according to the context of chapters 4 and 5, the 

idea of threading a path defined by the conditions of ignorance of the 

Self is incompatible with both the enlightened man continuing his life 

in society, and the enlightened formal renouncer. Whether he pursues 

ritual actions just for the welfare of the world (lokasailgraha) or 

1 According to Sailkara, Gl1..i 18.3 also features the same kind of 
situation. In verses 18.2-3, says the commentator, "the options 
concerning renunciation [of desire-prompted rites or of all rites] and 
abandonment [of the results of all rites] concern only the ones that are 
qualified for rites. But those who see the supreme reality ... are 
outside the purview of these options." 
... karmanyadhik[tiinpratyevai§a samnyasatyagavikalpab. ye tu 
0aramathadar$inah ... na te vikalparhah (BGBh 18.3, 679). 
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0 abandons them physically, the Self -knower remains beyond the 

obligation of undertaking karmayoga or physical renunciation, which 

are enjoined for two types of unenlightened people. Before 

contrasting karmasamnyasa and sarvakarmasamnyasa in the passage 

under discussion (taken from his introduction to chapter 5), Sankara 

first rejects the possiblity that karmayoga be mandatory for such a 

Self -know er: 

c 

... it is taught that, owing to the contradiction between right and 

false knowledge as well as between their effects, for the Self

knower, there is no possibility of karmayoga- the opposite of the 

latter [renunciation of all actions] -1 which is accompanied by the 

sense of authorship based on false knowledge and which consists 

in a state where the Self is active. Wherefore it is rightly said 

that,for the Self-knower whose false knowledge has disappeared, 

karmayoga. which is based on erroneous knowledge, is 

impossible. 2 

1 Here, the authors of the three complete English translations of the 
BGBh now available completely miss the significance of the word 
sarva in the compound sarvakarmasamnyasa. which often 
distinguishes, in Sailkara's usage, renunciation of authorship by the 
Self-knower from the renunciation of the seeker. Alladi Mahadeva 
Sastry translates" sarvakarmasam,nyasam ... tadviparitasya ... 
karmayogasya)) with "Karma-Yoga, the reverse of Karma-Sa.m_nyasa" 
(Sailkara 1985, 1S7);Gambhirananda, with "Karma-yoga -which is 
opposed to renunciation of actions" (Sankara 1984, 236); and 
Ramachandra Aiyar, with" karma-yoga- which is its (renunciation's) 
opposite" (BGBh, 183). 
2 ... tadviparitasya mithyajiliinamolakakartrtvabhimanapurab
sarasya sakriyat masyarOpavasthinarQoasya karmayogasya ... 
samyagjiHinamithyajnanatatkiryavirodhadabhivab pcatipadyate 
yasmattasmadatmavido nivrttimithyajnanasya 
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This is also specified as follows in BGBh 3.5: " ... for the men of 

knowledge who, not moving from their Self, are unmoved by the 

gunas. karmayoga is not possible." 1 However, verse 5.2 states that 

"karmayoga is superior to karmasamnyasa." Because both the 

enlightened physical renouncer and the monastic seeker after 

liberation have physical ren-unciation (karmasamnyasa) in common, 

the latter could be interpreted here as the enlightened's physical 

abandonment and therefore be viewed as inferior to the karmayoga 

of the unenlightened person. To avoid this, Sail.kara distinguishes 

sarvakarmasamnyasa from karmasamnyasa. specifying that, in the 

case of the latter, the sense of authorship is still prevailing while it is 

completely absent in the former by virtue of direct Self-knowledge. 

In his BGBh 18.11, he underscores that the possibility and impossibility 

of sarvakarmasamnyasa are functions, respectively, of the absence 

and presence of the sense of authorship in the form of identification 

with the body. The notion usually conveyed by the word sarva is here 

ex pressed by the adverb aSesatab (completely) which is borrowed 

from the verse: 

... for the wearer of a body, for the ignorant, it is not possible lQ. 

abandon. to renounce, action completelv,entirely .... Therefore, 

the complete renunciation of action is possible only for the seer of 

viparyayajiiiinamolah karmayogo na sambhavatiti yuktamuktam 
~- .. (BGBh intro S, 244) 
1 jijaninam tu gunairacilyamananam svataScalanibhivitkarmayogo 
nopapadyate (BGBh 3.5, 146). 
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the supreme reality, who is not the wearer of a body. that is, does 

not regard the body as the Self. 1 

In BGBh 18.48, the same impossibility and possibility are explained 

respectively in terms of ignorance (avidya) and direct knowledge of 

the Self, leaving no doubt that the renunciation referred to is the 

result of enlightenment: 

... it has been said that because, due to ignorance, action is 

superimposed on the Self. it is not possible for the unenlightened 

to renounce action completely "even for a moment" [3.5]. On the 

contrary, as ignorance has been dispelled by knowledge, the 

enlightened is indeed able to abandon action completely ... 2 

Let us now summarize our answer as to why, in the passage 

quoted from the introduction to chapter 5, the contrast made by 

Sailkara between karmasamnyasa and sarvakarmasamnyasa is not 

bet we en physical renunciation, and the same accompanied by 

abandonment of authorship. We have seen that both karmayoga and 

karmasamnyasa (physical renunciation) are oppos~d to 

sarvakarmasamnyasa experienced by the enlightened man in the 

form of renunciation of authorship. Particularly according to the 

context of chapters 4 and 5 of the commentary, the second term of the 

opposition also includes the inner renunciation of the Self-knower 

1 ... dehabhrta 'jijena na Sakyam tyaktum samnyasitum 
karmanya$esato nih$esena .... tasmat 0aramarthadar$inaivade
habh(ta dehatmabhavarahitenaSe~akarmasamnyasab $akyate 
kart u m (BGBh 18.11, 690-691). 
2 ... karma tadat manyavidyiidhyaropitamevetyavidvannahi 
ka$citksanamapya$esatastyakt u m Saknotityuktam. vidvamstu 
punarvidyaya 'vidyayam nivrttayam $aknotyevaSesatab karma 
parityaktum ... (BGBh 18.48, 732). 
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who has not adopted monastic life. We have already established that, 

in chapter 4 and 5 of the BGBh, the renunciation attributed to the 

"knowers of the Self" and identified in the passage under discussion as 

having indeed been" previously referred to," applies to enlightened 

people that may be active in society as well as to formal renouncers, 

and is termed as sarvakarmasamnyasa in both cases. Thus the 

sarvakarmasamnyasa of the enlightened man still in society is as 

opposed to karmayoga and karmasamnyasa. as that of the enlightened 

monk. The reason is that sarvakarmasamnyasa is opposed to 

karmayoga and karmasamnyasa. insofar as it refers to abandonment 

of authorship, not insofar as it refers to the combination of 

abandonment of authorship and physical renunciation. Hence, the 

meaning intended by sarvakarmasamnyasa in the introduction to 

chapter 5 must be specific enough to account for the renunciation of 

all direct Self-knowers, whether they be in society or living as a 

recluse. Now, while the enlightened monk possesses both physical 

renunciation and renunciation of authorship, the enlightened person, 

pursuing his or her duties as before possesses only the latter. 

Accordingly, it is only their shared type of renunciation, i.e. 

abandonment of authorship, that can serve as the opposite pole of 

both karmayoga as karmasamnyasa. 

Thus, the only valid interpretation of this contrast between 

karmasamnyasa and sarvakarmasamnyasa remains the opposition 

bet we en physical renunciation accompanied by a general mediate 

knowledge, and renunciation of authorship (kartrtvasamnyasa) as a 

result of immediate knowledge of the Self in either the enlightened 

man continuing his life in society or the enlightened physical 
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renouncer. Again, sarvakarmasamnyasa is really meant to identify 

that type of renunciation which is devoid of authorship and is a 

universal characteristic of the state of liberation-in-this-life.! 

t It could be pointed out that because even the liberated-in-this-life is 
said to be still subject to the influence of his prarabdhakarmans 
(effects from actions done in previous lives that have started to reach 
fruition in the form of the present life's conditions), so that actions are 
not really" all" abandoned. It is indeed understood in Advaita that 
direct knowledge of the Self destroys only saijcitakarmans (effects 
from all past actions that have not yet reached fruition) and 
agamikarmans (effects from actions done in the present life and that 
will reach fruition in the future); so that the human life of the 
enlightened person continues to feel the results of action until the 
prarabdhakarmans get exhausted through being experienced during 
the remaining lifetime. But commenting on the scriptural statement 
that "alr (sarva) actions are burnt by the fire of knowledge, Raman a 
Maharshi observes that it is in respect to prarabdha- as well as to 
saOcita- and agamikarmans that "when there is no kart a [doer] none of 
them can hold out any longer" (Ram ana Maharshi, 349). He then 
provides the following ex ample:" if a man with three wives dies, it is 
asked, 'Cant woof them be called widows and the third not?' All are 
widows. So it is with prarabdha. agami and sanchita" (Ibid.). He goes on 
to say that the statement that prarabdhakarmans are not eradicated 
by knowledge is made from an empirical standpoint where the body 
and movements of the enlightened person can be seen to continue as 
before. "But from the jiliini's point of view," he adds, "there is only the 
Self which manifests in such variety. There is no body or karma apart 
from the Self, so that the actions do not affect him" (Ibid.). 
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CHAPTER 5 

KARMAYOGA AS AN AUTONOMOUS PATH TO SELF-KNOWLEDGE 

In view of the fact that physical renunciation is not a part of the 

necessary steps in the universal sequence toward liberation, 

karmayoga appears under a new light. Although it is connected with 

the bondage of action, it has the power to generate enough purity of 

mind for the direct experience of the actionless Self to occur and to 

lead spontaneously to liberation. What then are the practices covered 

by karmayoga according to Sa:rikara? What are, in karmayoga. the 

roles of remote means (bahirailgas) such as ritual actions and of 

proximate means (antarailgas) such as meditation, for bringing about 

direct Self-knowledge? Do the proximate means include the discipline 

of knowledge? How does Sailkara explain the exact relationship 

between karmayoga's belonging to the realm of bondage, its power to 

ensure the rise of immediate Self-knowledge, and the refutation of 

the theory of the combination of action and knowledge as means for 

liberation (jiianakarmasamuccayavada)? These are the questions 

which now need to be answered in order to understand the specific 

value given by Sailkara to inner and outer forms of renunciation in 

the broad context of the different means and ways of life variously 

conducive to liberation. 

5.1- Karmayoga and rites 

Following Bhagavadgita 3.3 and Sa:rikara's commentary 

thereupon, we have so far identified karmani~tha with karmayoga. 
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As stated by the Gita itself in verse 6.1, the karmayogin is" he who 

performs his bounden duty without leaning to the results of karman." 

1 Sailkara ex plains that while some rites prescribed by the scriptures 

are already obligatory by virtue of their purifiying effect for the man 

who does not desire liberation (BSBh 3.4.32, 789-790), they become even 

more purifying and condudve to the rise of direct Self -knowledge and 

liberation, for one who, desirous of liberation, performs them without 

attachment for their results (BSBh 4.3.34, 792). Strictly speaking, 

karmayoga would therefore be only a part of a greater category 

within the sphere of karmanistha. Since the karmayogin differs from 

other karmins in that he aspires to liberation 2 and cultivates 

abandonment of the results of his actions, we can therefore 

distinguish within karmanistha two types of steadfastness in action: 

one which is based on attachment to results of actions, and which 

aims at goals different from knowledge of the non-dual Self and 

liberation, and which we may call karmamarga. the path of action; and 

another steadfastness which is based on renunciation of the results of 

actions, which aims at liberation, and which we may call karmayoga. 

the yoga of action. 3 While, in the first type, one is simply considered a 

karmin. one is a karmayogin in the second. 

Since some people may be aspiring to liberation, but are not 

qualified for the sacrifices which are usually attached to karmayoga. 

1 anii$ritah karmaphalam karyam karma karoti yab ... (BGBh 6.1, 282) 
2 In many passages, Sailkara defines the karmayogin as a seeker after 
liberation (mumuksu); see for example, BSBh 4.1.18, BGBh 3.30, 4.11, 4.38, 
and 18.6. 
3 The same distinction is made by Mahadevan bet we en karmamarga 
and karmayoga (1940, 22). 

172 

http:3.30,4.11,4.38


c 

c 

the latter can be extended to mean unattached performance of 

whatever means of purification one is eligible for. Thus, two more 

types of people who do not practice Vedic sacrifices are also to be 

included in the category of karmayogins: 1- the unenlightened people 

who, although normally qualified for Vedic sacrifices, cannot perform 

them (widowers, for instance) but who, aiming at liberation, can still 

pursue without attachment practices which are recommended for 

people in general, such as repetition of mantras (i.ill) and yogic 

meditation which is available irrespective of any social condition 

(BSBh 3.4.38, 794); 2- the unenlightened people belonging to the varna of 

Sodras and who, even though not permitted Vedic studies and 

practices, can nevertheless pursue, for liberation and without 

attachment, the practices attached to their varna as well as those 

recommended for people in general (BSBh 3.4.38, 794). The fact that 

Sailkara considers karmayoga as bhaktiyoga. that is, ((the worship of 

the Lord through one's duty (svakarmaoat (BGBh 18.56, 607), 1 

supports the idea that all people who, whatever their social status 

and competence, perform their prescribed duty without attachment 

to their results, are karmayogins. 

Finally, the group of unenlightened people who, whether 

normally qualified or not for sacrifices, neither desire liberation nor 

practice anything prescribed by the scriptures, would be within the 

category of karmanistha insofar as it means the state of ignorance 

and bondage of authorship, but outside that category, insofar as it 

consists of the performance of practices prescribed by the 

1 svakarmaoa bhagavato 'bhyarcanabhaktiyogasya ... (BGBh 18.56, 744) 
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scriptures. 1 

Karmans dealt with in the scriptures are traditionaly classified 

into four categories: nityakarmans (obligatory daily duties), 

naimit tikakarmans (obligatory rites which are occasional or 

periodical), kamyakarmans (desire-prompted rites, i.e. done for a 

particular benefit) and pratisiddhakarmans (prohibited actions). For 

karmayoga. the Gita recommends the performance of only the nitya

and naimit tikakarmans (i.e. niyatakarmans), without attachment for 

them and for their result, an attitude which purifies the mind: 

"Whatever obligatory action is performed, 0 Arjuna, merely because it 

ought to be done, leaving attachment and also the fruit, such 

abandonment is regarded as sat tvicll (18.9). 2 But others passages of 

the Gita (and Sailkara's commentaries upon them) suggest that 

karmayoga as cultivation of non-attachment to results applies in fact 

to all actions:" Whatever you do, whatever you eat, whatever you 

offer in sacrifice, whatever you give away, whatever austerity you 

practice, 0 son of Kunti, do that as an offering to Me» (9.27). 3 Thus, the 

concept of karmayoga is again ex pandect beyond its more restricted 

definitions: the non-attachment required in karmayoga is applicable 

not only to obligatory daily duties, but to any action in life. 

1 We will mention later the destiny of these people according to the 
scriptures. 
2 karyamityeva yatkarma niyatam kriyate 'rjuna I 

sailgam tyaktva phalam caiva sa tyagah sattviko matah 11 

(BGBh 18.9). 
3 yatkarosi yada$nisi yajjuhosi dadisi yat I 

yattapasyasi kaunteya tatkurusva madarpaoam 11 

(BGBh 9.27). 
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In fact, a definition of karmayoga based only on the above 

fourfold classification of karmans in terms of external, identifiable 

aspects of actions, would be misleading, because karmayoga is not a 

function of the performance of a particular type of action but rather 

of the attitude of non-attachment present even when a rite formally 

defined as desire-prompted happens to be performed. As specified by 

Sankara. "indeed, in cases such as the desire-prompted agnihotra. it is 

admitted that by the destruction of the desire [for the result], the 

agnihotra ceases to be desire-prompted. So, actions produce different 

results, according as they are done with or without expectation.» 1 It 

follows that if an action formally defined as an obligatory rite were 

done with a desire for a specific result, it would become a desire

prompted rite and would spoil the spirit of karmayoga. Hence, for 

Sankara, karmayoga must be defined as the performance of at least 

the nityanaimittikakarmans and of all other non-prohibited actions 

without attachment to them nor to their results. 

The practice of this non-attachment is often described by 

Sankara as total abandonment of actions themselves and of their 

results to the Lord, I §vara: "He who does all actions. resigning them to 

Brahman. depositing them in I $vara. with the thought that he does 

them for His sake, as a servant does for his master, abandoning 

attachment even for liberation.~is not soiled. not bound, by evil. like 

a lot us-leaf by water.» 2 The idea of mine-ness (mamatva) is not to be 

1 drua ea kiimyagnihotradau kiimopamardena 
kiimyagnihotradihiinistatha matipurvakamatipurvakatvadinaw 
karmaoam kiiryavi$esasyarabdhatvam d[§tam (BGBh 4.24, 217). 
2 brahmaoi§vara iidhiiya nik~ipya tadartham karomiti bh(tya iva 
svamyartharp. sarvaoi karmaoi mokse 'pi phale sangam tyaktva 
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entertained by the karmayogin. as his spirit must be" I perform 

action for the sake of the Lord alone, not for my benefit." 1 

Furthermore, even the intent of pleasing the Lord must be abandoned 

(BGBh 2.48, 77). 2 

But what is meant exactly by the purifying effect of this 

performance? In respect to the accomplishment of actions as such, 

regardless of the doer's attitude, Sailkara first ex plains -following the 

Gita- that the Vedas are the expression of how the world revolves 

according to its Creator, I svara (BGBh 3.16, 117). And if, in accord with 

this world-vision, the Vedas prescribe to man rites that will satisfy 

gods, rsis and manes, it is because, at all levels, the wheel of life is a 

constant exchange of "food" (BGBh 3.11, 113). If man does not maintain 

his contribution as a giver to the rest of the world, he becomes a thief 

(BGBh 3.12, 114). Thus we can say that performance of rites purifies 

man in that it maintains his individual life in tune with the basic 

organizing principle of the universe. 

But then how exactly does renunciation of the results of all 

actions also produce in itself a purifying effect? First, Sailkara 

remarks that it maintains steadiness of mind: "Therefore the purport 

is that only such a performer of action who gives up the thought of 

the result, can become a yogin. a man of composure, one whose mind is 

not distracted -because the cause of the mind's distraction, namely 

karoti yab sarvakarmiigL lipyate na sa piipena na sambadhyate 
padmapatramiviimbha sodakena (BGBh 5.10, 255-256). 
I Isvarayaiva karma karomi na mama phaHiya (BGBh 5.11, 256). 
2I$varo me tusyatviti sailgam tyaktva (BGBh 2.48, 108). 
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the expectation of the result, has been renounced." 1 Sankara specifies 

elsewhere that while performing actions, «one should pay more 

at tent ion to the means rather than to the end" (TUBh 1.12, 282). 2 This 

way of doing thus contributes to evenness of mind. In turn, this 

calmness tends to loosen the grip of bondage on the awareness:« ... 

even if they are binding by.nat ure, actions naturally cease to be so by 

virtue of mental equanimity ... " 3 

But, of course, for Sankara, only immediate knowledge of the Self 

can free from all bondage, and any type of renunciation done by one 

who is still unenlightened will result in limited freedom as long as its 

effect of purification has not allowed the mind to experience its non

dual essential nature. What is then for him the difference between 

renunciation of the results of action in karmayoga and that 

renunciation which really ensures liberation? In a passage already 

quoted above (BGBh 5.11, 193), while stating that the karmayogin 

should avoid the feeling of mine-ness, Sailkara manifestly attributes 

authorship to him when mentioning that his thought should be for 

example,« I do this for the Lord." In the context of Sailkara's 

understanding of the Self, absence of mine-ness with presence of 

authorship at one time in the same person is contradictory, unless 

absence of mine-ness is relativised or, perhaps, applicable only to the 

results of action and not to things such as the body or the mind which 

l tasmadyab ka$cana karmi sa samnyastaphalasamkalpo bhavetsa 
yogi samadhanavanaviksiptacitto bhaveccittaviksepahetoh 
phalasamkalpasya saa:tnyastatvadityabhiprayab (BGBh 6.2, 287). 
2 up aye 'dhiko yatnah kartavyo nopeye (TUBh 1.12, 279). 
3 ... bandhanasvabhavanyapi karmani samatvabuddhya 
svabhavannivartante ... (BGBh 2.50, 110) 
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c will always be experienced as" possessions» of the individual self as 

long as the non-dual Self is not known by experience to be the 

universal witness. So, in the context of karmayoga. either Sankara 

simply understands absence of mine-ness in a relative sense, or 

applies it only to results of action. 

We saw in chapter 2that when, in verse 12.12, the Gita states 

that from abandonment of the results of actions" peace follows 

immediately» (tyagacchantiranantaram), Sankara feels the need to 

distinguish two types of renunciation of results: that of the 

unenlightened and that of the enlightened. In BGBh 6.2, the same 

difference and resemblance is established between karmayoga and 

the" true» (or supreme) renunciation (paramarthasamnyasa) which, as 

contrasted here by Sankara with the mere physical renunciation of 

verse 6.1, must be equivalent to renunciation of authorship. Again, 

both enlightened and unenlightened men share the attribute of being 

renouncers of the results of action. But the first renounces the latter 

because he has relinquished the authorship of all actions through 

direct Self-knowledge, and the second does it as part of a purifying 

discipline, while authorship of actions has not yet been abandoned: 

There does exist a similarity between karmayoga and true 

samnyasa as far as the agent is concerned. Since he has renounced 

all actions together with its means, he who is a true samnyasin 

abandons the thought about all actions and their results- the 

cause of the desire that leads to involvement in action. While 

17 8 



0 

c 

performing action, the karmayogin also gives up the thought of 

the result of action. 1 

Hence, because. for Sankara, the discipline of karmayoga belongs by 

definition to the sphere of karmanistha. that is, to the domain of 

authorship due to ignorance of the non-dual Self, its renunciation of 

the results of actions has a limited purifying and liberating value. On 

the other hand, as it is based on immediate knowledge of the Self and 

on renunciation of authorship which ensues, the renunciation of 

results of actions pertaining to the sphere of jijananistha is simply 

included in the state of complete non-attachment to, and liberation 

from, all forms of bondage. 

5.2- Meditation as part of karmayoga 

The Vedantic approach to the means of liberation divides them 

into external aids (bahirangas) such as nityakarmans. and internal 

aids (antarangas) such as meditation. It is well established that the 

internal aids are comparatively more direct and efficient for the 

attainment of immediate knowledge of the Self and liberation. 

Therefore, as part of the assessment of karmayoga in Sankara's 

economy of liberation, we must determine whether a practice such as 

meditation is included (by definition) in karmayoga and its nature 

1 asti paramarthasamnyasena sadc$yam kartrdvarakam 
karmayogasya. yo hi paramarthasamnyasi sa 
tyaktasarvakarmasadhanataya sarvakarmatatphala vi~ayam 
samkalpam pravrttihetukamakaranam samnyasyati. ayamapi 
karmayogi karma kurvaga eva phalavi§avam samkalpam 
samnyasyati (BGBh 6.2, 286). 
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and role in comparison with mediate and immediate knowledge of 

the Self found in the sphere of jijananistha. Moreover, as we will see, 

meditation is in fact the most powerful procedure of inner 

renunciation leading to direct Self -knowledge and renunciation of 

authorship. Whatever role meditation plays in karmayoga. it is 

therefore of major significance in understanding the relationships 

between the various forms of renunciation in our author's economy of 

liberation. 

Sail.kara provides definitions of meditation in many places in his 

commentaries. The Sanskrit terms used by him when referring to 

meditation are usually upasana(~. vidya. dhyana. abhyasa or 

nididhyasana. It is a very significant fact that in both the contexts of 

the discipline of knowledge and karmayoga. Sailkara defines 

meditation essentially in the same manner. In his PUBh S.l, where 

meditation on Om is said to be" a means to the realization of the 

inferior and superior Brahman» (paraoarabrahmapractisadhanatvena), 

he gives the following definition of that process:" an unbroken flow of 

self -identification [with the object of meditation], which is not 

interrupted by other thoughts of a different kind, and which is like the 

[unflickering]flame of a lamp in a windless place.» 1 Still accounting for 

cases where the object is either the qualified or the attributeless Self, 

another passage defines it as a process of inner renunciation that 

allows the attention to retire from gross to finer and finer levels of 

1 at mapratyayasanUinavicchedo bhinnajatiyapratyayant arakhilikrto 
nirvatasthadipa$ikhasamah ... (PUBh S.l, 128) For similar definitions of 
meditation, see BGBh 6.35, 8.8,12.3-4,12.9 and 13.24; BUBh 1.3.9; CUBh intro 
and 7.6.1-2; TUBh 1.3.2-4. 
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mental existence and to identify with the object- in this case, the 

supreme Self alone: "Withdrawing the senses of hearing etc. from their 

objects- sound etc.- into the mind, then withdrawing the mind into 

the inner Cogniser (pratyakcetayitr ), 1 and [finally] contemplating the 

latter with one-pointedness, is said to be meditation." 2 It could be 

objected that, according to Sail.kara, this type of meditation describes 

a practice that is available only to formal renouncers, not to 

karmayogins. But immediately after this definition, Sail.kara quotes 

Chandogya Upanisad 7.6.1 as an authority in the matter and, in his 

comment on the latter verse, he also defines meditation by giving 

deities (devaUO as a possible object, thus connecting the process of 

meditation in both verses to the qualified Brahman also. 3 Therefore 

karmayogins are also qualified for the type of meditation that 

culminates in the experience of the inner actionless Self. 

In his book on the contemporary representatives of Sail.kara, 

Cenkner reports that modern Sail.karacaryas do prescribe meditation 

as part of karmayoga (170). However, many scholars consider that it 

does not suit the seeker after liberation at this level. Contrasting the 

~of Patanjali and the Advaita discipline, with karma- and 

bhaktiyoga. Pandurang V. Kane remarks that "the path of Karmayoga 

t Cenkner glosses pratyakcetayitr by "buddhr (75). It rather means 
the actionless Self as, a few lines below, Sail.kara glosses the at m ana m 
that yogins "see" (paSyanti), by the same pratyakcetayitr. 
2 dhyanam nama $abdadibhyo vi~ayebhyab srotradini karanani 
manasyupasamhrtya mana$ca oratyakcetayitaryekigrataya 
yatcintanam taddhyinam (BGBh 13.24, 573). 
3 More evidence for the close connection between meditation on the 
qualified Brahman and nididhyisana as part of the discipline of 
knowledge will be given in the next section. 
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(performing good deeds and acts prescribed by Sastra without 

hankering for rewards) and Bhaktiyoga (wherein there is deep 

devotion to God and self -surrender) appears to me more suitable and 

practical for ordinary human beings" (1977, 5:1462). According to 

Hiriyanna, m edit at ion is to be adopted "in the later phase" of life, as a 

preparation for the life of a· formal samnyasin (1952, 11-12). Mircea 

Eliade also opines that, according to the Gita. yogic meditation is 

reserved for the monk alone (164). 

In fact, when interpreted without recourse to a larger context, 

the scriptures themselves may sometimes give the impression that 

karmayoga includes only rites and no meditation. For example, after 

telling Arjuna in Gita 3.7 that one who engages in karmayoga excels, 

KqQ.a enjoins in the next verse to pursue nitya and naimittika 

actions:" do thou perform obligatory actions" (niyatam kuru karma 

tvam).l In 18.3 and 18.5, these obligatory actions are referred to as 

"sacrifice, gift and austerity" (yajijadanatapah karma). The same three 

terms are used in Brhadaraoyaka Upanisad 4.4.22to describe the 

means through which "Brahmaoas seek to know the Self." Here 

Sailkara specifies that the term sacrifice (yajija)includes "those 

performed with things and those consisting of knowledge" (BUBh, 

524), 2 which could suggest that the term yajija also includes the 

mental sacrifice consisting of meditation. But in BSBh 4.1.18,Sailkara 

quotes the same passage within an argument that makes the 

category of sacrifice preparatory to, rather than including, meditation: 

1 Niyatakarmans (nityanaimittikakarmans) are also said to be 
performed in verses 18.7 and 18.9. 
2yajijeneti dravyayajija jijanayajijaSca (BUBh 4.4.22, 932). 
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"Even so, Agnihotra and other rites are not absolutely useless when 

they are not associated with meditation. Why? Since the $ruti 

declares in They seek to know It through sacrifice', that rites such as 

Agnihotra are without distinction conducive to meditation." 1 In 

addition, BUBh 6.2.16 associates the path defined by the same terms 

(yajnena danena tapasa) with" mere ritualists" (kevelakarminah) who 

do not meditate and therefore go only to the path of the manes. So 

although some ambiguity remains as to the meaning of jijanayajfia in 

BUBh 4.4.22, the main tendency is to exclude meditation from the 

phrase" sacrifice, gift and austerity." 

Following the Upanisads. Sankara mentions in numerous places 

that three possible fates await the unenlightened people (those 

belonging to the sphere of karmanistha) at the time of death. They 

either go to the Brahmaloka through the path of the gods (Northern 

Course), or to inferior heavens such as lndraloka through the path of 

the manes (Southern Course), or get reborn as small animals. Access to 

the path of the gods and to that of the manes com_es respectively from 

practice of meditation (here termed vidya i.e. knowledge) and 

performance of the obligatory rites:" Knowledge and action," says 

Sankara, "are mentioned here as opening the paths of the gods and of 

the manes .... For those who are neither qualified for the path of the 

gods through the practice of meditation nor for the path of the manes 

through the performance of rites, there is the ever rotating third path 

1 tathapi natyantamanapeksam vidyiivihinam karmiignihotriidikam. 
kasmat - 'tametamat m ana m yajnena vividi~anti' 
ityavi$esenagnihotriidervidyiihetutvena $ravaniit (BSBh 4.1.18, 853). 
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involving [birth as] a tiny creature." 1 In the corn mentaries on 

Chandogya 5.10.3 and praSna 1.9, the performance of sacrifices, gifts and 

austerities is not associated with the path of the gods, but with the 

path of the manes, which confirms that it does not include meditation. 

On the other hand, the numerous meditations addressed to the 

karmayogin by the Upanisads as well as by the Bhagavadgita 

prevents one from concluding that meditation, the most proximate 

means to immediate knowledge of the Self, is unavailable outside of 

monasticism. 

At least two hypotheses could be put forward to ex plain why 

meditation is prescribed for karmayogins while not included in what 

could be considered as the basic list of karmayoga's practices. It could 

be said that if only the term sacrifice is mentioned in this basic list, it 

is because 1- the meditations prescribed for karmayogins are only 

those which are to be done during the performance of sacrifices; 

or 2- because sacrifices stand as the most important means in the 

discipline of the karmayogin. meditation being only optional or 

secondary. Let us respond to these hypotheses from Sati.kara's 

viewpoint. 

The first hypothesis is dealt with by Sati.kara in his BSBh 3.3.42. 

The opponent claims that meditation on the letter Q.m.as udgitha and 

such other practices is necessarily enjoined as part of sacrifices, but 

never independently. Sati.kara retorts that meditation cannot always 

I vidyiikarmani hi devayanapitryaoayoh pathoh pratipattau prakrte . 

. . . ye na vidyasadhanena devayane pathyadhikrta napi karmana 
pitryane tesamesa ksudrajantulaksano 'sakrdavarti trtivah panthii 

bhavati (BSBh 3.1.17, 612-613). See also among other passages the 
introduction to KeBh, 34-35, and BGBh 8.24-26. 
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0 be a mere feature of sacrifices because the Chandogya U panisad 

specifies that they are simply rendered more effective by meditation 

and do not need the latter to achieve a relative degree of efficacy by 

themselves (that is, when done by non-meditators). Thus, concludes 

Sailkara, meditations have their independent existence and results, 

and can therefore be objects of injunctions unconnected with 

sa er if ices (722-725 ). 

In his BSBh 4.1.7, Sailkara remarks that when considerations of 

posture of meditation arise in the scriptures, they cannot refer to 

meditations related to sacrifices, since if it were so, these details 

would have been regulated by the prescriptions connected to rites. 

And, for instance, the sitting posture is advised to favor an easy flow 

of awareness toward subtle levels of the object, which is 

characteristic of deep meditation unrelated to out ward ritualistic 

activities (830-831 ). Sankara goes even further by distinguishing a 

subtle type of meditation available in karmayoga which is different 

from those connected with sacrifices. He notices that there are 

"meditations whose results are proximate to liberation, which relate 

to the slightly modified non-dual Brahman and are spoken of in such 

sentences as, 'made up of mind and having prana as the body' [Mu. Up. 

227], and [other meditations] which enhance the [results of] rites and 

rank among ritual auxiliaries ... » 1 In CUBh 8.15.l,he also confirms 

that part of the householder's duty is "withdrawing. bringing back.~ 

1 u0asanani. ... kaivalyasannikr~taphaHioi 
cadvaitadisadvikrtabrahmavisayaoi 'manomayah praoaSadrab' 
ityadioi. karmasamrddhiphaHlni ea karmangasambandhini (CUBh 
intro, 352). 
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his organs into the Self. into Brahman in his heart» and immediately 

specifies that this is to be accomplished outside of rituals: "and, as 

indicated by the word 'organs,' abandoning rites ... » t 

Even if the independence of meditation from sacrifices were 

agreed upon, it could still be argued, in terms of the second hypothesis 

mentioned above, that people retired in the forests (vanaprasthas) 

and formal renouncers are usually more fit and have more time for 

meditation than householders, so that,even if available and enjoined, 

meditation remains secondary in the life of the householder and 

therefore in karmayoga- the householder being the main 

representative of that way of life. 

Let us explore Sailkara's position on this matter. Although no 

indication is given about this in his commentary on .Gil.i3.3where the 

two nisthas are defined, a cross-reference to this verse made in the 

eo m ment on verse 8.23 suggests that practice of meditation is basic to 

the definition of karmayoga. Sailkara's cross-reference comes here in 

support of his idea that, when verse 8.23 uses the word "yogins» to 

refer to both those who do not return and do return to human life 

after death, it borrows the term from 3.3. In turn, Sailkara's 

context ualisation of verse 8.23 allows us to see that these "yogins» 

include first of all those who practice meditation and, as a result, 

proceed by the path of the gods at the time of death, and in the 

second place those who merely perform rituals and, as a consequence, 

go along the path of the manes. Sailkara indeed specifies that here the 

1 ... at mini svahrdaye hirde brahmani sarvendriyioi 
sampratiUhaoyopasalllh[tya indriyagrahaoatkarmaoi ea 
sannyasya ... (CUBh 8.1 5.1, 605) 
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c word "yogins refers to yogins as well as to karmins. Yet the latter are 

so in a secondary sense, as they have been thus referred to in the 

passage, 'in karmayoga for the yogins'[3.3]." 1 By stating that, in verse 

3.3, those who do only rites, that is, the karmins. are refered to in a 

secondary sense by the word "yogins." Sarikara certainly suggests 

that he expects the followers of karmayoga to be first of all true 

yogins. that is, adepts of yogic meditation. Elsewhere, as part of the 

teaching of the Upanisads on how to avoid becoming evil due to evil 

actions, our corn mentator directly advocates for the karmayogins still 

destined to the world of the gods, the practice of yoga and even of the 

parisarikhyana meditation which is quite clearly described as the 

highest meditative form (equivalent to nididhyasana) in the Upad 

2.3.114-116: "Therefore, in order to gain sovereignty (svatantrya) at the 

time [of death], the trustful aspirants after the next world should be 

carefully following the dharma of yoga, practicing the parisarikhyana 

meditation, and creating relief through particular merits." 2 Sarikara 

also attributes the practice of both rites and meditation to the 

karmayogin when, in his BGBh 121, he compares him with the 

enlightened 3 jOananisthas who have abandoned all actions, a 

description that reminds us of the two nisthas of verse 3.3: 

The meaning is: those who are thus ever disciplined are regularly 

engaged in actions such as rites for the Lord [and] in the 

1 yogina iti yoginah karmina$cocyate. karmioastu guoatah 
'karmayogeoa yoginam' iti vi$e~aoadyogioab (BGBh 8.23, 403). 
2 tasmattatkale svatantryartham yogadharmanusevanam 
parisarikhyanabhyasa$ca vi$i~tapuoyopa$aya$ca sraddadhanaib 
paralokarthibhirapramattah kartavva iti (BUBh 4.4.2, 647). 
3For evidence that these jiiiinani~thas are already liberated, see next 
footnote as well as Sarikara's commentary on verses 8.3-S. 
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0 prescribed manner, with their mind concentrated. Resorting to 

no other refuge, those devotees worship Thee. meditate on Thee, 

as manifested in the Universal Form; and those. others.~ who, 

having given up all desires and renounced all actions, meditate on 

Brahman. characterised as the Imperishable 1 .... among them ... 

which are the better versed in yoga? 2 

Again, in BUBh 4.S.l S, Sailkara does include in the various stages of life 

meditation as an inner means for the emergence of immediate 

knowledge of the Self: 

This being so, if we now ex amine the comparative efficacy, for 

bringing forth Self -knowledge, of the duties pertaining to the 

different orders of life and which concern only the unenlightened, 

we find that virtues such as absence of pride, which are mainly 

intended for the control of the senses, and meditation, 

knowledge, non -attachment, etc., which relate to the mind, are 

the proximate aids. 3 

1 The corn mentary on verse 8.4 clearly shows that although these 
jfiananisthas are said by the Gita to be" meditating» on the 
Imperishable, according to Sailkara. they are already enlightened. 
Since it is attributed, in Sailkara's eyes, to "the sages who are one with 
the Lord» (bhagavatsvaropagam sat am. SOS) meditation on the 
Imperishable means in fact knowing It through direct experience, and 
not indirectly in the form of practice. More evidence will be given 
towards this interpretation further on. 
Zevam satatayukUi nairantaryega bhagavatkarmadau yathokte 'rthe 
samahiUih santah pravrtta ityarthah. ye bhakUi ananya$araoab 
santastvam yathadarsitam vi$varo 0am paryupasate dhyayanti ye 
canye 'pi tyaktasarvaisanab samnyastasarvakarmaoo 
yathaviSe~itam brahmak~aram .... tesam ... ke yogavittamah (BGBh 
121, SOO-S01). 
3 athaivam sati avidvadvisayagama$ramakarmaoam 
baliib aHivicaragayarp.. at majiHinot pad ana m prati yamapradhananam 
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c The same idea is found in BSBh 3.4.27: 

Hence means such as sacrifices, control of mind and of senses, 

which are the duties of the respective stages of life, are all 

desirable for the emergence of knowledge. Yet, among these, 

means of knowledge such as self-control are proximate to 

knowledge, because they are connected with the latter by the 

passage 'He who knows it as such' [Br.4.4.23], while means such as 

sacrifices are external, since they are connected with the 'seeking 

to know' [Br4.4.22]. 1 

One could understand that, in the last two passages, the remote and 

proximate means are in fact attributed only respectively to the 

karmayogin and the formal renouncer, so that meditation remains for 

all practical purposes the exclusive means of the latter. But in BUBh 

6.2.1S,Sailkara connects the expression "who know this as such" with 

the practice of meditation on the five fires by householders, and 

states that, when yet unenlightened at the time of death, the latter 

do follow the path of the gods as a result of their practice of 

meditation, in the same way as do the unenlightened vanaprasthas 

and samnyasins who practice their own type of meditation: 

Therefore those householders who know as above, that they are 

born of fire, that they are children of fire ... and those who 

meditate with- not on- trust on the Self as ~Brahman-Truth. 

amanitvadinam manasanam ea dhyanajijjnavairagyadinam 
sannipatyopakarakatvam (BUBh 4.5.1 S, 948). 
1 tasmadyajijadini Samadamadini ea yathaSramam 
sarvanyevaSramakarmaoi vidyotpattavapeksitavyani. 
tatra0yevamviditi vidyasamyogatpratyasannani vidyasadhanani 
Samadini vividi~asamyogattu bahyataraoi yajijadini (BSBh 3.4.27, 804). 
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i.e. Hiranyagarbha. in the forest. i.e. the hermits and monks who 

always live in the forest, all reach the flame deity. 1 

As a consequence, in Sankara's view, meditation, that is, the most 

proximate means (antaranga)for the emergence of direct knowledge, 

does not belong exclusively to those who have physically renounced 

rites. It can even be said to be the most important practice in 

karmayoga. 

As interpreted by Sankara, scriptures deprecate either practice 

of rites alone, 2 or both rites and meditation 3 when each is used 

exclusively. Our author ex plains that "here the denunciation of the 

single performance of either [meditative] knowledge or action is for 

the sake of their combination, not for mere denunciation." 4 It is now 

quite clear that, ideally, rites and meditation both ought to be used as 

part of karmayoga. In spite of this insistance on the combined use of 

meditation and rites in Vedantic scriptures, the BhagavadgiUi seems 

at times to relax the requirements of the path. This is especially true 

of 12.8-11, where, quite obviously as part of karmayoga. practices are 

advocated in descending order of difficulty only according to the 

capacity of the aspirant to perform them, so that, after meditation 

which comes first, the last and easiest practice consists simply in 

1 tasmadye gchastha evam agnijo 'hamagnyapatyamityevam ... 
viduste ea. ye cam I aragye vanaprasthab parivrajaka$caragyanityab 
$raddham $raddhayuktab santah satyam brahma 
hiragyagarbhat manamupasate na punab $raddhaQJ. copasate te sarve 
'rcirabhisambhavanti (BUBh 6.215, 994). 
2 See for instance BGBh 9.19-20, IUBh 8, BSBh 3.1.7 and 3.3.52. 
3 See for instance IUBh 9 and 12-14. 
4 tayorjnanakarmaoorihaikaikanusthananinda samuccid§aya. na 
nindaparaivaikaikasya (IUBh 9, 8). 
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renunciation of the results of actions. But, as we saw, Sail.kara 

confirms that the latter is really the lowest technique. It follows 

that, from his viewpoint, while karmayoga can, when loosely defined, 

rest solely on rites and renunciation of its results, its raison d'e tre. in 

other words, its efficacy, is rooted in the combined use of rites and 

meditation. That is why even if karmayoga cannot be defined strictly 

in terms of this combination, Sail.kara insists that, on this path, 

priority should be given to meditation: 

The purport of the passage is that, giving up as much as possible 

one's natural action and knowledge, one must therefore try one's 

best to practice those rites or meditations which are enjoined by 

the scriptures and which are the means of attaining the Southern 

or the Northern Path .... It is further understood that, among 

these, greater attention should be given to the means of attaining 

the Northern Path. I 

Finally, as suggested by the Mugdaka Upanisad and confirmed 

by Sail.kara, the very eligibility to the specific Advaita discipline of 

knowledge consisting of hearing, reflection and contemplation, is 

based mainly on previous practice of meditation. When the Muodaka 

Upanisad states that knowledge of Brahman should be given only to 

those who are engaged in practices, versed in the Vedas. and devoted 

to Brahman. Sail.kara glosses these terms thus: "Those who are 

engaged in practices (kriyavantah), devoted to the performance of 

I tasmatsarvotsahena yathii$akti svabhiivikakarmajnanahanena 
daksinottaramargapratipattisiidhanam sastriyam karma jnanam va 
'nutisthediti vakyarthab .... atrapyuttaramargapratipattisiidhana 
eva mahanyatnah kartavya iti gamyate (BUBh 6.2.16, 997). 
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duties as mentioned earlier; 1 versed in Vedic studies: steadfast in 

Brahman. devoted to the inferior Brahman and seeking identity with 

the supreme Brahman." 2 

These various passages reveal with sufficient clarity, I believe, 

that even though the householder has to devote himself to rites, and 

as a consequence, does not have as much time for meditation as one 

who has physically renounced rituals, his focus must .al,mmainly rest 

on the inner means for liberation which meditation provides. To 

exclude meditation from karmayoga, to consider it as secondary or 

optional for that stage, or to see it as trivial and even unworthy 

compared to the Advaita discipline of knowledge proper, is therefore 

a major misunderstanding of Sailkara's teaching concerning the path 

to Self -knowledge and liberation. Such a misunderstanding 

contributes towards confining Sailkara's teaching within a monastic 

way of life by spiriting the proximate means of knowledge of the Self 

away from people who remain active in society. 

5.3- The role of meditation in karmayoga 

Even if it were agreed that meditation is of first importance in 

karmayoga. according to the now prevailing understanding in the 

1 Commenting on a preceding verse, Sailkara defined kriyavan as "one 
who is possessed of practices like knowledge, meditation, detachment 
and so on." kriyavaijjijanadhyanavairagyidikriya yasya so 'am 
kriyavan (MuBh 3.1.4, 167). 
2 ... kriyavanto yathoktakarmanusthanayuktih. $rotriya 
brahmanistha aparasminbrahmaoyabhiyukUib parabrahma 
bubhutsavah (MuBh 3.2.10, 174-175). 
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Advaita tradition, it could still be argued that karmayoga creates a 

purity of mind that merely allows one to start upon the discipline of 

knowledge proper which is the only direct means for experiencing 

the actionless Self. Advocates of this position would hold that the 

culmination of purity acquired through karmayoga is the fulfilment 

of the four prerequites which simply allows one to set out upon the 

discipline of knowledge, and which must include abandoning 

karmayoga and active social life in favour of monasticism. True, the 

prerequisites given by Sankara in his BSBh 1.1.1 do suppose a good 

degree of inner purity, as they consist of discrimination between the 

eternal and the non-eternal, non-attachment to the enjoyment of the 

results of actions here and hereafter, excellence in practices such as 

control of mind and senses, and desire for liberation. But the 

misinterpretation of Sankara's position derives from the 

understanding that karmayoga cannot include the discipline of 

knowledge among its practices, and that one has to come out of it in 

order to commence the said discipline. 

As stated by T.MP. Mahadevan, "the Vedic karmans ... produce 

non-attachment for the pleasures of this and the next world that 

perish. It is out of a spirit of non-attachment that one renounces the 

world and gains eligibility for Vedanta-study" (1958, xxvi). 

K.armayoga and the purity it produces are not understood as a means 

to immediate knowledge of the Self, but only as a way to embark 

upon the discipline, or path, of mediate knowledge: "Disinterested and 

dedicated action (niskama-karma. karma-yoga) serves to purify the 

mind, and thus becomes a remote auxiliary of the path of knowledge» 

(Mahadevan, 1974, 397). It is understood that combining karmayoga 
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with the discipline of knowledge would be contradictory to Sankara's 

principle of absence of combination (samuccaya) of action and 

knowledge toward liberation. Hence formulations such as the 

following by Hiriyanna: "In other words, karma-yoga qualifies directly 

for jrHina-yoga or the acquisition of right knowledge and not for 

moksa" (1949, 56). In her st Lidy of Sailkara's BGBh, G. V. Saroja is even 

more explicit on the necessity to become a formal renouncer in order 

to start the discipline of knowledge, which is typical of the prevailing 

understanding in the contemporary Advaita tradition: 

The sailkhya-yogin is the one who has understood the 

purposelessness and worthlessness of the worldly life. As a 

result, he reaches a worthy preceptor and gets all his doubts 

cleared. Only in this stage, Sravana or hearing the Upani~adic 

texts comes in the jijanamarga. It is to be clear that this virakta 

and mumuksu has already renounced his svadharma and taken 

up to the fourth order of samnyasa or renunciation (124-125). 

In her thesis on post-Sailkara Advaita. S. Revathy also clearly presents 

the Advaita discipline of knowledge as separate from karmayoga: 

"The stage of life where one is devoted to the meditation upon 

Brahman is samnyasa. Meditation upon Brahman is not possible in the 

case of those who are in one of the [first ]three stages of life. It is 

because they have to perform the duties relating to their respective 

stages of life» (233-234). As a consequence of this type of understanding 

of the role of karmayoga in Sailkara's economy of liberation, 

interpreters of Advaita usually hold with respect to Sail.kara that 

"significant spiritual development for him is brought about not by 
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effective activity (karma yoga) in social and rit uallife, but by 

knowledge alone» (Cenkner. 49). 

But, as we will now show in the next two sections, this 

represents an unsuspected departure from Sail.kara's position. On the 

contrary, Sail.kara teaches 1- that meditation on the qualified 

Brahman leads to the very threshold of immediate knowledge of the 

Self, 2- that the discipline or path of knowledge (j(Hinayoga or 

jijananistha as steadfastness in mediate knowledge) is also available 

as part of karmayoga's practices, 3- that karmayoga thus leads 

directly to immediate knowledge of At man -Brahman. 4- that all these 

are not at all in contradiction with the principle of absence of 

combination of action and knowledge because it is not the various 

forms of mediate knowledge and ritual actions that can never 

possibly combine, but rather immediate knowledge and any activity 

(more precisely: the sense of authorship). 

A closest udy of Sail.kara's descriptions of the effects of 

meditation on the qualified Brahman (the main characteristic of 

meditations pertaining to karmayoga) shows that, not only does it 

deserve to be practiced by the seeker after liberation, but it actually 

leads him to the threshold of liberation by perfectly preparing the 

mind to transcend all activity in the silent experience of the Self. 

According to Sail.kara, meditation on the qualified Brahman is 

associated with karmanistha insofar as the sense of authorship is still 

present in the meditator: "But so far as meditation on the qualified 

Brahman is concerned, a subsequent performance of Agnihotra etc. is 

possible, since the authorship for such a meditator remains intact» 
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0 (BSBh 4.1.16, 842). 1 Accordingly, since there is no meditation on the 

qualified Brahman without authorship and mental action (as is also 

the case with karmayoga itself), this meditation cannot bring about 

immediate knowledge of the Self and liberation. 

We have seen earlier that meditation increases the efficacy of 

rites in producing their result. 2 Satikara mentions some other effects 

of meditation on the qualified Brahman: attenuation of sins, which is 

probably another expression for purification of mind; acquisition of 

divine powers; and graded liberation, 3 which consists in reaching the 

world of Hiraoyagarbha (the qualified Brahman existing at the finest 

level of phenomenal existence) at the time of death and getting 

liberation later on from there, without having to be reborn as a 

human being. 4 But there are actually different planes within the 

world of Hiraoyagarbha and their attainment is a function of the level 

of perfection attained through meditation (BUBh 6.2.1 5, 632). 

A similar but distinct result is termed as attainment of identity 

Oipat ti) with the deity that is meditated upon (CUBh 1.11.9, 87). It can 

be produced either by combination of rites and meditation or by 

meditation alone in the case of an unenlightened formal renouncer 

(BUBh 1.3.28, 62). The highest level of the world of Hiraoyagarbha is 

Hiraoyagarbha himself, described thus by Satikara in his KaBh: "The 

principle called Hiraoyagarbha. which was born first,from the 

Unmanifested, and which consists of both consciousness and 

1 saguoasu tu vidyasu kartrtvanativrtteh 
sambhavatyagamyapyagnihotradi (BSBh 4.1.16, 852). 
2 See also BSBh 4.1.6 and 4.1.18, CUBh 1.1.10 and BUBh 21.3. 
3 See BSBh 3.221, 619. 
4 See CUBh 8.1 5.1, KaBh 23.16 and PUBh 1.1 0. 
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unconsciousness, is called the Great Soul that is higher than the 

intellect." l The only principles higher than this are maya and the 

purusa. states the next verse of the Uoanisad 2 

The attainment of identity with the deity is different than 

reaching some level of the world of Hiranyagarbha after death, in that 

it can be reached during human life itself. Referring to a meditation 

on the qualified Brahman. Sailkara distinguishes between the 

meditations in which unity prevails with the qualified Brahman 

during the human life of the meditator, and those in which the 

symbol used remains an obstacle to that immediate identity: "But in 

the case of [meditation on] symbols, there is no fixity (kratutvam) on 

the [qualified] Brahman because, in such a meditation, the symbol 

predominates" (BSBh 4.3.1 S, 893). 3 In his BUBh 1.3.9, he describes this 

type of fixity as resulting from meditation in terms of "the 

emergence of the experience of the deity's form and the like, as one's 

self, in the same way as one experiences the ordinary self." 4 

According to another description, this identity even prevails in the 

perceptions of the waking state outside of meditation proper: 

t avyaktadyatprathamam jiitam hairanyagarbham tattvam 
bodhabodhat makam mahanat m ab uddheb para ityucyate (KaBh 
1.3.1 0, 82). 
2 Hiraoyagarbha is called the" total of all pranaf in PUBh 6.4 (500), 
"and in Him, as comprising the (cosmic) subtle body, are strung 
together all creatures. Hence He is jivaghanab. a mass of creatures" 
(PUBh S.S, 476). 
3 na tu pratike~u brahmakrat utvamasti 
pratikapradbanatvadupasanasya (BSBh 4.3.1 S, 890). 
4 ... taddevatiidisvaro0at mabhimanabhivyaktiriti 
laukikat mabhimanavat (BUBh 1.3.9, 634). 
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This Brahma is Hiraoyagarbhi,in whom these kinds of bliss 

become unified, and in whom dharma resides as the cause of that 

bliss, and consciousness of that bliss. and unsurpassed dispassion. 

This bliss of His is directly perceived everywhere by one who is 

versed in the Vedas. free from sin, and dispassionate. 1 

Of course, Sailkara specifies on many occasions that. since this 

bliss is still tainted by authorship and experiencing, it is not the 

imperishable felicity of the Self, and therefore cannot eliminate 

desire, bondage and suffering. Thus, he writes in his AUBh: 

"Therefore, the idea intended here is that even the state 

characterized by merger in ili.ni.and other deities- which has been 

explained and which is the result of the combined practice of 

meditation and rites- even this is not enough for the removal of the 

sorrows of transmigratory existence." 2 Commenting on the 

Maodukyakarika. he also underlines that the goal of meditation on 

Hiraoyagarbha. that is, experiencing his bliss, is different from that of 

direct knowledge of Brahman. that is, from liberation referred to here 

by "immortality": 

Therefore, since [meditation on] Hiraoyagarbha (sambhOtD has a 

different goal, its censure is for the purpose of finding fault in it 

1 yatraite anandabheda ekatam gacchanti dharmaSca tannimitto 
jiianam ea tadvisayamakamahatatvarp. ea nirati$ayarp. yatra. sa esa 
hiraoyagarbho brahma tasyai§a anandah 
Srotriyeoavrjinenakamahatena ea sarvatab pratyak~amupalabhyate 
(TUBh 2.8.3-4, 306). 
2 tasmadagoyadidevatiipyayalak~aoa 'pi ya gativyiikhyata 
jPJinakarmasamuccayanustbanaphalabhOtii sa 'pi nalam 
samsaradubkhopa$amayetyayam vivaksito 'rtho 'tra (AUBh 1.2.1, 332-
333). 
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as compared with knowledge of Brahman which is the means of 

immortality; because, even though a means of eliminating 

impurities, it is not [directly] conducive to immortality.t 

On the other hand, it should be recalled that, in the final analysis, 

according to Sati.kara, all efforts of the seeker after liberation serve 

solely to remove obstacles to the correct knowledge of the Self 

through purifying body and mind. In many passages, Sati.kara 

specifies that the condition for direct knowledge of the Self is 

complete purity of mind. In the BGBh 2.52, he clearly equates the 

condition for eradicating ignorance with purity of mind: 

When. at that time when, your intellect will cross. go, beyond the 

confusion of delusion. the turbidness consisting of delusion and of 

lack of discrimination, by which the discriminative knowledge 

bet we en the Self and the non -Self is disturbed and the internal 

organ is turned towards objects of senses, that is, when your 

intellect will attain purity. 2 

Also referring to the direct experience of Brahman. he writes in his 

MuBh 3.1.8: 

What then is the means for its attainment? It is said: through 

clarity of intellect .... Clarity of the intellect comes about when 

the latter remains transparent and peaceful on having been 

made clear as a mirror, water, or the like ... As one's mind. one's 

t ato 'nyarthatvadamrtatvasadhanam brahmavidyamapeksya 
nindiirtha eva bhavati sambhOtyapavadab 
yadyapya$uddhiviyogaheturatannisthatvat (MaKBb 3.25, 219). 
2yada yasmin kale te tava mohakalilam mohatmakamavivekaropam 
kiilusyam. yenat manat mavivekabodbam kalusikrtya visayam 
pratyantabkaranaw pravartate. tatte tava buddhirvyatitarisyati 
vyatikramisyati. Suddbabbavamapatsyata ityarthab (BGBh 2.52, 112). 
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internal organ, has become pure. completely cleansed through 

this clarity of intellect, one is able to see Brahman: accordingly. 

therefore, one sees, perceives. obtains.1..llA1.. 

Self ... l 

The context of other similar passages may not be as explicit as to 

whether the knowledge resulting from karmayoga's purifying power 

is mediate or immediate. which may lead interpreters to see it as only 

mediate, thus reducing the scope and role of karmayoga's practices. 

But there is no reason to interpret differently from the above 

passages statements such as" knowledge of Reality arises in a 

perfected man through purification of the mind." z 

In fact, there is strong evidence in Sati.kara's commentaries that, 

as long as it is practiced in the spirit of the doctrine of non-duality, 

any meditative practice will be a means of liberation inasmuch as it 

produces enough purity for immediate knowledge of the Self. In his 

BSBh 3.4.26, Sati.kara quotes a passage from the Smrti which even says 

that, through their purifying effect, karmans. that is, ritual actions 

and meditation, translated here by a duties", are the cause of the 

emergence of what is called a the supreme goal" and what must 

therefore be, here also, immediate knowledge of the Self: a Duties burn 

l kim punastasya grahage sidhanamityiha. jiliinaprasidena .... 

tadyada ... idar$asaliHidivatprasiditam svaccham 
sintamavatisthate tadi iiliinasya prasidab syit. tena 
jiliinaprasidena vi$uddhasattvo vi$uddhintahkarago yogyo brahma 

drastum yasmitatastasmittu tamitminam oa$yate 
pa$yatyupalabhate ... (MuBh 3.1.8,169) See also MuBh 3.1.9. 
2 samskctasya sattva$uddhidviri tattvajnanotpattih (KeBh 4.8, 36). 
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impurities away. The supreme goal being knowledge, when impurities 

are burnt away by duties. knowledge emerges." 1 

In various places, Sati.kara suggests that meditations on the 

qualified Brahman can create enough purity to cause the rise of direct 

Self-knowledge. He says for example in his CUBh: a These meditations 

are helpful to the knowledge of non-duality by way of illuminating 

the Reality through purification of the mind." 2 And in BUBh 4.4.22: 

«Through sacrifices. those performed with things and those consisting 

of knowledge [meditation], 3 both of which aim at purity; and one who, 

being purified, ha~ a pure mind, will attain knowledge without 

obstruction." 4 Again, the prevailing interpretation among 

contemporary Advaitins will be to understand the said attainment of 

knowledge as a mere intellectual conviction Uit man at mavastuviveka) 

which, as prescribed by the scriptures. would lead one to the 

discipline of knowledge only through adoption of a monastic life. But, 

whatever may be the role of the discipline of knowledge proper

which is not discussed here and will be dealt with later on -the 

1 kasayaoaktih karmaoi ;nanam tu para m a gatih I 
ka~aye karmabhib oakve tato jiiiinam pravartate 11 
(BSBh 3.4.26, 802-803) 

2 tanyeUinyupasanani sattvasuddhikaratvena 
vastutattvavabbiisakatvadadvaitajnanopakarakagi (CUBh intro, 352). 
In his translation, Swami Gambhirananda renders 
«vastutattvavabbiisakatva" by «glimpse of the reality of Brahman," 
but avabhasakatva is much stronger in meaning: it rather signifies 
«illumination," which confirms my contention here. 
3 In his BGBh 18.70, Sati.kara mentions that the jOanayajija or sacrifice 
consisting in knowledge is mental only and therefore amounts to 
deep meditation. 
4 yajijeneti dravyayajilii jjUinayajijjBca samskarartbiih. samskrtasya 
ea visuddbasatt vasya ;nanotpat tiraoratibandhena bhavisyati (BUBh 
4.4.22, 932). 
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various passages given above clearly suggest continuity, rather than 

discontinuity and opposition, between karmayoga and the process of 

complete purification that leads to direct experience of Brahman

Atman. This continuity is conveyed quite clearly when Katha 

Upanisad 1.3.13 describes a process of withdrawal of awareness from 

the gross to more and more subtle levels of existence, and in which 

the man of discrimination should merge the organ of speech into the 

mind, the mind into the intellect, the intellect into Hiranyagarbha and 

the latter into the Self. And Sailkara comments on the subtler levels 

of the merger as follows:" He should settle knowledge. i.e. the intellect, 

in the Great Soul. in the First-Born [Hiranyagarbhal. The idea is that he 

should make Self-knowledge as clear in its nature as is the First-Born. 

And !..bJl1. Great Soul, he should expand into the peaceful ... ~.lC 1 

Thus, while meditative activity cannot be the cause of creation 

or purification of the Self, any form of meditation that withdraws the 

attention deep within can eventually bring a level of purity which 

allows the non-dual reality of the Self to shine spontaneously in the 

intellect. Saying that meditation on the qualified Brahman renders 

the intellect as pure as the realm of the subtlest phenomenal 

existence implies attributing to it tremendous power and efficacy. It 

would even be fair to say that through this comment Sailkara 

suggests that most of the purifying work toward immediate 

knowledge of the Self is already done when meditation on the 

1 j[Hinaw b uddhimat m ani mahati prathamaje niyacchet. 
prat ha m aj a vat svacchasvab hivak a m at m ano 
vijiHinawapadayedityarthab. taiica mahantamatmanam 
yacchecchante ... at m ani (KaBh 1.3.13, 83). 
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C qualified Brahman has reached its pinacle in the identity with 

Hiranyagarbha. Moreover, the last sentence quite obviously describes 

the passage from identity with Hiranyagarbha to identity with the 

non-dual Self, that is, from meditation on the qualified Brahman 

(involving authorship) to experience of the non-qualified Brahman 

(devoid of authorship). And the ability to arrive at the latter is 

presented in continuity with the gradual process of inner 

renunciation already started with meditation on the qualified 

Brahman associated with karmayoga. Other passages also describe 

that this type of meditation gradually and oat urally leads to its own 

transcendance into experience of the actionless Self. It can therefore 

be considered as a means to a complete inner renunciation marked by 

a spontaneous culmination\disappearance of meditation on the 

qualified Brahman in the experience of the attributeless Self. 

c 

Corn menting on Chandogya Up ani§ ad 3.11.1, Sankara writes that, after 

practicing meditations on various aspects of the qualified Brahman 

such as the nectar and the sun," some enlightened person who 

behaved like the Vasus and others, who enjoyed pleasures such as the 

red ambrosia, who had realised his identity with the sun as his own 

Self by following the process stated above, became absorbed 

(samahitah), [and] seeing this m antra, came back from his 

absorption ... " 1 A little further, in verse 3.2.3, Sankara specifies that 

this absorption really corresponds to direct experience of the At man

Brahman. since the man who knows thus "becomes the eternal and 

1 kaScitvidvanvasvadisamanacarano rohitadyamrtabhogabhagi 
yathoktakrameoa svatmanam savitaramatmatvenopetya samiihitab 
san eta m m ant ram drstvotthito ... (CUBh 3.11.1, 419) 
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C unborn Brahman which is not limited by periods of rising up and 

setting down." 1 This is also confirmed by the comment that 

meditation on .Q.Dl.is "a means for the attainment of the lower and the 

supreme Brahman." 2 

c 

In his BSBh 3.4.38, Sankara even acknowledges that one can reach 

liberation through meditation outside the formal study and 

contemplation of the Upanisads (the traditional jijiinayoga), as he 

quotes the following passage from Manu Smrti: "Doubtless, a 

Briihmana can succeed merely through iJ.M," 3 the latter being simply 

mental repetition of mantras. 

Sail.kara ex plains that, although meditations on the qualified 

Brahman are within the realm of ignorance, they can lead to 

immediate Self-knowledge inasmuch as their activity is eventually 

transcended in the experience of the actionless Self. In the following 

passage, he does so on the basis of Taittiriya Upani~ad 3.21, which is 

part of a sequence where Bhrgu performs meditations (called tapas) 

meant to gradually recognize subtler and subtler levels of the 

1 udayastamayakiiHiparicchedyam nityamajam brahma 
bhavatityarthah (Ibid., 3.11.3, 420). 
2 pariiparabrahmapriiptisiidhanatvena (PUBh 5.1, 128). 
3 japyenaiva tu samsidhyedbriihmano natra samSayah (BSBh 3.4.38, 
810). A doubt may arise as to whether "can succeed" (samsidhyet) 
really means "can attain liberation." But the rest of Sail.kara's 
commentary on this sotra is quite clearly r~ferring to the" highest 
goal" (para m gatim) as attained by various means. In his commentary 
on Manu Smrti 287 (48), KullOkabha~ ~a gives the same meaning to the 
verb:" A Brahmana obtains undoubted perfection, he can reach 
liberation. merely through japa (brahmano japyenaiva nihsamdehiim 
siddhim labhate moksapraptiyogyo bhavati). 
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'"""""" '-"' qualified Brahman (the gross level of creation, the vital force, the 

c 

' 

mind, intellect) and to finally bring about merger in the non-dual bliss: 

From such $ruti texts as "Seek to know Brahman through tapaf 

[Taitt 3.2.1], karmans such as tapas and service to the master, 

which are means for the rise of knowledge, are called ignorance, 

since they consist of ignorance. Bringing forth knowledge 

through them, one transcends death, that is, desire.l 

Thus, according to Sailkara, although pertaining to karmayoga. 

meditation on the qualified Brahman does purify the mind enough to 

bring the seeker after liberation up to the very threshold of 

immediate knowledge of the Self. We say" threshold» only, because, as 

long as an attribute of Brahman is still binding the awareness of the 

meditator (a situation characteristic of meditation on the qualified 

Brahman), immediate knowledge of the Self is not available. To have 

direct knowledge of the attributeless Self, one has to transcend the 

experience of the binding attribute, and therefore the very 

meditation on the qualified Brahman. At the very moment when it is 

ultimately transcended, the experience of the purely silent Self 

dawns. Here, achieving transcendence is the key dimension that 

differentiates between steadfastness in karman (karmanistha) and 

steadfastness in direct Self -knowledge (aparoksajnananistha): as long 

as one is bound by the sense of authorship that accompanies 

meditation on the qualified Brahman. one remains in karmanistha. 

I 'tapasa brahma vijijijasasva' ityiidi$ruteb. 
tapasadividyotpattisiidhanam guro 0asaniidi ea karma 
avidyatmakatvadavidyocyate. tena vidyamutpiidya mrtvum 
kamamatitarati (AUBh intro, 328-329). 
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'-" But, when, as a culmination of the purity gained through this 

meditation, transcending of all binding mental activities of 

meditation occurs, and the Self is experienced as pure silent 

consciousness, one has stepped into jiiananistha. steadfastness in 

[direct] knowledge [of the Self]. 

In addition, while nididhyiisana is usually understood by 

followers of Sankara to be much superior to meditation on the 

qualified Brahman. from the various definitions of meditation given 

by Sankara, it can be shown that it is in fact the continuity and 

culmination of me~itation on the qualified Brahman. not something 

wholly opposed to the latter or radically different in nature. This is 

because in both meditation on the qualified Brahman and 

nididhyiisana. the process is essentially the same, that is, repeated 

experience of a thought, gradually moving from its grosser to its more 

subtle levels. As defined in the introduction to the CUBh, "meditation 

means establishing a continuous flow of similar modifications of the 

mind in relation to some object as presented by the scriptures, (and) 

uninterrupted by any foreign idea" (6).1 In his BSBh 4.1.1,Sankara 

characterizes both upasana and nididhyasana as the repetition of 

mental actions: "Besides, the words uoasana and nididhyasana denote 

an act (kriyii) characterized by inner repetition." 2 In his BSBh the 

I upasanam tu yathii$iistrasamarthitam kimcidiilambanamuoadaya 
tasminsamanacittavrt tisam tanakaranam 
tadvilak§aoapratyayanantaritam (CUBh intro, 352). 
2 api copasanam nididhyiisanam cetyantaroitavrttiguoaiva 
kriyiibhidhiyate (BSBh 4.1.1, 826). Swami Gambhiriinanda (CUBh, xx) 
and A. P. Mishra (20) understand on the basis of the Brhadaragyaka 
Upaoisad Bhii§ya Yiirtika 24.232-234 that Sure$vara clearly 
distinguishes the process of nididhyiisana from that of up as ana. 
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'-"' commentator specifies that Brahman is meditated upon with 

attributes because it is not possible for people with less purified 

minds to know it directly, that is, without attributes: 

Even the statements as to [Brahman's] magnitudes [such as 

having four feet or sixteen parts], are not meant for establishing 

the existence of something different from Brahman. What are 

they meant for then? They serve the purposes of the intellect, 

Swami Gambhirananda opines that, according to Suresvara, 
nididhyasana «is not ordinary meditation, but a meditation of a 
higher order in which there is no sense of exertion of will, no 
conscious employment of the thinking process, and no intellection 
whatsoever .... and yet it falls just short of aparoksanubhOti or the 
direct realisation of the Selr (xx ). Is Suresvara departing from the 
viewpoint of his master here? Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 2.4.5 reads: 
«The Self, my dear Maitreyi, is to be realized (dra~tavyah)- it is to be 
heard of, reflected of, meditated upon (nididhyasitavyah). Through 
realization (darsanena) of the Self, my dear- through hearing, 
reflection and experience (vijijanena), all this is known" (at m a va are 
drastavyab srotavyo mantavyo nididhyasitavyo maitreyyatmano va 
are darsanena sravanena matya viilHinenedam sarvam viditam). 
Suresvara has the following comment on this in his Vartika 2.4.232-234: 
• ... If through vijOJina is used, why is nididhyasana first mentioned? 
Through vijijana is said for the purpose of eliminating the doubt 
about dhyana. because the word nididhyasana can be wrongly taken 
to be dhyana. Before [attaining] the goal (a vat), dhyana etc. are needed 
for bringing about the emergence of knowledge; on the contrary, as to 
its specific meaning, vijOana is declared to result in liberation alone" 
(. .. vijPanenetyatha katham nididhyasanamucyate 11 
dhyanaSailkaniv(ttyartham vijOJineneti bhaoyate I 
nididhyasanasabdena dhyanamasailkyate yatah 11 
vijijanotpattihetutvam dhyanadeb pragavadisam 1 

svarthameva tu vijijanam muktimatraphalam sm(tam 11:1982, 695). 
Here Suresvara seems to define nididhyasana from the perspective of 
its culmination in the very immediate knowledge of the actionless 
Self, which alone yields liberation. Thus, this comment may not 
necessarily entail contradiction with Sailkara's qualification of both 
nididhyasana and upasana as mental acts at other levels of 
experience. 
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i.e. of meditation .... For, as men can be of dull, middling or 

superior intellect, they are not all capable of fixing it on the 

infinite Brahman that is devoid of modifications. 1 

So, while the process as such is quite similar in the case of meditation 

of the qualified Brahman (usually associated with karmayoga) and in 

the one pertaining to the discipline of knowledge, the major 

difference between the two is simply that in nididhyiisana. due to 

purity already acquired namely through meditation on the qualified 

Brahman. the meditator seems to be able to have his mind more easily 

absorbed in abstract Upani~adic thoughts such as "Thou art That." 

This will be ex amplified by the following two definitions, the first one 

referring to meditation on the vital force which is the entity termed 

here as deity:" Meditation is mentally approaching, that is, dwelling 

on, thinking of, the form of a deity or the like as it is presented by the 

explanatory portions of the Sruti relating to the objects of meditation, 

with no interruption from ordinary thoughts ... " 2 Even if introduced 

in the context of illli.l2.3 where, according to Sanka.ra, the object is 

the attributeless Brahman. the following definition is quite the same 

as the one above in terms of procedure:" Meditation is reaching 

proximity [with the deity] by making it the object of meditation as 

1 unmanavyapade$o 'pi na brahmavyatiriktavastvastitvaprati
pattyarthah. kimarthastarhi buddhyarthah. upasanartha iti yavat .... 
na hyavikare 'nante brahmani sarvaib pumbhib $akya buddhib 
sthapayitum mandamadhyamottamabuddhitvatpumsamiti (BSBh 
3.2.33, 662). 
2 upiisanam namooasviirthavade yatha devatadisvarQpam $rutya 
jijapyate tat ha manasopagamya asanam cintanam 
laukikapratyayavyavadhanena ... (BUBh 1.3.9, 633-634) 
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·~ prescribed by the scriptures, and dwelling on it for a long time with a 

-

continuous flow of the same thought like a thread of [descending] 

oil." 1 

It is most significant that in BUBh 4.2.4, Sailkara describes the 

whole range of both these types of meditation within one single 

process of completely transcending all meditative activity into the 

experience of the actionless Self: «Thus, by stages, the meditator 

identifies himself with the vital force which is the self of everything. 

Having withdrawn this self of everything into the inner Self, the seer 

then comes back to the state of the Seer, to the Self that is described 

as 'Not this, not this,' to the fourth [state of consciousness]." 2 

It follows from these definitions that, apart from knowledge of 

the non-dual Self to be acquired from the scriptures, it is complete 

purity that remains the key condition for emergence of immediate 

Self -knowledge, not any particular means aiming at this purity. And, 

to me, this is the reason why Sailkara clearly states in the following 

passage that even remote means such as trust can in some cases be 

considered as the single cause of the rise of knowledge: 

For, in life, effects may be considered to be produced separately, 

from distinct causes, or from their combination. And these causes 

operating separately or in combination can again be divided in 

terms of their various efficiency .... Sometimes, the actions of 

1 uoasanam nama yathasastramupasyasyarthasya visayikaranena 
samipyamupagamya tailadharavatsamananratyayapravahena 
dirghakalam yadasanam tadupasanamacaksate (BGBh 12.3, 702-703). 
2 evam vidvankramena sarvat makam pranamat matvenopagato 
bhavati. tam sarvat m ana m pratyagat manyupasamhctva drasturhi 
dra$trbhavam neti netityat man am t uriyam pratipadyate (BUBh 4.2.4, 
859-860). 
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one's past life are the cause, as in the case of Praiiipati. Sometimes 

it is tapas .... Sometimes ... factors such as trust are the single 

cause of attaining knowledge. Because they remove obstacles 

such as violation of dharma. And because hearing, reflection and 

meditation on Vedanta scriptures are directly related to that 

[Brahman) which is to be known, they being the spontaneous 

cause of the knowledge of Reality when obstacles such as bodily 

and mental effects of wrong actions have disappeared.» 1 

Thus, all these passages suggest that the condition of complete 

enlightenment through the teaching of the scriptures is simply 

purity, not purity as an exclusive result of full-time discipline of 

knowledge following formal renunciation (which is only one possible 

means among others). Moreover, nothing suggests in the last citation 

that practices pertaining to karmayoga cannot be combined with the 

discipline of knowledge. 

As also specified by Sail.kara, proximate means such as 

meditation are more powerful than others in purifying and gradually 

calming mental activity until complete disappearance of the latter in 

the experience of the actionless Self. Again, the crucial question is 

whether the proximate means consisting of the discipline of 

1 loke hi naimittikanam kiiryanam nimittabhedo 'nekadha vikalpyate. 
tatha nimittasamuccayaij. te~am ea vikalpitiinam samuccitanam ea 
punargugavadagunavattvakrto bhedo bhavati. ... 
kvacijjanmantarakrtam karma nimittar:p, bhavati. yatha prajapateh. 
kvacittapo nimittam .... kvacit ... ekantajiiiinaHibhanimittatvam. 
Sraddhaprabhrtinam adharmadinimittaviyogahetutvat. 
vedantaSravagamanananididhyasananam ea saksajjijeyavisayatvat. 
papadipratibandhaksaye cat mamanasob 
bhOtarthajijana nimittasvabhavyat (BUBh 1.4.2, 649). 
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knowledge is available only after one has adopted monasticis m, or 

also within karmayoga. in addition to yajna. dana and tapas. When 

comparing Sailkara's discussion quoted above on the relationship 

between the proximate and remote means of knowledge, with 

Sarvaji1at man's introduction to this topic in his Samksepasadraka. one 

is struck by the monastic spirit prevailing in the disciple. Instead of 

stating the availability and possible complementarity of remote and 

proximate means to all classes of people, Sarvaji1at man readily 

introduces the whole subject in terms of opting for the proximate 

means after abandoning the remote ones: "Explain to me through 

reasoning the means to the knowledge (of the Self), namely, the 

proximate and remote means (by mutually) distinguishing them in 

the form 'this one should be observed' and 'this one is to be 

abandoned'" (Veezhinathan, 652). 1 This way of understanding the 

relationship bet we en the proximate and re mote means is probably 

based on Suresvara's statement that the remote means may bring 

only an" inclination toward the Self" (pratyakpravaoatam ), 2 not 

direct knowledge itself. But, as already shown,from Sailkara's 

perspective, this does not mean that their practice has to be 

abandoned in favour of a monastic life in order to start upon the 

proximate means, including the discipline of knowledge. 

In his BUBh 6.2.15, 3 Sailkara explicitly connects the proximate 

means referred to by the phrase "those who know this as such" with 

1 antarailgabahirailgasadhane bhedatah kathaya tadbubhutsitam I 
;nanajanmata idam iidh[k$itam heyametaditi copapattibhib 11 

(Veezhinathan, 652). 
2 Naiskarmyasiddhi 1.49 (Balasubramanian 1988, 51). 
3 See also CUBh 5.10.1 for a similar description. 
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'-"' householders as well as with formal renouncers: "But who are 'those 

who know this as such?' The householders of course .... students are 

also meant by the words 'who know this as such' .... and those 

hermits and monks who always remain in the forest.ll.b.Q_ 

meditate ... " 1 In his BSBh 3.4.48, Sankara also clearly states that apart 

from the remote means of knowledge which are attached to his stage 

of life, the householder is also enjoined to perform practices more 

typical of "other stages," namely, means such as the discipline of 

knowledge defined in BUBh 4.4.22 as proximate and which only the 

formal renouncer can practice on a full-time basis by virtue of being 

free from the many obligations of a householder: 

Because the scriptures prescribe for him many duties connected 

with his stage of life and which require great effort, such as 

sacrifices; and duties of other stages, such as non-injury and 

control of senses, 2 are [also] there for him inasmuch as it is 

possible. 3 

Can we thus say that, according to Sailkara, people of all castes 

and stages of life are qualified for the proximate means of knowledge 

of the Self including the discipline of knowledge which alone results in 

liberation? We saw that, when the required purity is attained by the 

1 ke punaste ya evam vidurgrhastha eva .... api brahmacarina evam 
viduriti grhyante .... vanaorasthab parivrajakaSdiranyanityab 
upasate ... (BUBh 6.2.1 5, 994) 
2 indriyasamyama. which is equivalent to dam a. and said to be a 
proximate means to Self -knowledge in BUBh 4.4.22. 
3 bahulayasani hi bahOnyaSramakarmani yajCHidini tarn prati 
kartavyatayopadistanyasramantarakarmani ea 
yathasambhavamahimsendriyasamyamadini tasya vidyante ... 
(BSBh 3.4.48, 818-819) 
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·-........., aspirant, the proximate means of meditation on the qualified 

-

Brahman may eventually lead to its own disappearance and to the 

aspirant's complete absorption in the actionless Self. Now, passages in 

Sail.kara's works also clearly state that at least some form of discipline 

of knowledge comprising hearing, reflection and meditation is 

available to all people whether one is a householder, a $odra. a formal 

renouncer or in any other social situation. So let us now consider 

Sail.kara's position on the qualification for the discipline of knowledge. 

5.4 Qualification for the discipline of knowledge 

Prescriptions given by the scriptures are always directed 

toward an addressee. Determination of the addressee is made in 

terms of the concept of adhikiira which is variously translated as 

eligibility, competency or qualification. Adhikiira means the 

qualification(s) required for the right to engage in a performance and 

to get its result(s). In BSBh 3.4.36, a doubt is raised as. to whether 

widowers, women, $odras and others who are not qualified for 

performance of rites, are nevertheless qualified for knowledge. 

Commenting on this sotra and the following one, Sail.kara answers 

that various scriptures talk about people who were not qualified for 

ritual actions but did get knowledge and liberation, such as Raikva (a 

widower), Viicaknavi (a woman), Giirgi (a woman) and Sarp.varta (an 

ascetic who roamed about naked). In verse 38 he concludes thus: • And, 

having a perceptible result, knowledge qualifies for hearing and so on, 

any one who desires it, by reason of mere absence of prohibition. 

Therefore nothing stands in the way of the qualification of widowers 
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'-"' and others." 1 Although the conclusion as such is quite clear, the 

relationship between the fact that knowledge has a perceptible 

result (eradication of ignorance and liberation therefrom) and the 

"mere absence of prohibition" is given in a rather laconic fashion. 

"Having a perceptible result" seems to define fruition of immediate 

knowledge of the Self into sublation of ignorance and liberation as 

wholly independent from fruition of ritual action into indirectly 

perceived results such as attainment of heaven at the time of death. 

So, contrary to the opponent's viewpoint as given in the introduction 

to sotra 3.4.36 and which supposes that a combination of ritual action 

and knowledge is necessary for obtaining the result consisting of 

liberation, lack of qualification for receiving the result of action does 

not imply failure to obtain the result of knowledge. Hence, anyone 

who wishes to obtain the result of knowledge is qualified for the 

discipline of knowledge and its result, unless prohibition to do so is 

found in the scriptures, which is not the case as noted by Sankara. 

Agreeing with the following sotra (3.4.39), Sankara then states that, in 

comparison to being outside a stage of life (a$rama) as is the case of 

widowers and the like, belonging to one gives qualification for the 

practice of ritual actions and therefore provides a more complete 

means for the emergence of knowledge. Thus, it goes without saying 

that householders are also qualified for the discipline of knowledge 

and that their continued practice of ritualistic duties does not debar 

them from hearing, reflection and meditation on the Uoanisads. In his 

1 drtartha ea vidya oratisedhabhavamatreoapyarthinamadhikaroti 

sravaoadi~u. tasmadvidhuradinamapyadhikaro na vjrudhyate (BSBh 
3.4.38, 810-811 ). 
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~ BSBh 4.1.18,Sankara also states that remote and proximate means can 

work together to bring about knowledge. According to him, daily 

obligatory actions (nityakarmans) "become the cause of the 

attainment of Brahman. sub serving proximate causes such as hearing, 

reflection, faith, devotion; [thus] they contribute to the same result 

than knowledge of Brahman." 1 Again nothing in the comment on this 

sotra indicates that rites have to be abandoned before proximate 

means may start to be used. 

The same viewpoint is clearly expressed in the commentaries on 

the Upanisads. Answering a doubt as to whether the statement" I 

have realised it myself" from Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.8 means 

that only one person ever obtained knowledge of Brahman. Sankara 

replies that it is not so," because $ruti states that it is for the sake of 

everybody" (sarvarthasruteh). 2 In TUBh 1.12, when responding to an 

opponent claiming that the rise of immediate Self -knowledge 

depends on ritual actions and that, as a consequence, only the 

householder stage of life is allowed by the scriptures, precluding the 

samnyasa stage which has none of these rites, Sankara first recalls 

that the hermit's (vanaprasthya) and the renouncer's (samnyasa) 

stages of life are said to include other practices which are also 

conducive to Self -knowledge:" Practices (karmani) such as Agnihotra 

are not the only ones. There is also celiba·cy, austerity, truthfulness, 

control of the mind and of senses, non-injury and similar practices 

1 nityamagnihotriidi ... brahmiidhigamakaranatvam pratipadyamanam 
Sravanam ananasrad dhiit at paryadyant arangakiiranapek sa m 
brahmavidyaya sahaikakaryam bhavatiti sthitam (BSBh 4.1.18, 853-854). 
2 BUBh 4.4.8, 923. 
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~ which are commonly associated with other stages of life, particularly 

meditation and steadiness of mind .. ." 1 Then, answering the 

objection that liberation comes not from knowledge, but simply from 

the mechanical wearing away of accumulated results of actions, 

Sankara concludes the whole discussion as follows: 

There is surely no such rule that knowledge arises from the mere 

elimination of obstructions, and not from the grace of God or the 

practice of austerity, meditation, etc., because non-injury, 

celibacy, etc., are subsidiary to knowledge, and hearing, reflection 

and meditation are its [direct] causes. Hereby is established the 

existence of other stages of life. And it is also established that 

everyone is qualified for knowledge, and that supreme bliss is by 

way of knowledge alone. 2 

Since Sankara's purpose in this argument is to prove that availibility 

of rites is not a necessary and unique prerequisite for arriving at 

immediate Self-knowledge, and that people in other stages of life who 

do not perform rites also have access to that knowledge, the 

conclusion that "everyone is qualified for knowledge" simply aims at 

establishing that people in the samnyasa stage of life ~have access 

to it through the proximate means of knowledge. Needless to say, the 

1 na hyagnihotriidinyeva karmiini. brahmacaryaw tap ab 
satyavadanam $amo damo 'himsetyevamiidinyaoi 
karmaoitarasramaprasiddhiini ... dbyiinadhiiraoiidilak~aoiini ea 
(TUBh 1.12, Z78). 
2 na bi pratibandbaksayiideva vidyotpadyate na 
tviSvaraprasiidatapodhyiiniidyanusthiiniiditi niyamo 'sti. 
ahimsabrahmacaryiidinaw ea vidyaw pratyupakiirakatviitsiik~iideva 
ea kiiranatvacchravanamanananididhyiisananam. atah 
siddhiinyii$ramantariini. sarve~aw ciidhikiiro vidyayaw paraw ea 
sreyah kevalaya vidyaya eveti siddbam (TUBh 1.12, Z79). 
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C word "everyone» (sarvesam) also qualifies for these proximate means 

householders still practicing ritual actions. As a matter of fact, the 

last two sentences of this passage can really be considered an 

excellent summary of Sankara's basic hermeneutical intent, which has 

been missed by so many interpreters. They include 1- the 

establishment of a universal qualification for knowledge of the Self; 2-

the demonstration of knowledge of the actionless Self (and 

renunciation of authorship ensuing from it) as the sole cause of 

liberation even for those who pursue an active life; 3- the validation of 

the stage of life based on physical renunciation as a possibility for 

those (Briihmaoas) who can devote themselves entirely to the 

proximate means of knowledge or have already reached liberation. 

c 

Although, according to Sankara, whatever his stage of life and 

caste, anyone is qualified for the proximate means consisting in the 

discipline of knowledge, some restrictions given by the scriptures 

bring about the subdivision of the latter into two types, which we 

will call the discipline of knowledge based on Sruti scriptures- mainly 

the Upanisads- ($rautajnanayoga), and that based on Smrti scriptures 

such as the epics and the Puriit)as (smartajijiinayoga). In his BSBh 1.1.1, 

Sankara states that the study of the ritualistic portions of the $ruti is 

not necessary for that of the Uoanisads. "as it is logically possible for 

one who has studied Vedanta to undertake a deliberation on 

Brahman even without deliberation on the religious rites" (7).1 There 

is only a slight indication that, according to Sankara, this may also 

apply to women, who do not have access to the Sruti scriptures 

1 na dharmajijnasayab pragapyadhitavedantasya 
brahmaiiiijasopapatteb (BSBh 1.1.1, 29 and 33). 
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C connected to rites: he gives as an argument in his introduction to 

BUBh 2.4, the fact that, as part of the story of the Upanisad. "the 

knowledge of Brahman as a means to immortality has been imparted 

to Maitreyi, who was without the means to perform rites» (243). 1 

However, respecting the traditional prohibition of the study of the 

Sruti addressed to $odras. Sailkara holds that the latter are qualified 

only for a discipline of knowledge based on the epics and puranas 

"because the Smrti declares that the four castes are qualified for the 

study of the Itihasas and the puranas. 2 Yet it remains that a Sodra 

has no qualification by way of the Vedas." 3 

c 

However. a few passages in Sailkara's works seem to mean that 

the discipline of knowledge is available only to Brahmaoas who have 

taken to physical renunciation. These statements apparently 

contradict what we have established so far concerning the universal 

availability of the discipline of knowledge when including its Srauta 

or smart a forms. The most categorical statements are found in the 

UpadeSasahasri. This could be decisive in light of the fact that the 

latter is now widely recognized as an authentic non-commentarial 

work and would therefore be likely to feature a more personal 

1 maitreyyai ea karmasadhanarahiUiyai sadhanatvenamrtatvasya 
brahmavidyopadeSad (BUBh 2.4. intro. 757-758). 
2Thus, when referring to this passage, Mayeda states that "the upper 
three classes of people. excluding Sodras, are entitled to the 
knowledge of Brahman» (Upad, 228), the picture is incomplete and 
potentially misleading, as that knowledge is indeed available to the 
$odras. but simply through sources other than the revealed texts 
known as $ruti. 
3 itihasapuraoadhigame caturvaroyasyadhikarasmaraoat. 
vedaporvakastu nastyadhikarab $Odraoamiti sthitam 
(BSBh 1.3.38, 281). 
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c 

approach on Sankara's part. According to this work, knowledge of 

Brahman" should be repeatedly related to the pupil until it is 

firmly grasped, if he is dispassionate toward all things non-eternal 

which are attained by means [other than knowledge]; if he has 

abandoned the desire for sons, wealth and worlds and reached the 

state of a paramahamsa wandering ascetic ... if he is a 

Brahmin ... " (Up ad 21.2, 211 ). 1 

As also said in the Upad 1.13.Z7, "the meaning of the Veda herein 

determined, which has been briefly related by me, should be imparted 

to serene wandering ascetics by one of disciplined intellect» (134). 

Finally, in the following passage, the prescription of renunciation is 

not explicitly prescribed along with, but rather juxtaposed to, the 

injunction of going and receiving knowledge from a teacher: 2 

49. Actions result in things being produced, obtained, changed, or 

purified. There are no results of action other than these. 

Therefore one should abandon [actions] together with [their] 

requisites. 

SO. Concentrating upon At man the love which is [now set 1 on 

external things ... a seeker after the truth should resort to a 

teacher (Upad 1.17.49-SO, 16S). 3 

1 sadhanasadhyad anityat sarvasmad viraktasya tyaktaputra
vit t alok aisauayaprat ip annapara m a ha m sap arivrajyaya 
... broyat punah punar yavad grahaoaw drdhibhavati (Upad 21.2, 
191). 
2 Since Mayeda indicates in a note (U pad 171) that in this passage the 
prerequisites start with verse SO, we can infer that, in this particular 
context, he does not interpret physical renunciation stated in verse 
49 as part of the qualification for the discipline of knowledge. 
3 utpadyapyavikaryaui samskaryam ea kriyaphalam I 
nato 'nyat karmaoah karyam tyajet tasmat sasadhanam 11 
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c 

c 

These are the only passages from the Upad that can be 

interpreted as making physical renunciation a necessary requirement 

for entering the discipline of knowledge. As will be further 

established in the next chapter, it is not sufficiently recognized that 

these passages are actually the only ones in all of Sail.kara's works to 

state this condition. One can even say that. as compared to other 

descriptions or acknowledgement of the prerequisites by Sail.kara in 

his various works, their importance is lessened and their status can 

be seen as ambiguous rather than contradictory in relation to the 

commentator's typical viewpoint. 

Let us first consider arguments in favour of this contention. 

Immediately after giving the requirement of being a monk and a 

Brahmana in Upad 2.1.2, Sail.kara substantiates his position by giving 

an excerpt from Mungaka Upanisad 1.2.12-13. Verse 12 reads:" A 

Brahmana should resort to renunciation after ex a mining the worlds 

acquired through action .... For knowing that [Brahman), he should 

indeed go, with sacrificial faggots in hand, to a master versed in the 

Vedas and steadfast in Brahman.» 1 Sail.kara specifies in his 

eo m mentary on this verse that "the Brahmana is mentioned because 

he alone is specially qualified for acquisition of knowledge by 

Uipantattvad anityatvad atmarthatvac ea ya bahih I 
samhrtyatmani tam pdtim satyarthi guru m a§rayet 11 
(Upad 1.17.49-50, 139). 

1 padksya lokiinkarmaciUinbrahmano nirvedamayat. ... I 
tadvijijanartham sa gurumevabhigacchetsamit 0anih $rotriyam 
brahmani~tham 11 

(MuBh 1.2.12,152). 
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C renouncing everything" (MuBh 110). 1 In light of Sailkara's various 

statements on the availability of the discipline of knowledge for all, 

this comment may simply mean that the kind of discipline of 

knowledge that is preceded by physical renunciation concerns 

Brahmanas alone, which does not forbid other people from resorting 

to the discipline of knowledge without monasticism. Moreover, in the 

introduction of the KeBh, where the commentator also quotes 

Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.12, the latter's prescription of physical 

renunciation appears as one possible application of the more general 

virtue of detachment (vairagya) which could then be understood as 

the really universal prerequisite for the discipline of knowledge. 

Sailkara first introduces the topic in the following manner:" ... the 

desire to know the indwelling Self arises only in that desireless 

(niskamasya) man of pure mind who is detached (viraktasya)from all 

connections with transitory, external means and ends by virtue of 

the rise of a special kind of tendency in this life or in previous ones." 2 

He then cites Kat ha Upani~ad 21.1, which talks of a discriminative man 

who turns his at tent ion toward the Self, following which he quotes 

Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.12 He thereafter specifies his understanding of 

the two quotations:" In this way alone, does a man of detachment 

acquire the competence to hear, meditate on, and realize the 

1 brahmanasyaiva viSesato 'dhikarab sarvatyagena 
brahmavidyayamiti brahmanagrahanam (Ibid.). 
2 ... vi$uddhasattvasya tu ni~kamasyaiva 
bahyadanityatsadhyasadhanasambandhadiha krtatpOrvakrtadva 
samskaravi$esodbhavadviraktasya pratyayat mavi~aya iijijasa 
pravartate (KeBh intro, 15). 
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0 knowledge of the indwelling Self, and not otherwise" (KeBh 34). 1 

After quoting Mundaka Upanisad 1.212, in the rest of his introduction 

Sailkara seems to waver between the general condition of 

detachment for everyone and the specific condition of renunciation 

for the Brahmanas. But at the end of the introduction, he qualifies the 

aspirant with detachment alone: 

Therefore this desire to know the indwelling Self, in the case of a 

man who is detached from all seen and unseen results attainable 

by external means, is being shown by the Vedic text beginning 

with "Willed by whom" .... It can be imagined that someone, 

having found no refuge in anything other than the indwelling Self 

... properly approached a master who is established in Brahman 

and asked: (Ibid. 36-37). 2 

As pointed out by Boyd Henry Wilson in his dissertation on Sailkara's 

use of scriptures, when our commentator quotes many passages, 

"there is seldom any explanation of these multiple citations: the 

common theme easily discerned from the citations is in itself 

sufficient explanation" (177-178). Hence, as suggested by the reference 

to the" detached man" (quoted above) in the presentation and 

conclusion of this topic in the introduction to his KeBh, the common 

theme here does not seem to be the prerequisite of physical 

renunciation as stated in Mugdaka Upanisad 1.212, but rather a 

1 evam viraktasya pratyagatmavisayam vijijanam.$rotum mantum 
vijiiiitum ea samarthyamupapadyate nanyatha (lbid.l6) 
2 tasmaddrsUidrstebhyo bahyasadhanasadhyebhyo viraktasya 
pratyagatmavi§aya brahmajijiHiseyam kenesitamityadi$rutya 
pradar$yat ... ka$cidgurum brahmanistham vidhivadupetya 
pratyagat mavisayadanyatra $aranamapa$yat ... papraccheti 
kalpyate (Ibid.). 
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C detachment (vairiigya) that does not necessarily entail monastic life. 

c 

In the BSBh, Sankara also identifies qualification for acquiring Self

knowledge from a teacher by bringing in and interpreting Muodaka 

Upanisad 1.2.12in terms of detachment or reversal of attention 

toward the Self, without referring to physical renunciation:" And 

after finding fault with the lower knowledge, it is shown that one 

alone is qualified for the higher knowledge who has no attachment 

[for the former].» 1 

This manner of interpreting the value given by Sankara to the 

prerequisite of being a Briihmaoa and a monk for the discipline of 

knowledge can be substantiated by his comment on Chiindogya 

Upanisad 5.11.7 where, with faggots in hand, householders rather than 

samnyasins are said to duly approach the teacher- himself a king 

rather than a monk. These householders are identified as Brahmaoas 

by both the Chandogya Upanisad (in 5.11.1) and Sankara, who thereby 

seems to contradict the requirement of Upad 21.2 as much because the 

king has already gained knowledge without satisfying the criterion of 

being a Briihmaoa, as because the Briihmaoas receiving knowledge 

from him are not formal renouncers. Yet Sankara's comment on verse 

5.27 reads: 

Therefore, although they were great householders, deeply versed 

in the Vedas. and Briihmaoas. they abandoned their pride of being 

great householders etc. and, desiring knowledge, they approached 

the king according to the rules, faggots in hand, without [minding 

the fact that he was not of the Brahmaoal caste. Other seekers 

1 ninditva caparam vidyam tato viraktasya paravidyiidhikaram 
dar$ayati (BSBh 1.221, 190). 
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c 

after knowledge should behave in the same manner. And he 

imparted the knowledge even without initiating them. The 

meaning of the story is that, in the same way as he imparted 

knowledge to competent persons, so also should others do.l 

Barring the possibility of an elementary contradiction, how could the 

author of Up ad 2.1.2 write this if the application of the prerequisite of 

being a Brahmana and a monk for the discipline of knowledge were 

not in some way restricted in his eyes? 

There is even evidence from the Upad itself that the 

requirement of physical renunciation for entry into the discipline of 

knowledge is not intended as universal. Immediately after 

commenting upon the citation from Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.12-13, 

Sailkara gives a passage from Chandogya Upanisad 3.11.6 to support the 

idea that knowledge should be obtained through a teacher. This 

section of the latter Up ani~ ad is in fact a dialogue between Arut:la and 

his son, and the verse preceding the one quoted by Sailkara reads: "Of 

such a Brahman. a father should speak to his eldes~ son or to a 

competent pupil," 2 which Sailkara glosses without any reservation 

concerning the fact that the two men are not monks. Moreover, in the 

second chapter of the prose part of the Upad, Sailkara introduces a 

man of the brahmacarya (student) stage of life in the role of a disciple: 

1 yata evam maha$aHi maha$rotriya brahmaaah santii 
maha$aliHvadyabhimanam hitva samidbharahastii jatito hinam 
rajanam vidyarthino vinayenopajagmuh. tathanyairvidyopaditsu
bhirbhavitavyam. tebhyascadadvidya manupaniyaivopanayana
mak(tvaiva tan. yatha yogyebhyo vidyamadattathanyenapi vidya 
datavyetyakhyayikarthah (CUBh 5.11.7, 495). 
2 id am vava tajjyestaya putraya pit a brahma prabroyatpraoayyaya 
vantevasine (CUBh 3.11.5, 420). 
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Q "A certain student, who was tired of transmigratory existence 

characterized by birth and death and was seeking after final release, 

approached in the prescribed manner a knower of Brahman who was 

established in Brahman and sitting at ease ... » (Up ad 2245, 234) 1 It 

must also be noticed that the Upad contains another elaborate 

description of the requirements for the discipline of knowledge that 

does not mention physical renunciation: "This [highest means of 

purification] should be always taught to the seeker after final release 

whose mind has been calmed, whose senses have been controlled, 

whose faults have been abandoned, who is acting as prescribed [in the 

script uresl, who is endowed with virtues, and who is always obedient 

[to his teacher]» (Upad 1.16.72, 156).2 

c 

How is one to explain these conflicting statements concerning 

the requirements for the discipline of knowledge? Are they simply 

self -<:ontradictions on Sankara's part or can they be understood 

consistently on the basis of his own exegetical approach? One must 

first note that, when commenting on the Upanisads and the 

Bhagavadgita. Sankara does not ex press any reservation concerning 

the fact that on many occasions these texts imply the possibility of 

commencing the discipline of knowledge without physical 

renunciation. In fact, the scriptures' statements towards this are 

often so evident and treated so much so by Sankara, that one can 

1 sukham asinam brahmanam brahmani~thilW. ka$cid brahmacari 
janmamaranalaksanat samsaran nirvinno mumuksur vidhivad 
upasannab ... (Upad 2.2.45, 203) 
2 pra$antacittaya jitendriyaya ea prahinadosaya yathoktakarine I 

gunanviUiyanugatiiya sarvada pradeyam etat satatam mumuk~ave!! 
(Upad 1.16.72, 129). 
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0 hardly argue on any reasonable ground that their commentator just 

overlooked them whenever he could (especially in the Upad), without 

noticing that he was contradicting his own tacit agreement with the 

obvious meaning of the scriptures. As an example, we can even start 

with a passage from the same Mundaka Upanisad which says in verse 

1.1.3: "Saunaka, a great householder, having approached Ail.giras 

according to the rules, asked ... " 1 First, according to Sail.kara's 

comment on BSBh 1.3.35, the Saunaka family belongs to the caste of 

Ksatriyas. Besides, as stated by the comment on the preceding verse 

of the Mundaka Upanisad (143), Ail.giras was part of a line of~ 

(hence, a Brahmana), and received the knowledge from Bharadvaja, as 

"either his son or disciple" (sva$isyaya putraya va), meaning that 

Bharadvaja could have been a complete Self -know er while being a 

father, that is, without having become a monk even though he was a 

Brahmana. Even when facing this situation, Sail.kara glosses verse 1.1.3 

without any reservation: "$aunaka. the son of Sunaka, a great 

householder. having approached, having gone to, the teacher Angiras, 

disciple of Bharadvaja, ~in accordance with the scriptures, asked. 

enquired ... " 2 Thus, the commentator does not seem to see any 

contradiction between this episode exemplifying an appropriate 

entry into the discipline of knowledge and the prerequisite of being 

both a Brahmana and a monk for the same purpose. This is in fact 

Sail.kara's consistent approach with respect to the many similar cases 

c 
1 saunako ha vai mahi$alo 'il.girasam vidhivadupasannah prapaccha I 
(MuBh 1.1.3, 143). 

2 $aunakah sunakasyapatyam mahasalo mahagrhasthah aOgirasam 
b haradvaj a$isya m acarya m vidhivadyat ha sast ram it yet at. 
upasannah upagatah san prapaccha prstavan (Ibid.). 
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C found in the texts he corn mented upon. As another ex ample, one 

could cite his comment while introducing the third part of the 

Taittiriya Uoanisad where the ui.Bhrgu receives knowledge from his 

father Varul)a: "The story 'Bhrghu, the well-known son of Varul)a ... 'is 

meant to praise knowledge, as it shows that it was imparted to a son 

by a father.» 1 Thus, in Sailkara's mind, far from introducing a 

deviation with respect to the prerequisite of formal renunciation, this 

episode of entry into the discipline of knowledge without the latter 

glorifies knowledge as a kind of universal value. Similarly, Sailkara 

has no problem with the Brahmana Svetaketu receiving instruction 

from his father Arul)i in chapter 6 of the Chandogya Uoanisad. as part 

of a long and continuing tradition of enlightened householders. 2 A 

similar lineage of knowledge among householders listed in 

Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 6.5.1-3 is also genuinely recognized by 

Sailkara in his commentary on the same. When, in Chandogya 

Upani§ad 4.4.1-5, it is as a brahmacarin that Satyakama jab ala is 

initiated into the Upani~adic knowledge by Haridrumata Gautama, 

our corn menta tor doesn't show any reservations either; equally so 

when, pictured later on as enlightened (4.9.2-3) and married (4.10.2), 

Satyakama jab ala also accepts brahmacarins (4.10.1 ). Where even kings 

are seen teaching the knowledge of Brahman. Sailkara maintains the 

same kind of undefensive comment, namely in CUBh 5.11-24, where 

king Asvapati shares his wisdom with three householders, in BUBh 2.1 

where Ajatasatru, king of Varal)asi, does the same with the Brahmaoa 

c 
1 akhhyayika vidyastutaye. priyaya putraya pitrokteti bhrgurvai 
varunib (TUBh 3.1.1, 313). 
2 See CUBh 6.4.5. 
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C Gargya Drptabalaki, as well as in BUBh 6.2 and CUBh 5.3-10 where 

Pravahat:ta. king of Pancala, instructs Svetaket u and his father 

Gautama, as part of" a line of Ksatriya teachers» 

(ksatriyaoaramparaya). 1 Similarly, Sailkara is not seen trying to 

justify any abnormality when king janaka is enlightened by 

Yajnavalkya in BUBh 3.1 and 4.1-4, even if, according to the 

c 

corn mentator, the latter section contains (in 4.4.22) the most 

important Upani~adic injunction of physical renunciation; 2 the same 

attitude is found in CUBh 4.1-2when the Brahmana and widower 

Raikva teaches king janasruti Pautrayat:ta. When in the 

Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.6 and 3.8, Yajnavalkya ex pounds his 

teaching to Gargi and when, even before physically giving up the 

practice of rites, he reveals the knowledge of Brahman to his wife 

Maitreyi (2.4 and 4.5), Sailkara does not try to diminish the liberal 

significance of these episodes. Finally, it is to a woman. his wife 

Maitreyi, that in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.5.6, Yajnavalkya 

states the very nature of the discipline of knowledge, namely, that 

the Self" should be heard of, reflected on and meditated upon,» a 

dialogue which again Sailkara does not try to reduce in scope or to 

justify as an exception in relation to a supposedly universal 

prerequisite of formal renunciation for entrance in the discipline of 

knowledge. 

1 This is specified by Sailkara in his BUBh 6.2.8 (988). 
2 "If, however, renunciation is supposed to be enjoined anywhere, it 
should be primarily here, it is not possible anywhere else» (BUBh 
4.4.22, 528). yadi punah kvacidvidhib parikalpyeta parivrajyasya. sa 
ihaiva mukhyo nanyatra sambhavati (935). 
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c Thus, the Uoanisads corn mented upon by Sankara feature a 

striking liberality concerning access to the discipline of knowledge. 

This brief survey already brings forward strong evidence that, 

according to these scriptures, if physical renunciation is to play a role, 

it is nothing more than an optional auxiliary to knowledge of the Self. 

My contention is that Sankara's authentic commentarial works 

explicitly agree with this position, but that the Up ad is ambiguous 

rather than contradictory in relation to the other works, simply 

because its own text features opposite requirements: while stating 

that being a Brahmana and a monk is necessary for access to the 

discipline of knowledge, it tells on the other hand the story of a 

brahmacarin receiving knowledge from an enlightened teacher. 

Accordingly, one exegetical rule would be that if physical 

renunciation is presented as a necessary condition, it is because the 

addressee is a Brahmana. We saw that, according to Sankara, physical 

renunciation is an auxiliary (ati.ga) for knowledge of the Self, yet 

addressed to Brahmanas alone. 1 Considering, as se~n in the many 

passages just referred to, that the corn mentator also endorses the 

Upanisads' liberality in terms of access to knowledge, the 

requirement of being a Brahmana and a monk stated in the Upad 

most probably means that .i(one is a Brahmana, one has to become a 

monk in order to have access to the discipline of knowledge, and not 

that one has to be a Brahmana and a monk. As a consequence, these 

two requirements are valid only for Brahmaoas and do not preclude 

1 As also noticed by Mayeda (U pad, 228), throughout his works, Sankara 
consistently maintains his position that the addressee of the 
injunction of physical renunciation is always and only a Brahmana. 
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C any person from the discipline of knowledge, which would be 

confirmed in the Upad itself when a brahmacarin is said to be 

instructed on knowledge of the Self. 

c 

This raises the following question: is it not contradictory to 

make physical renunciation a necessary requirement for access to the 

discipline of knowledge in the case of Brahmanas. and to acknowledge 

on the other hand that some Brahmanas go through that discipline 

and even get its result, namely liberation. without the said physical 

renunciation? To understand how this may not be contradictory from 

Sailkara's viewpoint, we have to approach the issue from his own 

hermeneutical perspective. The major presupposition to recall here 

is that, according to him, being $ruti and thus divine in origin, the 

Upanisads are by nature free from mistakes and contradictions. Even 

when they do prescribe physical renunciation for Brahmanas as an 

auxiliary for the discipline of knowledge, and paradoxically do 

account for the enlightenment of Brahmanas who did not take to that 

type of renunciation, one should not impute contradiction to these 

scriptures, but should rather try to resolve the apparent conflict with 

the use of proper exegetical rules as given in porva- and 

Ut taramimamsa. Although Sailkara never directly addressed the 

question as to why the Upanisads prescribe physical renunciation as 

an auxiliary for the aspirant Briihmana. and yet mention many cases 

where this has obviously not been followed, we may make use of his 

explanation of the fact that people are reported to reach knowledge 

and liberation without ritual actions which are prescribed at least as 

a remote auxiliary (bahirailgaHor entry into the discipline of 

knowledge. According to Sailkara's interpretation of Brahmasotra 
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0 3.4.36-37, the claim that people are qualified for knowledge of the Self 

even when deprived of the auxiliary requirement consisting of ritual 

actions, is explained by the fact that $ruti and Smrti texts give 

indicatory marks (lirlga) suggesting that such people, among them the 

widower Raikva, 1 and ladies such as Gargi, did attain immediate 

knowledge of the Self. Applying the same exegetical rule to the 

auxiliary means consisting of physical renunciation, we may also infer 

from indicatory marks found in the many passages referred to above, 

that even without physical renunciation, Brahmanas are said by the 

scriptures to reach mediate as well as immediate knowledge without 

fulfilling the auxiliary condition of physical renunciation. Hence, if 

anything, physical renunciation has to be considered as optional 

rather than necessary even for the Brahmanas. Then, according to 

Sarlkara, in what sense is this not contradicting the injunction of 

physical renunciation for Brahmanas? Again, our commentator has 

not dealt with this issue. But a like situation is highlighted by 

Sarlkara's interpretation of the relationship between the injunction of 

ritual actions and the availability of knowledge without these rites. 

According to his understanding of Brahmasotra 3.4.36, even when 

knowledge is available without ritual actions, it is preferable Oyayas) 

to perform these rites. It can be said in a similar fashion that even 

when knowledge is available for Bramanas without physical 

renunciation, it is preferable for these Brahmanas to physically 

renounce. This exegetical principle ex plains quite simply why 

c 
1 Being deprived of the assistance of his wife during the sacrifices, 
the householder who has become widower cannot perform them 
any more. 

231 



0 Sailkara can on the one hand very naturally accept that Briihmanas 

are qualified for the discipline of knowledge even without entering 

monastic life, and, on the other hand, strongly prescribe monasticism 

for them. We can also hold on this basis that he is here quite faithful 

to the spirit of the Upanisads themselves. Thus, the apparent 

contradiction found in the Upad between the Briihmana-monk 

requirement and the dialogue between a teacher and a brahmaciirin 

can be resolved on the background of Biidarayal).a's and Sailkara's way 

of interpretating these types of conflicting statements. 

c 

Based on the fact that the Upad is non-commentarial, Mayeda 

opines that this work is more likely to represent the free expression 

of Sailkara's real personal position on renunciation: 

If the Up ad were a commentary, like the Brahmasotrabhiisya, on 

some text or other,Sailkara might have been compelled to 

recommend karman though it was against his will. However, the 

Upad. is not a commentary on any text. Therefore, it is certainly 

an expression of his own view that Sailkara insists on a complete 

renunciation of karman ... (1964-66, 70) 

According to Mayeda's interpretation of the requirement of being a 

Briihmana and a monk as stated in the Up ad," it should be kept in 

mind in order to understand Sail.kara's doctrine that he accepts as 

qualified for his teaching a Brahmin who is in the state of 

paramahamsa wandering ascetic» (Up ad, 228). The scholar ends up by 

stating that "Sailkara's teachings were meant only for selected 

samnyasins ... » (1989, 199). But a major consequence of our 

understanding of Sailkara's position is that such a conclusion is not 

consistent enough, even with respect to the U pad, as Mayeda himself 
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0 suggests when, noticing that a brahmaciirin is said to be taught in 

verse 22.45, he reflects that "the requirement of being a 

paramahamsaparivriijaka might not be very strict" (Up ad, 97). Thus, 

to determine Sati.kara's position on the matter, one must take all of his 

works into consideration. Having done this, the conclusion is that, 

according to him, the srauta or smart a disciplines of knowledge are 

universally available without physical renunciation, while the latter 

is prescribed as an optional, yet emphasized, auxiliary only for the 

Briihmanas' srauta discipline of knowledge. 

But the question remains as to why Sati.kara didn't state 

generously this universal availability in the Upad if he really meant 

it? At least two answers could be proposed here. The work may be 

inauthentic or at least partly so. But according to Mayeda's research 

on this (1965), there is no reason to doubt its authenticity. So this 

answer remains unsatisfactory. It may also be proposed that the 

Up ad was addressed only or at least mainly to Briihmanas. With 

respect to this, Mayeda gives the following account of the 

contemporary situation Sati.kara had to deal with: 

Sati.kara would not teach his doctrine to city dwellers. In the 

cities the power of Buddhism was still strong, though already 

declining, and Jainism prevailed among the merchants and 

manufacturers. Popular Hinduism occupied the minds of ordinary 

people while city dwellers pursued ease and pleasure. There 

were also hedonists in cities, and it was difficult for Sati.kara to 

communicate Vediinta philosophy to these people. Consequently 

he propagated his teachings chiefly among samnyasins. who had 

233 



0 

c 

renounced the world, and intellectuals in the villages, and he 

gradually won the respect of Brahmins and feudal lords (Upad, 5). 

As is often the case in ancient Indian history, it is very difficult to 

assess such descriptions. In light of what we have established so far I 

would put it this way: although he understood his teaching to be 

available to all castes, for socio-historical and\or strategical reasons, in 

practice, Sailkara may have taught mainly to Brahmanas who were 

probably the most qualified to understand the subtle argumentation 

of his revival, the most concerned about it, and the most competent to 

spread it throughout society once converted to his doctrine. 1 This 

could ex plain why he sometimes wrote as if his teaching and that of 

the Upanisads were addressed only to Brahmaoas But this does not 

mean that no one else had access to that knowledge. So, in light of our 

reinterpretation, physical renunciation as a necessary requirement is 

far from being typical of Sailkara, because it does not reflect his usual 

liberal position expressed in the universal availability of knowledge 

and in the emphasis on renunciation of authorship .. 

It has thus been demonstrated that, in Sailkara's eyes, 

karmayoga equips the aspirant with a very powerful means of inner 

renunciation, a meditative procedure which, while bringing the mind 

from gross to subtlest levels of phenomenal experience, purifies it in 

such a way as to allow it to easily open to the reality of the non-dual 

Self through the scriptures, the enlightened teacher and, if necessary, 

1 A similar situation is found in our century: preferring to spread 
his message mainly in English, the language of a very small 
fraction of his country, Vivekananda was able to reach a vast 
national and international audience. 
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C repeated hearing from the teacher (Sravaoa), reflection (manana) and 

meditation (nididhyasana) as part of the discipline of knowledge, 

whether based on $ruti or Smrti texts. In this context, meditation or 

nididhyiisana appears as the culmination of an inner process of 

renunciation with which the aspirant should already have become 

familiarthrough other forms of meditation practiced in karmayoga. 

Because departure from active social life is not mandatory for 

starting with the discipline of knowledge, the latter, that is, 

c 

j nanayoga or mediate jnananistha. can even be seen as part of 

karmayoga. Even if one argued that the words j[Hinayoga and 

mediate jijananistha are always exclusively associated with 

monasticism by Sankara, it would still be proper to say that the part

time practice of Sravaoa. manana and nididhyasana as such is declared 

by him to be available to the seeker after liberation pursuing an 

active social life. 

5.5-Karmayoga as a means to immediate Self-knowledge 

These clarifications shed completely new light on numerous 

passages where Sankara literally states that karmayoga can lead to 

direct knowledge of the Self. First. it is fair to conclude from our study 

of the basic sequence leading to liberation, that because 

sarvakarmasamnyasa is not to be understood as physical 

renunciation. karmayoga as comprising both· ritual actions and the 

discipline of knowledge represents a self -sufficient means for the rise 

of knowledge in Sankara's economy of liberation. Second, it is also 

obvious that because Sankara wholeheartedly defends physical 
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C renunciation after attainment of enlightenment, he also recognizes 

that the Self -know er did acquire enlightenment before the said 

physical renunciation, that is, through a discipline where ritual 

actions and the discipline of knowledge must have been combined. To 

hold here that only full-time absorption in the discipline of 

knowledge can yield Self -know ledge and liberation would be baseless, 

because it would contradict the fact that many are said to physically 

renounce active social life only after enlightenment, and that, as an 

obvious consequence, a combination of part-time practice of the 

discipline of knowledge along with rituals can lead the householder to 

direct Self-knowledge before his physical renunciation. Third, in 

various places, Sailkara writes for all to read that karmayoga leads to 

immediate Self-knowledge through purification of the mind. Thus, he 

says in the BSBh 3.4.34: "And such texts as 'He who has to his credit 

these eighty-four sanctifications," which allude to the fact of these 

Vedic rites being well-known as sanctifying, occur in the Smrtis with 

the idea of showing that knowledge arises in one who is sanctified by 

them" (792). l Stating that the very vision of the ~is the result of 

karmayoga, the context of TUBh 1.10 quite clearly specifies the 

immediate nature of the Self-knowledge attained through this 

discipline:" It is obvious that the visions of the ,Wconcerning the Self 

etc., are for one who is engaged in the daily obligatory duties enjoined 

c 
lyasyaite 'sticatvirim$atsamkiri ityidyi ea 
saw.skiratvaprasiddhirvaidike~u karmasu tat samskrtasya 
vidyot 0attimabhipretya smrtau bhavati (BSBh 3.4.34, 809). 
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0 in the $ruti and the Smrti. who is without selfish desires, and who 

seeks after the knowledge of the supreme Brahman." I In a similar 

spirit, TUBh 1.4.3 reads:" karman is meant to eliminate accumulated 

sins, following which knowledge manifests." 2 It is further said in 

TUBh 1.12: "Yet it was said that, in terms of the attainment of one's 

Self, the daily obligatory actions become the cause of knowledge by 

way of removing the hindrance constituted by accumulated sins 

done in the past." 3 Besides, karmayoga does not lead to direct Self

knowledge only when the aspirant is already very pure and 

practically on the verge of liberation. This is indicated by the 

following passage where. in an earlier stage of his life, the enlightened 

man is said to have been attached to desires in the same way as other 

c 

people: 

Then. for the man who, [after] engaging in actions out of ignorance 

or out of defects such as desire, got his mind purified by sacrifices, 

gifts. or austerity, there arises the knowledge of the supreme 

truth that all this is simply the One, the Brahman. the non-doer; 

and while action and the motive for action have disappeared, 

what may be seen as being involved in action for the welfare of 

the world, as assiduously as he did previously, is no action ... " 4 

1 evam $rautasmarte~u nitye~u karmasu yuktasya niskamasya param 
brahma vividisorarsani darsanani pradurbhavantyatmadivisayagiti 
(TUBh 1.1 0.1, 272-273). 
2 karma copattaduritaksayiirtham. tatksaye hi vidya prakii$ate 
(TUBh 1.4.3, 235 ). 
3 svat maliibhe tu pOrvopacitaduritapratibandhiipanayadvarena 
vidyahetutvam. pratipadyante karm.ani nityaniti (TUBh 1.12.1, 278). 
4 yasya tvajnanadragadidosato va karmagi pravrttasya yajOena 
diinena tapasa va viSuddhasattvasya jijanamutpannam 
paramarthatattvavisayamekamevedam sarvam brahmiikartr ceti. 
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Q Introducing BGBh 4.42, Sailkara also grants to karmayoga the power to 

give direct Self -knowledge through purification:" ... the man who, by 

virtue of the practice of karmayoga, has his doubts cut asunder by 

knowledge which arises from the elimination of impurities, is not 

bound by actions because they have indeed been consumed in the fire 

of knowledge ... » 1 

c 

Many interpreters would argue that because Sailkara prescribes 

physical renunciation as a requirement for the discipline of 

knowledge at least a few times in his works, it is to be always 

understood at least as an implicit additional step even when the 

author does not mention it. According to this viewpoint, the purity of 

mind referred to in excerpts such as the above merely allows for the 

rise of knowledge consisting of the discrimination between the real 

and the unreal (the well-known prerequisite for entry into the 

discipline of knowledge), and leaves unstated the fact that, after 

attaining this intellectual distinction, one has to go through two other 

mandatory steps before direct Self -knowledge: first, enter the 

samnyasaSrama by physically renouncing active social life, second, 

eo m me nee and pursue the discipline of knowledge. Or, it might be 

suggested that if the purity apparently said to be produced by 

karmayoga is already enough for direct Self-knowledge, the whole 

sequence starting from discrimination between the real and the 

tasya karmaoi karmaprayojane ea nivrtte 'pi lokasamgrahartham 
yatnapOrvam yatha pravrttistathaiva karmaoi pravrttasya 
yatpravrttirOpam drSyate na tat karma ... (BGBh 2.11, 44) 
1 ... karmayoganusthanadaSuddhiksayahetukajijJinasamcchinna
samSayo na nibadhyate karmabhirjijanagnidagdhakarmatvadeva ... 
(BGBh 4.42, 239) 
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C unreal, and proceeding through physical abandonment, and so forth, 

must have been left unstated by Sankara between the stage of 

karmayoga and the attainment of the said purity. It is, however, 

clearly not possible to maintain this position, for instance, in the 

following case which explains janaka's enlightenment through the 

same purifying power of karmayoga. It is well-known that janaka 

never took recourse to physical renunciation. So, Sankara states here 

that in the context of karmayoga. that is, without physically 

abandoning ritual actions," by means of actions dedicated to Isvara. 

Janaka and others attained oerfection. perfection meaning here either 

purity of mind or the emergence of true knowledge ... » 1 Similarly, 

while BGBh 3.19 reads: "fQr.. since. performing action without 

attachment. for the sake of Isvara. man attains the supreme. 

liberation, by means of purity of mind,» 2 the next verse uses the same 

terms to describe the life of Self -knowers such as king janaka before 

their enlightenment (which obviously occurred without physical 

renunciation and full-time involvement in the discii?line of 

knowledge):" If such people as Janaka had not attained right insight, 

then the verse should be explained as follows: they tried to attain 

perfection by steps, through action which is the means of attaining 

c 

1 I$varasamarpitena karmaga sadhanabhOtena samsiddhim sattva
$uddhim iiHinotpattilaksanam va samsiddhimasthita janakadaya ... 
(BGBh 211, 45) 
2 asakto hi yasmat samacaranni$varartham karma kurvan 
mok~amapnoti purusab sat tva$uddhidvaregetyarthah (BGBh 3.19, 
1 58). 

239 



C purity of mind." 1 Hence, Sail.kara establishes an unbroken continuity 

bet we en karmayoga. its purifying power, and the rise of direct Self

knowledge. 

c 

It will now be worth examining some examples of 

misinterpretation on the role of karmayoga with respect to Self

knowledge, in the work oft woof his most famous commentators, 

A nand a Giri and Madhusodana Sarasvati. Let us first give the passage 

from Sailkara and interpret it by using the immediate context. The 

BGBh 5.5 says: 

The meaning is as follows. The state. called liberation, which is 

reached by the samkhyas. by those renouncers who are steadfast 

in knowledge, is also reached by the yogins. The yogins are those 

who perform their duties, as a means for the attainment of 

knowledge, dedicating them to hvara. without aiming at results 

for themselves. By them also is that state reached, through the 

attainment of renunciation based on true knowledge ... 2 

In his introduction to the following verse, Sailkara specifies Kr~t:la's 

statement as follows: "the samnyasa which is based on knowledge is 

considered by Me as samkhya: and the latter is the true yoga." 3 He 

then adds that if in verse 5.6 renunciation is used as a synonym of 

1 athaoraotasamyagdar$ana janakadayastada karmaoa sattva$uddhi
sadhanabhOtena kramena samsiddhimasthita iti vyakhyeyah Slokah 
(BGBh 3.20, 259 ). 
2 yat samkhyairjijananisthair samnyasibhih prapyate sthanam 
mok~akhyam tadyogairapi j{Hinapraptyupayatvene$vare samarpya 
karmaoyat magah phalamanabhisamdhayanutisthanti ye te 
yoginastairapi paramarthajijanasamnyasapraptidvarega gamyate 
ityabhiprayah ... (BGBh 5.5, 250) 
3 jijanapek~astu samnyasab samkhyamiti mayabhipretab. 
paramarthayogaSca sa eva (BGBh 5.6, 251 ). 
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C Brahman. it is as the "true one" (paramarthikah) 1 and "because it is 

characterized by steadfastness in the supreme knowledge." 2 

"Brahman.» he then says," is the true samnyasa characterized by 

steadfastness in the supreme Self.» 3 If we start with the items of 

verse 6 and then add those of verse 5, the multi-termed equation 

possesses sound internal consistency: 

c 

(verse 6): true samnyasa =Brahman= steadfastness in the supreme 

knowledge= steadfastness in the supreme Self= 

(verse 5): samnyasa based on knowledge= samkhya =true yoga. 

The purport is quite clear: all these expressions imply immediate 

knowledge of the Self. 4 

Hence, if at the beginning of the comment on verse 5, the 

siimkhyas are referred to as "those renouncers who are steadfast in 

1 Ibid. 
z para mat majnanani~thiilaksagatvat (BGBh 5.6, 252). 
3 brahma paramarthasamnyasam paramat majiliinani§thiilaksaoam 
(lb id.) 
4 In a spirit that is quite similar to BGBh 5.5-7, the commentary on 
verse 2.49 of the same work uses samkhyabuddhi to refer to 
immediate knowledge of the Self, and lkarma1vogabuddhi to mean the 
way of attaining the latter: "Wherefore, in the wisdom (buddhi) of 
yoga, or better, in its ripening into the wisdom of samkhya,~ 
refuge. search for an asylum which opens freedom from fear." ~ 
evam yogavisayayam buddhau tatparipiikajayam va 
siitpkhyabuddhau saraoamasrayamabhayapriiptikiiraoamanviccha 
prarthayasva (109). Further evidence in support of this 
interpretation is found in BGBh 2.51 wherein siimkhyabuddhi is said 
to be characterized by" supreme insight" (paramarthadarSana) and to 
bet ypical of the enlightened man of verse 2.46. In BGBh 2.39, 
samkhyabuddhi is also said to be that" knowledge which is the 
immediate cause of the cessation of the defect which is the cause of 
transmigratory existence [characterised by] grief, delusion and so 
forth.» samkhye ... buddhirjiHinam siik§iitchokamohiidisamsara 
het udosanivrt tikiiraoam (96-97). 
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C knowledgeD and who attain liberation without any other condition, in 

agreement with the above contextual equation, they must already be 

renouncers of authorship and already liberated-in-this-life, and not 

formal renouncers still on the way to direct knowledge of the Self. It 

is from this perspective that Sailkara then contrasts with them, the 

yogins, that is, the unenlightened people who still need "the 

attainment of renunciation [of authorship] based on true knowledge" 

in order to be liberated. Thus Sailkara is not saying here that at some 

point the karmayogin will reach a mediate knowledge of the Self that 

will make him adopt physical renunciation as a means to liberation, 

but rather that karmayoga itself will lead to immediate Self

knowledge and to renunciation of authorship as its logical 

consequence. This is confirmed by the remaining part of the comment 

on verse 5.6 and by the one that follows. First, Sailkara confirms that 

the "sage equipped with yoga" mentioned by verse 5.6 "soon reaches 

Brahman" (brahma nacirenadhigacchatD. 1 Commenting on verse 5.7, 

he then states that "the one equipped with yoga ... who has become 

the Self in all beings .... who stays in such a state, though performing 

c 
1 BGBh 5.6, 252. 
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C action for the welfare of the world, is not tainted. not bound 1 by 

actions." 2 If the true samnyasa equated with Brahman which has 

just been described as the state of liberation-in-this-life can be 

reached by the karmayogin without having to physically renounce 

ritual actions (i.e. while continuing to perform them for the welfare of 

the world), then, since this case is not presented as an exception to a 

rule, it follows that the renunciation referred to in the commentary 

on verse 5.5 is not physical abandonment of ritual actions as a 

condition for entering the discipline of knowledge, but rather, 

renunciation of authorship as a result of an already arisen immediate 

c 

knowledge of the Self. 

However, A nand a Giri and MadhusOdana Sarasvati take the 

same reference to renunciation as a prescription of physical 

abandonment of rites in order to commence the discipline of 

knowledge. As presented by Ananda Giri, in the first passage from 

1 A very similar description is found in the introduction to verse 4.42, 
which closes chapter 4 and is thus separated from 5.5 by only four 
verses: "Because he who, by practicing karmayoga. gets his impurities 
destroyed and thereby obtains the knowledge that cuts his doubts to 
pieces, 'is not bound by actions,' his actions having been burnt by the 
fire of knowledge ... » yasmat karmayoganu~thanada$uddhik~aya
hetukajfianasamcchinnasam$ayo na nibadhyate karmabhirj(Hinagni
dagdhakarmatvadeva ... (239) BGBh 9.28 addresses similar words to 
Arjuna: " ... having your self. your mind, eguiooed with yoga and 
renunciation. liberated from the bonds of action while yet living, and 
when this body will fall, you will come to. arrive at.~." ... yukta 
at mantahkaraoam yasya tava sa tvam samnyasayogayukUit m a san 
vimuktah karmabandhanairiivanneva. oatite casmiiHarire 
mamupai~yasyagami~yasi (436-437). 
2 ... yogena yuktah ... sa sarvabhOUitmabhOUitma .... sa tatraivam 
vartamano lokasamgrahaya karma kurvannapi na lipyate. na 
karmabhirbadhyata ithyarthab (BGBh 5.7, 253-254). 

243 



C BGBh 5.5 quoted above, the knowledge on which renunciation is based 

as a condition for reaching liberation in the case of the karmayogins is 

only mediate, as it is said to be simply" prayojaka.» that is," prompting 

[to physical renunciation]." In his $astrapraka$ikatika on Suresvara's 

BUBh Vartika. A nand a Giri contrasts" direct realisation of Reality" 

c 

(tat tvasaksatkarana) with" knowledge prompting [to renunciation 

and the discipline of knowledge]» (prayojakajijana).l He also uses the 

latter term when commenting on BGBh 5.5: " ... by means of 

renunciation preceded by true knowledge. by prompting knowledge, 

even karmins reach that state ... " 2 MadhusOdana Sarasvati is even 

more explicit: "Even yogins reach that state in this life through purity 

of mind, through steadfastness in knowledge connected with hearing 

etc. preceded by renunciation, or through the same as carried on in a 

future life." 3 In contrast with these two convergent interpretations, 

our contextualisation has shown that Sailkara's intention is not to 

prescribe physical renunciation as a necessary step after karmayoga, 

but to emphasize that liberation comes through a k~owledge of the 

actionless Self which is characterized by the inner renunciation of 

authorship, even though the said knowledge may be reached, as a 

result of purity of mind, through practices pertaining to the domain of 

action. 

1 Suresvara 1894, 3.5.104, 1256. 
2 ... prayojakajijanam paramarthajijanam tatporvakasamnyasa
dvarega karmabhirapi tadeva sthanam praptam ... (BGBh 5.5, 250) 
3 tairyogibhirapi sattva$uddhya samnyasapOrvaka$ravagadi-
0urahsaraya jiianani§thaya vartamane bhavi§yati va janmani 
sampatsyamanaya tatsthanam gamyate (Ibid.) 
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c 

We saw in the third chapter that, according to Sailkara's 

interpretation of Gita 3.3, the karmayoga and jnanayoga prescribed 

respectively to yogins and siimkhyas refer first of all to the state of 

ignorance for the former and to enlightenment for the latter. The 

same division is conveyed by the categories yogabuddhi (wisdom of 

yoga) and siimkyabuddhi (wisdom of samkhya). Using these terms, 

Sailkara also clearly states that karmayoga leads to direct Self

knowledge. In BGBh 2.11, samkhyabuddhi and yogabuddhi are 

described thus: 1 

... samkhyabuddhi is the conviction- arising from the 

investigation of the meaning of the [said] section- that because 

the Self is devoid of the six modifications such as birth, it is no 

doer; and those knowers to whom it pertains are the siimkhyas. 

Before the dawn of this conviction is yoga, defined as the 

performance of actions as a means of liberation, based on the 

notion that the self is distinct from the body and that it is a doer 

and enjoyer, [as well as] accompanied by discrimination between 

dharma and ad harm a. This wisdom is yogabuddhi: and the 

performers of action to whom it pertains are the yogins. 2 

Let us specify the meaning of yogabuddhi or uwisdom of yoga." When 

understood in this context, the word yoga is defined four times in the 

1 See also BGBh 3, intro, for a similar definition. 
2 ... buddhiriit mano janmadisadvikriyabhavadakartat meti 
prakaranarthanirOpanadyii jayate sa samkyabuddhih. sa ye~am 
jijaninamuciUi bhavati te samkhyah. etasya buddherjanmanah 
pragatmano dehadivyatiriktatvakart(tvabhoktrtvadyapek~o 
dharmadharmavivekaporvako moksasadhananusthananirOpaoa
lak~ano yogab. tadvi~aya buddhiryogabuddhib. sa ye~am 
karmioamucita bhavati te yoginab (BGBh 2.11, 42). 
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C BGBh as including karmayoga {or simply karman) and evenness of 

mind as expressed by the words samiidhiyoga. samabuddhitva or 

samatvabuddhi. Samadhiyoga seems to suggest the practice of 

meditation. But, unfortunately, the compound is used only twice in 

the BGBh {2.39 and 4.38)- as part of the definition of the present notion 

of yoga- and the author merely mentions it without comment. In the 

Gita and in Sailkara's commentaries, expressions based on the word 

samatva {equanimity, evenness, balance) are used to describe various 

levels of equanimity. First, they may refer, from a broad perspective, 

to a quality that is worth developing by the seeker after liberation; 1 

second, they can be understood as a result of meditation and as a 

major prerequisite for immediate knowledge of the Self; 2finally, they 

will appear as a characteristic of the state of liberation-in-this-life. 3 

Hence, it is probably fair to say that, as part of the discipline of action, 

samabuddhitva and samatvabuddhi may refer to a general quality to 

be developed, to a result of meditation or to a major prerequisite for 

direct knowledge of the Self; on the other hand, because of the well-

c 

known meaning of samiidhi as absorption in meditation, samiidhiyoga 

can hardly refer to anything else than the practice of meditation 

1 See for instance BGBh 2.48, 2.49, 10.5, 13.9, 18.57. 
2 See for instance, BGBh 5.29, MuBh 3.1.2 and BUBh 4.4.23. 
3 See for instance BGBh 2.51, 5 intro, 6.9, 6.29, 7.18, 7.29-30, 12.4, 12.14, 1 5.11. 
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C which then also appears as being included in the "wisdom of yoga," 

that is, in karmayoga. 1 

c 

However the most significant point in the context of the value 

of karmayoga. or yoga as termed here, is that in the context of all four 

definitions, Sailkara states that it leads to direct Self -knowledge. For 

instance, in his BGBh 2.39, the author starts with a definition of 

samkhyabuddhi as "the knowledge pertaining to the discrimination 

of the supreme reality and which is the direct means for eradication 

of the defect causing transmigratory existence, including such things 

as sorrow and delusion." 2 Samkhya is therefore the direct knowledge 

that brings about liberation. The commentator then gives the 

definition of yoga, mentioning that it leads to that samkhya 

knowledge: 

Hear now about the wisdom (buddhi) concerning yoga, which is 

the means of attaining that [wisdom concerning samkhyal, and 

which is about to be told. It is karmayoga. i.e., performance of 

1 In his translation, Ramachandra Aiyar glosses samadhiyoga by 
"(meditation)" (BGBh 2.39, 70). Also in support of samadhiyoga as 
practice of meditation within the a wisdom of yoga" (or karmayoga as 
more commonly called) is the fact that when samadhiyoga is used for 
the definition of yoga in 2.39, it is complementary to" karmayoga" 
which is described there as performing actions without attachment 
(nibsailgataya), while when samabuddhitva or samatvabuddhi are 
used (2.50 and 5.4), they are complementary to" performance of one's 
dharma" (svadharmamanutisthan) and" mere karmayoga" 
(karmayogam ea kevalam) respectively. Thus samabuddhitva and 
samatvabuddhi seem to refer to non-attachment, while samadhiyoga 
adds another dimension apart from non-attachment, which is most 
likely meditation. 
2 samkhye paramarthavastuvivekavisaye buddhirjiliinam 
saksacchokamohadisamsarahetudosanivrttikaraoam 
(BGBh 2.39, 96-97). 
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0 karmans. and yoga of absorption (samiidhiyoga),for the purppse 

of propitiating the Lord, without attachment. i.e .. after having 

repelled the pairs of opposites. 1 

The same relationship is found between yoga and samkhya in BGBh 

2.49: "Wherefore seek shelter ... in the wisdom of yoga, or rather in the 

wisdom of siimkhya which later arises when yoga attains maturity." 2 

In the eo m ment on the following verse. Sankara's reference to 

freedom from virtue and vice as a result of knowledge obtained 

through karmayoga suggests that. by knowledge or wisdom. he really 

means. again. direct experience of the Self: "Hear what result is 

obtained by one who performs his duty with evenness of mind. ~ 

who is endued with wisdom. who is possessed of the wisdom of 

evenness, casts off. abandons.~ in this world. both virtue and vice. 

merit and demerit, through purification of mind and attainment of 

knowledge ... " 3 In the same spirit, BGBh 4.38 reads: «Having reached 

Qerfection in yoga. perfecting [himself]. attaining competence, through 

yoga, through karmayoga and samiidhiyoga. the seeker after 

liberation realizes that knowledge. in time. after a long time. in. 

1 yoge tu tatpraptyupaye nihsailgataya 
dvandvaorahiigap orvak a misvararadhanart he k arm ayoge 
karmanusthane samiidhivoge ea imamanantaramevocyamanam 
buddhim srnu (Ibid .. 97). 
zyata evam yogavisayayam buddhau tatparipiikajayam va 
samkhyabuddhau $aragam ... anviccha (BGBh 2.49,109). 

3 samatvabuddhiyuktah sansvadharmamanutisthan yatphalam 
priipnoti tacchrgubuddhiti. buddhiyuktab samatvavisayaya 
buddhya yukto buddhiyuktah. sa jahiiti parityajatihasmimlloke ubhe 
sukrtadu~krte pugyapape sattva$uddhijijana0ra0tidvareoa ... (BGBh 
2.50,109-110) 
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C him selL by himself alone.» 1 Again, in BGBh 5.4, karmayoga is said to be 

the means of reaching the immediate Self-knowledge to which the 

wisdom of samkhya corresponds:" samkhya and yoga mean samnyasa 

and karmayoga when [respectively] associated with knowledge and 

evenness of mind etc. which are the means of the said knowledge ... » 2 

It is thus quite clear that karmayoga as comprising the deeply 

purifying meditation on the qualified Brahman and the discipline of 

knowledge based on the Upanisads is in itself a sufficient means to 

immediate Self-knowledge. But then, it may be asked, how does 

Sail.kara reconcile 1- the statement which claims that meditation as 

comprised in karmayoga creates only the purity allowing the 

experience of Hiranyagarbha. and the other claim which specifies that 

it does produce the necessary purity; 2- the refutation of the doctrine 

of combination of action and knowledge (jijanakarmasamuccayavada) 

for achieving liberation, with karmayoga's ability to directly bring 

about immediate know ledge through purity of mind? 

In the BGBh this reconciliation will best be br~ught to light by a 

study of the compound jijananisthiiyogyata (ability to be steadfast in 

knowledge) which is used seven times in this commentary in a similar 

context, that is, always presented as a result of karmayoga. Yet the 

meaning of this expression is not easy to ascertain and can be easily 

misunderstood. According to a eo m m on Advaita interpretation, it 

means competency to embark on the discipline of knowledge. As 

1 taiiijanam svayameva yogasamsiddho yogena karmayogena 
samiidhiyogena ea samsiddhah samskrto yogyatamapanno 
mumuksuh kiilena mahatatmani vindati (BGBh 4.38,235-236). 
2 taveva samnyasakarmayogau jijanatadupayasamabuddhitvadi
samyuktau samkhyayogaSabdavacyau ... (BGBh 5.4, 249-250) 
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C explained by A. G. Krishna Warrier. because at best, karman "purifies 

the mind and makes it a fit instrument for the intuition of the 

identity of At man and Brahman." jijananisthayogyata means only "fit 

for the steady cultivation of jijana" (432). However, my contention is 

that in Sailkara's BGBh. ;nananisthayogyata or ability to be steadfast 

in knowledge does not mean fitness to start upon the discipline of 

knowledge, but fitness, capacity or ability to experience or maintain 

the direct experience of the actionless Self. As contrasted with the 

ability to know Hiranyagarbha (which we may call 

hiranyagarbhajijanayogyata), in other words, as opposed to the result 

of the highest degree of purity available in the sphere of authorship 

and bondage, jOananisthayogyata specifically identifies, although as 

still issuing from karmayoga. the result of the supreme degree of 

purity which alone allows direct knowledge of the actionless Self 

beyond Hiraoyagarbha. 

Let us first look at Sailkara's comments on BGBh 4.10 and 18.10, 

which provide examples where, even in the case of people who have 

not taken up formal renunciation. highest purity alone is given as a 

condition of immediate Self-knowledge. Verse 4.10 is introduced by 

Sailkara as follows: "This path to liberation is not trodden just in the 

present time, but has been so even in ancient times." 1 This obviously 

refers to the tradition said to be handed down by Ksatriyas in BGBh 

4.1-2 and whose path is thus completely within reach of people who 

have not physically renounced. Further on, Sailkara concludes his 

comment on verse 4.10 with:" Purified by the fire of knowledge ... 

1 nai~a moksamarga idanim pravrttab kim tarhi 0orvamapi (BGBh 
4.1 0, 192). 
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C having reached supreme purity, many have reached My being ... D 1 

Thus, the path of karmayoga used throughout life by people such as 

Ksatriyas is said to bring about both the supreme knowledge and the 

extreme purity that yield liberation in Kr~l)a. In his BGBh 18.10, 

Sailkara glosses quite emphatically the highest level of purity that 

ensures immediate Self -know ledge even in the case of the 

karmayogin. of "the one who, having abandoned attachment to action 

and the desire for its fruits, performs daily obligatory rites:» z 

c 

And when will he not hate a disagreeable work and not be 

attached to an agreeable one? This will now be stated. It is when 

he is filled with sattva.filled with, pervaded, possessed of the 

sattva which is the cause of discrimination between the Self and 

the non-Self. And, as a result, he is a wise man. possessed of, 

endowed with, wisdom, with an understanding characterized by 

knowledge of the Self. By virtue of that wisdom, he is the one 

whose doubts have been dispelled. whose doubts caused by 

ignorance have been dispelled ... 3 

It follows from both these passages that, according to Sailkara, direct 

Self-knowledge can be quite naturally the result of complete purity 

acquired through karmayoga. On the basis of his other statements 

1 bahavo ... jijanatapasa pOUib param suddhim gat ab santo 
madbhavam ... agatah ... (BGBh 4.10, 192) 
Zyab karmagi sailgam tyaktva tatphalam ea nityakarmanu~thayi 
(BGBh 18.1 0, 687). 
3 kada punarasavaku$alam karma na dve~ti ku$ale ea nanu~ajjata 
ityucyate sattvasamavisto yada sattvenatmanatmavivekavijijana
hetuna samavi~tab samvyaptab samyukta ityetat. at a eva ea 
medhavi medhayat majnanalaksagaya prajijaya 
samyuktastadvanmedhavi medhiivitvadeva chinnasamSayaSchinno 
'vidyiikrtah samsayo ... (BGBh 18.10, 687-688) 
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C concerning the possible combination of rites with the discipline of 

knowledge, it would be fair to assume that, here, Sail.kara held 

implicitly the possibility that the discipline of knowledge be included 

at some point as part of the karmayogin's practices; to believe that he 

also understood physical renunciation as necessary between the state 

of complete purity and attainment of immediate Self -knowledge 

would amount to over- interpretation. 

c 

In the BGBh, the compound jiliinanisthayogyata is used once in 

the introduction, once in verse 3.16 and 5 times bet we en verses 18.45 

and 18.56. Let us first analyse its usage in the last chapter. BGBh 18.45 

refers to the" perfection which is characterized by the body and 

senses being capable of steadfastness in knowledge after all 

impurities have been washed away by the performance of one's 

duty." 1 There is no real indication here as to how the commentator 

understands the word perfection. But we find a clue in the question 

he then asks and the following answer:" Is this perfection [attained] 

directly by just performing one's duty? No ... " 2 Theoretically, this 

could refer either to the issue of the possible combination of ritual 

practices with immediate Self -knowledge as means of liberation, or to 

the problem of the possible combination of ritual practices with the 

discipline of mediate know ledge as means of direct knowledge, or 

finally to both these issues. BGBh 18.46 is not really more explicit:" ... 

worshipping. adoring, propitiating, Him.. Isvara. through his own duty. 

1 samsiddhim svakarmanu~thiiniidaSuddhiksaye sati kiiyendriyaoam 
jiliinanisthiiyogyatalaksaoam samsiddhim (BGBh 18.45, 726). 
2 kim svakarmanu§thiinata eva saksiitsamsiddhih. na ... (Ibid., 726-
727). 
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C as stated above, each according to his caste, a man attains perfection. 

which is characterized by being capable of steadfastness in 

knowledge.· t The introduction to verse 18.49 adds a few remarks 

which make the matter somewhat more complicated:" It has been 

said that the perfection arising from action is characterized by the 

ability to be steadfast in knowledge. Seeing that the result of the 

latter perfection, namely, the perfection of actionlessness which is 

characterized by steadfastness in knowledge, should be told, the Lord 

proceeds with this verse." 2 We now have two" perfections·: the first 

consists of the ability to be steadfast in knowledge and has as its 

result the second, that is, actionlessness. Still, we lack sufficient clues 

to bring our question to a firm conclusion. Is the first "perfection· 

c 

the ability to be steadfast in immediate Self -knowledge and the 

second, liberation; or is the first, the ability to be steadfast in the 

discipline of knowledge and the second, immediate Self -knowledge? 

No definite answer can be given at this point. But the comment on 

verse 49 as such reveals that the first perfection is already the ability 

to be steadfast in direct Self -knowledge, and the second, liberation:" ... 

on account of his perfect knowledge of the Self as the actionless 

Brahman. he is without action; this state of his is actionlessness and 

that actionlessness is 

t ... svakarmaoa pOrvoktena prativaroam tami$varamabhyarcya 
pOjayitvaradhya kevalam jOJinanisthayogyaUilaksaoam siddhim 
vindati manavo manu~yab (BGBh 18.46, TZl-728). 
2 ya ea karmaja siddhiruktii jijananisthayogyatalaksaoa tasyab 
phalabhOUi nai~karmyasiddhirjijananisthalaksaoa vaktavyeti $loka 
arabhyate (BGBh 18.49, 732-733). 
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C oerfection ... » 1 Indeed, no one can live the" perfection» of being free 

from activity without being able to directly experience the actionless 

Self. Thus, the second "perfection" seems to be liberation from the 

bondage of all activity as a result of "perfection» consisting of the 

ability to directly know the Self. Sailkara then gives another possible 

meaning for perfection of actionlessness: " ... or perfection of 

actionlessness can be interpreted as the perfection, the attainment, of 

actionlessness, the state in which one remains as the actionless Self. 

That state is supreme, different from any perfection resulting from 

action; it is the state of immediate liberation (sadyom ukti) ... " 2 As 

contrasted with a state that depends on action, the term sadyomukti 

seems to refer to immediate and complete liberation from 

transmigratory existence after death of the body, as opposed to 

gradual liberation (kramamukti) through sojourn in brahmaloka for 

those who have only direct knowledge of Hiragyagarbha. Sadyomukti 

is clearly used with that sense in BGBh 8.23,for example.3 So this 

c 

1 ... yasmanniskriyabrahmatmasambodhatsa niskarma tasya bhavo 
naiskarmyam naiskarmyam ea tatsiddhi$ca sa naikarmyasiddhib ... 
(BGBh 18.49, 733) 
2 ... nai~karmyasya va siddhirniskriyat masvarOpavasthana
laksaoasya siddhirnispattisUim naiskarmyasiddhim paramam 
prakrstam karmajasiddhivilaksaoam sadyomuktyavasthanaropam ... 
(BGBh 18.49, 733) 
3 Talking of the Northern path or path of the gods, Sailkara writes: 
"The ones who depart. who die, through that path. the knowers of 
Brahman. those persons who have been devoted to meditation on 
Brahman. go to Brahman 'In course of time' has to be understood here. 
For those established in right insight, who attain immediate 
liberation (sadyomuktil, there is verily neither any going to, nor 
returning from, any place whatever ... " tatra tasminmarge prayata 
mrta gacchanti brahma brahmavido brahmopasanapara janah. 
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C optional meaning does not modify the conclusion reached so far that 

the perfection resulting from action is a Self -knowledge that is 

already immediate in nature. 

c 

The introduction to verse SO then recapitulates verses 18.46 to 

49, which we just covered: 

In the case of him who has attained the perfection of the nature 

previously stated through the performance of his own duty 

which consists in worshiping the Lord, and who has acquired the 

discriminative knowledge concerning the Self, the manner in 

which is reached the perfection characterized by actionlessness 

and consisting of steadfastness in Self -knowledge alone, has to be 

explained. 1 

Although, again, some ambiguity could reappear about the nature of 

"the discriminative knowledge concerning the Self," we can fairly say, 

on the basis of the quotations from the commentary on 18.49 just 

cited, that it also means immediate Self -knowledge followed by a 

state of freedom from action, a state of inner renunciation of the 

sense of being a doer which, as just specified by Sailkara, is actually 

not distinct from the very knowledge of the Self. Then, imitating 

verse 18.50 which mentions Brahman instead of actionlessness as the 

final goal (or second" perfection"), the commentator adopts this new 

word. But because he equates Brahman with the Self, the idea of the 

krameoeti vakya$esan. nahi sadyomuktibhiijam samyagdar
Sananistnanam gatiragatirva kvacidasti ... (BGBh 8.24, 404-405) 
1 oorvoktena svakarmanu~thanene$variibhyarcanaro0eoa janitam 
praguktalaksaoam siddhim 0ra0tasyotpannatmavivekajiliinasya 
kevalat mavijiH1nani~tharo 0 a nai~karmyalak~aoa siddhiryena 
krameoa bhavati tadvyaktavyam (BGBh 18.50, 734). 
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C second perfection consisting in the freedom of actionlesness gets 

somewhat muddled: "The one who has achieved oerfection. is he who, 

by worshipping the Lord through his duty, has achieved perfection 

which comes from his grace and which is characterized by the body 

and organs' ability to be steadfast in knowledge .... He attains 

Brahman. the supreme Self I I I» 1 Sailkara notes that by saying a How 

he who has reached perfection attains 2 Brahman ... D 3 the verse itself 

refers tot WO« perfections.» a The repetition,» says he,« is for the sake 

of what follows.» 4 Immediately after, he summarizes in one sentence 

what will be developed by Kr~Qa in verses Sl to SS. Here again, the 

first perfection will be defined in terms of steadfastness in 

knowledge and the second one as Brahman and the Self. But, in a 

somewhat obscure fashion, steadfastness in knowledge seems to be 

given two values, one being the means, and the other, the goal. 

Indeed, the ·process» referred to here is first said to~ steadfastness 

in knowledge, and then, to ~to the latter: 

c 

How.in what manner, consisting of steadfastness in knowledge 

Onananistharopena), he attains Brahman. the supreme Self,1llil, 

that manner, the process of attaining steadfastness in knowledge 

(jnananisthapraptikramam), do you learn from Me. understand 

with certainty, from My words. s 

1 siddhim praptab svakarmanesvaraw. samabhyarcya tatprasadajaw. 
kayendriyanam jijananisthayogyatiilaksanam siddhim praptah .... 
brahma para mat manaw.apnoti ... (BGBh 18.50, 734) 
2 Emphasis on the two words is mine. 
3 siddhim priipto yatha brahma tathapnoti nibodha me I (Ibid.) 
4 tadanuvada uttararthab (Ibid.). 
s yatha yena prakiirena jijanani~thiirOpena brahw.a 
paramat manamapnoti tat ha tam prakiiram 
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c A little later, Sankara then uses the compound a attainment of 

Brahman" (brahmaprapti) seemingly to refer to the second perfection, 

and then specifies that if it is said by Kr~t:la to be a nistha. it is in the 

sense of "culmination, final stage" (nistha paryavasanam 

parisamaptih), 1 suggesting again the notion of liberation. On the 

other hand, the first steadfastness in knowledge is said to be a 

process. Verses 51 to SS do describe a process involving meditation 

(verses 51 to 53), devotion (54 to SS) and, from Sankara's viewpoint, 

even physical renunciation:" abandoning all objects except those only 

which are necessary for the bare maintenance of the body" (18.51 ). 2 

Accordingly, here, steadfastness in knowledge seems to refer to the 

discipline of knowledge, which appears to contradict the evidence 

gathered so far toward understanding the word" ability to be 

steadfast in knowledge" as competence in direct knowledge of the 

Self. But, as we will show through the analysis of a passage from BGBh 

2.11 quoting verse 18.50, the ability corresponding here to the first 

perfection is indeed connected with direct experience of the Self and 

the process that follows can be understood as a renunciation pursued 

by the direct Self -know er and aiming at simply" resting" in, or 

stabilizing, that experience. 

c 

The introduction to verse 2.11 consists of a long argument 

against the combination of action and knowledge as a means to 

liberation. Toward the end of the discussion, Sankara considers the 

jijananisthapraptikramam me mama vacanannibodha tvaw 
ni~cayenavadhiirayetyetat (Ibid.). 
1 Ibid. 
2 ... vi~ayamstyakt va samarthyaccharirasthitimatrahetOnkevaUin
muktva ... (BGBh 18.51, 738) 
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C case of people such as King janaka who are said by verse 3.20 to have 

attained" perfection" (samsiddhim) "through action alone" 

(karmanaiva). If these people were already enlightened, answers 

Sankara, then, although they did not abandon actions physically," they 

reached perfection solely through the knowledge that 'gunas act upon 

gun as' [3.28]." 1 Hence, here, knowledge of the Self is immediate and 

perfection means liberation, which is confirmed by the gloss 

"perfection. liberation" (samsiddhim moksam) 2 on verse 3.20 where 

perfection is attributed to janaka and others. But in the case where 

janaka and others may not have yet attained liberation, Sankara 

understands perfection as" purity of mind or perfection characterized 

by emergence of knowledge." 3 We saw in the previous chapter that 

the word jijanotpatti is consistently used by Sankara to mean direct 

Self-knowledge. Hence, purity and knowledge are here at the level of 

the direct experience of the Self. Then, the eo m mentator adds as an 

argument against combination of action and knowledge:" And He 

[Kf~l)a] will again speak of the steadfastness in knowledge 

(jQananistha) of one who has attained perfection, through words such 

as these: 'How he who has attained perfection [reaches] Brahman' 

[verse 18.50]." 4 Sankara then offers the following summation: "The 

conclusion of the Bhagavadgita is therefore that liberation is attained 

c 

1 'guna gune~u vartante' iti jijanenaiva samsiddhimasthitilh (BGBh · 
2.11, 45 ). 
2 BGBh 3.20, 159. 
3 sattva$uddhim jijanotpattilaksanam va samsiddhim (BGBh 2.11, 45). 
4 siddhim praptasya ea punarjPanani~tbam vak~yati 'siddbim priipto 
yatha brahma' ityadina (BGBh 2.11, 45 ). 
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0 by knowledge of Reality alone, not by knowledge conjoined with 

actions.» 1 Obviously, the knowledge which is here the sole means of 

liberation is immediate in nature. Moreover,Sailkara suggests by this 

reference to verse 18.SO that in the latter the word perfection is 

synonymous with the purity of mind or emergence of knowledge 

attained by janaka and others at the pinacle of karmayoga. Thus, 

according to this cross-reference, that steadfastness in knowledge 

which remains after purity of mind and emergence of knowledge

reminding us of the basic sequence toward liberation as shown in the 

previous chapter- which cannot be combined with action and which 

is the sole means of liberation, must be immediate in nature. We can 

c 

now understand how, besides the idea that the perfection of 

immediate Self-knowledge results in the perfection of liberation in 

the form of actionlessness, Sailkara can also speak of a first perfection 

consisting of direct Self -knowledge leading to another perfection also 

consisting in the same knowledge, but in terms of permanent 

steadfastness. Yet, because it also involves physical.renunciation, the 

"process" of steadfastness in knowledge referred to in BGBh 18.50 and 

described, according to Sailkara,from verses 18.Sl to SS, must then be 

understood as complete absorption in the experience of the Self. 

preceded by physical renunciation on the part of one who already has 

direct Self-knowledge and who just has to "rest" in it or make it 

absolutely unshakable (which, as we will see, is more explicitly the 

case in BGBh 6.3, with" the one who has attained to yoga" or 

yogarudha). But it must be recalled that, according to other 

1 tasmadgiUisu kevalildeva tattvajnananmok~aoraptih na 
karmasamuccitaditi ni$cito 'rthab (BGBh 211, 4S). 
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C statements in Sankara's works, the same steadfastness in immediate 

Self -knowledge as a means to liberation is also possible for people 

such as janaka and others who do not physically abandon actions. 

c 

The last occurrence of jfiananisthayogyaUi in the section 18.45 to 

18.56 provides a good summary of our discussion here: "The result of 

bhaktiyoga consisting in worshipping the Lord through one's duty is 

attainment of perfection, the ability to be steadfast in knowledge. 

Resulting from this [ability], steadfastness in knowledge culminates in 

the result, namely, liberation." 1 Nothing indicates here that the 

steadfastness in knowledge which is part of the concept "ability to be 

steadfast in knowledge" is of a different nature than the 

steadfastness in knowledge which results in liberation and which is 

therefore immediate. Hence the ability to be steadfast in knowledge 

is simply the capacity to experience immediate knowledge as the 

means of liberation, not the capacity to pursue the discipline of 

mediate knowledge (preceded or not by physical renunciation) as a 

means to immediate knowledge. Accordingly, it is fair to say that the 

word" ability to be steadfast in knowledge" distinguishes, among the 

degrees of purity gained through karmayoga. that which is 

conditional to experience of the Self from that which is conditional to 

experience of Hiranyagarbha. 

The conclusion of the corn menton verse 18.56 just quoted 

corresponds exactly to an observation made by Sankara in verse 3.16 

about the section 3.4-8: 

1 svakarmana bhagavato 'bhyarcanabhaktiyogasya siddhipraptih 

phalam jOanani~thayogyaUi. yannimitUi j(Uinanistha 
moksaphaHivasana (BGBh 18.56, 744). 
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c 

c 

The purport of this section is, therefore, that ritual action must 

be performed by the unenlightened man qualified [for it]. In the 

passage beginning from "By the non-performance of actions [3.4].» 

and ending with" Indeed, without action, even the bare 

maintenance of the body would not be possible [3.8]," it was 

declared that before attaining the ability to be steadfast in Self

knowledge (pragatmajOiinanisthiiyogyataorapteh), 1 karmayoga 

should be performed as a means thereto, by him who does not 

know the Self and who is qualified [for ritual actions] ... 2 

Now, the comment on verse 3.5, which is part of the sequence referred 

to here, clearly connects the end of karmayoga's usefulness (and 

therefore the ability to be steadfast in knowledge)with direct 

experience of the Self:" Because of a separate mention for the 

samkhyas. karmayoga is assuredly meant only for the unenlightened 

and not for the men of knowledge. As regards the men of knowledge, 

who are unmoved by the guoas and are naturally devoid of action, 

karmayoga is out of place." 3 The same purport is also stated very 

1 Ramachandra Aiyar's translation of this compound reflects his 
understanding of yogyata as referring to mere fitness for the 
discipline of knowledge: a before he becomes qualified for the practice 
of devotion to Self-knowledge" (BGBh 3.16, 117). But to clearly convey 
his interpretation, he has to add "practice," a word that does not 
appear in Sail.kara's compound. 
z tasmiidajijeniidhik[tena kartavyameva karmeti prakaraoarthah. 
0ragat majijananisthiiyogyatapriiptestadarthyena 
karmayoganusthiinamadhik[tenanatmajiiena kartavyamevetyetat 
"na karmaoamanarambhiid" ityata arabhya "sarirasyatriipi ea te na 
prasidhyedakarmaoah" etyevamantena pratipiidya ... (BGBh 3.16, 1 54) 
3 siimkyaoam prthakkaraoadajijanameva hi karmayogo na jijiininiim. 
jijaninam tu gunairacalyamananam svatascalaniibhiiviitkarmayogo 
nopapadyate (BGBh 3.5, 146). 
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C straightforwardly in BGBh 246 when, using the word adhikiira 

(qualification)instead of yogyata (ability), Sankara states that the 

karmayogin has to continue the performance of rituals until he 

attains qualification (adhikiiraHor steadfastness in knowledge. In 

order to support the idea stated in verse 2.46 that the use of actions 

prescribed by the Vedas is to direct knowledge of the Self what a well 

or at ank is to an all-spreading flood, Sailkara quotes verse 4.33 as 

saying that "all action in its entirety [attains its consummation in 

knowledge, 0 Part ha].» 1 In BGBh 4.33, knowledge is clearly declared to 

be the means of liberation (moksasiidhane) and to correspond to the 

all-spreading flood, which indicates its immediate nature. Then, 

Sailkara concludes his eo m ment on 246 as follows:" Therefore, even 

though rituals stand simply in the place of wells, tanks, etc., they must 

be performed by the man who is qualified for actions, before he 

reaches qualification (adhikiiraHor steadfastness in knowledge.» 2 

Thus, Sail.kara asserts once more that it is the attainment of the 

ability for direct -not indirect -Self -knowledge through karmayoga 

that brings an end to the usefulness and necessary performance of 

the latter. 

c 

When used with the criterion of unity of the initial and 

concluding passages, this understanding can shed light on the 

occurrence of the compound jiiananisthayogyata in Sail.kara's 

introduction to the Gita and previously used as part of the 1 S series 

1 'sarvam karmiikhilam [part ha ;nane parisamapyatel' [4.33] iti ea 
vaksyati (BGBh 246, 106). 
2 t as mat pragjiianani~thiidhikiirapriipteb karmagyadhik[tena 
kOpatadagadyarthasthiiniyamapi karma kartavyam Obid.) 
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C describing the sequence toward liberation. Referring to the dharma 

consisting in karmayoga. Sailkara writes:« ... and for one with a pure 

mind, it even becomes the cause of supreme bliss (Sreyas) through 

attainment of the ability to be steadfast in knowledge and through 

emergence of knowledge." 1 We can see again how the expression 

«ability to be steadfast in knowledge" is there to give to the a one 

with a pure mind" the distinct status of the direct know er of the 

actionless Self who alone can experience the a supreme bliss" of 

liberation. Because purity leads to both Hiranyagarbha and liberation, 

without such a characteristic, there would be no way to differentiate 

the Self-knower from some other person whose purity is not enough 

for freedom from steadfastness in karman. that is, from the 

boundaries of action and its result, i.e. the attainment of 

Hiranyagarbha. Consequently, it is now clear that,from Sailkara's 

point of view, karmayoga leads to immediate knowledge of the Self as 

well as to Hiranyagarbha. and that there is no contradiction between 

the two statements, because the dividing line between the two types 

of result is the degree of purity attained by the mind: in the first case, 

c 

the level of purity can allow only perception of the most subtle level 

of phenomenal existence, while in the second, purity enables the mind 

to know by direct experience that Self which transcends even the 

subtlest of all active modes of being. 

How are the conclusions arrived at so far to be understood in 

terms of Sailkara's refutation of combination between action and 

1 Suddhasattvasya ea jiiinanisthiyogyatapriptidvireua 
jijinotpattihetutvena ea nih$reyasahetutvamapi pratipadyate (BGBh 
intro, 7). 
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c knowledge with respect to liberation? A frequent misinterpretation 

of the issue must first be brushed aside. It goes without saying that 

karmayoga as comprising the practice of rituals, and samnyasaSrama 

as characterized by the absence of these and by full-time practice of 

the discipline of knowledge, cannot be combined at the same time for 

one and the same person, simply because it is not possible for the 

same individual to do ~not to do rituals at the same given place 

and period of time. But, contrary to a common interpretation, this is 

not the opposition on which Sail.kara's refutation of combination of 

action and knowledge as means to liberation is based. The reason is 

that, in themselves. neither karmayoga. nor samnyasaSrama as 

comprising the discipline of mediate knowledge lead to liberation: in 

terms of post-mortem fate, their result can only be either the world 

of manes (oitrloka) or the world of gods (devaloka), the latter having 

Hiranyagarbha as highest attainment. Both karmayoga and 

samnyasaSrama lead to liberation only indirectly, that is, inasmuch as, 

through complete purity of mind, they generate i~mediate 

knowledge of the Self. which alone is the unaccompanied and 

independent means to liberation by virtue of being the only element 

that is opposed to ignorance of the actionless nature of the Self and 

that can therefore sublate it. So, although karmayoga and 

samnyasaSrama as comprising the discipline of knowledge cannot be 

combined, from Sail.kara's perspective, this absence of combination is 

not really significant with respect to identification of the direct and 

real means of liberation. 

It is true that, in order to refute the doctrine of necessary 

combination of knowledge and action, from time to time, Sail.kara uses 
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among other arguments the fact that the samnyasa stage of life or 

samnyasaSrama. which is by definition without obligatory and 

periodical rites, is prescribed by the scriptures for Self -knowledge 

and liberation. 1 But from his perspective, this only proves that, since 

there exists an authorized path to liberation which is without rituals, 

it follows that the latter are not meant by the scriptures to be 

necessary for liberation. This argument does not claim that because 

samnyasaSrama is without obligatory and periodical rites and 

because it allows full-time absorption in the discipline of knowledge, 

it is the only means to liberation. This is clearly conveyed, as we have 

already seen, when Sati.kara states in BGBh 2.11 that janaka and others 

did attain liberation through knowledge unaccompanied by rites 

even if they performed these throughout their life. Although liable to 

misinterpretation, the same is asserted in the introduction to the 

MuBh. Arguing against the doctrine of combination of knowledge and 

action, Sati.kara writes: 

And by mentioning "while begging for alms" [Mu 1.2.1] and 

"through the yoga of renunciation" [Mu 3.2.61. [the Upanisad) shows 

that though people in all stages of life are qualified for knowledge 

by itself, still it is knowledge of Brahman as founded on 

renunciation alone and not associated with action that is the 

means of liberation. And this is because of the opposition 

between knowledge and action; not even in a dream can action 

coexist with the insight of the unity [of the self] with Brahman. 2 

1 See for instance BSBh 3.4.17, 770 and BGBh 2.11. '57. 
2 jijanamjUre yadyapi sarvaSramigamadhikarah tathapi 
sannyasanisthaiva brahmavidya moksasadhanam na karmasahiteti 
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C It must first be noted that the mention of" while begging for alms» is 

another ex ample of using the authorized samnyasaSrama simply as a 

proof that rites are not always mandatory for the whole life and that 

accordingly they cannot be said to be necessary along with 

knowledge for bringing about liberation. Reference to this passage 

does not mean that samnyiisii$rama is the only state in which 

knowledge can lead by itself to liberation. Evidence for this is found 

in the fact that. in his commentary on Muodaka Upanisad 1.21, which 

is cited in the passage we just quoted, Sankara confirms that this 

verse merely identifies people belonging to the samnyasasrama. who 

practice meditation on Hiraoyagarbha and who, having not attained 

liberation, go at the end of life "along the Northern Path, indicated by 

the word sun." 1 Hence, samnyasasrama is certainly not said here to 

be the privileged way for the application of knowledge as the only 

means to liberation. As for the citation" through the yoga of 

renunciation.» from verse 3.2.6. we previously concluded that it 

conveys either renunciation of authorship or the latter accompanied 

by physical renunciation. The compound "with the vision of the unity 

[of the Self] with Brahman" used for the explanation then given by 

Sankara in the above excerpt also clearly indicates that the 

incompatibility is between action and direct Self-knowledge, and not 

between action and the discipline of knowledge as practiced in the 

samnyasasrama. 

c 
'bhaiksyacaryam carantah' 'sannyasayogat' iti ea bruvandar$ayati. 
vidyakarmavirodhiicca. nahi brahmiiikatvadarSanena saha karma 
svapne'pi sampadayitu(ll sakyam (MuBh intro.141). 
1 soryopalaksitenottarayanena patha (MuBh 1.2.11,151). 
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c Following this statement, the commentator refutes the 

combination of action and knowledge even in the case of enlightened 

householders. It is only in the context we are now proposing that 

such a refutation can make sense. The first two verses of the 

Upanisad give names of people who handed down the knowledge 

through the ages; among whom were householders. Seeing that this 

could support the doctrine of the combination of knowledge and 

action, Sail.kara retorts: 

Indicatory marks such as the fact that among householders some 

are founders of the tradition of the knowledge of Brahman. have 

no power to annihilate the established principle. For when even 

a hundred injunctions cannot bring about the co-existence of 

light and darkness, how could mere indications do so? 1 

Again, in a context obviously referring to enlightened knowers of 

Brahman," light" and "darkness" can only refer to the impossibility of 

combining immediate knowledge of the actionless Self and its 

ignorance in the form of the sense of authorship of action. 

It follows that when Sail.kara argues against the combination of 

action and knowledge as means of liberation, it is not for the sake of 

prescribing physical renunciation and the ensuing samnyasasrama as 

necessary for gaining mediate and immediate knowledge, but simply 

and repeatedly for the sake of establishing that immediate 

1 yattu gchasthesu brahmavidyasampradayakartrtvadi liOgam na 
tatsthitam nyayam biidhitumutsahate. nahi vidhisatenapi 
tamab0rakii$ayorekatra sadbhavab $akyate kartum. kimuta llOgaib 
kevalairiti (MUBh intro, 142). 
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C knowledge alone can sublate ignorance of the actionless nature of the 

Self and can thus really lead to freedom from change and mortality. 

c 

Sailkara's rejection of the combination of knowledge and action 

is most clearly and briefly stated in his BSBh 3.4.25-26. He says in his 

eo m ment on 3.4.25 that knowledge is independent from action in 

producing the result of liberation:" For this reason. because 

knowledge is the cause of liberation, the ritual actions (such as 

'lightning up a fire') that are enjoined for the different stages of life, 

are not needed by knowledge for producing its own result." 1 Yet he 

mentions indirectly in 3.4.26 that these same actions can generate the 

said knowledge:" According to the horse's restricted suitability, it is 

not used for drawing a plough, but harnessed to a chariot; 2 similarly 

the duties of the stages of life are not needed for the fruition of the 

result of knowledge, but only for its emergence." 3 Thus Sailkara's 

doctrine about the respective functions of action and knowledge with 

respect to liberation can be stated as follows. All prescribed actions. 

i.e. all practices (whether meditation on the Upani~adic mahaviikyas 

as performed by the monk or even sacrifices as performed by the 

1 at a eva ea vidyiiyiih ourusiirthahetutviidagnindhaniidinyii$rama
karmiini vidyayii sviirthasiddhau niipeksitavyiim ... (BSBh 3.4.25, 801) 
2 To use another parallel while leaving aside the dimension of time, in 
the same way as clouds give rain which in turn make the mango tree 
grow,following which the latter yields its fruit independently, as if 
out of its own nature, so also all karmans (all practices) generate 
purity of mind which in turn give rise to immediate Self -know ledge, 
the latter spontaneously and independently leading to liberation by 
virtue of its exclusive ability to sublate ignorance. 
3 yathii ea yogyatiiva$enii$vo na liilgaHikanaoe yujyate 
rathacaryayam tu yujyate. evamii$ramakarmaoi vidyaya 
phalasiddhau niipeksyanta utpattay ciipeksyanta iti (BSBh 3.4.26, 803). 
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householders) lead to direct Self -knowledge through purification of 

body and mind; thus the rise of immediate Self -knowledge is 

dependent upon the (various) purifying powers of all practices, 

whether they be sacrifices or the discipline of knowledge, whether 

these are combined by the householder, or uncombined, as in the case 

of the monk; yet once purity of body and mind is complete and, as a 

consequence, immediate knowledge is established, then that 

knowledge needs no other practice or means to bring about liberation, 

since the latter comes spontaneously as a result of eradication of 

ignorance and of its effects such as identification with the boundaries 

of mind and body and transmigratory existence. 

It is on the basis of this understanding that Sailkara can feel 

totally consistent in stating, on the one hand, like the Qhi, that ritual 

actions of karmayoga should be performed (or should not be 

physically abandoned) 1 for the sake of, and until attainment of, direct 

experience of the Self, and on the other hand, that it is impossible to 

combine ritual actions and knowledge as means of liberation. It is also 

on the basis of this understanding that, in passages such as the 

following one, which features the same structure, jnananistha is to be 

1 Of course, with support from the scriptures, Sailkara also claims that, 
before enlightenment, when complying with the prerequisites of the 
discipline of knowledge, a man of the Bra m ana caste, and he alone 
would preferably abandon ritual actions in order to devote himself 
entirely to hearing, reflection and meditation. Yet the scriptures also 
give to that same man the option of practicing rituals until he attains 
immediate Self -knowledge. 
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C understood as an already immediate knowledge, 1 not as the 

c 

discipline of knowledge: 

... in order to convey the truth that steadfastness in action leads 

to the goal, not independently, but by leading to the attainment 

of steadfastness in knowledge, whereas steadfastness in 

knowledge, having been gained through steadfastness in action, 

leads to the goal by itself, without anything else, the Lord says: 2 

Again, Sailkara's position on this question has been deeply 

misunderstood by many scholars. In his introduction to his 

translation of the BGBh, Ramachandra Aiyar first blames a modern 

tendency to understand Sailkara's doctrine in terms of a combined 

use of the path of action and of the discipline of knowledge: 

"According to this interpretation the Knowledge based Activity must 

be practiced 3 by the spiritual aspirant right up to Liberation, without 

his ever having to embrace the sarilnyasin's life of complete 

renunciation of works» (BGBh xvii). Referring to the advanced 

aspirant of liberation, the translator then says: 

1 In his corn menton the same verse, Sailkara gives as synonymous 
with "steadfastness in jOJinayoga» (used here as an equivalent of 
jijananisthii) the words« actionlessness,» «state of non-action,» 
"absence of action" and "remaining in the true nature of the 
actionless Self,» which all suggest renunciation of authorship as a 
result of immediate knowledge of the Self (BGBh 3.4, 145). 
2 karmani§thaya jiianani§thapraptihet ut vena puru§iirthahet utvam 
na svatantryeoa. jOananistha tu karmanisthopayalabdhatmika sat I 
svatantryeoa purusarthaheturanyanapeksetyetamartham 
dar$ayisyannaha bhagavan (BGBh 3.4, 144). 
3 This understanding is different from mine in that I do recognize 
that, in Sailkara's works, the Brahmaoa can, and is encouraged to, 
"embrace the sarilnyasin's life» based on physical renunciation of 
obligatory and periodical rites. 
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His total dedication to reflection, ipso facto, implies his complete 

renunciation of the life of activity. Since it is only the constant 

reflection on the Self that directly leads to Self -Realisation, which 

is Perfection\Liberation, the Path of Knowledge alone is the 

proximate means to that Goal. 

The Path of Action, according to the Acarya, is only the remote 

means to the Goal. It is the remote path that leads to the 

proximate path of Knowledge .... By following the path of Action 

exclusively ... he gets the competence to take the Path of 

Knowledge (Ibid. xvii-xviii). 

It should first be noted that this statement is partially true from 

Sankara's viewpoint, in that karmayoga can lead the Brahmana to a 

state of detachment that will induce him to abandon all obligatory 

and periodical rites in order to enter samnyasa$rama and devote all 

his time to the discipline of knowledge. But the deep 

misinterpretation consists in the misunderstanding that when 

Sankara says that karmayoga brings about liberation only indirectly, 

by first leading to jnananistha (or jfi.anayoga), it means that 

karmayoga (active life in society) can merely bring the seeker after 

liberation to the threshold of the discipline of knowledge, entry into 

which requires the adoption of the monastic life. But, in most 

contexts where Ramanchandra Aiyar reads steadfastness in, or yoga 

of, mediate knowledge, Sankara means in fact steadfastness in, or yoga 

consisting of, immediate Self -knowledge. 

Yoshitsugu Saway's article on "Sankara's theory of samnyasa» 

provides a very good example of the logical steps on the basis of 

which Sankara's doctrine on knowledge as the sole means of 
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0 liberation can be turned upside down even when presented with 

apparent rigour. Saw ay first writes: "The theory that iiHina alone is 

the direct means of attaining moksa provides the philosophical 

foundation for the way of life called samnyasa" (375). Again, it must 

be said that this is true in terms of justifying physical renunciation 

for the Briihmanas. but not for making it necessary for the discipline 

of knowledge. Does Saway interpret samnyasa as a possibility or as a 

sine qua non condition? The answer is quite clearly given in his 

conclusion. The author misses so thoroughly the sense of inner 

renunciation of authorship often conveyed by the word samnyasa in 

Sailkara's works that he hardly sees any room left, in his doctrine, for 

karmayoga and any addressee other than the monk: 

r 

In Sailkara's elaborate discussion of the way to moksa. samnyasa

the life of a wandering ascetic- is repeatedly advocated, while 

other possible paths are mentioned only in passing -mentioned 

so seldom indeed that it is difficult to be sure exactly what 

Sailkara thought about them. For Sailkara, mok§a is not possible 

without jijana. and the road par excellence to jiliina is karma

samnyasa. This samnyasa. in turn, is possible only for briihmanas. 

It was they for whom Sailkara's instruction was intended (383). 

In Sengaku Mayeda's analysis, the misinterpretation 

crystallizes in the finding that "Sailkara's treatment of action is self

contradictory" (Upad 88-89).1 Mayeda observes: 

In the U pade$asahasri (1,17,44) Sailkara says that action can take 

place only before acquisition of knowledge of At man. since a firm 

~ 1 A conclusion endorsed by Saw ay (373). 
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belief that "Thou art That» removes any notions of belonging to a 

certain caste and so on, which are the prerequistes to the 

performance of action. This statement is indeed negative, but it 

implies oaradoxically 1 the positive meaning that action should 

be performed before one can achieve cessation of nescience .... 

Practically speaking, therefore. the aspirant should perform 

actions until his attainment of final release (Ibid., 92). 

Mayeda's description seems quite accurate to me, except for the 

identification of a paradox. His understanding becomes more explicit 

a few lines further. After mentioning practices such as abstinence 

from injury, austerities and study recommended in the Upad to 

students involved in the discipline of knowledge, Mayeda is surprised 

that Sailkara "considers these means to be compatible with 

knowledge, though they are unquestionably actions» (Ibid.). We can 

see that,from Mayeda's viewpoint, the absence of combination should 

be between the discipline of knowledge and any other practice, which 

is why he sees a contradiction in Sailkara's doctrine. But, according to 

Sailkara, the incompatibility is rather between immediate Self

knowledge and any physical as well as mental activity, including that 

of the discipline of knowledge. 

Mayeda also sees a contradiction between two of Sailkara's 

statements on the practice of prasamkhya or parisamkhyana 

meditation (which according to him are not clearly distinguished in 

Sailkara's writings). He notices that Sailkara "rejects the opinion of 

those who assert jOanakarmasamuccayavada that prasamkhyilna 

1 Emphasis is mine. 
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C meditation should be observed until At man is apprehended (Up ad. 

1,18,9 ff.), but in the chapter entitled "Parisamkhyana" in the 

Upadesasahasri (Il,3,112-116) he prescribes parisamkhyana meditation 

for those seekers after final release ... " (Ibid., 88) But Mayeda misses 

the fact that if Sankara refutes the opponent's position in U pad 1.18.9 

ff., it is because the latter holds that meditation as an activity is the 

means to liberation: "So it is prasamkhyana meditation that is the 

means," says the opponent, "and nothing else ... " (Upad 1.18.17,174). To 

this, Sankara replies with the argument that this kind of means does 

not pertain to the Upanisads which teach a goal that is not attainable 

through activity- an answer that perfectly agrees with his basic 

position on this whole issue, namely, that immediate knowledge of 

the actionless Self alone yields liberation: "Ends to be attained by 

actions should be stated in the scriptures before [these Upanisadic 

doctrines] and final release is not [an end to be attained by actions], 

since it is ever-existing" (Upad 1.18.19, 174).1 

c 

Viewpoints on the relationship between rit u~l actions and 

knowledge as attributed by Appaya Dik~ita to the Vivarana school2 

in his SiddhantaleSasailgraha give an idea of how Sankara's doctrine 

has been misinterpreted within his own tradition. We saw that, 

according to Sankara, karmayoga as comprising both proximate means 

(such as meditation on the qualified Brahman and the discipline of 

knowledge) and remote means (such as ritual actions) does lead to 

direct Self-knowledge. We also noted that, in his introduction to the 

1 kriyasadhyam pura sravyam na mokso nityasiddhatah (Upad 1.18.19, 
149). 
2 See Appaya Dik~ita 1:347-348. 
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C Kena Upanisad for instance, Sailkara identifies an intermediate stage 

which results from karmayoga as consisting of ritual actions and 

meditation on the qualified Brahman. and which gives" a desire to 

know the indwelling Self" (pratyagatmavisaya jijijasa). 1 According to 

my reinterpretation, this desire will lead the Ksatriya and VaiSya 

karmayogins to add the discipline of knowledge to their practices, 

while it will make the Brahmanas physically renounce ritual actions 

in order to devote himself entirely to the same discipline. But, as 

indicated by the Siddhant aleSasailgraha's ex position, a major post

Sailkara tendency is to view karmayoga as excluding the discipline of 

knowledge and as leading to knowledge of the Self only in the sense of 

producing a desire to know which leads one to monastic life and the 

full-time discipline of knowledge:" ... there is practice of karma till, on 

the purification of the intellect, there is the rise of a leaning towards 

what is within (i.e., the Self), in the form of a desire to know; thence 

follows renunciation .... karma is practiced only up to (the generation 

of) the desire for knowledge" (1:334). 2 While in Sailkara's works the 

main emphasis is that karman is to be practiced only up to immediate 

c 

Self-knowledge, it becomes "only up to the desire for immediate 

knowledge" in later Advaita. which is consistent with viewing 

physical renunciation as optional in Sailkara's case and with 

considering it as necessary in the case of many of his followers. 

1 KeBh intro, 15. 
2 ... cetasah $uddhau vividisadirOpapratyakpravagyodayaparyantam 
karmanu~thanam .... vividi~aparyantameva karmanu~thane (Appaya 
Dik~ita 2:85). 
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While it is to be expected, according to Sailkara, that karmayoga 

as comprising the discipline of knowledge should lead to direct Self

knowledge, later Advaitins who see physical renunciation as 

necessary have to account for the enlightenment of people such as 

King janaka. One way to ex plain it is by considering such cases to be 

"exceptions," as does Saroja in her Tilak and $ankara on the Gita: "This 

is the reason for Sailkara's repeated emphasis of jijiina prededed by 

samnyasa as the only means to realisation. Exceptional cases like 

janaka can never be considered as the general case" (126). First, it 

must be noted here that neither the Upanisads. nor the Qi1i, nor 

Sailkara say that janaka's process of enlightenment,for instance,is to 

be considered an exception. Second, Saroja should have identified the 

scriptural rule with respect to which this case is an exception; she has 

not. Interestingly, nowhere in her book does she mention that, 

according to Sailkara, only Brahmanas are enjoined to renounce 

physically. It is in fact quite obvious that,from Sailkara's viewpoint, 

non-Briihmanas such as janaka certainly cannot be exceptions to a 

rule of renunciation that doesn't even apply to them! A real 

exception to the injunction of physical renunciation as an auxiliary to 

gain direct knowledge is certainly Yiijnavalkya who, although a 

Brahmana. physically renounced only after his enlightenment, 1 not as 

a means to the latter. The enlightened Brahmanas of Brhadaranyaka 

1 Vidyarat:lya considers that because Yajnavalkya sometimes shows a 
temper in the Bchadaranyaka Upani~ad, he was not completely 
enlightened and that he physically renounced "to obtain peace of 
mind" (287). But in his corn ment on Brahmasotra 3.4.9, Sailkara 
introduces him without any reservation along with other 
enlightened men (vidvamsab) and knowers of Brahman 
(brahmavidam ). 
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0 Upanisad 3.5.1 and 4.4.22 should also be considered exceptions to the 

same injunction since they had achieved immediate Self-knowledge 

before renouncing physically. Says 3.5.1: "Knowing this very Self the 

Brahmanas renounce the desire for sons, for wealth and for the 

worlds, and lead a mendicant's life" (330); 1 and 4.4.22: "The ancient men 

of knowledge, it is said, did not desire children, thinking: 'What shall 

we achieve through children, we who hold this Self as our world." 

They, it is said, renounced their desire for sons, for wealth and for the 

worlds, and lived a mendicant's life., 2 If anything, these real 

exceptions to the injunction of physical renunciation suggest that the 

latter is not necessary either for the discipline of knowledge or 

liberation. Besides, the only situation where Sailkara suggests the 

notion of exception with respect to the rule of physical renunciation 

is with the already enlightened person a in whom right insight of the 

Self has arisen" and "who finding that for some reason he cannot 

abandon action, may continue to engage in it as before." 3 

c 

Another post-Sailkara argument in favor of the obligation of 

physical renunciation, found as early as Sarvajnat man, an immediate 

disciple of Sailkara, entails a ritualisation of the role of physical 

renunciation oddly reflecting the Porvamimamsa's mentality. It 

1 eta m vai tamat m ana m viditva brahmanah putraisanayaSca 
vittaisaoayaSca lokaisaoayaSca vyutthayatha bhik~acaryam 
caranti ... (BUBh 3.5.1, 809) 
2etaddha sma vai tatporve vidvamsah prajam na kamayante kim 
prajaya karisyamo yes am no 'yam at m a 'yam loka iti te has m a 
putraisagayaSca vittai~agayaSca lokaisagayaSca vyutthayatha 
bhiksacaryam caranti ... (Ibid.) 
3 ... utpannasamyagdarsinab ... kuta$cinnimittiitkarmaparityaga
sambhave sati ... pOrvavatkarmani pravrttab (BGBh 4.20, 210). 
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C gives to physical renunciation and monastic life an exclusive power to 

generate a special kind of merit, an idea that is completely foreign to 

Sailkara's works. According to porvamimamsa. rituals enjoined by the 

scriptures generate an unseen potency (aoorva) which continues to 

operate after performance of the ritual, in order to bring about the 

result of the latter- heaven for instance. 1 Sarvajnat man understands 

the aporva generated by monasticism to be necessary for achieving 

the result consisting of liberation As mentioned in his 

Samksepasariraka 3.359 and 3.361, and as well summarized in the 

following words of the Siddhantalesasailgraha. 

since the sins that obstruct the rise of knowledge are infinite, 

some are removable by the practice of sacrifice etc., some are 

removable by the unseen potency (apOrvaJfrom renunciation .... 

And thus, for those householders, who practice hearing (study) 

etc., in the intervals of karma, there is attainment of knowledge, 

not in this life, but only after attaining renunciation, in another 

life. As for those like janaka and others, who attain knowledge, 

even while being house-holders, their attainment of knowledge is 

due to renunciation in a prior life (1:346). 2 

In a context suggesting this to be representative of the whole 

Advaita tradition, the notion of exception and of the unseen potency 

1 See j ha 256. 
2 vidyotpat tipratibandhakaduriUinamanantatvat kiijcid 
yajijadyanusthananivanyam. kiijcit samnyasaporvanivartyamiti ... 
tatha ea grhasthidinam karmacchidresu sravaoidyanutisthatim na 
tasmin janmani vidyiviptib. kim tu janmintare samnyisam 
labdhvaiva:yesam tu grhasthinimeva satam janakidinam vidyi 
drsyate. tesam pUrvajanm ani samnyisidvidyiviptib (Appaya Dik~ita 
2:90). 
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C of physical renunciation from a previous life are brought together by 

c 

A. G. Krishna Warrier as follows: 

... for those who had their renunciation and Vedantic studies in 

prior lifes but failed to win success may, in the present life, 

achieve it in any station of life; indeed, a fresh act of renunciation 

would be superfluous for them. Such exceptions apart, the 

injunction to renounce actions associated with varoas and 

aSramas is deemed cu mpulsory; renunciation is an indispensable 

auxiliary in the pursuit of self-knowledge (442). 

Thus, through unseen potency and unseen lives, prominent post

Sail.kara Advaitins have constructed a rationale for physical 

renunciation as a sine gua non for Self -knowledge which contradicts 

the liberal position of the founder of their tradition. One finds the 

most eloquent evidence for this when ex a mining all of Sail.kara's 

references to practices performed in a previous life. First, he never 

talks of the production of unseen potency but only of mind 

purification; even more important, he gives as ex a~ples of these 

practices the remote as well as the proximate means, and connects 

them only once with the monastic context. The terms referring to 

practices done in previous lifes in Sankara's works are: kriyanam 

yajiHidinam i.e." karmans such as yajiias» (BGBh 3.4, 144); 

vidyasamyuktam nityamagnihotradi vidyiivihinam i.e. "obligatory 

rites such as agnihotra being associated or not with meditation" (BSBh 

4.1.18, 853); karma (BUBh 1.4.2, 101 ); aSramakarmabhih i.e." karmans of 

stages of life" (BSBh 3.4.38, 810); remote as well as proximate practices 

referred to by the word karma (TUBh 1.12, Z78-Z79); sadhana i.e. 

"means" (BSBh 3.4.51, 822); the type of meditation known as 
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C orasamkhyana (Upad 1.18.15-16, 148);yogiibhyiisa i.e. practice of yoga, 

presented in the following reference as part of monastic life (BGBh 

6.44-45, 336-38). Accordingly, nothing in Sailkara's works suggests that 

physical renunciation is necessary in a previous or a future life to 

ensure knowledge of the Self and liberation. A major deviation has 

occured on this major issue in later Advaita. since, as far as Sailkara is 

concerned," knowledge brooks no temporal limitation [related to 

stages of life, etc.], as it has no association with any time and is not 

dependent on definite causes» (MuBh intro, 80). 1 

Thus, from Sailkara's perspective, even though karmanistha (or 

karmayoga) cannot lead directly to liberation by reason of its basic 

involvement with the sense of authorship, nevertheless, since it does 

include the discipline of knowledge, it can produce the purity 

necessary for the mind to access, through the scriptures, that 

experiential steadfastness in knowledge (jfi.iinanisthii) which alone is 

free from authorship and which alone yields liberation. Thus 

understood, karmayoga is still not an independent means to 

liberation, but, contrary to a common interpretation of Sailkara's 

viewpoint, it can lead independently to the direct knowledge of the 

Self which, in turn, serves as the independent means of liberation. 

However, from a strict terminological point of view, it should be 

noted that the term karmayoga as used by Sailkara does not account 

for all possible ways of obtaining immediate knowledge, as our author 

mentions once in passing that both karma- and jijiinanistha are for 

1 vidyayab kiilavi$e~abhavadaniyatanimittatvacca 
kalasailkocanuoaoatteh (MuBh intro, 142). 
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0 the a [first] three varnas.» 1 It follows from this indication that, in 

Sankara's use, these terms refer only to the disciplines of action and 

knowledge of people who have access to the $ruti literature. Thus, for 

a more precise and all-including terminology in the description of the 

relationship between action and knowledge in Sankara's works, I 

propose the following terms, definitions, and relationships: 

c 

1- Karmayoga means performance of ritual actions, preferably along 

with the practice of meditation on the qualified Brahman. by the 

dvijas (members of the first three castes); 2-varnadharma means all 

practices related to any one caste, which include therefore also those 

prescribed for the $odras. those available for ex ample to widowers 

from the first three varnas who cannot perform ritual actions as 

before, and proximate means of knowledge such as mental i.il2.i.and 

those found in Patanjali's yoga and Smrti texts; 3- the discipline of 

knowledge is the threefold universally available practice of hearing, 

reflection and meditation on the doctrine of the non-dual At man

Brahman based either on the Sruti texts for dvijas or on the Smrti 

texts for $odras: 4- jiHinanistha or jnanayoga understood as a means 

to immediate knowledge of the Self z is the practice of the discipline 

of knowledge after physical renunciation, that is, following adoption 

of monastic life, and is available to Brahmanas alone. 

In terms of relationships between these categories with respect 

to the goal of liberation, the two most important points are first that 

1 traivarnikanam dvividha dviprakara nistha (BGBh 3.3, 141). 
2 It must be recalled that most of the time in Saitkara's works, 
jiHinanistha or jlHinayoga means steadfastness in an already 
immediate knowledge of the Self. 
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C the discipline of knowledge can be combined with karmayoga or 

varnadharma. or, loosely speaking, that karmayoga or vargadharma 

·include" the discipline of knowledge; second, that jOanayoga as a 

discipline preceded by physical renunciation is not necessary for 

direct Self -knowledge and liberation. Thus these clarifications 

account for all possible ways of attaining immediate Self-knowledge 

while respecting the universal availability of the latter as expressed 

in Sankara's works. 
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c 

CHAPTER 6 

SELF-KNOWLEDGE AND RENUNCIATION 

We have already established that in Sankara's works, 

jijananistha means primarily steadfastness in immediate Self

knowledge and, much less frequently, full-time steadfastness in 

mediate knowledge based on physical renunciation and monastic life. 

While some passages may be somewhat ambiguous in this respect, 

others leave no doubt about the immediate nature of the state of 

knowledge referred to by jijananistha. In the following excerpt,for 

example, the experience of oneness with Kr~t:la is equated with 

jnananistha and with the means of liberation:« ... absorbed in Me. they 

are knowers of Brahman and see their non-difference with Isvara. 

taking refuge in Me. the Supreme Lord. It means that they are 

steadfast in knowledge alone. Many. numerous [people] ... have 

attained, have arrived at My Being. I $vara's Being, liberation." 1 In 

BGBh 18.12, Sankara also states that «those who are steadfast in the 

right insight alone can never fail to uproot the seed of transmigratory 

existence, namely ignorance, etc.» 2 Besides, he clearly distinguishes 

this steadfastness from even the highest form of practice, namely 

meditation on Brahman: 

1 ... manmaya brahmavida I$varabhedadarSino mameva parameSva 
ramuoaSritah. kevalajiiiinanistha ityarthah. bahavo aneke .. 
madbhavami$varabhavam moksamagatah samanu0ra0tab (BGBh 4.10, 
192). 
2 nahi kevalasamyagdar$ananiUha avidyadisamsarabijam 
nonmOlayati kadacidityarthah (BGBh 18.12, 691-692). 
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c Deoarting. leaving, through this. on that path, the knowers of 

Brahman. those persons who have been devoted to meditation on 

Brahman. go to Brahman. a In course of time» has to be 

understood. For those steadfast in the right insight, who attain 

immediate liberation, there is verily neither any going to, nor 

returning from any place whatsoever ... 1 

It is due to such direct Self -knowledge and to the renunciation of 

authorship which spontaneously follows that, as rightly emphasized 

by Karl Potter (1981, 41), Sailkara insists on the idea that it is 

impossible for the enlightened person to perform any action. 

Although the enlightened man may continue to live in society as 

before, his intellect is permanently established in the knowledge of 

the non-dual actionless Self and he is therefore not bound by the sense 

of authorship and by any mental or bodily activity: «Similarly, here 

also, as regards the man of knowledge in whom the dualistic 

experience of accessories (such as offering), actions and results has 

been sublated by his experience of Brahman. action~ are in fact non

actions, since they are mere external movements ... » 2 The notion of 

absence of duality as the basis of absence of action is further 

developed in BUBh 2.4.14: «Therefore, so long as there is ignorance, the 

ordinary life involving actions, their accessories and their results goes 

on, but not in the case of a knower of Brahman For, [to him] 

1 tatra tasminmarge oayata mrta gacchanti brahma brahmavido 
brahmopasanaoara janab. kramegeti vakya$e~ab. nahi 
sadyomuktibhaiiim samyagdarSananisthanam gatiragatirva 
kvacidasti ... (BGBh 8.24, 404-405) 
2 tathehapi brahmabuddhyupamrditarpanadikarakakriyaphala
bhedabuddher bahyace~Oimatreoa karmapi vidu~o 'karma 
sampadyate ... (BGBh 4.24, 218) 
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C everything is the Self. and there are no auxiliaries or results of actions 

apart from the Self." 1 We have already seen how this absence of 

action is expressed in the basic sequence toward liberation as 

"renunciation of all actions" (sarvakarmasamnyasa) preceded by 

immediate knowledge of the Self (jijanapriipti) and followed by 

steadfastness in that knowledge (jijananistha). 

c 

The following question may now arise: if jijana0ra0ti is already 

an immediate knowledge of the Self, and sarvakarmasamnyasa. the 

state of liberation from action, why is there the need for another 

logical step, namely, jijananistha. in the process of liberation? 2 The 

question is neither raised nor directly addressed by Sa:ti.kara, but the 

answer can be inferred from some of his comments. My contention is 

that Sa:ti.kara adds jiiananistha because he wants to emphasize that 

the means to liberation is mere continuance in the experience of the 

Self's actionlessness as opposed to the need to practice some 

meditation or ritual action, and because freedom from 

transmigratory existence is ensured by continuance in this absolute 

actionlessness as opposed to unstable or temporary experiences of it. 

1 tasmat avidyayameva satyam kriyakarakaphalavyavaharo na 
brahmayidah atmatyadeya saryasya. natmayyatirekena kiirakam 
kriyiiphalam vasti (BUBh 2.4.14, 769). 
2 In another study, I advanced the hypothesis that in this sequence, 
jijananistha could mean a process of re unification from a prior 
separation between Self and non-Self similar to that found in 
Samkhya-Yoga (Marcaurelle 1987, 113). But based on further study of 
Sa:ti.kara's descriptions of the awakening to higher states of 
consciousness, I came to the conclusion that there is not enough 
evidence for the existence in his works of such a preliminary 
separation. 
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c In this chapter, we will start with the theme of spontaneous and 

permanent steadfastness in actionlessness as opposed to the need of 

any practice, and then consider the notion of dwelling in direct Self

knowledge as a the means through which this knowledge is stabilized. 

We will also discuss the role of physical renunciation as an expression, 

as a means of stabilizing, and finally as a means of attaining, the 

continuance of Self -knowledge as actionless. This will be followed by a 

discussion on Suresvara's departure from his master on the 

relationship between renunciation and qualification for knowledge, 

which I regard as a most crucial deviation from Satikara's position 

within the Advaita tradition. Drawing on all our findings, we will 

finally try to identify the basic elements of Satikara's polysemic 

terminology of renunciation. 

6.1- Qualification for steadfastness in direct Self -knowledge 

According to the doctrine which combines knowledge and action 

as a means of liberation, and which was advocated by certain pre

Satikara thinkers such as Bhartrprapanca, even after his 

enlightenment, the Self -know er is still subject to scriptural 

injunctions and must continue all the practices prescribed for him, 

that is, a combination of ritual actions (karmans) and meditation 

(j{Uina). Satikara rejects this position by pointing out that, due to his 

knowledge of the actionless Self, the enlightened's being itself is free 

from authorship:" ... realizing the Self's absence of authorship, he does 
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0 not do any action, not even that of begging and so forth." 1 The Self

knower simply "rests hapoily because he abstains (nivrttaHrom all 

interest for external things," 2 having no need to accomplish anything 

more, and therefore nothing more to accomplish. In fact, specifies 

Sailkara. even his abstention from action (nivrttO is only" figurative," 

3 since in this case there is no identification to the authorship of any 

process of abstaining or of giving up. 

c 

If there is anything which remains to be done, Sailkara then 

suggests that it is simply to stay in that state of immediate 

knowledge characterized by the absence of doing: for the Self

knowers, he writes in his BGBh 3.17, "there is nothing else to do than to 

be steadfast in Self -knowledge." 4 Really speaking, there is no doing in 

remaining in the direct experience of the actionless Self, and liberation 

can be said to be just that silent anchorage of the awareness in 

knowledge of the action-free Self: "therefore liberation consists in 

being established (avasthanam) in one's own Self after the cause [of 

bondage] consisting of appropriation of ignorance, desire and action 

has disappeared." 5 But the outward consequence or natural 

expression of this permanent inner renunciation and steadfastness in 

1 ... at manah kartnvabhavam pa$yannaiva kim,cidbhiksatanadikam 
karma karoti (BGBh 4.22, 214). 
2 nivrttabahyasarvaprayojana iti sukhamasta ityucyate (BGBh 5.13, 
258). 
3 "When the activity of the aggregate of his body and senses ceases, 
abstention from action is attributed to him figuratively" 
(karyakaranasamghatavya0aro0arame nivrt tirupacaryate- BGBh 13.2, 
534) 
4 atmajijaoanisthavyatirekegaoyatkaryamasti (BGBh 3.17, 155). 
5 tasmat avidyakamakarmooadanahetunivrttau 
svat manyavasthanam moksa (TUBh intro, 259-260). 
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C the actionless and desireless Self can be the outer. physical, 

abandonment of practices that were performed before enlightenment 

but which have now served their purpose. Thus, if one attains 

enlightenment before the stage of householder, one no longer needs to 

engage in the latter to attain purity and Self -knowledge; one has 

simply to remain in his actionless Self-awareness: "Needless to say, he 

who renounces directly from the stage of student ship and who 

remains all his life established (avatisthati) in Brahman alone, he 

c 

attains to extinction in Brahman.» 1 

Sati.kara brings up various reasons to explain why the 

enlightened person is not subject to injunctions and has no practice of 

any kind to pursue. A major argument is that because the enlightened 

man has attained the experience of his Self as being free from all 

contingencies, he does not identify any more with any one of the 

spacio-temporal and socio-religious conditions used by the scriptures 

to assert his qualification (adhikaraHor this or that prescribed action. 

However. mainly due to their different understanding of the Self, most 

of Sati.kara's opponents hold that anyone abstaining from actions 

prescribed for him by the scriptures incurs sin and can therefore not 

be liberated. Advocates of POrvamimamsa even assume that when 

the scriptures enjoin physical renunciation, it is for people who, due to 

some infirmity or blindness or other similar reason, are not able to 

perform ritual actions. 2 

1 kimu vaktavyam brahmacaryadeva samnyasya yavajjivam yo 
brahmauyeyavatiHhate sa brahmaniryagamrcchatiti (BGBh 2.72, 133). 

2 See AUBh intro,17 and BUBh 4.4.22, 528. 
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c 

To convey the meaning of absence of identification with spacio

te m poral and socio-religious contingencies, in his BSBh 1.1.4, Sailkara 

borrows the term a$arira (unembodied)from a few Upani~adic verses. 

1 While eo m menting on the word dehabhrt (embodied) occurring in 

Bhagavadgita 18.11. he also uses the term adehabhrt to mean 

"unembodied." The term refers to a state which can be lived by a 

human being, not to some post-mortem condition: "Thus since 

embodiment is the result of false cognition. it is established that the 

man of knowledge is not embodied even during his life time." 2 This is 

because "the Self's embodiment and unembodiment simply follow 

from discrimination and absence of discrimination, respectively." 3 

Thus, according to Sailkara. the prescription or prohibition of 

something has no universal applicability irrespective of one's state of 

consciousness. It is only if one erroneously superimposes 

contingencies on the attributeless Self that one will perceive oneself 

as an addressee of this or that injunction or prohibition. "Such 

scriptural injunctions as 'A Brahmaoa shall perform~ sacrifice,'" says 

the eo m mentator, "hold good only when one gets involved in the 

superimposition of various things such as caste. stage of life. age, 

condition." 4 In the same manner as actionless steadfastness in Self-

1 Chandogya Upanisad 8.12.1. Kat ha Upanisad 1.2.22 and Brhadaragyaka 
Up ani~ ad 4.4.7 as quoted in BSBh 1.1.4,?:1, 40, 42. 
2 tasmanmithyapratyayanimitt at vat sa$ariratvasya. siddham iivato 
'pi viduso 'Sadratvam (BSBh 1.1.4, 97). 
3vivekavivekamatreoaivatmano '$ariratvam saSariratvam ea (BSBh 
1.3.19, 235-36). 
4 tathahi. 'brah mano yajeta' ityadini Sastranyat m ani 
varoaSramavayo 'vasthadivi$e~adhyasamaSritya pravartante (BSBh 
intro, 24). 
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C knowledge, absence of superimposition and qualification may 

spontaneously culminate in physical renunciation. In his introduction 

to BUBh 2.4, Saitkara elegantly states, using the same word samnyasa 

in both cases. how physical renunciation naturally follows from the 

inner renunciation of superimposition: "For a man whose perception of 

himself as a Briihmana. a Ksatriya or the like, has been sublated, ritual 

actions and their instruments, which are the effects of that 

[perception], are automatically renounced (samnyasa) because of the 

renunciation (samnyasa) of that perception.» 1 Here again is found the 

structure already brought to light, in which an already direct Self

knowledge Onanapriipti) produces the inner abandonment of 

ignorance, superimposition and authorship (the generic term of which 

abandonment would be sarvakarmasamnyasa), which in turn may 

simply remain internal or may express itself in physical abandonment 

of various practices (also termed by Saitkara as sarvakarmasawnyasa). 

c 

Another way to demonstrate that the enlightened man has 

nothing to perform pertains to the notion of usefulness of action or 

practice. First, because action is a means for purification and direct 

Self-knowledge, when the latter is achieved, all further practices are 

no longer relevant. To convey this idea. Saitkara recalls the following 

proverb: uWhen the desired object is already attained, what man of 

knowledge would strive for it?» z Furthermore, with knowledge of 

oneself as the omnipresent Brahman there is a sense of having 

1 yasyaiva purusasyopamarditah pratyayo 
brahmak~atradyat mavisayab. tasya 
tatpratyayasamnyasattatkaryaoam karmaoam karmasadhananam ea 
artha0riipta$ca samnyiisab (BUBh 2.4 intro, 758). 
2 istasyiirthasya sampriiptau ko vidviinyatnamiicaret (BUBh 4.4.22, 935). 

290 



0 accomplished everything which had to be accomplished 

(krtyakrtyatii), leaving no room for desiring any other attainment: 

With the advantage of the all-spreading flood at hand, there 

arises no desire to construct wells and tanks or to get the result 

of such an endeavour; similarly, when knowledge and its result, 

i.e. emancipation, have been attained, it is not possible to desire 

any other result or to wish for an action as a means to that 

[other result]. 1 

Sa:ti.kara further develops the idea that one's response to scriptures is 

determined not by the scriptures themselves, but by the subjective, 

non-universal, understanding and experience of one's self and of one's 

goal. 2 The significance of different or even opposed states of 

1 kaiyalyaphale hi jfiJine pripte saryatah samplutodake phale 
kOpatadigidikriyiphaHirthitvibhivavatphaHintare 
tatsidhanabhOUiyim yi kriyiyimarthitvinupapattib (BGBh 18.67, 
757). 
2 Sa:ti.kara specifies on various occasions that man's ever subjective 
response to scriptural injunctions and the unusefulness of the latter 
in some people's eyes does not invalidate their authority. A very good 
discussion is found on this in BUBh 2.1.20: "People have innumerable 
desires and various defects, such as attachment. Therefore they are 
lured by such things as attachment to external objects, and the 
scriptures are powerless to hold them back; nor can they impell those 
who are naturally detached from external objects to pursue them. On 
the contrary, scriptures only declare what leads to good and what to 
evil, thereby indicating the specific connections between ends and 
means .... In this matter people choose particular means by 
themselves, according to their taste, and the scriptures simply remain 
neutral, like the sun or a lamp for instance. Thus. one who does not 
recognize even the supreme goal of man sees his [own] goal according 
to the way it occurs to him, and wishes to use corresponding means.» 
aneki hi purusioimiccha. rigidaya$ca dosa vicitrih. tata$ca
bihyavi~ayarigidyapahrtacetaso na sastram nivartayitUQl Saktam. 
nipi svabhivato bihyavi~ayaviraktacetaso visayesu pravartayitum 
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c consciousness in this respect is interestingly brought to light by 

drawing a parallel between the enlightened person and the irreligious 

man: "So also, neither does one who does not believe in the existence 

of the Self engage in actions [prescribed by the scriptures], because he 

thinks that there is no next world." 1 Hence, opposing the 

commentators who consider the prescription of the householder 

aSrama and of all its rituals as universally mandatory, Sailkara 

concludes that since this aSrama consists in performing various ritual 

actions for the purpose of immediate Self -knowledge, when the latter 

is attained, then, for "one who sees the Self as ever existing" 

(nityasiddhat madarSinah), 2 there is no reason to enter the 

householder a$rama after student ship. Thus, again, the state of 

contentment in the actionless Self spontaneously ex presses 

outwardly in the physical abandonment of, or more precisely here, in 

the abstention from, ritual actions. 3 

Although for Sailkara the notion of adhikara or qualification is 

irrelevant for the enlightened person as far as practices are concerned, 

he also uses this term to describe the relationship between direct 

$aktam. kintu $astradetayadeya bhavatidami§tasadhanamidama
nistasadhanamiti sadhya sadhanasambandhavi$esabhivyaktih 
t atra OUCU§iib syayameya yatharuci sadhaoayiSeSe§U pray art ante 
Sastram tu savitrpradipadivadudasta eva. tat ha kasyacitparo 'pi 
puru§iirtho 'puru§iirthayadabhasate yasya yatbii 'yabhiisah sa 
tatharOpam puru~artham pa$yati tadanurOpaQi sadhananyu
paditsate (742-743). 
1 tat ha nairat myavadyapi nasti paraloka iti na pravartate (BGBh 13.2, 
533). 
2 TUBh 1.12, 278. 
3 See also BGBh 4.21, 158 for a statement vidvatsamnyasa from the 
stage of brahmacarya for the same reason. 
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0 Self-knowledge, stable experience of it and liberation. As already 

defined, adhikara usually means qualification for both performing 

something and obtaining the result of this performance. Now,even 

though, as we saw. steadfastness in immediate Self-knowledge 

precludes any sense of performance or activity, Sankara also uses the 

term adhikara to mean qualification for steadfastness in direct Self

knowledge as opposed to steadfastness in karman. When glossing 

KqQa's advice to Arj una, he writes for instance:" And~ 

qualification (adhikarah) is for karman alone. not for steadfastness in 

knowledge (jfHinanisthayam ).» 1 It should be pointed out that here 

c 

i nananistha does not mean the discipline of knowledge, first because 

in the last sentence of the comment on the previous verse. 

karmanistha is compared to wells and tank, and jijananistha. to the 

all-spreading flood of direct experience of the Self. Since these two 

sentences are the last and the first oft wo adjoining verses, no change 

of meaning is indicated by Sankara and jnanani§tha therefore refers to 

direct Self -knowledge in both verses. But because. here. qualification 

for steadfastness in immediate Self-knowledge is not with respect to 

any performance or practice, its nature needs to be specified. From 

the negative point of view, to have adhikiira for jOJinanisthii is to have 

no qualification for action and its results; from the positive 

standpoint, it means deserving, having a right to, the result of direct 

Self -knowledge, that is, liberation. 

In the comment on verse 2.21, the reply to an objection raised by 

an opponent sheds some light on the nature of adhikara when related 

1 tava ea karmaoyeviidhikiiro na jiiananistham (BGBh 2.47,106). 
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C to direct Self -knowledge. Determined to show that karmans are 

enjoined to both the Self -know er and the ignorant, the opponent tries 

to find fault with Sailkara's distinction between what is suitable and 

not suitable for the Self -know er and the ignorant, and points out the 

uselessness of stating that knowledge is prescribed for one who 

already has it (and therefore does not even need it): a Even knowledge 

is enjoined on the unenlightened alone, because enjoining knowledge 

on those who already have it would be as useless as grinding flour 

[over again]. Then, it is not proper to hold the distinction according to 

which actions are enjoined on the unenlightened and not on the 

enlightened." 1 Sailkara then answers that what is addressed to the 

enlightened person is not the prescription of additional learning or 

practice, but the absence of anything to practice: a The objection does 

not hold, because there is the distinction of [respectively] the presence 

and absence of something to be performed .... And nothing remains to 

be performed after understanding the meaning of such precepts 

regarding the true nature of the Self as '[This Self]wa~ never born."' 2 

Thus, unless the seeker after liberation is mentioned- which is 

relatively rare-. when in BGBh 2.47 and in other passages Sailkara uses 

the expression "adhikiira in ;nananisthii." jniina does not mean the 

discipline of knowledge, which would amount to something to be 

performed, but an already immediate knowledge of Brahman-

c 

1 nanu vidyapyavidusa eva vidhiyate viditavidyasya 
pistapesanavadvidyavidhananarthakyat. t atravidusah karmani 
vidhiyante na vidusa iti viSeso nopapadyate (BGBh 2.21, 73). 
2 na. anustheyasya bhavabhavavi$esopapatteb natu tat ha na 
jayata ityadyat masvaropavidhyarthaj nanottarakalabhavi 
kimcidanustheyam bhavati (Ibid.). 

294 



C Atman.l 

c 

In many similar contexts referring to the enlightened man, it is 

renunciation of all actions that is specified as the object (or area) of 

qualification. Actually, in terms of being the object of qualification, 

steadfastness in knowledge and renunciation of all actions seem to be 

equivalent in Sankara's mind, as suggested by the following passage: 

But the Self-knower who knows that all this aggregate of 

differences amounts, like the night, to mere ignorance, is qualified 

only for renunciation of all actions, and not for engaging in them. 

The Lord accordingly will show in verses such as "Those who have 

1 A similar ambiguity occurs with the word anustheya ("to be done,· 
"to be observed" )for instance in "the steadfastness in jijanayoga alone 
which is observed by the Self -knowers, the samkhyas" 
(jnanayogeoaiva nisthamat mavidbhih samkhyairanustheyam: BGBh 
3.17, 1 SS). If something is still" observed," then it could be presumed 
that these "knowers· know the Self only mediately and are therefore 
only seekers after liberation. But using the same" at mavit" (Self
knower)compound,Sankara says at the end of the comment on the 
same verse that "For him. for such a Self -know er, there is nothing to 
do." to be done" (ya Idrsa at mavittasya karyam karanivam na vidyate 
nasti: Ibid., 1 56). As evidence toward the understanding that Sankara 
does see the Self -know er described by verse 3.17 as already 
enlightened. and his jijananistha as already immediate in nature. we 
can refer to the fact that after quoting this verse in his BSBh 4.1.2, the 
corn mentator contrasts this know er with the man who, lacking direct 
experience, still needs meditative repetition of the Upani~adic 
sentences: "But for one who does not get this experience quickly, the 
repetition is meant for bringing it about • (yasya tu nai§o 'nubhavo 
dragiva jayate tam pratyanubhavartha evavrttyabhyupagamah: 831). 
Thus we can again see how, without taking tl;le larger context into 
account, various corn menta tors may have been led by such 
ambiguities to understand jijanani~tha as the discipline of knowledge, 
and samnyasa which is often associated with it by Sankara, as a 
necessary physical abandonment for pursuing this discipline. See also 
BGBh 3.3 and 3.4 for the same usage of anustheya. 
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c 

their intellect absorbed in That, whose Self is That," that such a 

man is qualified only for steadfastness in knowledge. 1 

But what is the precise relationship between these two kinds of 

qualification? Evidence that this renunciation of all actions is based 

on immediate rather than mediate knowledge of the Self is found in 

BGBh 5.7-9 where. after describing a Self-knower who continues his 

social life for the welfare of the world,Sailkara presents his 

qualification as follows: "The knower of Reality, that man of right 

insight who, in all the movements of the senses and the mind, sees 

only inaction in actions. is qualified only for renunciation of all actions. 

because he sees the absence of action [in himself]." 2 So, according to 

this explanation, qualification for renunciation is a result of 

immediate Self-knowledge. A similar statement is found in BGBh 2.21: 

"Therefore. in the Gita scripture. one possessed of Self-knowledge is 

qualified for renunciation. not for action." 3 

As compared to qualification for steadfastness in direct Self

knowledge, qualification for renunciation of all actions introduces the 

specific notion of physical abandonment. In a context where 

samnyasa or sarvakarmasamnyasa have this meaning, the 

1 yasya tu 0unarni$evavidyamatramidam sarvam bhedajatamidam 
jijanam tasyatmajijasya saryakarmasamnyasa eyadhikaro na 
pravrt tau. tat ha dar$ayisyati 'tadbuddhayastadit minah' ityidina. 
jijananisthayameva tasyidhikirah (BGBh 2.69, 128). 
2 yasyaivam tat tvavidab sarvakiiryakaraoace~tasu 
karmasvakarmaiya pa$yatah samyagdar$inastasya 
sarvakarmasamnyasa evidhikiirab karmaoo 'bhiivadar$anat (BGBh 5.9, 
254-254). 
3 tasmiidgiUi$iistratmajiliinavatah samnyasa eviidhikiiro na karmaoi 
(BGBh 2.21, 75-76). Equivalent statements are found in IUBh 1. 5 and in 
KeBh intro. 36. 
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C relationship between qualification for steadfastness in direct Self

knowledge and that for physical renunciation would be one of cause 

and effect: one is qualified for physically renouncing because one has 

qualification for immediate Self -knowledge. Whether the enlightened 

man physically abandons all practices or not, his qualification for 

direct Self-knowledge automatically qualifies him for physical 

renunciation. He may ex press this qualification in the concrete form 

of cessation of all practices, but he does not have to. This is clearly 

stated by Sailkara when referring to people such as janaka who 

pursue their social life as they did prior to enlightenment: "The 

meaning is that though the stage of renunciation of ritual actions had 

been reached, they attained perfection while pursuing ritual actions, 

that is, without [physically] abandoning them.» 1 Elsewhere, in spite of 

their continued performance of these ritual actions, Sailkara also 

refers to t·he same people as" having attained the state where ritual 

actions are only to be abandoned ... because they are possessed of the 

insight of the actionless Self.» 2 

c 

The question arises as to whether this qualification for physical 

renunciation is what is meant by sarvakarmasamnyasa as found in 

the series of logical steps toward emancipation given above, in 

chapter 4. This does not seem to be so, because, as we saw, in these 

series, sarvakarmasamnyasa plays the same role as abandonment of 

1 karmasamnyase prapte 'pi karmaoa sahaiya samsiddhimasthiUi na 
karmasamnyasam k(tavanta itye$0 'rthah (BGBh 211, 45). 

2 karma parityaktavyameveti prapte ... ni$kriyat madar$anasam
pannatvat BGBh 4.20, 210-211. "Having attained abandonment of 
action» (karmaparityage prapte) is also used in reference to the same 
context in BGBh 4.23, 215. 
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0 ignorance (avidyii), which clearly indicates that it means an inner 

renunciation consequent to immediate Self-knowledge. Besides, we 

have also shown that sarvakarmasamnyasa as a necessary logical step 

to liberation accounts for a state of consciousness that is free from the 

c 

boundaries of authorship and activity even in the midst of actions 

such as sacrifices. a meaning that is quite different from qualification 

for physical renunciation. To summarize, immediate knowledge of the 

Self spontaneously results in renunciation of authorship. Representing 

two major logical steps toward liberation. knowledge and 

renunciation also automatically provide qualification for physical 

renunciation. 

Of course. this does not make the enlightened man the only 

person qualified for physical renunciation. Sankara also uses the 

expression adhikiira for renunciation of all actions in the case of the 

seeker after liberation:" Therefore, the distinguished man of 

knowledge who sees the immutable Self, and the seeker after 

liberation, are qualified for renunciation of all actions alone." 1 But, 

1 tasmiidvi$esitasyiivikriyiitmadarSino viduso mumukso$ca 
sarvakarmasamnyiisa evadhikarah (BGBh 221. 73). Swami 
Gambhiriinanda has the following confusing translation: "Therefore, 
the enlightened person distinguished above, who has realized the 
immutable Self and is a seeker of Liberation is qualified ... " (Sankara 
1984, 66) Saw ay translates the sentence as if the subject is both 
enlightened and seeker after liberation: "Therefore, for the 
enlightened one who sees that at man is unchangeable and who is 
eager for moksa, the renunciation of all actions is the only proper 
course" (376). This is also inaccurate, since the long discussion that 
precedes this sentence in BGBh 221 describes the same knower 
(vidviin) as "being the Selr (vidusa atmatvat:72)etc.,hence as clearly 
enlightened. Consistently with his translation, Saw ay opines that in 
Sankara's works, as compared to renunciation of the seeker, a far rarer 
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C the key point here is the following: interpreters have often missed the 

fact that, most of the time, when Sankara mentions qualification for 

renunciation alone, he attributes it to the already enlightened person, 

not to the seeker after liberation, a misinterpretation that completely 

shifts the emphasis from physical renunciation as an expression of a 

direct Self -knowledge, to physical renunciation as a necessary means 

to mediate and immediate Self -knowledge. 

c 

Thus, having attained liberation-in-this-life, the enlightened has 

two alternatives:" if he leads an active life, his movements are merely 

physical, without intention, [only ]for the welfare of the world; if he 

leads a monastic life, they are for the bare maintenance of life." 1 As is 

the case in this citation, welfare of the world is usually the main 

reason given for choosing not to physically abandon ritual actions. In 

his corn ment on the next verse, Sailkara first invokes the impossibility 

of physically renouncing "due to some reason" (k ut ascitnimit tat), 2 

and then adds, as a positive justification, the idea of welfare of the 

world, and as a negative reason," desiring to avoid th~ reproach of the 

wise men" (sistavigarhanapariiihirsaya). 3 In BGBh 3.26, welfare of the 

world is defined in terms of giving the example of a virtuous life to 

unenlightened people: "Then what should he do?The man of 

is the vidvatsamnyasa of the jivanmukta. who has achieved 
emancipation even before his formal act of renunciation" (377). Again 
this remark shows a major misinterpretation of terms related to 
renunciation in Sailkara's works. 
1 mudhaiva ce~tamatra anu§thiyante pravrttena 
cellokasamgrahartham nivrttena cejiivanamatrartham (BGBh 4.19, 
209). The monk does only the actions necessary to the proper 
functioning of his body, such as eating. 
2 BGBh 4.20, 210. 
3 Ibid. 
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C knowledge should engage them in. make them perform, all actions. 

performing himself diligent}y. proficiently, the very same actions that 

the unenlightened men do." 1 Whatever the reason given for 

continuing social life as before, the enlightened man experiences the 

Self as the actionless witness of all purposes and actions. He is not 

bound by any sense of authorship or result of action, whether 

saiicitakarmans. agamikarmans. or even prarabdhakarmans. 2 The 

same inner immutability ascribed by Sankara to the enlightened 

monk in the following passage also applies to the still socially active 

direct Self -know er:" However, as his behaviour looks similar to 

c 

common human ways of doing, he becomes a doer when people 

attribute to him the authorship of actions such as begging ... But from 

the standpoint of his own experience born of factors such as the valid 

means of knowledge offered by the scriptures, he is surely not a 

doer." 3 

Kamalakar Mishra has criticized what he considers Advaita's 

incompatibility with the amelioration of society through socio

cultural activities: 

Morerover, in the classical Advaitism the person who attains 

Jivanmukti, lives just to work out his remaining prarabdha

karma. He can do no positive work with regard to society, as he 

becomes ni~kriya (inactive). He is like one who has taken 

1 kimtu kuryajjo$ayetkiirayet saryakarmaoi yidyan syayaw 

tadevavidusaw karma yukto 'bhiyuktab samacaran (BGBh 3.26, 163). 

2 See for instance BGBh 13.23. 
3lokavyavaharasamanyadacSanena tu laukikairaropitakartrtve 

bhiksatanadau karmaoi kart a bhavatim ... svanubhavena tu 
Sastrapramaoadijanitenakartaive (BGBh 4.22, 214). 
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c preparatory leave prior to the retirement from one's services, 

and counting one's days for the final retirement ... (51) 

Pursuing social life for the welfare of the world after enlightenment is 

certainly not Sail.kara's emphasis. Yet he recognizes the value of this 

choice in his commentaries on verses 2.11, 3.20-26,4.1 S, 4.19-24 and 5.7 of 

the GIUi. Thus, according to me, Kamalakar Mishra's general critique of 

Advaita's shortcoming in this respect would not apply to Sail.kara but 

rather to those who interpreted him as teaching obligatory 

monasticism. 

6.2- Direct Self-knowledge and injunction of physical 

renunciation 

We have seen that, according to Sail.kara, physical renunciation of 

prescribed practices is a spontaneous result of direct Self -knowledge. 

Yet our commentator understands some passages of the scriptures as 

enjoining physical renunciation to the already enlightened person. 

Thus, after identifying the unenlightened's renunciation 

(avidvatparivrajya) as different from the one referred to in the 

following quote, Sail.kara writes in his BUBh 3.5.1: "He who knows the 

self, therefore, should resort 1 [pratipadyetl only to the Paramahamsa 

type of renunciation, which is characterized by the turning away from 

(desires), and which consists of the abandonment of all rites and ritual 

1 Emphasis is mine. 
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C instruments" (Olivelle 1986,1:91).1 Is this really taken by Sailkara as an 

injunction? And why is there any kind of injunction for the 

enlightened person, since in his case physical renuncation is 

spontaneous? 

c 

The best answer to these questions is probably found in the 

introduction of the AUBh. In this discussion, the opponent is an 

advocate of combination of knowledge and action for the purpose of 

liberation. His main argument is that, because allusion to renunciation 

in verses such as Brhadaragyaka Upanisad 3.5.1 is mere praise of 

knowledge rather than injunction, or prescription of renunciation for 

disabled people who are disqualified from rites (7), there exists no 

such non-performer (akarminah) belonging to a distinct order 

(asramyantarasya) for whom knowledge of the Self would be meant 

(4); thus the Upanisad teaches knowledge in the form of meditative 

practice only to one who also does rituals (6). Sailkara answers thus: 

«Not so; because when the supreme knowledge is reached and when 

there is no looking for result, action is not possible .... When one 

knows that his Self is Brahman ... action is impossible." 2 It is quite 

clear that here Sankara uses the case of the enlightened man to show 

that one does find people who are unassociated with karmans. He 

further specifies that such a man is not subject to scriptural 

injunctions «because he has realized the Self that is beyond the range 

1 tasmiHparamahamsaparivrijyameva vyuthaoalak$aoam 
pratipadyeta at mavitsarvakarmasadhaoaparityagarQpamiti (BUBh 
3.5.1, 813). 
2 oa. paramarthavijijaoe phaladar$aoe kriyaoupapatteb .. 
brahmahamasmityat mat vena vijijane ... kriya oopapadyate (AUBh 
intro, 325). 
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C of injunctions." 1 And he declares even more boldly: "Nor can he be 

impelled by anything, since even the scriptures emanate from him. No 

one can be impelled by a sentence issuing out of his own knowledge." 2 

Doubtless, all this can only refer to the enlightened person and not to 

the seeker after liberation. 

c 

The opponent then claims (10) that if in the case of the Self

knower, there is no goal (orayojana) attainable through rites,likewise 

there will be no aim in the act of renouncing, since Gita 3.18 states that 

the Self-knower has nothing to achieve "through non-performance" 

(akrtena). Sailkara retorts that this is not so," since renunciation 

consists in mere cessation from activity" (Ibid.) 3 and is therefore not 

like an action to perform for accomplishing a goal. It is a characteristic 

of the person (ourusadharma), rather than a performance on his part 

(11 ). Thus physical renunciation is again presented as a natural 

consequence of direct Self-knowledge. Thereupon the opponent 

reiterates the idea that there is in fact no injunction of physical 

renunciation: "Then, as renunciation comes spontaneously 

[arthapraptatvatl, it is not to be enjoined. If the supreme knowledge 

of Brahman dawns in the stage of householder, the inactive man may 

1 niyogayisayat madar$anat (Ibid.). 
2 na ea sa niyoktum $akyate kenacit. amnayasyapi tatprabhavatvat. 
na hi svaviiiliinotthena vacasa svayam niyujyate (Ibid.). Sail.kara also 
writes in his BUBh 2.1.20: "When the transcendent Brahman is realised 
as the only existence, there is neither instruction nor instructor nor 
the result of receiving the instruction, and therefore the Upanisads 
are useless -it is a position we readily ad miC (219). ekasminbrahmani 
nirupadhike nopade$o. nopadesta. na copade$agrahanaphalam. 
tasmadupani~adam canarthakyamityetadabhyupagatameva (744). 
3 akriyamatratvat vyutthanasya (AUBh intro, 326). 
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C continue in that state and there is no need to move away from it.» 1 

The argument does not hold, responds Sailkara, "since the stage of 

householder is a product of desire." 2 We already noted that Swami 

Gambhirananda, translator of this commentary, interprets this kind of 

statement as precluding immediate Self -knowledge from 

householders, which would contradict other statements by Sailkara 

brought to light here in the last chapter. Sailkara's answer is in fact 

somewhat pithy and certainly more subtle than Gambhirananda 

believes. It does not mean that a householder cannot obtain 

knowledge and liberation; it rather refutes the notion implied by the 

opponent's argument, according to which a householder can be both 

"non-active" (akurvatah) and belonging to the householder stage of 

life with all the desires and practices it entails. In other words, 

Sailkara answers from the point of view of the ultimate reality that 

one can either identify with the desire less and actionless Self or with 

the personality of a householder nourished by desire, but not with 

both at the same time. It is the desire less state of Self -knowledge, and 

not the monastic way of life as such, that is here opposed to the 

desireful householdership. The fact that Sailkara has this meaning of 

householdership in view is confirmed when he writes further in the 

introduction that "the highest result of duties pertaining to the stage 

of householder has been summarized as identification with the deity 

1 vyutthanam tarhyarthapraotatvanna codanarhamiti. girhasthye 
cetparam brahma viifiinam iiitam tatraivastvakurvata asanam na 
tato 'nyatra gamanamiti cet (Ibid.). 
2 kimaprayuktatvidgirhasthyasya (Ibid.). 
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0 [HiraoyagarbhaJ,» 1 which applies, as we saw, only to unenlightened 

people, and not to enlightened persons who apparently pursue the 

desirefullife of a householder. 2 Thus, holds Sankara, if the 

householder is really enlightened, he is de sireless and, as a 

consequence, he can only abandon all practices and all attachments, 

which are based on desire and which even include staying in a 

particular home, always receiving food from the same person, and so 

c 

1 garhasthyasramakarmaoi tesam paramaphalamupasamhrtam 
devaUipyayalak§agam (Ibid., 3Z7). 
2 However Sankara does oppose the stage of life of the renouncer with 
that of the householder just before mentioning Hiraoyagarbha as the 
result of steadfastness in action:" And the integral practice of such 
means of knowledge as celibacy is possible [only ]for those who have 
gone beyond the stages of life, [while] it is impossible in the 
householder stage" (brahmacaryadividyasadhananam ea 
sakalyenatyii$rami§Opapattergarhasthye 'sambhavat: Ibid., 3Z7). Let 
us first clarify the expression "those who have gone beyond the 
stages of life" (atyaSramins). A few lines before the above citation, 
Sankara introduces it within a quotation from $veUiSvatara Upani~ad 
6.21. In this verse, a master is said to teach Brahman to students who 
are atya$ramins. Since Sankara also attributes integral practice of 
celibacy to these atya$ramins. he seems to see them as monastic 
seekers after liberation. Yet, the most plausible interpretation of 
Sankara's description of the limited means of householders in the 
passage quoted above is not to assume his self-contradiction on the 
universal availability of knowledge and liberation, but to understand 
that, in accord with the intent of the whole AUBh's introduction, this 
is mentioned to prove that there exists a way of life based on physical 
renunciation and prescribed for Self -know ledge, and that, as a 
consequence, it cannot be claimed that liberation comes from 
knowledge as combined with ritual actions. Besides, Sankara specifies 
that it is" the integral practice" of the mentioned disciplines that 
cannot be pursued by the householder, implying as we have already 
seen elsewhere, that the latter also has access to these means. 
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0 forth (12). He therefore adopts the mendicant way of life" as a matter 

of course" (Ibid.), 1 and not out of being enjoined to do so. 

The opponent then argues that since regulation (niyama) is to be 

followed by the monk with respect to begging of food, etc., it is proper 

to understand that ritual actions are also to be engaged in by the 

enlightened householder. Sailkara answers that the enlightened 

householder is outside the range of injunction. The opponent retorts 

that if this is so these scriptural injunctions become useless, which is 

untenable. Sailkara rejoins that they remain useful for the 

unenlightened. He then adds that while prescriptions of sacrifices like 

Agnihotra suppose in the sacrificer the desire of a goal, namely 

heaven, for which the scriptures indicate sacrifice as the means, the 

regulation with respect to begging does not imply any purpose 

(prayojana) for which a prescription would be needed: the only 

purpose of the monk is to satisfy the natural desire to eat that is 

indispensible for the mere sustenance of the body (13). The opponent 

then comes back with the argument that if it serves no purpose 

(prayojana) the restriction from the scriptures with respect to 

begging will be useless, which is unacceptable (14). Sailkara answers 

that the injunctive formula is not a prescription but only a sort of 

confirmation of the monk's natural absorption in knowledge and of his 

inner and outer renunciation:" No, because that restriction is the 

result of previous practices (pravrt ti), and an overriding of the latter 

involves enormous effort." 2 The commentator then specifies that 

1 art hat (Ibid., 326). 
2 na. tanniyamasya oorvapravrttisiddhatvattadatikrame 
yatnagauravat (Ibid., 3Z7). 
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C even when the tendency to simply live out of begging is already a 

spontaneous expression of a state of inner renunciation based on 

direct Self -knowledge, the explicit injunction of physical renunciation 

(addressed to Self -knowers for instance in Brhadaraoyaka Upanisad 

3.5.1) specifies that the enlightened's natural tendency to physically 

abandon all means which are no longer useful for him, is to be allowed 

to express itself concretely in the form of physical renunciation: 

c 

"Because the renunciation that is virtually attained (arthapraptasya) 

is restated (punarvacanat ), it is proven that the man of knowledge has 

to do it." 1 

Another question pertaining to the relationship between direct 

Self -knowledge and physical renunciation is that if, whether a 

Ksatriya, a Vaisya or a $odra. anybody who becomes enlightened is 

beyond the range of scriptural injunctions and prohibitions, then why 

hold that among enlightened people, only Brahmaoas are allowed to 

physically renounce? As we saw, Sailkara even mentions with respect 

to the Ksatriya as well as to the Brahmana. the possibility of being 

devoid of any identification with the characteristics of their caste and, 

at least theoretically, their qualification for physical abandonment of 

rituals. A tentative explanation of Sankara's viewpoint on this 

apparent contradiction may be taken from his comment on ~3.20 

where, paraphrasing Kr~IJ.a's advice to Arjuna, he states that, if Arjuna 

thinks that rites will not have to be performed after reaching 

enlightenment, "even then, in accordance with prarabdhakarman. and 

also solely for the welfare of the world -the latter consisting of 

1 arthaDraptasya vyutthanasya 0 unarvacanadvidu$ab 
kart avyat vopapat tih (Ibid.). 
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C keeping people back from the wrong path- you should perform 

action.» 1 Thus it seems that,for Sankara, it is priirabdhakarman 

c 

(ex pressing as birth in a Briihmana or Ksatriya family, etc.) that 

remains the criterion of qualification for physical renunciation in the 

case of enlightened men, even if they experience the Self as the 

attribute less witness of priirabdhakarmans and of any other 

phenomenal reality. Although Sailkara didn't address this issue 

clearly, his approach could be seen as consistent with the Advaita 

understanding that the liberated-in-this-life is unaffected by any 

karman by virtue of the perfect reflection of the actionless Self in his 

intellect, while his individual self (jiva) is still experiencing the effects 

of the priirabdhakarmans on the empirical level. 

Verse 2.23.1 from the Chiindogya Upanisad is very well-known for 

its statement on the relationship between qualification for 

immediate Self-knowledge and physical renunciation. It runs as 

follows: 

There are three divisions of dharma. One comprises sacrifice, 

study and charity. The second is austerity alone. The third is 

the brahmaciirin living in the house of his teacher, where he 

dedicates himself for life. All these go to the virtuous worlds; 

the man established in Brahman (brahmasamsthab) attains 

immortality. 2 

1 tathiipi priirabdhakarmiiyattastvam lokasamgrabameviipi 
lokasyonmiirgapravrttiniviiraoam lokasamgrahastameviipi 
prayojanam sam 0a$yankartumarhasi (BGBh 3.20, 159-160). 
2 trayo dharmaskandhii yajijo 'dhyayanam diinamiti prathamastapa 
eva dvitiyo brahmaciiryiiciiryiikulaviisi trtivo 
'tyantamiit miinamiiciiryakule 'vasiidayansarva ete puoyalokii 
bbavanti brahmasamstho 'mrtatvameti (CUBh 2.23.1, 404). 
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0 

c 

Here the basic ambiguity relates to the word brahmasamstha. 

"the one established in Brahman." which defines the qualification for 

liberation. According to some commentators, brahmasamstha means 

the seeker after liberation pursuing full-time discipline of knowledge 

in the samnyasa stage of life; for others, it refers to the already 

enlightened person. whatever the stage of life he seemingly lives in. 

The first opinion is described as follows in the Siddhantale$asaOgraha: 

Yet others, however. say thus: he, of whom. in the words "He 

who is well established in Brahman attains immortality," 

Scripture declares being well-established, or ending in Brahman, 

that is to say, being fixed therein, which consists in not engaging 

in any other activity, for him there is eligibility, in the principal 

sense, for hearing (study) etc .... And this being well

established in Brahman does not come about for those who 

remain without renunciation, in other orders of life, because of 

distraction due to the performance of duties prescribed for each 

one's order of life (1:350-351 ). 1 

In his Godarthadipika 18.49, Madhusodana Sarasvati interprets the 

passage in a similar way: 

The wandering ascetic (paramahamsaparivrajaka) alone is 

presented in the $ruti passage" the one established in Brahman 

attains immortality" as being different from [people belonging 

I apare tu- "bramasamstho 'mrtatvametr iq$rutyudita yasya 
brahmani samstha. samaptih. ananyavyaparatvarOpam 
tanni~thatvam. tasya $ravanadi$u mukhyo 'dhikarab .... a,g 
brabmani samstba vina samnyasama$ramantarasthasya na 
sambhavatL svasva$ramavihitakarmanusthanavaiyagryat (Appaya 
Dik~ita, 2:92). 

309 



c 

c 

to] the three divisions of virtue. Capable of reflecting on the 

Vedinta statements, he approaches the guru. a wandering 

ascetic having achieved the goal. It is for him that the 

BrahmasOtra starting with "Hence thereafter a deliberation on 

Brahman" has been written by Lord Bidarayal)a. 1 

On the contrary, Potter understands that, according to Sankara, the 

brahmasamstha is by definition a liberated man: "The fourth way, 

that of being 'fixed in Brahman.' belongs to the true wandering 

mendicant (parivrajaka), and it is he alone who is freed from further 

births and deaths, unlike the other three, who will eventually be 

reborn" (1982, 116). 2 

So the question remains as to whether, according to Sankara, 

brahmasamstha means any enlightened man or one who reaches 

enlightenment only after having resorted to physical renunciation in 

order to devote himself totally to the discipline of knowledge. More 

1 etadrsa eva 'brahmasamstho 'mrtatvameti' iti srutya 
dharmaskandhatrayayilak~aoatyena pratipaditah 
para m ahamsaparivrajakab paramahamsaparivrajakarp k[takrtyam 
gurumupas(tya yedintayakyayicarasamartho yamuddi$ya 'athito 
brah_majijOasa' ityadicaturlak§aoamimamsa bhagavata badarayagena 
samarambhi (BGBh 18.49, 733). 
2 Intrepretations of modern scholars are also divergent: Pat rick 
Olivelle identifies the brahmasamstha as the "renouncer" and as a 
category of people "who set their mind on liberation" (1974, 34), while 

in his History of Dharma$istra. Kane favours an interpretation similar 
to Potter's: "The last clause about 'brahmasarp.stha' differentiates the 

three asramas from him who has knowledge of brahma and holds fast 

by it. That portion says that the consequence of the knowledge of 

brahma is immortality; but it does not say expressly or impliedly that 
the stage of parivrajaka is a means of attaining the knowledge of 

brahma. So one may doubt whether sarp.nyasa as an asrama is spoken 
of here ... " (2:1 :420-421) 
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C precisely, does brashmasamstha define only the formal physical 

renouncer of the fourth ii$rama. or a physical renouncer that does not 

belong to any ii$rama.or, whatever the ii$rama. any renouncer of 

authorship, or some combination of these? 

c 

In his comment on this verse, Sailkara attributes at least three 

major viewpoints to the opponent (CUBh 146-149):first, a immortality" 

(amrtatya) is simply excellence (ati$aya) within a the virtuous worlds" 

(ounyaloka); second, this immortality comes from the combination of 

the practice of rites, or of any prescribed dharma. with knowledge 

consisting of meditation on Qm.; third, people from the four ii$ramas 

can reach the said immortality inasmuch as they conform to this 

combined practice. Thus from the opponent's viewpoint, there exists 

no such thing as a kind of life that would be conducive to liberation 

without the practice of both rites and meditation together. This is 

mainly what Sailkara will try to refute. 

Interestingly, in all of the Uoanisads. the expression 

brahmasamstha occurs only there, so that it is impossible to compare 

this occurrence with others in the U0anisads themselves or in 

Sailkara's comments. We have already seen that the similar compound 

brahmanistha can imply either mediate or immediate knowledge of 

Brahman. Thus it provides no decisive clue to our enquiry. 

But two citations of this verse by Sailkara in his CUBh do suggest 

that, to him, brahmasamstha refers to an already enlightened person. 

Immediately after describing how the knower of Brahman 

(brahmavidah) lives on the basis of his 0rarabdhakarman in spite of 

his enlightenment, Sailkara virtually equates that enlightened man 

with the brahmasamstha of verse 2.23.1: a And concerning the passage 
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C 'the man established in Brahman attains immortality,' we said that 

for a knower of Brahman there can be no action after the emergence 

of knowledge.» 1 In the introduction of the CUBh, the commentator 

also equates with the brahmasamstha the man who has been freed 

from ignorance through knowledge of the non-dual Self: "Therefore 

ritual actions are enjoined only on those who have defects such as 

ignorance, not on one who is possessed of the knowledge of non

duality. Hence [the Upanisadl will declare:' All these go to the virtuous 

• 

c 

worlds; the man established in Brahman attains immortality.»' 2 

We can recognize here the same fundamental position on 

Sailkara's part: immediate knowledge of the Self alone leads to 

liberation. We have already pointed out that in various passages, he 

clearly mentions that even monks who are completely devoted to 

meditation on Brahman but who are yet without direct experience of 

the actionless Self may only reach Hiraoyagarbha at the time of death. 

3 So from a logical point of view it cannot be that mere full-time 

absorption in the discipline of knowledge in the context of 

samnyasasrama ensures immortality. It seems therefore fair to say 

that. as far as these cross-references are concerned, direct Self

knowledge is the main characteristic of the brahmasamstha. 

As BSBh 3.4.20 refers to Chandogya 223.1, it can also be used to 

clarify Sailkara's interpretation. So let us look at the commentator's 

1 jOJinotpatterordhya ea brahmayidah karmabhayamayocama 
'brahmasaw,stho 'mrtatvameti' iyatra (CUBh 6.14.2, 536). 
2 tasmadayidyadido~ayata eva karw,agi yidhiyante. 
nadvaitajijanavatab. at a eva hi vak~yati- 'sarva ete 0uoyaloka 
bbavanti brabmasaw,stho 'm(tatyaw,eti' iti (CUBh intro, 352). 

3 See CUBh 5.10.2, 359 and MuBh 1.2.11,107. 
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C definition or characterization of brahmasamstha in both these 

passages. First, in CUBh 223.1, Sailkara distinguishes the 

brahmasamstha from people merely following the rules of an ii$rama: 

c 

"Austerity (tapas) means [practices] such as the hard ciindrayana 

[fasting]. A person possessed of these is called Uipasa or parivrjH. The 

brahmasamstha is not meant, [but] one who simply follows the 

dharma of a stage of life ... » 1 

Parivriit is somewhat confusing in this passage, since Sailkara 

also uses this word later on in his comment to refer to the 

brahmasamstha. Does the commentator mean here that parivriit is 

synonymous with tapasa or that by the word tapas the verse includes 

both the tapasa stage of life (corresponding to vanaprastha) and the 

parivriit 's stage (corresponding to mere samnyiisii$rama) on the basis 

of their common practice of austerities? According to Ananda Giri by 

the word parivriit Sailkara means here mere saQlnyasaSrama: "The 

word vanaprashta [in fact the word actually used by Sailkara is 

'Uipasa'] also indicates the inferior parivriit." 2 When discussing the 

issue of the etymological or conventional meaning of brahmasamstha 

elsewhere in his comment, Sailkara significantly uses as an ex ample 

the fact that even if the word parivrajaka is etymologically derived 

from piirivrajya (wandering man), it is used in the conventional sense 

of a man belonging to an ii$rama. i.e. the well-known samnyiisii$rama 

(CUBh 154). This allusion seems to confirm that, when subdividing 

1 taoa iti krcchradindrayaoadi tadviiQlstapasab parivragva. na 
brahmasamstha ii$ramadharmamatrasamstho ... (CUBh 223.1, 404-405) 

2 vanaorasthagrahaoamamukhyasya parivrajo 'pi 0 radar$anayam 
(Sailkara.1904. Chiindogyopanisat. Anandagirik[tatikasamvalita
sankarabhasyasameUi. Anandasrama Sanskrit Series, voll4, 115). 

313 



C tapas into Uipasa and parivrat Sailkara understands parivrat to mean 

parivrajaka in its conventional sense, that is, the man simply 

belonging to the samnyasasrama. the physical renouncer without 

immediate knowledge of the Self as opposed to the enlightened 

brahmasamstha. In another section of the comment, the opponent 

holds that "in the passage 'The second is austerity alone,' both the 

parivrat and the tiipasa are understood by the word tapaf and that 

"whosoever among these very four is a brahmasamstha meditating on 

QW.. attains immortality.» 1 When replying to this interpretation, 

Sailkara does not refute that tapas also stands for the person 

belonging to the samnyasasrama,but that it does not include the man 

(called here parivrat and parivrajaka) who has sublated duality and 

for whom alone brahmasamstha is possible:" And the statement that 

by the word tapas, the parivrat also is referred to is wrong. Why? 

Because the state of brahmasamstha is possible for the parivrajaka 

alone who has got rid of the experience of differences." 2 Of course, we 

are again faced here with an apparent contradiction, as the 

commentator attributes the state of brahmasamstha that is said to be 

beyond asramas, to the parivriijaka. while the latter has been defined 

as the conventional term for the person belonging to the fourth 

asrama ... So we need to further investigate the meaning of 

c 

1 tapa eva dvitiya ityatra tapabSabdena pari~riUtiipasau grhitau .... 
tesameva caturnam yo brahmasamsthah pranavasevakah so 
'm[tatvametiti (CUBh 223.1, 405). 

2 yaccoktam tapah$abdena parivriidapyukta iti. etadasat. kasmat? 
parivrajak asyaiva niv[t tab hed apratyayasya 
brahmasamsthaUisambhavat (Ibid., 407). 
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C brahmasamstha. as well as the sense of parivrat and parivrajaka 

when associated with brahmasamstha. 

c 

The first definition of brahmasamstha in CUBh 2.23.1 reads thus: 

"But the one not [yet] defined is the parivrat. the fourth one,!..JJ&. 

brahmasamstha. the well-established in Brahman.» 1 A similar 

definition is found in BSBh 3.4.20: "For the term brahmasamstha 

implies a consummation in Brahman. a steadfastness in It, consisting 

of the absence of any other involvement.» 2 The most important 

indication favouring the interpretation of this absorption in Brahman 

as an already immediate knowledge is as follows. In almost all 

contexts of his CUBh 2.23.1 where brahmasamstha is found and where 

parivrat \parivrajaka are given as synonymous with it, Sailkara 

associates with these synonyms either the knowledge of nonduality 

and\or the absence of desire in exactly the same way as he does in 

other, clearer, contexts with the liberated-in-this-life. He writes: 

This being so, whoever has sublated the experience of differences 

from which injunctions of duties come to be observed, he abstains 

from all duties because their cause ceases to exist as a result of 

the experience of Unity arising from the valid scriptural means of 

knowledge ... and the one who abstains from duties, is said to be 

established in Brahman. 3 

1 aviSi~tastvanuktab parivriit tudyo brahmasawstho brahmani 
samyak sthitah (Ibid., 405). 
2 brahmasamstha iti hi brahmani parisamaptirananyavya0arata
ropam tannisthatvamabhidbiyate (BSBh 3.4.20, 795). 
3 tatraivam sati yam bhedapratyayamupadaya karmavidbayab 
pravrttih sa yasyopamarditah ... ityetadvikyapramaoajanitenai
katvapratyayena. sa sarvakarmabhyo nivrtto niQlittanivrtteh sa ea 
nivrttakarma brahmasamstha ucyate (CUBh 2.23.1, 406). 
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C This quite clearly describes physical renunciation on the basis of 

direct Self-knowledge. By introducing elsewhere the idea that the 

obligation of performing rituals applies only to those who do not have 

non-dual Self -knowledge, Sailkara also implies that, in contrast, the 

brahmasamstha does have this knowledge: "We say that the person 

who is possessed of the experience of differences, whose perception of 

differences has not been sublated by knowledge, is qualified for 

actions.» 1 The opponent concludes that if the parivrat is the one with 

the experience of Unity, then people having reached this experience 

could continue in their respective asrama and be in fact parivrat. 

c 

"No,» retorts Sailkara, "because, in their case, the perception of 

differences like 'me' and 'mine' has not ceased .... Hence, because of 

the absence of 'me' and 'mine,' the mendicant (bhiksu) is the only one 

to be parivrat. not householders and others.» 2 Thus, the contrast here 

is between people who are, and people who are not, beyond the sense 

of authorship or possession based on authorship, not between people 

who have, and do not have, all the time to be absorbed in the 

discipline of knowledge. Accordingly, the brahmasamstha already has 

immediate Self -knowledge. It seems that if Sarikara goes so far as to 

introduce the out ward characteristic of a bhiksu (mendicant) to 

specify that he is in fact referring to the enlightened man, it is because 

he tries to establish that if the householder does attain this 

knowledge of Unity and the ensuing inner renunciation, he will 

1 bhedapratyayavananupamarditabhedabuddhirvidyaya yah. sa 
karmagyadhikrta ityavocama (Ibid., 407). 
2 na. svasviimitvabhedabuddhyanivrtteb .... tasmat 
svasvamitviibhiiviidbhiksureka eva parivrat na grhasthiidih (Ibid.). 
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C spontaneously abandon the state of householder and all its practices 

because they are of no further use to him. Here, reference to the 

mendicant seems to provide Sailkara with the clearest symbol of an 

authorized stage of life that does not require rites and leads to 

liberation through knowledge alone. However, while the 

brahmasamstha is indeed defined by Sailkara as a physical renouncer, 

his renunciation is by virtue of direct Self -knowledge, not for the 

purpose of gaining it, and his attainment of immortality is through the 

same immediate knowledge, not through full absorption in the 

discipline of knowledge within a monastic context. It is in this very 

sense that the brahmasamstha or parivrat is said by the commentator 

to be atyasramin. that is, a beyond asramas" (1 54), including the 

samnyasasrama of the seeker after liberation fully absorbed in the 

discipline of knowledge. 

c 

Following this statement, Sailkara specifies the difference 

bet we en such a renunciation and identification with the monastic 

way of life which, with respect to the latter, is based as much on 

ignorance as the householder stage of life:" And it follows that this 

alone is the parivrajya mentioned in the Vedas. and not the possession 

of the sacred thread, the three staves. the water pot, etc." 1 He then 

quotes the following passage from the Smrti: "Therefore, the yatis 

who have seen the Supreme do not undertake duties. Therefore, the 

know er of Reality is without sign, he has no distinguishing sign." 2 

1 ata$cedamevaikam vedoktam piirivrajyam. na 
yajijopavitatridandakamandalviidiparigraha iti (Ibid., 408). 
2 tasmiitkarma na kurvanti yatayab 0aradar$inab. tasmiidalibgo 
dharmajilo 'vyaktaliilgah (Ibid.) 
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C These equally suggest that even when living as a mendicant after 

physical renunciation, the enlightened man does not have to be 

visually associated with the samnyiisii$rama by way of acquiring the 

traditional equipment of a monk. Similar statements are found in 

other commentaries. In BUBh 3.5.1, the knowers of Brahman abandon 

both rites and "the emblem prescribed by the Smrtis. which emblem 

is just an instrument that reveals their renunciatory state and 

thereby procures a living for those who resort to (renunciation) 

merely as an ii$rama" (Olivelle 1986-87, 1:84). 1 

c 

Even though BSBh 3.4.20 introduces the quite different idea that 

the brahmasamstha has to abide by a specific dharma. the latter 

seems mainly for the sake of remaining absorbed in that already 

available experience of the Self or to stabilize it through control of 

mind and senses: 

But his dharma, [consisting of means] such as control of senses 

and organs, strengthens the state of brahmasamstha: it does not 

go against it. The duty for his order of life is steadfastness in 

Brahman (brahmanisthatvam) alone, supported by control of 

mind and senses; [whereas] sacrifices, etc. are the duties of other 

people; and he incurs sin by transgressing his duty. 2 

1 smartam liilgam kevalarp. ii$rarp.amatra$araoanarp. iivanasadhanam 
piirivrajyavyaijjakam (BUBh 3.5.1, 813). See also Olivelle's accurate 
description of such an atya$rarp.in (1986-87, 1:55). 
2 $amadamiidistu tadiyo dharmo brahmasarp.sthatiiya upodbalako na 
virodhi. brahmanistharp.eva hi tasya $arp.adarp.iidyupabrrp.hitam 
sva$ramavihitam karma yajijiidini cetaresarp. tadvyatikrame ea tasya 
pratyavayah (BSBh 3.4.20, 795 ). 
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C In CUBh 2.23.1, Sankara denies that such means represent mandatory 

practices as they are addressed to one who already has the experience 

of Brahman. even if not yet on a permanent basis. In answer to the 

opponent's argument that because the knowledge of Unity eliminates 

all injunctions, means of control such as yama and niyama cannot 

apply to the parivrajaka. Sankara writes: "No, because [these rules] are 

meant for restraining a person who may have lost the experience of 

Unity because of hunger and so forth.» 1 So, even when considered as 

an unstable level of Self -knowledge, the state of brahmasamstha is far 

more advanced than the use of hearing, reflection and meditation 

after physical renunciation in the case of the seeker after liberation 

with no direct experience of the Self at all. 

c 

It follows that, when parivrajya. parivrat. parivrajaka and 

bhiksu are associated with brahmasamstha. they imply physical 

renunciation on the basis of direct Self-knowledge. This is conveyed 

quite clearly, at the end of the comment on Chandogya 2.23.1, when 

Sankara states that,for the householder, parivrajya is the natural 

outcome of attaining the (experiential) knowledge of Brahman

Atman's non-duality: 

Therefore, it is proven that parivrajya. the state of 

brahmasamstha. characterised by abstention from duties, is 

only for the man who has the experience of Unity arising from 

the Vedantic valid means of knowledge. Hence, when the 

1 na. bubhuk~adinaikatvapratyayatpracyavitasyopapatternivrttyar
thatvat (CUBh 2.23.1, 407). 
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c 

c 

householder has the knowledge of Unity, pirivrajya 1 naturally 

follows 2 (arthasiddham). 3 

Thus Potter's conclusion on Sailkara's CUBh 2.23.1 seems quite justified: 

As Saqtkara interprets the Chindogya's "ways, or stages they 

are not a series of steps one must mount successively on the 

way to liberation, but just four kinds of people. Any one of the 

first three kinds, or for that matter any kind of persons 

whatsoever, provided he gains true knowledge of the 

nondifference of things, thereby becomes a person of the fourth 

kind. But he can't be both at once (1982, 120). 

Considering the whole of CUBh 2.23.1, we find here again the basic 

sequence toward liberation also identified in various other places: 

1 In view of the prescription of physical renunciation for Brihmanas 
alone, it goes without saying that here Sailkara refers mainly to the 
latter. 
2 pirivrajyam arthasiddham is variously translated as a he has to 
resort to monasticism as a matter of course, (CUBh, 155); "he also 
naturally attains the position of a Wandering Mendicant» (Potter 1982, 
124); "his samnyasa is really implied therein, (Warrier, 426). Because 
the opponent mentions the sin of non-performance of rites in the next 
sentence, pirivrijya must be understood here as being ex pressed 
physically, yet not as the outcome of an injunction. Hence our 
translation. Another interpretation could be that pirivrijya is" self
evident, even if the householder does not take recourse to physical 
renunciation. But then it would be odd on the opponent's part to 
bring in the question of physical abandonment immediately 
thereafter. 
3 tasmadvedintapramanajanitaikatvapratyayavata eva 
karmanivrttilaksanam pirivrajyam brahmasamsthatvam ceti 

· siddham. etena grhasthasyaikatvavijfiiine sati 
pirivrijyamarthasiddham (CUBh 2.23.1, 408). 
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C performance of ritual actions, immediate knowledge of the non-dual 

Self, spontaneous abandonment of the sense of authorship and 

possession, which is here in turn followed by a spontaneous physical 

renunciation ensuring the state of brahmasamstha (the jQananistha of 

the BGBh) and, as a final result, immortality (liberation). 

c 

6.3- Renunciation for stabilization of direct Self-knowledge 

Sankara's comment on verse 6.3of the Bhagavadgita is another 

instance where physical renunciation is connected with a Self

knowledge that I will again interpret as direct, but which is usually 

understood as being only indirect. The verse runs as follows: "For the 

meditative man (muni) who wishes to ascend to yoga, action is said to 

be the means; when the same person has ascended to yoga, quiescence 

(sa m a) is said to be the means." 1 

In his Nai~karmyasiddhi 1.50, Suresvara quotes this verse as 

evidence for the fact that rites produce, as said in verse 1.49, an 

"inclination towards the Self" (oratyakoravanaUim ), and that, once 

the latter is attained, they are spontaneously abandoned 

(Balasubramanian 1988, 51-52). Thus, according to Suresvara, 

attainment of yoga corresponds to an inner disposition toward 

acquiring Self -know lege, not to Self -know lege itself. On his part, 

MadhusOdana Sarasvati holds that yoga means here vairagya. i.e. 

detachment (BGBh 6.3, 288), which seems equivalent to" inclination 

towards the Self" but from the perspective of withdrawing one's 

1 aruruksurmuneryogam karma karaoamucyate I 
yogarudhasya tasyaiva samah karanamucyate 11 (BGBh 6.3, 287). 
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C interest from empirical objects. After quoting .Gili6.3, the 

Siddhantale$asailgraha also states along these lines: "There is practice 

of karma till, on the purification of the intellect. there is the rise of a 

leaning towards what is within (i.e. the self), in the form of a desire to 

know; thence follows renunciation ... » (1:334) 1 But my contention is 

that, in the present context. aitaining yoga means reaching 

immediate, though not necessarily permanent, Self -knowledge, and 

that dhyanayoga (yoga through meditation) consists of a discipline 

aimed at stabilizing that yoga or direct experience of the Self. 

Although the .Gh.i's description of meditation in this chapter is valid 

c 

1 cetasah $uddhau vividi~adirOoapratyakpravanyodayaparyantam 
karmanusthanam. tatah samnyasa ... (Appaya Dik~ita, 2:85). The 
citation of ill1.i 6.3 in the Siddhantale$asailgraha appears within the 
discussion of the following portion of Brhadaranyaka Upani§ad 4.4.22: 
"This the Brahmanas desire to know through the study of the Yeda. 
sacrifice, gifts, penance and fasting» (tametam vedanuvacanena 
brahmana vividisanti yajfiena danena tapasa 'na$akena: BUBh 929). 
Appaya Dik~ita concludes about this passage as well as about illti6.3 
that for both the Vivarana and Bhamati schools, "karman is practiced 
only up to [the rise of] the desire for knowledge» 
(vividi§iiparyantameva karmanuuhane: 2:85). But if we follow Appaya 
Dik~ita's logic in his understanding of .G.Ili6.3, then karman would be 
the means used until the desire to know the Self, called yoga, is 
attained. Moreover, the yogaruruksu (the one desiring to attain yoga) 
would in fact desire to attain the desire to know ... But, as stated in 
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.22, the use of means such as sacrifices 
already ex presses the aspirant's desire to know. Thus the 
prescription of karman by the Gita for him to acquire that desire 
would be of no use. Our interpretation solves the contradiction by 
understanding that yoga means immediate knowledge of the Self. So, 
as supported by what we have already said on the power of 
karmayoga to lead to direct experience of the Self through 
purification of mind, in Sailkara's interpretation of both 
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.22 and .G.Ili6.3, the karmayogin does his 
practices with the desire to attain immediate Self-knowledge,not 
with the desire to attain the desire to know! 
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C for all seekers after liberation, according to Sankara's interpret at ion, it 

is used in this context by one who has already reached immediate 

Self-knowledge and aims at stabilizing it. Thus dhyanayoga is here 

equivalent to steadfastness in immediate Self-knowledge, but with 

emphasis on its stabilization rather than on simply "resting,» as in the 

case of one whose experience is unshakable. 

c 

Let us first look at how Sailkara understands the expression 

"one desiring to ascend to yoga.» Aruruksu is from the desiderative of 

i,J r.Y..ll., According to definitions from Apte's Sanskrit Dictionary. the 

root can mean, among other possibilities, "to ascend, mount, bestride, 

get upon" or" to attain, gain, get to, reach." In the present context, the 

choice of one or the other of theses two series makes a major 

difference in interpretating the whole commentary on this verse. In 

his BGBh, Sailkara gives two possible direct objects to the verb .iJ .r..Y..b.: 

yoga (as given in the verse itself) and dhyiinayoga. The shift in 

meaning is clearest when dhyanayoga is used as direct object. If we 

translate by" ascend to dhyiinayoga," it means attaining dhyanayoga. 

that is, merely starting the yoga of meditation; if we render by 

"ascend dhyanayoga» it means "climbing» possibly up to the climax of 

the yoga of meditation, that is, up to immediate Self -knowledge. My 

contention is that, to agree with all aspects of Sailkara's comments 

concerning this verse, the derivatives of a J tld.ll.have to be 

understood and translated in the following manner: if their object is 

dhyiinayoga. the statement means "to ascend dhyiinayoga." more 

precisely, to climb up to the top of the a ladder" of meditation which is 

immediate Self-knowledge; if their object is yoga, the statement 

323 



C means "to ascend 12. yoga," that is, to reach yoga which, in this context, 

consists of direct Self-knowledge. 

This interpretation is based on the following evidence. First, in 

his introduction to chapter 5 of the~ Sailkara quotes the second 

part of verse 6.3 in the midst of other citations that clearly refer to 

physical renunciation of the already enlightened man, indicating 

thereby that he understands "one who has ascended to yoga" 

(yogarudha) as "one who has reached direct Self-knowledge," and the 

physical and mental renunciation referred to by" quiescence» ($am a) 

as already based on this knowledge. The entire passage is worth 

citing: 

Because, with the words "in ;nanayoga for the samkhyas." 

stead- fastness in the yoga of knowledge which is characterized 

by dwelling in the essential nature of the actionless Self and 

which pertains to the samkhyas who know the reality of the 

Self, is distinguished from steadfastness in karmayoga which is 

practiced by the ones who do not know the Self. Because he has 

accomplished his goal, the Self-knower has no need for anything 

else. And because the statement "For him, there is nothing to 

do» [3.7] says that there is nothing else to do. Because in passages 

such as "Not by non-performance of duties" [3.4] and "But 

renunciation, 0 mighty-armed, is hard to attain without yoga" 

[5.61. karmayoga is enjoined as an accessory to Self -knowledge; 

and because in the passage "when the .same person has ascended 

to yoga, quiescence ($am a) is said to be the means," it is stated 

that for one in whom right insight has emerged 

(utoannasamyagdar$anasya), karmayoga does not exist 
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c [anymore]. Moreover, because actions other than those 

necessary for the sustenance of the body are excluded in the 

passage a By performing only actions that are for the sake of the 

body, he does not incur sin"; and, because by the passage a united, 

the know er of Reality should think 'I do nothing at all"' [5.8], it is 

taught that the person who knows the true nature of the Self 

should, through composure of mind, never have the experience 

that he is doing, even with regard to actions such as seeing and 

hearing undertaken simply for the sustenance of the body. 1 

We clearly find again here the basic idea that karmayoga leads to 

immediate Self-knowledge which in turn expresses itself in physical 

renunciation and steadfastness in that experience without any 

obligation to perform rites, and with an awareness that is fully 

focused on the actionless nature of the Self. The fact that verse 6.3 is 

also given in support of this idea strongly suggests that, in Sail.kara's 

mind, it also conveys physical renunciation following direct Self

knowledge. 

1 'jijanayogena samkhyanam' ityanena samkhyanamatmatattva
vidamanat m a vitkartrkakarmayogani~thato niskriyat masvarOpa
vast h analak saoaya j ijanayoganist hayah ort hakk araoat krt akrtya
tvenat mavidah prayojanantarabhavat 'tasya karyam na vidyate' iti 
kartavyantarabhavavacanacca 'na karmanamanarambhaL' 
'samnyasastu mahabaho duhkhamaptumayogatab.' 
ityadivacanaccatmajijanailgatvena karmayogasya vidhanat. 
'yogarOdhasya tasyaiva Samab karagamucyate' ityanena 
cot pannasamyagdarSanasya karmayogabhavavacanat. 'sariram 
kevalam karma kurvannapnoti kilbi~am' iti ea sarirasthitikaraaa
tiriktasya karmaao nivaraaat 'naiva kimcit karomiti yukto manyeta 
tatt vavit' ityanena ea Sarirasthitimatraprayukte~vapi 
dar$anaSravaoadikarmasvat mayathiit myavidah karomiti 
pratyayasya samahitacetastaya sada 'kartavyatvopade$at ... (BGBh 5 
intro, 245) 
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c 

c 

Also in support of our interpretation of i,./ D!.ll.derivatives is 

Sailkara's gloss of aruruksoh (one who wishes to ascend) as "one 

desiring to ascend, not having ascended, not able to stand still 

(avasthatum)in dhyanayoga." 1 Since avasthatum can also mean 

"remain, stay" and even "enter, reach, attain to,» one could interpret 

the latter part of the gloss as" not able to attain to the yoga of 

meditation," in other words, "not able to start the practice of 

meditation." Thus Potter renders yavaddhyanayoga 

rohanasamarthastavadgrhasthenadhikrtena kartavvam karma 2 with 

"a householder should practice karmayoga until he is able to practice 

dhyanayoga" (1981, 301). 3 But we saw that, according to Sailkara, 

meditation is already used by the karmayogin as his most important 

means, and that in light of the prerequisites to start the discipline of 

know lege, he must already be skilled in control of mind ($am a) and 

senses (dama), which ability comes mainly through practice of 

meditation. In addition, as stated by the verse itself, it is the" muni" 

(which we translate as the" meditative man") that is said to wish to 

ascend to yoga. As pointed out by Olivelle, in Sanskrit literature, the 

word muni is often used to designate the monk (1984, 131 ). But a 

systematic analysis of all occurrences of muni in the BSBh, the BGBh 

(apart from the context of verse 6.3), the Upad and in at least the 

1 aroghumicchato 'naroghasya dhyanayoge 
'yasthatuma$aktasyaiyetyarthah (BGBh 6.3, 287). 
2 BGBh 6 intro, 282. 
3 There seems to be a contradiction between such a translation and 
Potter's emphasis that Sankara advocated access to mediate and 
immediate knowledge even for the karmayogin who does not take 
recourse to physical renunciation. 
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C comments on all verses of the Upanisads where it is used, reveals that, 

according to various contexts, on 14 occurrences, muni refers seven 

times to the liberated-in-this-life, 1 four times to the liberated-in

this-life presented as still practicing meditation, 2 and three times to 

a meditator. 3 Hence it is quite likely that muni is also understood 

here as one already performing meditation. It also follows that when, 

as stated by the verse and Sail.kara, this meditator wishes to ascend to 

yoga, it does not mean desiring to start the practice of yoga in the 

sense of meditation, but desiring to attain to yoga as direct Self

knowledge. Accordingly, it seems appropriate to translate 

dhyanayoge 'vasthatumasaktasya as "not able to stand still in 

dhyanayoga." or more precisely, not able to open the mind to the 

experience of the silent Self. 

c 

This is confirmed by Sail.kara's peculiar characterization of yoga 

as a state of Self-consciousness on many occasions in his comment on 

chapter 6. After describing experiences of" standing still in the real 

nature of the Self" (atmasvarQpe sthitah) in the comment on verse 21 

(307), and of" standing still in the reality of the Self" (at matattve 

sthitah) on verse 22 (308), Sail.kara says on verse 23 (Ibid.) that these 

features describe "yoga as characterized by standing still in the Self" 

(at mavasthaviSeso yogah). This definition of yoga is very similar to 

the one given by Gita 253: "When your intellect, bewildered by the 

Sruti. will stand immovable, steadfast in samadhi. then you will attain 

1 Pages refer to Sanskrit texts:BUBh 3.5.1,464;4.4.2,691. MaKBh 235,206. 
BGBh 256, 117; 257, 117; 2.69, 128; 1 0.26, 457. 

2 Pages refer to Sanskrit texts: BSBh 3.4.47, 817. BUBh 3.5.1, 816. BGBh 
10.37, 463; 14.1, 587. 

3 Pages refer to Sanskrit texts: KaBh 21.5, 91. BGBh 5.6, 252; 5.28, Z79. 
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c to yoga." 1 Here Sailkara glosses a in samadhi" with a in the Self. 

wherein the intellect is fixed." 2 Thus, apart from the sense of 

c 

a discipline" or a set of practices" which is, of course, also found in the 

commentary on chapter 6 and elsewhere, a possible meaning of yoga is 

immediate Self-knowledge. In BGBh 6.17,for instance, yoga is clearly 

given the role of immediate Self-knowledge with respect to liberation, 

as it "brings about the destruction of the entire misery of 

transmigratory existence." 3 

As a consequence, in the context of the commentary on chapter 

6, we have enough evidence to interpret the derivatives of i,J I..Y.b.as 

conveying only two possible meanings which entail direct Self

knowledge: "to ascend dhyanayoga." in the sense of reaching its climax 

in actionless Self-consciousness; and "to ascend to yoga," in the sense of 

attaining the same Self -experience. 

With this background, let us now turn to Sailkara's comment on 

the second statement of verse 3: "On the other hand,for the same 

person. when he has ascended to yoga, guiescence, tranquility, 

abstention from all actions, is said to be the means. the way." 4 In his 

1 srutivigratioanna te yada sthasyati ni$cala I 
samadhavacala buddhistada yogamavagsyasi 11 (BGBh 2.53, 112). 

2samadhau samadhiyate cittamasminniti samadhiratma (Ibid., 113). 
3 sarvasamsaradubkhak~ayak[t (BGBh 6.27, 304). 
4 yogarudhasya punastasyaiva $am a upasamab sarvakarmabhyo 
nivrttib karaoam yogarOghatvasya sadhanamucyata ityarthah (BGBh 
6.3, 287). While the edition used here reads "yogarOghatvasya." the one 
by H. R. Bhagavat (1929. Bhagavadgita with $ankarabha~ya. Works of 
$ankaracharya. vol. 2, 2d ed., Poona: Ashtekar and Co, 101) has 
yogarudhasya. The latter reading seems more plausible because 
otherwise the subject of the same predicate (karaoam glossed as 
sadhanam) would oddly change within the same sentence: it would be 
first a person (yogarudhasya) and then a concept (yogarOdbatvasya). 
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C introduction to the chapter, Sail.kara specifies the purpose of using 

quiescence as a means even after having reached yoga: •for the same 

oerson. when he has ascended to yoga, quiescence alone is prescribed 

as the means for the fruition (phalam) of yoga.n 1 The point seems that 

the man having reached yoga or direct Self-knowledge is to use 

quiescence for the benefit of this very knowledge. My contention is 

that quiescence then serves as a way to stabilize this knowledge and 

to ensure its fruition in liberation. In the same way as, in the 

c 

sequence toward liberation studied earlier, attainment of immediate 

Self -knowledge OiHinapriipti) gives qualification for physical 

renunciation and steadfastness in this knowledge alone in view of 

getting the result of the latter, namely, liberation, so also here, 

attainment of yoga qualifies for quiescence and simply remaining in 

the state of yoga for the sake of ensuring the goal of yoga, namely, 

destruction of transmigratory existence. Although conveyed by 

different words, by and large, the structure is the same. However the 

commentary on chapter 6 clearly presents the means to be employed 

by the Self -know er as a prescription. This can be understood by the 

fact that while stating in his introduction to chapter 5 that quiescence 

is used by those "in whom [immediate] right insight has emerged,» 

Sailkara will also recognize, when illli.6.37 refers to the yogabhrsta 

(one fallen from yoga), that one may eventually lose this experience. 

So, compared with statements on steadfastness in direct Self-

Since yogiirQdhasya then becomes a mere technical repetition of its 
first occurrence at the beginning of the sentence, it has been omitted 
in the translation. 
1 tasyaiviirOghasya $ama eva kartavyam kiiraoam yogaphalam 
pratyucyata iti (Ibid., intro, 283). 
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C knowledge studied thus far, those found in chapter six of the BGBh 

bring to light another dimension, namely the enjoined process of 

stabilization of immediate Self-knowledge. 

c 

The question may arise as to why the need to stabilize Self

knowledge? True, some of Sail.kara's statements seem to refute this, 

arguing for instance:" For the knowledge of the Self emerging once for 

all is able to remove ignorance, and no progressive development is 

admitted here" (BSBh 4.1.2, 817).1 Mike Bos has discussed this issue in a 

paper, concluding that although admitting that ignorance might still 

persist through the effect of orarabdhakarman even in the case of the 

enlightened person, more or less consistently, Sankara "tries to 

moderate these statements and in some cases even retract them" 

(174). But, in my opinion, according to evidence given by Sail.kara, even 

before complete eradication of ignorance, one may have direct 

experience of the Self without it being permanent, which would 

ex plain why Sail.kara states on the one hand that enlightenment as a 

permanent state of Self -knowledge is unshakable, and on the other 

hand that direct Self -knowledge as such can sometimes be lost. 

Commenting on an analogy between the throw of an arrow to a target, 

and attainment of Brahman. our corn menta tor writes:" After that, 

after hitting that [target], one should remain one with that [Brahman) 

like an arrow." 2 Two steps are clearly distinguished here: attaining 

Brahman and remaining fixed in it. This is referred to in BUBh 1.4.7 as 

1 sakrdutpannaiva hyatmapratipattiravidyam nivartayatiti natra 
ka$cidapi kramo 'bhyupagamyate (BSBh 4.1.2, 830). 
2 tatastadvedhanadOrdhvam $aravattanmayo bhavet (MuBh 2.2.4, 131 ). 
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C "Self-knowledge and its train of remembrance (smrtisantana)." 1 

Sailkara first states that remembrance of Self- knowledge is not 

enjoined," for it comes automatically. That is to say, as soon as Self

knowledge arises from hearing a sentence describing the Self, it really 

annihilates the false knowledge about It." 2 But he later admits that, 

due to the possible effect of prarabdhakarman. there may be the need 

"to regulate the train of remembrance of the knowledge of the Self by 

having recourse to means such as renunciation and dispassion; but it is 

not something that is to be originally enjoined, being, as we said, 

already known as a possible alternative" (93). 3 The need for 

stabilization of direct experience of the Self is thus explained by 

Maharishi Mahesh Yogi in his commentary on the BhagavadgiUi: 

c 

In order that transcendental bliss-consciousness may be lived at 

all times, it is necessary that it should not be lost when the mind 

comes out of meditation and engages in activity. For this to be 

possible the mind has to become so intimately familiar with the 

state of Being that It remains grounded in the mind at all times, 

through all the mental activity of thinking, discriminating and 

deciding, and through all phases of action on the sensory level. 

For this in turn, it is necessary that the process of gaining 

transcendental consciousness through meditation and that of 

engaging in activity should be alternated, so that transcendental 

1 atmavjjijanatatsmrtisanUina (BUBh 1.4.7, 663). 
2 arthapraptatvat. yadaivat mapratipadakavakya$ravanat 
at mavisayam vijijanamutpadyate. tadaiva tadutpadyamanam 
tadvi~ayam mithyajijanam nivartayadevotpadyate (Ibid., 662). 
3 tyagavairagyadisadhanab alavala mb en a at m avij ijanas mctisant at ir
niyantavya bhavatL na tvaporva kartavya. praptatvat ityavocama 
(Ibid., 664). 
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c 

c 

consciousness and the waking state of consciousness may come 

close together and finally merge into one another to give rise to 

the state of cosmic consciousness, the state in which one lives 

bliss-consciousenss, the inner awareness of Being, through all the 

activity of the waking and dreaming states and through the 

silence of the deep sleep state (184). 

The theme of stabilization of direct Self -knowledge is also ex pressed 

by the IUBh in terms of the importance of" protecting» the already 

attained Self-experience through physical renunciation and 

steadfastly dwelling in that immediate knowledge: 

As far as the Self -know er is concerned, the purport of this Vedic 

text is that the Self is to be saved by way of steadfastness in 

Self -knowledge through renunciation of the threefold desire for 

sons, etc. Now, as for the other person who is unable to 

comprehend the Self because of his knowledge of the non-Self, 

the mantra teaches this [about performing karmanJ.» 1 

A striking similarity can be seen between these passages and the 

function of quiescence in BGBh 6.3. The role of quiescence would be to 

"protect,» to render unshakable the immediate Self -knowledge that 

has already been attained. The MaKBh 4.86 presents an interesting 

summary of the way of being that follows immediate Self-knowledge, 

when it presents it as both something natural, already accomplished, 

and something to be pursued deliberately for the stabilization of Self-

1 evamat mavidab putradye~aaatrayasamnyasena 
atmajijananisthataya atma raksitavyah ityesa vedarthah. 
at het arasyanat majijataya at magrahaaayaSaktasyedamupadiSati 
mantrah OUBh 2, 3). 
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Q knowledge: a This dwelling in the true nature of the Self is the natural 

modesty. humbleness, of the Brahmaoas .... Knowing Brahman as 

described, as naturally quiet, he should attain the quiescence ($am am) 

that is a natural disposition and the very nature of Brahman, he 

should remain established in the true nature of Brahman." 1 

c 

It is with this perspective that the process of $am a as 

withdrawal from all activities seems to be most consistently 

understood when described thus in the BGBh 6.3: "To the extent he 

abstains from actions, to that extent, being free from worry and his 

senses being subdued, he gets composure of mind. This being so, he 

quickly becomes one who has ascended to yoga (yogarOdhah)." z But 

another ambiguity is raised here by the word yogarOdhah. If, 

according to both the verse and Sati.kara, one has already attained 

yoga as a condition to use quiescence, then why is it stated here by 

the commentator that, following the practice of $ama.one will become 

again a yogarOdha? My contention is that, unfortunately without 

warning, Sati.kara gives two meanings to yogarOdha: one referring to 

the state just before starting to use $am a. i.e. to unstable Self

experience, and the other corresponding to the state following the use 

of $am a. i.e. the attainment of permanent Self -experience. 3 In the 

1 vipraoam bramaoaoam vinayo vinitatvam svabhavikam 
yadetadat masvarOpegavasthanam .... evam yathoktam 
svabhavopa$antam brahma vidvaii$amamupa$antim svabhavikim 
brahmasvaropam vrajedbrahmasvarOpeoavatistheta ityarthah 
(MaKBh 4.86, 251 ). 
zyavadyavatkarmabhya uparamate tavattavannirayasasya 
jitendriyasya cittam samadhiyate. tat ha sati sa jhatiti yogarodho 
bhavati (BGBh 6.3, 287-288). 
3 The meaning of a../ ruh as" mounting" (a horse, etc.) can be used to 
clarify these two meanings of yogarodha: in the first case, the aspirant 
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C introduction to verse 6.5, the commentator clearly describes the 

yogarodha in terms of the liberated-in-this-life: "When a person thus 

attains to yoga, then his self is raised by itself away from 

transmigratory existence, this multitude of evils." 1 Also. in verse 6.11, 

Sailkara announces that characteristics of the yogarodha will be given 

in forthcoming verses (6.18-23), which account for the experience of 

pure Self-consciousness during meditation and for its result as 

liberation. 

c 

Sailkara's introduction to chapter 6 is a long refutation of an 

opponent who holds the doctrine of combination of knowledge and 

action. Sailkara understands that the yoga taught in chapter 6 is 

prescribed after physical renunciation and is therefore not for the 

householder. Hence, particularly in order to prove that there is no 

obligation to perform rituals on the part of one who has ascended to 

yoga, Sailkara underlines for ex ample that "statements such as 'free 

from desire and possession' are incompatible with the householder." 2 

But it must be remembered that, in the context of verse 6.3, it is 

immediate Self-knowledge that constitutes the criterion of 

qualification for physical abandonment of the householder's life and 

for absorption in quiescence. Thus, in accord with other parts of his 

works, here karman remains an aid to direct experience of the Self and 

sa m a is understood as a means for stabilization of the latter as part of 

yogarOdha would be "just mounted" on the direct experience of the 
Self, whereas in the second case, the enlighte.ned yogarOdha would be 
"firmly riding" on it. 
1 yadaivam yogaroghastada tenatmatmanoddhrto bhavati 
samsaradanarthavratat (BGBh 6.5, 289). 
2 na ea grhastasya niraSiraparigraha ityadivacanamanukOlam (BGBh 6 
intro, 284). 
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C steadfastness in immediate Self-knowledge. Interestingly, Maharishi 

c 

Mahesh Yogi's comment on verse 6.3 reflects a similar viewpoint: 

Thus it is through activity that transcendental consciousness is 

gained. Moreover, the mind, travelling as it were on the ladder of 

activity from the relative state of waking consciousness to the 

silence of the transcendental field of absolute consciousness, and 

again from there to the activity of the waking state, establishes 

eternal harmony between the silence of the Absolute and the 

activity of the relative. This is cosmic consciousness, in which 

transcendental consciousness, the state where one "has ascended 

to Yoga,» becomes permanent.... "The man who has ascended 

to Yoga:» a man whose mind has risen from the waking state of 

consciousness to the transcendental state of consciousness, in 

which his mind is in full Union with the Divine. This state of Yoga 

in transcendental consciouness becomes permanent in cosmic 

consciousness through increase of calmness [Sa mal, or the infusion 

of Being into the nature of the mind. That is why the Lord says 

that calmness is the means when ascent to Yoga in 

transcendental consciousness has been gained (391). 

Thus, while our interpretation of Sailkara's sequence toward 

liberation as universal and logical rather than chronological remains 

valid, physical renunciation following experiential Self-knowledge can 

be understood as a spontaneous and free expression of the latter, or as 

an optional means for full absorption in it, for the purpose of 

maintaining or bringing about its stability. Having brought to light 

Sailkara's misinterpreted and unsuspected emphasis on physical 

renunciation based on direct Self-knowledge,let us now consider how 
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C our author also understands this type of renunciation as an auxiliary 

to starting with the discipline of knowledge. 

c 

6.4- Monasticism for attainment of direct Self-knowledge 

New questions arise in the light of this interpretation of the 

respective roles of karmayoga and physical renunciation in Sankara's 

works. If, as we have seen, our commentator teaches that karmayoga 

can lead to direct Self -knowledge through purity of mind, and if his 

emphasis is much more on the validity of physical renunciation after 

this Self-consciousness has been reached, then, from his viewpoint, 

what is the use of giving up rites prescribed for karmayoga before the 

rise of this experience? This can in turn be elaborated into the 

following questions. According to Sankara, is physical renunciation 

prescribed by the scriptures for the seeker after liberation? If yes, for 

what kind of seeker? At what point on his path? What are the objects 

to be abandoned? And finally, what reasons are given by the 

scriptures to justify such a renunciation? 

It is very important here to understand the main doctrine 

against which Sankara was fighting to establish his own. The 

advocates of POrvamimamsa argued that the $ruti prescribed neither 

the inner renunciation of authorship, nor monastic life as a means to 

pursue Self-knowledge. They understood that there was only one real 

stage of life, namely, the householder's; that physical renunciation was 

only for the disabled; and that all passages seemingly prescribing it for 

people qualified for rites were mere praise (stutil of meditation. 

Mainly against this position, Sankara endeavoured on every occasion 
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C to prove that $ruti texts 1- do prescribe inner renunciation as a 

necessary means or correlate of direct Self -knowledge which in turn 

leads to liberation; 2- do mention physical renunciation as a 

spontaneous expression of, and as a means to reach or stabilize, direct 

Self-knowledge.! 

c 

Our author substantiates his position in various places by 

quoting passages from the $ruti and the Smrti that allow the seeker 

after liberation to enter samnyasii$rama either immediately after the 

period of studies (brahmacarya), 2 or after the stage of the 

householder (giirhastya) or finally after going through the third one 

(vanaprastha): "Thus because the four stages of life are enjoined 

equally, there is an option of belonging to any one of them singly or to 

all of them successively» 3 (BSBh 3.4.49, 806). 4 

As already mentioned, according to Sailkara, renunciation is for 

Briihmaoas only. What then should be their inner disposition for 

obtaining qualification? For the sake of accuracy, it is important here 

to distinguish qualification for the discipline of knowledge, which is 

open to all,from qualification for physical renunciation. Their 

confusion under one single qualification leading to mandatory 

physical renunciation has been a major cause of misinterpretation of 

Sailkara's thought. In his BUBh 4.5.1 5, he recalls that "all actions are for 

1 For Sailkara's most detailed discussion of these issues, see BUBh 4.5.1 5, 
544-552. See also BUBh 4.4.22, 527-528. 
2 See also BSBh .4.20, 777 and BUBh 4.5.1 5, 551. 
3 See also AUBh intra, 17-18 and BGBh 3intro, 85. 
4 tasmaccaturoamaoyii$ramaoamupade$iivi$e§iittulyavadvikalpa
samuccayabhyam pratipattih (BSBh 3.4.49, 819). 
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0 the unenlightened man with desire," 1 while "the absence of the 

impulsion of desire" (kiimapravrttyabhavat) is sufficient reason to say 

that "for a detached 2 seeker after liberation, statements such as 'He 

should renounce even from the student life' [Niiradaparivriijaka 

Upanisad 77] are proper, even if he is without [immediate] knowledge." 

3 In his introduction to the Aitareya Upanisad. he also states that "the 

Vedic passages referring to [the performance of ritual actions] 

throughout life are meaningful with respect to the unenlightened 

souls who do not seek liberation." 4 So it is quite clear that if a 

Briihmana already has a strong desire to know the Self after 

completing the stage of st udentship, since the discipline of knowledge 

is the most direct means for Self -knowledge, the logical and 

appropriate conduct is, from Sankara's viewpoint, to enter the 

samnyasasrama for the sake of devoting oneself entirely to that 

discipline. 

c 

Now, as we saw,Sankara considers that the karmayogin 

practicing ritual actions can be a seeker after liberation. How does 

this agree with the above idea that practice of rites is for karmins 

who do not desire liberation? The commentator does not address this 

1 avidvatkiimikartavyatam hyavocama sarvakarmagam (BUBh 4.5.15, 
948). 
2 Sankara also writes:" Accordingly, in the case of those who are 
detached, owning to the tendencies created in previous lives, it is 
desirable to resort to the other stage of life [i.e. samnyiisa]» 
(tasmat janmiintarak(tasamskiirebhyo 
virakUiniimii$ramiintarapratipattirevesyate: TUBh 1.12. 279). 
3viraktasya mumuksob viniioi jijiinena 'brahamacaryiideva pravrajet' 
ityiidyupapannam (BUBh 4.5.1 5, 948). 
4 yavaijiiviidiSrutinam avidvadamumuksuvisaye k[Uirthata (AUBh 
intro, 328). 
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0 question directly. A tentative answer, of course, could be that the 

intensity of the desire for liberation would not be strong enough in 

some karmayogins to lead them to abandon everything for 

monasticism. Another factor is suggested by the mention of" some 

reason" (kutascinnimittat) 1 for the impossibility of physically 

abandoning rituals even in the case of the enlightened man, which 

could apply for the unenlightened as well, for ex ample in terms of 

family responsibilities before old age. 2 Thus, absence of desire for 

spiritual goals limited to transmigration, and desire for liberation 

from the latter is the main criterion as far as qualification for physical 

renunciation is concerned in the case of the unenlightened. Yet it is 

acknowledged by the comment a tor that the urge for physical 

renunciation could be tempered by various practical reasons. 

c 

Since desire for liberation is needed for entry into 

samnyasasrama and since it is also the last item among the four 

prerequisites for the discipline of knowledge, as if representing the 

culmination of the others, we can fairly say that qualification for the 

discipline of knowledge and for physical renunciation share these four 

requirements. And this is probably one of the reasons why these two 

types of qualification, and the areas to which they respectively 

provide entry, have been often merged, making the discipline of 

knowledge and physical renunciation inseparable means for 

liberation. But, they have always to be kept distinct if one wants to 

understand Sankara's proper perspective on the means of liberation. 

1 See BGBh 4.20, 210. 
2 For instance, Kau~ilya asks to first make provision for one's wife and 
sons before entering samnyasasrama (Kane 2:1:932). 
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c 

c 

In terms of objects to be abandoned, while the enlightened man 

is without any obligation to wear the signs of the samnyiisins. the case 

of the unenlightened is not addressed explicitly by our author. He 

clearly says what the physical renouncer and seeker after liberation 

should abandon, but never mentions if he has to keep some objects, 

particularly the single staff (ekadanda) which has been associated for 

centuries with the followers of Advaita. 1 In his BUBh 4.5.1 5, he writes: 

"Hence piirivriijya is recommended for seekers after liberation, as in 

the following passages: 'the very renunciation of all prescribed 

karmans ... " 2 The word karmans actually stands here for all rituals, 

their accessories and their results:" And because all actions, means and 

results, which belong to ignorance, are meant to be destroyed through 

Self -knowledge, the opposite of ignorance; and because means such as 

the holy thread belong to the same." 3 And even duties of the 

samnyasasrama as a means to reach Hiranyagarbha are to be 

abandoned. Indeed, because, as said above, all karmans are to be given 

up by the seeker and because they include the holy thread, the 

following comment seems to contrast both renunciation of the seeker 

and of the enlightened, with mere belonging to the samnyasasrama: 

"And apart from that [renunciation of the seeker and of the 

enlightened]. there exists another kind of monasticism which is an 

I On the other hand, as early as the 8th century C.E., the samnyiisins 
belonging to Sankara's tradition are called" single-staffed" 
(ekavainavinab. ekavenu0anayab) by Bhiiskara (Olivelle 1986, 1:52). 
2 ityatab piirivrajyam mumuksonam 0ra$amsanti 'tyiiga eva hi 
sarve~amukUiniimapi karmanam ... (BUBh 4.5.15, 948) 
3 sarvakriyiisiidbanapbalanam ea avidyiivisayanam 
tadvipadUit mavidyaya hiitavyatvane~tatviit. 
yajilopavitiidisiidbananam ea tadvisayatvat (BUBh 3.5.1, 814). 
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C order of life and a means to the attainment of the Brahmaloka and so 

on; it is with respect to the latter that means like the holy thread and 

distinguishing signs are enjoined.» 1 However, as noticed by Olivelle 

against Potter's statement that, in Sailkara's works, the term 

paramahamsa applies only to the enlightened man, the Paramahamsa 

Upanisad 46-47 refers tot wo types of paramahamsa samnyiisins. 2 one 

without any emblem and the other with emblems such as the loin

cloth and the single staff (1:56). So it is quite likely that, concerning 

both the enlightened and the unenlightened samnyiisins abandoning 

the means for Hiranyagarbha. Sailkara followed the Paramahamsa 

Upanisad. 

c 

Among the various considerations related to physical 

renunciation, reasons likely to validate it receive most of the 

commentator's attention. One argument is that while knowledge 

succeeds in leading to liberation, actions fail to do so:" And because 

liberation is not a result, action is of no use for the seeker after 

liberation." 3 Sail.kara also ex plains in the BGBh 2.21 that following 

hearing of the Vedas. two types of understanding can arise: either 

that the Self is a doer and that it has to perform some action in order 

to enjoy its result, or that it is a non-doer (akartr) and that there 

1 tadvyatirekena castyii$ramarOpam piirivrajyam 
brahmalokiidiphalapriiptisiidhanam.yadvi~ayam 

yajiiopavitiidisiidhanavidhiinam liilgavidhiinam ea (Ibid., 815). 
2 Sailkara never mentions the first three categories of samnyasins 
stated by various Upanisads. namely the Kuticaka. BahOdaka and 
Hams a types. For a description of these categories, see Kane, 4:230; 
Sharma 1939, 28-33. 
3 mok~asya ciikiiryatvanmumuk~ob karmanarthakyam (BGBh intro 3, 
137). 
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C remains nothing to do after knowing its real nature. He adds that the 

person qualified for action is the one who perceives himself as a doer 

and who therefore sees himself as being enjoined to perform some 

action by the scriptures. He then includes the seeker after liberation 

as well as the already enlightened man in the other category: 

c 

"Therefore, the distinguished man of knowledge who sees the 

immutable Self, and also the seeker after liberation, are qualified for 

renunciation of all actions alone.» 1 So, even if the seeker after 

liberation is still bound by the sense of authorship, and still must 

pursue the discipline of knowledge, it seems that for Sankara, his deep 

conviction about the actionless nature of the Self is enough to qualify 

him for physical renunciation. 

Given the metaphysical background concerning the supreme 

Self, Sankara's argumentation in favor of physical renunciation then 

relies on a purely functional principle. Renunciation is to be resorted 

to, he writes," also because liberation implies steadfastness in the 

immutable true nature of the inner Self. It is indeed not proper for 

one who wishes to reach the eastern sea [liberation]to take the same 

path [actions] as the man who wishes to reach the western sea 

[brahmalokal, i.e. who proceeds in the opposite direction.» 2 

Conversely, people who do not desire the actionless Self are not 

qualified for physical renunciation:" Because of the statement 

'Desiring this world alone,' it is understood that those who desire the 

1 tasmadvi$esitasyavikriyat madar$ino viduso mu mukso$ca 
sarvakarmasamnyasa evadhikiirah (BGBh 221, 73). 
2 pratyagat mavikriyasvaropanisthatyacca moksasya. nahi 

0orvasamudram jigamisoo pratilomyena pratyaksamudram 
iigamisuna samanamargatvam sambhavati (BGBh 18.55, 743-744). 
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C three external worlds are not qualified for oirivrijya.for a resident of 

the Banares area who desires to reach Hardwar does not head 

c 

towards east.» 1 

Violence against animals for the sake of sacrifice, and more 

frequent occasions of sinful acts are further reasons given by Sankara 

(only on three occasions) to suggest that the householder i$rama is 

less conducive to knowledge and liberation when compared with the 

three other asramas. For ex ample, in contrast with the householders' 

situation, the commentator says: 

Those qualified persons- brahmacirins. forest-dwellers and 

mendicants- in whom defects such as crookedness do not exist -

there being no reason for them -gain this untainted Brahmaloka 

through its appropriate means. Such is the goal for those who 

combine ritual actions (karman) with meditation 2 (jijina). 3 

However, here, superiority over the householder stage of life is not 

exclusive to the stage of samnyasa: in addition, no stage of life 

guarantees liberation, as in the very context of the passage just 

quoted, people belonging to the other three stages, including 

samnyasasrama. are said to go to brahmaloka. Accordingly, in 

Sati.kara's mind, even this kind of depreciation of the householder 

stage raises only a mitigated opposition between social active life and 

1 etameva lokamiccantab ityavadhiraginna bihyalokatrayepsonam 
pirivrijye 'dhikira iti gamyate. na hi gati.gidviram pratipitsuh 
ki$Ide$anivisi pOrvibhimukhab prati (BUBh 4.4.22, 932). 
2 See also BUBh 4.5.15, 551 and TUBh 1.12, 280. 
3 mayetyevamadayo do~a ye~vadhikiri~u 
brabmacirivinaprasthabhiksusu nimitUibhivinna vidyante 
tatsidhaninuropegaiva te~amasau virajo brahmaloka itye~a 
j[Hinayuktakarmavatam gatih (PUBh 1.16, 112). 
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C the samnyasa stage of life as far as the means of liberation is 

concerned. 

In his BSBh 3.4.47, Sankara comments that the samnyasasrama 

may be termed as meditativeness (mauna) a because it has knowledge 

as its essential component" (jiliinapradhiiniit ). 1 Since the 

samnyasasrama does not entail the obligation of performing ritual 

actions as in the other stages, it allows full absorption in the discipline 

of knowledge and is in this sense more appropriate to the goal of 

liberation. From this perspective, even if all stages can lead a man 

directly to liberation, because ritual actions receive a lot of the 

aspirant's attention in the first three stages, by comparison, they 

seem more conducive to goals such as the world of manes and of gods, 

than to liberation. Thus, from Sailkara's viewpoint, injunction of the 

samnyiisii$rama brings to light its unique focus on the means of 

liberation," since piirivriijya is meant as an auxiliary for full 

maturation 2 of the knowledge of Brahman." 3 Yet, knowledge 

remains the means of liberation while physical renunciation is only 

one of its aux iliairies and is, practically speaking, optional. 

Another major argument in favor of physical renunciation of the 

seeker after liberation is the model offered by ancient sages even if 

their own physical abandonment was the result of a personal choice 

and therefore unrelated to any injunction or suggestion from the 

scriptures. According to Sailkara, this model and its consequences for 

the seeker after liberation are ex pressed in.verses 3.5.1 and 4.4.22 of 

1 BSBh 3.4.47, 817. 
,,..._ 2 See also BUBh 4.4.7, 508. 
'-"' 3 brahmajijanaparipiikiiilgatvacca piirivrajyasya (BSBh 3.4.20, 796). 
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C the Brhadiranyaka Upanisad. In light of his interpretation, the 

passage dealing with this in verse 4.4.22 reads as follows: • Desiring this 

world [the Self] alone, monks renounce their homes. This is [the reason 

for it]: the ancient men of knowledge, it is said, did not desire children. 

thinking 'What shall we achieve with children, we who have the Self 

as our world.'» 1 In his comment, Sankara first suggests that 

contemporary enlightened people follow the model embodied by the 

ancient ones: "Therefore, after knowing this Self, Brahmanas should 

just renounce, they should not engage in karmans. because the ancient 

Brihmana men of knowledge did not desire children." 2 A little 

further, he also includes the seeker after liberation as addressee of the 

injunction: "Therefore, desiring [this] world. the Self, they renounce 

c 

1 etamevapravrijino lokamicchantah pravrajanti. etaddha sma vai 
tatpOrve vidvamsah prajam na kimayante kim prajaya karisyamo 
ye~am no 'yam at m a 'yam loka iti (BUBh 4.4.22. 929). 
2 tasmidetam at mina m viditva pravrajeyureva brihmagah. na 
karmarabherannityarthab. yasmitpQrve brihmaoa evam vidvamsab 
prajamakamayamanah Ob id., 934). 
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C their homes. they should 1 renounce ... » 2 Still further, he makes an 

explicit connection between the model of the past, and the present 

time: "Because ancient men of knowledge. abstaining from ritual 

actions concerning children etc., did renounce their homes, therefore 

people of today also renounce them, that is, should renounce them ... " 

3 Reading the same connection in verse 3.5.1, when commenting 

thereupon, Sailkara adds" ancient» to the word a Briihmaoas.» which is 

in fact unqualified in the verse proper: 

c 

Since the ancient Briihmaoas. knowing this Self as different in 

nature from means and results, renounced the whole domain of 

means and results, which is characterized by desire, and led a 

mendicant life. giving up actions producing visible and invisible 

results, as well as their means, therefore today also the 

Brahmaoa. the know er of Brahman. having mastered. known 

1 Sailkara provides various reasons to justify his reading an injunction 
of physical renunciation even when the text has no explicit indication 
(such as the optative mood) for it. He argues for instance that the 
presence of the eulogy (arthavada) "This is [the reason for it],» after 
the statement of renunciation, becomes useful only if the latter 
statement is a prescription (5Z7). Moreover, says our commentator, 
since in the sentence preceding the passage under discussion, the 
Uoani~ad states that "Brahmaoas seek to know It through the study 
of the Vedas. sacrifices," since this is certainly recognized as an 
injunction by the opponent, and since the subject of all verbs stated in 
this context refer to the same subject, there is no reason to 
understand that the statement of renunciation is not an injunction 
also (Ibid.). The argument of a common subject for at least two verbs 
is also used as a key point in BUBh 3.5.1 (338, 341 ). 
2 tasmadat m ana m lokamichantah pravrajanti pravrajeyub ... (BUBh 
4.4.22, 9 34 ). 
3yasmat 0 0rve vidvamsab prajadikarmabbyo nivrttab 
pravrajitavanta eva. tasmadadhunatana api pravrajanti pravrajeyub 
(lb id.), 
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c 

c 

completely, scholarshiP. the state of a scholar, the knowledge of 

the Self, having gone through the whole of Self -knowledge, with 

the teacher and the traditional texts, renounces desires. 1 

When introducing the reason given by verse 4.4.22 in his commentary 

on sOtra 3.4.1 5 of the Brahmasotra. which he reads as "Moreover some 

[renounce actions] according to their liking," Sankara clearly describes 

these ancient Brahmanas as already enlightened and their physical 

renunciation as unconnected with injunction: 

Moreover, some. men of knowledge who have direct experience of 

the result of knowledge, relying on that [experience], point out 

that there is no need for having children and for means conducive 

to other purposes. In relation to" according to their liking." there 

is this $ruti passage from the vajasaneyins [the custodians of the 

Brhadiiragyaka Upani~adl ... 2 

In spite of these clear indications of physical renunciation based 

on immediate Self -knowledge, contemporary as well as medieval 

interpreters have seen in these ancient Briihmaoas mere seekers after 

liberation. A nand a Giri describes them as" possessing knowledge 

1 yasmatpOrve briihmana etamatmanam asiidhanaphalasvabhiivam 
vidit va sarvasmatsiidhanaphalasvaropadesagalaksaoat vyutthaya 
bhiksiicaryam caranti sma. drstiidrstartham karma tatsiidhanam ea 
hitva. tasmadadyatve 'pi briihmaoo brahmavit 0aodityam 
pagditabhiivam. etadat mavijijanam oagdityam. nirvidya nihSesam 
viditva. atmavijijanam nirava$e~am krtvetyarthab acaryata 
agamata$caisagiibhyo vyutthaya (BUBh 3.5.1, 816). 
2 apicaike vidvamsah pratyeksikrtavidyaphaliib 
santastadavastambhiitphalantarasiidhanesu praiiidisu 
prayojaniibhavam paramr$anti. kiimakareoeti Srutirbhavati 
vajasaneyinam . I. (BSBh 3.4.1 5, 788) 
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O leading to reflection" (vicaraprayojakaiiUinavantah).l In her recent 

thesis, Rev a thy also understands that their knowledge is" mediate" 

and that their renunciation" is in order to attain the direct knowledge 

of Brahman" (228). Even when Sailkara ex plains the totally free 

physical renunciation of these enlightened men, Swami 

Miidhavananda, the English translator of the BUBh, interprets the 

author as referring to seekers after liberation. After Sailkara's 

statement "this renunciation of their homes by the sages can take 

place simply by their knowing the world of the Self," the translator 

gives the following footnote on" knowing:" "That is, indirectly, from 

the teacher and the scriptures; direct realisation is not meant" (BUBh 

4.5.1 5, 550). This interpretation is definitely unfounded, as Sailkara also 

suggests in a few other places that these knowers are already 

enlightened. He writes in the introduction of his BUBh 24: "And 

because the know er of Brahman has fulfilled all desires, he cannot, 

with such a fulfillment, have any desire. The $ruti also says, 'we who 

have this Self as our world' [4.4.221." 2 Before quoting the same passage 

in BSBh 4.1.2, he says: "Thus the $ruti ... shows the absence of any duty 

for the knower of the Self," 3 adding thereafter that meditation would 

be for the one who has not yet reached the same state. 4 

The freely chosen physical renunciation of ancient sages 

therefore becomes the source of injunction of that type of 

1 BUBh 3.5.1, 456. 
2 brahmavida$ciiptakiimatvada0takiimasya kamanupapatteh. 'yesam 
no 'yam at may am lokab' iti ea $ruteb (BUBh 24 intro, 757). 
3 tathiica $rutib ... ityat mavidah kartavyiibhiivam dar$ayati (BSBh 

#"' 4.1.2, 8 31 ). 
\..., 4 See also BSBh 3.4.9, 765 and AUBh intro, 7. 

348 



C abandonment for the contemporary seeker after liberation, and a kind 

of invitation for the fully liberated-in-this-life. Paradoxically, those 

who physically renounced only after enlightenment serve as model 

and inspiration for taking recourse to physical renunciation before 

enlightenment. Yet the paradox seems consistent with the various 

arguments describing the nature of Self-knowledge, actions and their 

respective results, and justifying physical renunciation of the 

aspirant. Whether one is already enlightened or not, the intent of the 

physical renouncer is the same: to remain in knowledge alone, as it 

constitutes the only means of liberation. But it should be noted that 

this interpretation is in sharp contrast with that in which the ancient 

knowers would be mere seekers after liberation. Because these 

knowers did achieve liberation before their physical abandonment, 

one can see again the primacy given by Sailkara to direct Self

knowledge whether it is associated or not associated with physical 

renunciation as a means for its rise. When physical renunciation has 

not been necessary even for the enlightenment of people who serve as 

its models, it cannot be considered as a sine gua non of enlightenment, 

but rather as a simple auxiliary. 

,,-.. 

6.5- Sure§vara's emphasis on physical renunciation 

In his paper on "Sar:pkaracarya: the Myth and the Man," Potter 

argues that a complete reversal of Sailkara's. position occurred in the 

fourteenth-century with Vidyaral)ya, pontiff of the $rilgeri Matha. 

author of the famous IIvanmuktiviveka. and often identified with 

~ Madhava, the author of Sailkara's most popular hagiography entitled 
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_,..... 
'-" $attkaradigvijaya. As summed up by Potter: a For Vidyarar;tya, one 

c 

gives up actions and gains knowledge. Sailkara's position is 

diametrically opposed" (1982, 118). Although, in his paper, Potter 

neglects the fact that Sailkara also prescribes physically giving up 

action for gaining knowledge, he rightly identifies a major reversal of 

emphasis between the two authors, from renunciation of authorship 

as a result of direct Self -knowledge to physical renunciation as a 

necessary means for the latter. However, there is strong evidence 

that the reversal of Sailkara's position started much earlier, with 

Suresvara (8th century), who is considered along with Padmapada as 

Sailkara's most influential pupil. 

According toT. M. P. Mahadevan, the differences between 

Suresvara and his master are "of minor importance" (19S8,xiii). While 

this is probably true for all other points of the doctrine, it is not the 

case as far as renunciation is concerned. One sometimes notices in 

secondary literature the tendency to see in Suresvara a more liberal 

thinker with respect to the criterion for access to knowledge. 

Summarizing Sailkara's BSBh 1.3.34-38 on $odras' qualification for 

knowledge, Paul Hacker overlooks the fact that Sailkara allows them 

access to the discipline of knowledge through the Smrti lit er at ure, and 

suggests that for the Brahmasotra commentator the only possible 

circumstance is adass durch Wirkung der Samskaras aus einem 

frtiheren Dasein in AusnahmeOillen ein $odra zur Erkenntnis und 

damit zu ihrer Frucht (der ErlOsung) gelangen kOnne" (1950, 11 ). 

Referring to the Yedantasaravarttikarajasamgraha. a text 

traditionally attributed to Suresvara, which states that $odras also 
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C samnyasa$rama to all of the first three castes. In his vartika on BUBh 

3.5.1, he first ex poses his master's viewpoint: a 'Briiihmaga' is used to 

identify a distinct qualified person, because there is no injunction of 

renunciation for Ksatriyas and Vai$yas in the $ruti." 1 In the next two 

verses, he then gives his own interpretation: "Since the $ruti declares 

renunciation to be for the three vargas without distinction, the word 

Brahmaga should be understood as a synecdoche [mentioning the first 

type of dvijas to mean all of them]." 2 According to Anandagiri's 

c 

corn menton this verse, Suresvara refers here to Upani~adic 

statements such as "one may renounce even from brahmacarya" 3 

(Jiiibiila Upanisad 4), which do not specify that the invitation to 

physical renunciation is addressed to Brahmagas alone. 4 Suresvara 

then points out how restricting physical renunciation to Brahmagas 

alone, even in the case of enlightened people, involves a contradiction: 

"When the knowledge is attained that cuts away the understanding 

of being qualified for karman. why forcibly restrict the qualification 

for renunciation?" s 

1 adhikiiirivi$e~asya jijanaya briiihmagagrahab I 
na samnyasavidhiryasmacchrutau ksatriyavaiSyayob 11 

(Suresvara 1894, 3.5.88, 1253). 
z trayagamavi$esega samnyasah $rOyate $rutau I 
yadopalak~agartham syadbriiihmagagrahaoam tada 11 

(Ibid., 3.5.88, 1254). 
3 brahmacaryadeva pravrajet (Ibid.). The same passage is quoted by 
Sankara for instance in BGBh 3intro, 137. 
4 For a discussion of the various opinions found in Dharmasastra about 
qualification for renunciation in terms of vargas. see Olivelle 1984, 111-
115, and Kane 2:2:942-946. 
s karmadhikaravicchedi jijanam cedabhyupeyate I 

kuto 'dhikaraniyamo vyutthane kriyate baHit 11 

(Suresvara 1894, 3.5.90, 1254). 
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c 

In the same manner as Sail.kara, Suresvara gives everyone access 

to knowledge. For instance, he specifies a statement by his master in 

the following manner: "Since no man is excluded from qualification [for 

knowledge], the commentator said 'for all men.»' 1 However,in a few 

places Suresvara clearly states that one has to physically abandon 

rites in order to start with the discipline of knowledge. While in the 

introduction of the BUBh, Sailkara says, without mentioning anything 

concerning physical abandonment, that the Uoanisad is addressed to 

the one that is detached (viraktasya) 2 Suresvara states the following 

requirement at the beginning of the introduction to his sub

commentary: "He alone is qualified for Yediinta who has renounced all 

actions, who wishes to cast off transmigratory existence and to know 

the Unity." 3 In his Naiskarmyasiddhi. the pupil describes again the 

process of access to knowledge as preceded by physical renunciation, a 

kind of account that later became the dominant way of interpreting 

Sail.kara himself on this matter: 

From the performance of daily obligatory duties merit arises. 

From the origination of merit comes destruction of sin; and from 

this arises purification of the mind, and from this comes the 

understanding of the real nature of bondage; and therefrom 

dispassion arises; and from this comes a longing for liberation; 

and from this comes the renunciation of all actions and their 

I sarvesiimapi ea nroiimadhikiiro'niviiritah I 
yato 'tah sarvato n[oiimitibhii~yakrdabravit 11 
(Suresvara 1982, 1.1.1025,185). 

2 BUBh intro, 609. 
3 tyaktiiSesakriyasyaiva samsiiram praiihiisatah I 

jijijiisoreva caikiit my am trayyante~vadhikiiritii 11 
(SureSvara 1982, 1.1.12, 17). 
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c 

means; then there is the practice of yoga; and from this comes 

the inclination in the mind towards the inner Self, and then 

there arises the knowledge of the meaning of the texts such as 

"tat tvam asi.» and from this results the destruction of 

ignorance ... (Balasubramanian 1988, 53). 1 

Thus, while in fact contradicting Sailkara's viewpoint, this position is 

presented for instance by R. Balasubrahmanian as part and parcel of 

the Advaita tradition: 

Though scripture has enjoined the performance of nitya

naimittika-karmas. the spiritual aspirant who seeks liberation 

renounces, according to Advaita, these karmas and pursues the 

discipline of $ravana-manana-nididhyasana .... Should he accept 

meditative practice, there would be justification for his 

renouncing nitya-naimittika-karmas. as the two cannot be 

practiced at the same time (Ibid., 344). 

It seems therefore that while, on the one hand, Suresvara 

opened physical renunciation to more people than his master, on the 

other, he closed the discipline of knowledge to a much greater number 

of people by making monastic life necessary for the latter. Moreover, 

although granting qualification for direct Self-knowledge to everyone, 

including the SOdras. he reserves the discipline leading to it for monks 

alone. While his successor Sarvajnatman does not seem to have 

1 nityakarmanu§thiiniiddharmotpattib. dharmotpatteb papahiinib. 
tata$cittasuddhib. tat ab samsarayiitbiit myavabodbab. tato 
vairiigyam. tato mumuk~utvam. tatastadupayaparye~anam. tat ab 
sarvakarmatatsiidbanasannyasah. tato yogiibbyiisab. tata$cittasya 
pratyakpravanaUi. tatastatvamasyadivakyarthaparijiHinarp.. tato 
'vidyoccbedab ... (Balasubramanian 1988, 53) 
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0 addressed this problem directly, he resolved the contradiction by 

stating that if one gets enlightenment in a particular life outside 

samnyasasrama. the explanation can only be that he physically 

renounced and adopted monastic life in some previous life. Thus 

physical renunciation could remain necessary for access to knowledge 

and enlightenment could also be opened to everyone in this life. 1 

c 

6.6- Sankara,s poly se mic terminology of renunciation 

Having clarified Sail.kara's position on the various dimensions of 

renunciation is it now possible to arrive at a systematic account of his 

terminology on this theme? The possibility of assigning one single 

meaning for every occurrence of words such as samnyasa or 

sarvakarmasamnyasa is set aside by Sailkara himself when pointing 

out, for instance in his BGBh 255, that, in the scriptures, the same 

description could be understood as referring to the characteristics of 

the enlightened person or, on the basis of another possible context, to 

the means that the seeker of liberation tries to cultivate in himself in 

1 How precisely was Sail.kara's position gradually transformed and\or 
misinterpreted during centuries, and what was Suresvara's ex act 
influence on qualification for the Advaita discipline is a question that 
needs further study. Also, what is their respective legacy in terms of 
the 20th century trends in Advaita monasticism? These are other 
questions worth pursuing. According to Saw ay, there is no evidence 
that Suresvara's qualification of all dvijas for physical renunciation 
"was ever accepted as authoritative in Srngeri Matha» (382). As 
noticed by David M. Miller and Dorothy C. Wertz, the daSanami 
samnyasins of Bhubaneswar are" mainly Brahmans)) (76). Yet, as 
reported by Wade H. Dazey, the contemporary da$anami samnyasins 
do include monks from all dvija classes (302). Further clarification is 
therefore needed. 
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C order to reach enlightenment. In light of this, it seems that trying to 

establish the number of times each word related to renunciation is 

used with this or that specific meaning would be in vain. What will be 

significant on the other hand, is 1- to identify the scope of polysemy or 

ambiguity for each term; 2- to indicate and employ some semantic 

devices for recognizing a possible ambiguity, as well as for identifying 

the most appropriate meaning according to the context and in light of 

Sankara's basic position as ex pressed in clearer passages; 3- to 

complete the picture of how, based on Sankara's poly se mic 

terminology, interpreters may have misunderstood him. So, we will 

now proceed to identify all the meanings conveyed in Sankara's 

comments by the following terms: samnyasa. samnyasin. 

karmasamnyasa. sarvakarmasamnyasa. tyaga. tyagin. 

karma~ sarva(l2Ati)tyaga. sarvakarma~ .Y.i1i, 

nivrtti. piirivrajya. parivrat. (paramahamsa)parivrajaka. samkhya, 

aksaropasaka. vidvan. The various meanings of each term will always 

be presented in a semantic sequence that moves from the more literal 

and common purports of the term to the less obvious ones, in other 

words, from the meaning of overt physical renunciation to that which 

stands for some form of renunciation even in the midst of continued 

performance of rites and active social life. 

c 

First, concerning Sankara's usage of the word samnyasa. the 

evidence gathered so far makes it quite clear that the following 

comment by Potter does not hold true for the whole of Sankara's 

work: 

It is interesting to note that SaQlkara the philosopher regularly 

avoids using the term samnyasa.favoring other, to his mind, less 
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c 

ambiguous, expression. He is quite aware that traditional usage 

identifies samnyasa as the fourth and highest stage of an ideal 

life, and that there exist varied opinions about what that stage 

consists in. In the main passages where Sarpkara confronts the 

social implications of this thesis [that only the self -know er is a 

true samnyasinl, he prefers to utilize an alternative list of" stages 

of life" which, like the standard list, stems from ancient sources 

but which he finds more clearly reflects his understanding (1982, 

116). 

The situation is much more complex and ambiguous than suggested 

here. To substantiate his point, Potter analyzes Sail.kara's comment on 

Chandogya Upanisad 2.23.1 and the statement that only the 

brahmasamstha reaches immortality. It is true that Sail.kara does not 

use the word samnyasa in this comment. But the possible ambiguity 

rather resides here in the derivatives of l2Ati.J Y..t:..W. meaning 

"wandering." It is also true that in this comment as well as in BUBh 

3.5.1 which is also referred to by Potter, Sail.kara clearly distinguishes, 

to quote the scholar again, between the way of "the wandering 

mendicant (parivrajaka), the ascetic who is not 'fixed in Brahman'" 

and "the fourth way, that of being 'fixed in Brahman.' [which] belongs 

to the true wandering mendicant (parivrajaka)» (Ibid.). But it could be 

argued by an advocate of mandatory renunciation that the first 

parivrajaka is merely taking samnyasa as a way of living based on 

~marta rules, while the other is a true seeker after liberation 

following the Upani~adic prescription of physical renunciation for 

gaining Self -knowledge. Along Potter's perspective, this could be 

refuted by stating that the Smrtis also enjoin pursuit of liberation as 
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0 the main duty for the formal samnyiisin 1 and that therefore the only 

person who can differ from the formal samnyiisin following his duty is 

the "true" parivriijaka. that is, the enlightened man qualified for 

physical renunciation by virtue of his direct Self -knowledge, but who 

may not have renounced physically. Nevertheless, one can realize the 

ambiguity of the term parivriiiaka when what is meant is only the 

enlightened person as being liberated-in-this-life, whatever his way 

of life. Added to this is the fact that, as we saw, the same word 

oarivriijaka creates even more shades of ambiguity in these passages 

from CUBh and BUBh, when used with reference to the monastic 

seeker after liberation in the BSBh's comment on Chiindogya Upanisad 

2.23.1, in Up ad 2.1.2 where one has to be a paramahamsa parivriijaka to 

be qualified for knowledge, and in the BGBh where Sati.kara never 

clearly differentiates the paramahamsa parivriijaka from the 

monastic seeker and from the monastic enlightened man. So, although 

Potter is basically right in his understanding of Sati.kara's emphasis on 

inner renunciation, his perspective on the commentator's terminology 

is rather sketchy. 

c 

Let us start with the semantic pole of the word samnyiisa which 

conveys the sense of physical renunciation. The root sam-ni ../ ncan 

mean to deposit, to lay down or aside, to give up, to abandon. 

According to one definition of samnyiisa identified by Olivelle, it is 

found in many medieval texts in the sense of "the performance of the 

rite by which one becomes a renouncer" (Olivelle 1981,271 ). Olivelle 

remarks that "once samnyiisa became fixed as the title of the rite, the 

1 See Manu Smrti 6.35-.36. 
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c 

expression samnyasam karoti comes to be used with increasing 

frequency with reference to the performance of the rite ... " (Z72). 

However, Sail.kara's use of samnyasa with the verb./ U.seems to 

convey either formal physical abandonment of ritual actions 

associated with the recitation of the praisa and initiation into 

samnyasaSrama. or physical renunciation in general. As an ex ample of 

the first meaning, in BGBh 4.15, our corn mentator glosses Kr~J)a's advice 

thus:« Do you. therefore. for that reason, i.e. because action was 

performed even by the ancients, surely perform action: neither sitting 

quiet, nor renunciation of action should be resorted to" (149). I Because 

here mention is already made of simply« sitting quiet," the addition of 

"nil pi samnyasah kartavyah» seems to refer to formal entry into 

samnyasaSrama. But when the commentator writes elsewhere that 

people such as janaka «did not renounce karmanf (llil. 

karmasamnyasam krtavantah), 2 because the physical renunciation of 

an enlightened person does not have to be associated with adoption of 

samnyasasrama. the expression does not necessarily mean the rite of 

initiation into this stage of life. 3 

Sail.kara's clearest way of suggesting that he refers to 

renunciation simply as a monastic way of life (even when including 

the discipline of knowledge )is to put the restrictive words m matra 

and kevala after the wore samnyasa (or tyaga): a Neither through 

samnyasa alone. by mere, by simple abandonment of action devoid of 

1 kuru tena karmaiva tvam na tOsnimasanam napi samnyasab 
kartavyastasmattvam pOrvairapyanu~thitatvat (BGBh 4.25, 198). For 
another example, see BGBh 6.10. 
2 BGBh 2.11, 45. 
3 For another example, see BGBh 3.3. 
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C knowledge, does he attain. does he reach, to perfection. to 

steadfastness in the yoga of knowledge characterized by 

actionlessness." 1 It should be noted that in such contexts, Sailkara 

does not refer to the way of life of people who take to samnyasaSrama 

in order to run away from social responsibilities, because this type of 

abandonment is distinctly identified as rajasic and unconducive to 

direct Self-knowledge (BGBh 18.8), whereas the mere samnyasa 

referred to here is said to lead to this knowledge in the same way as 

karmayoga (BGBh 5.2). Hence, even when samnyasa and tyaga are 

followed by~ matra and kevala. they refer to samnyasasrama as 

including the discipline of knowledge, yet without direct experience 

of the Self. 

c 

When corresponding to samnyasa as physical renunciation, the 

word samnyasin can of course mean the formal physical renouncer 

having entered samnyasa$rama. Responding, for instance, to the 

viewpoint that rites must be performed to avoid sin, Sailkara writes: 

"It is not possible to ascribe sin to the samnyasin for non-performance 

of the worship of .Agnietc.;this is as much so as in the case of 

brahmadirins who are men of action and not even samnyasins." 2 The 

word matra is also used with samnyasin in MaBh 12 to specify the 

formal renunciation of "those who are mere samnyasins. who are 

1 nipi samnyasanadeva kevalitkarmaparityigamitrideva 
j(iiinarahititsiddhim naiskarmyalaksaoam jijanayogena ni~tham na 
samadhigacchati na pripnoti (BGBh 3.4, 145). Kevala is often found 
with a similar context in BGBh 5.2-5. 
2 nahyagnikiryadyakaragatsamnyasinah pratyavayah kalpayitum 
Sakyo yatha brahmacarigimasamnyisinamapi karmigam (BGBh 3 
intro, 137). 
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C possessed of dull or average intellect, who still consider themselves 

aspirants, who tread the virtuous path ... 1 

c 

We have so far considered samnyiisa and samnyiisin as 

conveying the sense of physical renunciation without direct Self

knowledge. Samnyiisa can also refer to physical abandonment after 

attainment of direct Self-knowledge, as when sankara says that a the 

one possessed of Self -knowledge is qualified for samnyiisa alone.n 2 As 

already pointed out, if this entails adoption of wandering mendicancy 

(as part of samnyiisii$rama or not), it will only be due to preference on 

the part of the Self -know er, not by reason of an injunction. The same 

can be said of samnyiisin in passages such as the following: a As for him 

who sees inaction in action, by virtue of that very insight of inaction 

etc., he is free from action, a samnyiisin. doing merely what is 

necessary to maintain life ... n 3 

We found earlier that, according to Sankara, when used in a 

metaphoric sense as in Git ii 5.3, samnyiisa can mean immediate Self

knowledge itself. Similarly, without any sense of physical 

renunciation, samnyiisin can simply mean the enlightened man who 

has automatically renounced authorship by virtue of his direct 

experience of the actionless Self. Faithfully expanding on Gitii 5.3, 

sankara even says that the enlightened karmayogin a who neither 

dislikes pain and the objects that cause it, nor desires pleasure and the 

1 mandamadhyamadhiyiim tu pratipannasiidhakabhiiviiniim 
sanmiirgagiiminiim sannyiisiniim miitranam ... (MiiBh 12, 194) 
2 iit majfiiinavatah samnyiisa eviidhikiirah (BGBh 221, 75). See also the 
absolutive samnyasya with the same meaning in BGBh 272,233. 
3 yastvakarmiididarSI so 'karmiididarSaniideva ni~karmii saw,nyiisi 
iivanamiitriirthacestab ... (BGBh 4.20, 209) 
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C objects that cause it, should be known. recognized, as a constant 

samnyiisin. even though he is engaged in action.» 1 Although the 

purport of this type of eo m ment has been widely missed, it is also in 

this sense that Sati.kara calls the man of steady intellect (sthitaprajija) 

a samnyiisin (hereby precluding liberation from the non-samnyiisin): 

c 

"The attainment of liberation is possible only for the man of 

knowledge, for the man of steady intellect who has abandoned 

desires, for the disciplined man, but not for the non-samnyasin. the 

one that cherishes desires ... » 2 However, some contexts remain 

definitely more ambiguous than the latter one. For instance, when 

commenting on Brhadiiragyaka Upanisad 4.4.22which, according to 

Sati.kara, validates physical renunciation both before and after direct 

Self -knowledge, our eo m mentator writes:" Thus for a samnyasin who 

knows Brahman. both kinds of karmans. whether done in the past or 

in the present life, are destroyed, and no new ones are undertaken.» 3 

The reference to destruction of karmans certainly suggest that the 

one "who knows Brahman» is an enlightened person. But what is the 

relationship between his enlightenment and his qualification as a 

samnyiisin? Sati.kara gives no clue in the immediate context as to the 

1 yo na dvesti kimcinna kiiti.ksati duhkhasukhe tatsiidhane 
caivamvidho yab karmaoi vartamiino 'pi sa nityasamnyasiti jjliitavya 
ityarthah (BGBh 5.3, 247-248). 
2vidu§astyaktai§aoasya sthitaprajijasya yatereva mok§apriiptirna 
tvasamnyiisinah kiimakiiminab ... (BGBh 2.70, 129) Sati.kara often uses 
the word samnyasin to mean the enlightened person, whether he has 

physically abandoned all practices or not. See for instance MuBh 3.1.4, 
1 SO; BGBh 5.25-26, 206-207; 9.22, 307; 1 S.S, 491; 18.2-3, 444-448. 
3 evam brabmavidab sannyasina ubhe api karmaoi ksiyete 
pOrvajanmani k(te ye te. iha janmani krte ye te ea. apOrve ea 
narabbyete (BUBh 4.4.22, 936). 
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... -
'-"' answer. So, at least four meanings are possible here: either samnyiisin 

c 

means that the man became formal samnyiisin and through this 

gained enlightenment, or that he informally renounced karmans after 

enlightenment, or that he did the same formally, or finally that by 

virtue of his direct experience of Brahman. he is simply a renouncer of 

authorship, without reference to his external way of life. It seems to 

me that all these meanings are possible, but in the context of 

Sailkara's thought as a whole, the most characteristic is certainly the 

last one. Interestingly, the same situation is found almost word for 

word in BGBh 2.46: "Similarly, whatever utility. result of action, there 

is in all the Vedas. in duties prescribed by the Yedas. that also is 

available in the result of knowledge- corresponding to the all

spreading flood -for the Briihmaoa who is a samnyiisio and E.b.2, 

knows the nature of the supreme Reality.» 1 Although the four 

meanings are again possible, it is easier here to verify that Sailkara 

does not make formal physical renunciation a prerequisite of 

enlightenment, for immediately after this statement, he quotes 

Chiindogya Uoanisad 4.1.4 which states that people can also have the 

knowledge that a simple widower (therefore a non-physical 

renouncer) by the name of Raikva possessed. 2 

Another and last meaning of samnyiisin. based on the Gitii's 

description of the karmayogiQ as" a samgyiisio and a yogiQ.» is 

levam tiiviimstiivatparimiiga eva sampadyate sarvesu vedesu 
vedokte~u karmasu yo 'rtho yatkarmaphalam so 'rtho briihmagasya 
samnyiisinah paramirthatattvam vijinato yo 'rtho yadvijiiinapha1am 
sarvatabsarp.olutodakasthiiniyam tasmimstiyineva sampadyate 
(BGBh 2.46,106). 
2 For other ambiguous usage of samnyisin. see MuBh 3.1.4-5,150-1 52; 
BGBh 5.28, 208; 8.11, Z76; 14.1, 464. 
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C connected by Saitkara to the unenlightened's renunciation of the 

results of action: "His being a samnyasin." says he," is by virtue of the 

c 

renunciation of the thought of the results of action; and his being a 

yogin is by virtue of his performance of action as an auxiliary to 

yoga ... " 1 

While samnyasa and samnyasin can refer to physical 

renunciation with direct Self-knowledge, to the same without 

knowledge, to renunciation of authorship alone, and to giving up the 

result of action, the compound karmasamnyasa is found to convey 

only the first two meanings. Karmasamnyasa is frequently used for 

instance in the introduction to chapter 5 of the BGBh as well as in its 

first two verses to mean the formal physical renunciation without 

direct Self -knowledge which consists, as we saw in chapter 4, in 

abandoning only" a few actions" without giving up authorship. Mere 

physical abandonment is also conveyed by the same compound when 

used to refer to rajasic and tamasic renunciation in BGBh 18.9 (553). 2 

However. the same karmasamnyasa means physical renunciation 

based on immediate Self-knowledge when Saitkara states, about 

enlightened people such as janaka, that "although [qualification for] 

karmasamnyasa had been reached, they attained perfection while 

pursuing karman. that is, without performing karmasamnyasa." 3 

1 karmaphalasamkalpasamnyasauamnyasitvam yogaitgatvena ea 
karmanusthanat ... yogitvam ... (BGBh 6.2, 285) 
2 For karmasamnyasa as formal physical renunciation, see also BGBh 6 
intro, 213; 6.r/, 240. 
3 karmasamnyase prapte 'pi karmaoa sahaiva samsiddhimasthiti na 
karmasamnyasam krtavantah ityeso 'rthah (BGBh 211, 45). 
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c 

We showed in chapter 4 that, as part of the necessary steps in 

Sailkara's basic sequence toward liberation, sarvakarmasamnyasa 

means renunciation of authorship alone. But it can also mean formal 

physical renunciation without direct Self -knowledge, as in the 

introduction of BGBh 3, where the commentator says that 

"sarvakarmasamnyasa is enjoined on the seeker after liberation as an 

auxiliary to knowledge." 1 Yet, as we saw, when in verses 3.30, 12.6 and 

18.57, the Gita uses the expression sarvini (or sarva-) karmini 

samnyasya. meaning" renouncing all actions» in Kr~IJ.a, Sailkara 

understands it as part of karmayoga. It means either giving up 

attachment for the results of actions (BGBh 3.30 and 18.57) or a process 

of inner renunciation induced by meditation on Brahman with 

attributes (BGBh 12.6). 

This semantic overview of the root sam-ni .1 nand its 

derivatives thus gives clear indication that its use in Sailkara's works 

is polysemic, at times ambiguous, and always needs careful 

contextualisation. A very similar semantic diversity is found for the 

root (l2..ili.i) .1 l.Y.iiand its derivatives which also mean to" abandon," 

the optional prefix .nm:i,adding the notion "entirely." As pointed out 

by Olivelle (1981, Z70) and myself (1987, 120), although not consistently, 

the Bhagavadgita tends to use .I lY.iiand its derivatives with 

reference to the results of action and attachment (sailga). Sailkara 

follows this tendency in his comment on verses 18.1 to 18.12, using 

these words to define the inner abandonment of the unenlightened 

1 jiianaogatvena mumuksob sarvakarmasamnyasavidhanat (BGBh 3 

intro, 136). 
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C karmayogin. But elsewhere in his works we find almost the same 

semantic variations as with sam-ni ../ .u,. 

c 

First, tyiiga is glossed with samnyiisa seemingly in the sense of 

physical renunciation in BGBh 16.2 Sarvatyiiga. a abandonment of 

everything," is used with the same meaning in MuBh 1.212 when 

Sankara states that only Briihmanas are eligible to it (152). 

Sarvakarmaparityiigin is also used in the same sense in BGBh 14.25, as 

indicated by the fact that the renouncers then keep only the actions 

necessary for the bare maintenance of the body (605). But soon 

thereafter, Sankara specifies that the same compound could be 

understood also as a characteristic of the enlightened, suggesting that 

it can indicate physical renunciation after enlightenment. Such is also 

the case with karmaparityiige priipte in BGBh 4.23, which Sankara uses 

in the same way as the karmasaw,nyase priipte of BGBh 211, meaning 

that even "when he has attained [qualification for] abandonment of 

karman." the enlightened person may pursue ritual actions (21 5). In 

BGBh 4.20, karmaparityiiga refers to the direct Self -know er's physical 

renunciation by stating its impossibility (karmaparityiigiisambhave) 

due to" some reason" (210). Derivatives of../ lYiialso present 

renunciation simply as a quality of the enlightened man, irrespective 

of the monastic or socially active ways of life, or even in reference to 

socially active persons. Without any consideration of way of life, PUBh 

4.10 (1Z7) states that the sarvatyiigin (renouncer of everything) 

"knows everything" (sa sarvajdah). Similarly, in BGBh 7.28, " ... the men 

of virtuous actions .... are said to be of firm resolve. to have, through 

their resolute sarvaparityiiga. the settled understanding that the 
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C supreme Reality is thus only, and not otherwise.» 1 Finally, sarvatyaga 

is given in MuBh 3.1.2 (166) as one of the means on a path of yoga that is 

said to be accompanied by karmans. suggesting thereby that the 

compound refers here to a process of inner renunciation for the 

karmayogin. 2 Thus, this survey on derivatives of./ ~reaffirms 

Sailkara's polysemic usage of key terms related to renunciation and 

clarifies the semantic background out of which later 

misinterpretations have occured. 

c 

The word ~is another term commonly designating the 

ascetic or the monk. It is of course used in this sense by Sailkara,for 

instance in his MuBh 3.1.5, where the Upanisad prescribes means such 

as truth, tap as and continence to the ~and where the commentator 

glosses the word with abhiksu" (167). Ii.tialso conveys the meaning 

of a monastic aspirant in BGBh 14.26 (605) and 18.52 (739), both of which 

are context ualized by the comment on their preceding verse in terms 

of abandoning everything except that which is necessary for bare 

maintenance of the body. On the other hand, in passages such as BGBh 

4.21-22, ~means the enlightened person having performed physical 

renunciation. As presented in the introduction to verse 21, 

On the other hand, he who, unlike the above-mentioned person, 

has realised his identity with Brahman. the all-pervasive, 

innermost actionless Self, even before engaging in ritual actions, 

who, being bereft of expectation for seen and unseen objects of 

1 ... puoyakarmaoam .... evameva paramarthatattvam 
nanyathetyevam saryaparityiigavratena niscitavijiiana drdhavrata 

ucyante (BGBh 7.28, 373). 
2 A similar usage is found in MuBh 2.2.7, 162. 
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c 

desire, sees no purpose in action aimed at securing the latter, 

renounces action with its auxiliaries, and does merely [what is 

necessary]for the maintenance of the body, such a~ 

steadfast in knowledge, is liberated. 1 

Finally.~is used by Sailkara with reference to the enlightened man 

irrespective of his way of life. The best example of this is found in 

BGBh 2.55-68, where the word occurs seven times even though found 

only once in the .Gh.iitself (verse 60). In his introduction to this 

sequence, Sailkara ex plains that these verses account for the 

enlightenment of the person remaining active in society as well as for 

the physical renouncer: 

To the person who got engaged in steadfastness in the yoga of 

knowledge after renouncing ritual actions from the very first 

[stage of life], as well as to him who got engaged in the same by 

way of karmayoga. the distinctive marks of, and the means [used 

by], the man of established intellect are taught from "When a 

man completely casts away, [255] to the end of the chapter. 2 

It must first be noted that, in view of this broad context ualization, in 

the light of Sailkara's ideal of physical renunciation based on direct 

Self-knowledge from the stage of brahmacarya. and because of his 

1 yah punah 0orvoktavi0aritah prageva karmarambhiidbrahmani 
sarvantare pratyagatmani niskriye samjatatmadar$anah sa 
drstadrstestavi§ayasirvivariitataya dqtadntarthe karmaoi 
prayojanama0a$yansasiidhanam karma samnyasya 
Sarirayatramatrace§tO yatirinanani§tho mucyate (BGBh 4.21, 211 ). 
zyo hyadita eva samnyasya karmani jOanayoganisthayam pravrtto 
ya$ca karmayogena tayoh sthitaprajOasya 
prajahatityarabhyadhyiiyaparisamaptiparyantam 
sthitaprajOalaksanam siidhanam copadi$yate (BGBh 255, 114). 
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C recognition of enlightenment even in the case of householders, the 

"steadfastness in the yoga of knowledge" referred to must be 

understood as already immediate in nature and must be equated to 

the jiiananistha of the basic sequence toward liberation. In verse 2.60 

(120), Y.iliis used in its etymological sense of" striving" as it is said 

that even the striving wise man (yatatah ... purusasya vipa$citah) is 

driven away by senses. Y.i1i thus refers here to the seeker after 

liberation, irrespective of his way of life. But when the task of 

controlling the mind and senses is accomplished, Y.i1i then is used for 

the a self -controlled" man of direct Self -knowledge. This is suggested 

for instance by the comment: a f.Q.r.. steadfast is the wisdom of the Y.i1.i. 

who remains thus, whose senses are under control by virtue of the 

strength of practice ... " 1 Accordingly, here, it is by virtue of the 

universally available means of self-control, and not by the status of a 

physical renouncer, that the Y.iliis said to be the only one qualified 

for liberation: 2 a Desiring to establish, through an ex ample, that the 

attainment of liberation is only for the Y.i1i who is a_man of 

knowledge, who has abandoned desires, and whose intellect is steady, 

and not for the non-samnyasin longing for objects of desire. the Lord 

proceeds." 3 

c 

Most significant is the fact that, in Sailkara's works, the word 

nivrtti (withdrawal or abstention from action), which is commonly 

1 evamasinasya yater va$e hi yasyendriyaoi vartante 
'bhyasabaUittasya prajija pratiUhita (BGBh 2.61, 121-122). 
2 For similar statements where Y.il.iis glossed by samnyasin and 
attributed liberation, see BGBh 5.26, 207; 8.11, 276; 1 S.S, 491. 
3 vidusastyaktaisanasya sthitaprajiiasya yatereva moksapriptirna 
tvasamnyasinab kamakamina ityetamartham dr~tintena 
pratipidayisyannaba (BGBh 2.70, 129). 
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C associated with formal renunciation, and which also identifies the 

path of liberation as opposed to oravrtti (the path of transmigratory 

existence) basically covers the same semantic scope as ~and 

derivatives from sam-ni J nand J ll.i.L The only difference is that, 

in the same way as~ it never refers to renunciation of the results 

of action. A first meaning of nivrtti is abstention from any action 

while yet retaining the sense of authorship:" ... because prayrtti and 

nivrtti are both dependent on a doer. All matters involving action, 

accessories and so forth, do exist in the domain of ignorance, yet only 

as long as Reality has not been attained ... » 1 Interestingly, the same 

external dimension of involvement in, and abstention from action is 

c 

referred to in the next verse, although applying here to the 

enlightened man who did abandon the sense of authorship through 

his direct Self -knowledge. His actions "are performed without 

expectation, without purpose, as mere bodily movements; when done 

by one involved in actions (prav(t tena), they are for the welfare of the 

world; when done by one abstaining from actions (nivrttena), they are 

for the mere maintenance of the body ... » 2 Thus, with its second 

meaning, nivrtti still refers to a reclusive way of life (as opposed to a 

socially active one), yet the sense of authorship is no longer attached 

to it, as it is lived by the discriminating men of direct Self -knowledge. 

In BGBh 6.3 (287), we come across nivrt ti as a process of inner 

renunciation when $ama is defined as "nivrtti from all actions» 

1 ... kartrtantratvatpravrttinivcttyorvastvaprapyaiva hi sarva eva 
kriyakarakadivyavaharo 'vidyabhomaveva ... (BGBh 4.18, 200) 
2 samkaloairvarjitah mudhaiva cestamatra anusthiyante pravrttena 
cellokasamgrahartham nivrttena cejiivanamatrartham ... (BGBh 4.19, 
209) 
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0 (sarvakarmabhyo nivrttib). Finally, the sense of inner renunciation of 

authorship irrespective of the way of life is conveyed by nivrtti or 

nivrtta in passages such as the following: • In him ... there arises the 

knowledge concerning the supreme reality that all this is only one, the 

Brahman. the non-doer. Although abstaining (nivrtteHrom action and 

its purpose, he is involved (pravrttih) as assiduously as before, for the 

world's welfare. While appearing as involvement in action, such an 

involvement is no action ... " 1 In KaBh 2.2.12, nivrtti consisting of inner 

renunciation of all activity is clearly given as the condition for 

experiencing the Self: in contrast with "those whose intellects are 

attached to the outside objects" (bihyasaktabuddhinam) are·~ 

wise, the ones who are withdrawn (nivrttaHrom external activity, 

who discriminate, who~ who directly experience.llim.. the Isvara. 

the Self, in accord with the teaching of the master and the 

c 

scriptures ... " 2 Similarly, Sailkara states in BGBh 18.13 that "as shown 

by these passages, when Self -knowledge arises there is nivrtti of all 

karmans." 3 Thus, it is this inner renunciation of all identification to 

activity that defines nivrtti as the only means to liberation. 

Accordingly, to believe that with the term nivrtti. Sailkara advocates 

renunciation through monastic life in a gloss such as the following, 

1 yasya ... jijanamutpannam paramarthatattvavisayamekamevedam 
sarvam brahmiikartr ceti. tasya karmani karmaprayojane ea nivrtte 
'pi 1okasamgrahartham yatnapOrvam yatha prav[ttistathaiva 
karmani pravrttasya yatpravrttirOpam drSyate na tatkarma ... (BGBh 
2.11, 44) 
2 tametamiSvaramat m ana m ye nivrt tabjhyavrttayo 'nupa$yanti 
acjryjgamopade$amanu Sjksiidanubhavanti dhira vivekinab ... (KaBh 
2.12, 95-96). 
3 ... ityjU majijane samjate sarvakarmanam nivrttim. dar$ayati (BGBh 
18.13, 694). 
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C would be a major misunderstanding: "Pravrtti. involvement, the cause 

of bondage, the path of action. And nivrtti. abstention, the cause of 

liberation, the path of samnyiisa." 1 Indeed, the semantic scope of 

pravrtti shows that the latter is the cause of bondage only inasmuch 

as it entails the sense of authorship due to spiritual ignorance, and the 

semantic scope of nivrtti reveals that the latter is the cause of 

liberation only inasmuch as it entails withdrawal from the sense of 

authorship through direct Self -knowledge. 2 Although polysemic and 

at times ambiguous. Sailkara's usage of sa m -ni J li. J 1YAi and nivrtti 

reveals a soteriology that is based on the sine gua non of Self

knowledge accompanied by inner renunciation of authorship, and not 

on any outer condition such as physical renunciation. 

c 

We have already seen in the previous chapters that the words 

vyutthiina. piirivriijya. parivrat. (paramahamsa) parivriijaka, siimkhya 

and bhiksu can refer to both the formal renunciation of the seeker 

after liberation and the (formal or informal) physical renunciation of 

the enlightened. Thus, vyutthiina and piirivriijya can be understood 

by Sankara as synonyms, and similarly parivrat. (paramahamsa) 

oarivrajaka. siimkhya and bhiksu. 

Exceptionally, in Sankara's works, the word aksaropasaka 

("worshipper of the Imperishable"), which is often associated with 

physical renunciation, does not seem to follow this polysemy, as it 

appears to qualify only the enlightened person. In .Gili8.3, aksara is 

I pravrttim ea pravrttib pravartanam bandhahetub karmamargab. 
nivrttim ea nivrttirmoksahetub samnyiisamargah (BGBh 18.30, 714). 
2 For a similar connection between pravrtti and bondage as well as 
between nivrtti and liberation, see IUBh 14, 23. 
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0 said to be the supreme Brahman. a designation understood by Sankara 

as the at tributeless nature of Brahman (BGBh 8.11, Z76). In his study on 

the contemporary Advaita tradition, although not mentioning the 

word aksaropisana. Cenkner defines what is usually understood by 

that term: "Concentration without an object, that is without name 

and form, is concentration upon the meaning of the great Upani~adic 

axioms» 071 ). However, in his introduction to ill1.i 1213, Sankara 

clearly defines the aksaropasaka or worshipper of the Imperishable in 

terms of his direct non-dual Self -knowledge, contrasting him with 

meditators who still see a duality between their Self and the Lord: 

c 

And here, yoga consisting of the deep focus of the mind on I $vara 

in the universal form [Brahman with attributes], and 

performances such as ritual actions for the sake of I $vara. have 

been prescribed, based on the distinction between the Self and 

I Svara .... Having said in "They do reach Me» [124] that, with 

respect to the attainment of liberation, the ak~arooasakas are 

independent, [Kf~J)a] shows, in "for them I become the deliverer» 

[127], that the others are dependent on someone else, namely 

I Svara. For, if they were considered as one with Isvara's Self, it 

would have been unclever to speak of the process of their 

deliverance, they being the aksara itself by reason of seeing the 

absence of difference. 1 

1 atra cat meSvarabhedami$ritya vi$varOpa I$vare 
cetahsamidhinalaksago yoga ukta I$varirtham karminusthinidi 
g_.... 'te pripnuvanti mameva' iti aksaropisakinim 
kaivalvapriptau svatantryamuktvetare§im piratantrya mi$vari

dhinatam darSitavamste~amaham samuddharteti. yadi hi$varasyat
mabhotaste matii abhedadar$itvidaksararo 0a eva ta iti 
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0 A close study of the word aksaropasaka in Sankara's works reveals 

that nowhere does it convey any other meaning. 1 Accordingly, when 

it is associated with paramahamsa parivriijaka and simkhya in the 

BGBh,from Sankara's viewpoint, their common reference to the 

enlightened person becomes more explicit. Moreover, since the 

aksaropasaka is thus quite often associated by Sailkara with contexts 

of physical renunciation, it implies that the latter is based on 

immediate Self -knowledge. 

c 

The word vidvin (know er) is another term closely related to 

renunciation, being often given by Sailkara as an addressee (adhikiirin) 

of the injunction of renunciation. Its proper understanding is also 

essential to a faithful account of Sankara's position on renunciation, 

because it determines whether the commentator addresses the 

prescription of renunciation to one who has or hasn't attained direct 

experience of the Self. This semantic assessment can make all the 

difference between understanding Sankara as emphasizing physical 

renunciation as a means to, or as a consequence of, d.irect Self-

samuddharanakarmavacane Uinpratyape$alam syat (BGBh 12.13, 511-
512). 
1 The only possible comment where the aksaropasakas could be 
perceived as simple aspirants is when Sailkara states in BGBh 18.67 
(761) that they are possessed of the means (siidhana) connected with 
knowledge and stated in .Ghi.12.13-20 and in some passages from 
chapters 13 to 15. But the following part of the comment on 18.67 (762) 
clearly indicates that these aksaropasakas are in fact liberated-in
this-life, as the triple result of action is said not to accrue to the m and 
as they" have obtained refuge in the unity of the real nature of the 
Self and the Lord" (labdhabhagavatsvarOpitmaikatva$araoanam). 
Accordingly, the means referred to in the comment on 18.67 are those 
that the ak~aropasaka used in order to reach his state of 
aksaropasaka, not after becoming one. 
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C knowledge. A common meaning of vidviin is" meditator." "In the 

Uoanisads." writes Sailkara, "the roots./ Y.i.Q..(to know) and./ ~(to 

meditate) are seen used interchangeably." I Accordingly, vidvan can 

c 

be used to distinguish one practicing any form of meditation in 

contrast with people who perform only rites. This distinction is made, 

for instance, in MuBh 1.2.10-11 where people who perform only rituals 

are said to go through the (Southern) path of the manes at the time of 

death and to be reborn as humans or beasts, and where vanaorasthas. 

formal samnyasins and vidvans. glossed by Sankara by" householders 

who are devoted mainly to meditation" (grhasthii$ca jiHinapradhiiniih) 

are said to go through the (Northern) path of the gods and to remain in 

the world of Brahma until complete enlightenment (1 51). Thus, a first 

type of opposition is created here between those who are devoid of 

knowledge (avidusam) because they do not practice the inner 

cognitive process of meditation. and those who are knowers (vidu~am) 

in the sense that they do practice meditation, whatever their way of 

life (CUBh 5.4.2, 480). The meditator is also called a vidvan or knower 

by virtue of his seeking after the Self: "That very supreme Self.~ the 

vidvan. asks for. wishes to attain ... " 2 However, when contrasted 

with the already enlightened vidvan. who sees the scriptures as 

emerging from himself (AUBh intra, 325), the meditating and aspiring 

vidvan will then be considered an avidvan. This occurs for instance 

when, after justifying the physical renunciation of the enlightened 

1 vidyuoastyo$ca vediintesvavyatirekeoa prayogo dr$yate (BSBh 4.1.1, 
826). 
zyameva paramatmanamevai~a vidvanvrnute oriiptumicchati ... 
(MuBh 3.2.3, 171) 
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C vidvan. Sailkara declares: "Even the avidvan who seeks after 

liberation has to do oirivrajya." 1 Yet, a few sentences further, this 

ignorant seeker after liberation can regain the status of a vidvan 

when compared with those who do not desire the Self and give all 

their attention to rites and their results: "But the idea that the whole 

c 

of man's life is filled only with karmans ... has been dismissed, since it 

applies to the avidvan ... " 2 

It follows from this semantic analysis that Sailkara's polysemic 

usage concerning renunciation attracts the charge of being unstable, 

ambiguous, easily mistaken and very demanding in terms of 

context ualisation. But, it also follows that a proper context ualisation 

provides evidence of the author's unsuspected liberality with respect 

to qualification for knowledge and liberation. In the usage of 

derivatives from sam-nv J nand J u:.ai as well as in nivrtti.~ 

pirivrajya, parivrat. (paramahamsa) parivrajaka. samkhya. 

aksaropasaka and vidvan. we find ex pressed his primary emphasis on 

abandonment of authorship and on spontaneous physical renunciation 

as part and parcel of a direct Self -knowledge that leads spontaneously 

to liberation without any additional help from karmans. It goes 

without saying that such a semantic schema will enable us to better 

understand how later commentators have misinterpreted or 

transformed Sailkara's influenciallegacy. 

1 avidu~amapi mumuk~una pirivrajyam kartavyameva (AUBh inro, 
325). 
2yattu puru~ayuh sarvam karmanaiva vyaptam ... i1i. 
tadavidvadvisayatvena parihrtam ... (AUBh intro, 329) 
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c 

CHAPTER 7 

SANICARA AND THE VALUE OF RENUNCIATION IN HINDUISM 

Prior to ex a mining the controversial and intricate issue of 

Sankara's interpretation of renunciation, we first constructed a 

typology of renunciation as a methodological instrument for a 

systematic, intratex t ual analysis of all aspects of his works related to 

this theme. Besides physical renunciation, abandonment of the results 

of action, and the meditative process of inner withdrawal from 

grosser levels of mental activity, it was the last and fourth type 

identified as renunciation of authorship, which proved to be the most 

revealing conception in the case of this author, as it plays the key role 

in his understanding of the basic movement toward liberation. 

In brief, according to Sailkara. every man is eligible for liberation 

through immediate Self -knowledge alone. whatever his position in the 

varoasrama system. Because any action or practice is not opposed to 

spiritual ignorance, only direct knowledge of the actionless Self can 

sublate the ignorance of the Self's silent, unbounded, immortal nature, 

and eliminate the consequent superimposition of an active and mortal 

nature on it. This is how Sailkara categorically refutes the doctrine of 

the combination of action and knowledge for the purpose of liberation 

(jijanakarmasamuccayavada). The basic sequence leading to liberation 

starts with the practice of karmayoga. The main effect of this 

discipline is to create purity of mind. Now,contrary to a common 

interpretation, this purity can already attain the level which allows 

the emergence of direct Self-knowledge. Hence, from purity of mind 

upward, the sequence toward liberation put forward by Sailkara is a 
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C series of logical consequences in accord with the author's 

soteriological system. First, purity of mind (sattva$uddh0ensures the 

rise of [direct] knowledge (jiHinotoatti) of the Self, which results in the 

spontaneous abandonment of ignorance and of its effects such as 

superimposition of authorship (kartrtva), action and the results of 

action on the Self (sarvakarmasamnyasa). In turn, this automatically 

allows the simple "resting» or steadfastness in [direct] knowledge 

(jijananisthii) which is beyond the need of any further practice or 

karman. The whole sequence ensures, from a logical viewpoint, the 

final result of liberation (moksa) from all boundaries in this life, and 

from transmigratory existence at the time of physical death. 

c 

The major consequence of the reinterpretation of this sequence 

is that sarvakarmasamnyasa no longer conveys the sense of physical 

renunciation as a compulsory step toward Self-knowledge and 

liberation. Contrary to a widely shared view among interpreters of 

Sailkara, it also follows that karmayoga is an autonomous path to 

direct knowledge of the Self. In this respect, it includes one's 

varnasrama duties and the major proximate means of liberation, that 

is, the Advaita discipline of knowledge (hearing, reflecting and 

meditating on the Upani~adic sayings, or on the Smrtis in the case of 

$odras), as well as the practice of meditation on the qualified 

Brahman. Appearances not withstanding, this agrees with Sankara's 

refutation of the combination of knowledge and action for liberation: 

while the combination of ritual actions and meditation results in 

direct Self -knowledge through complete purification of the mind, this 

resulting knowledge remains the only cause of eradication of 

ignorance and of liberation from its effects. 
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c 

In this context, physical renunciation is valued by Sankara under 

the following terms. It is an auxiliary prescribed only to Brahmagas 

for full-time absorption in knowledge. Considering the many 

exceptional cases of Briihmaoas who, according to the scriptures, have 

reached enlightenment without that type of renunciation, for 

practical purposes, it must have been considered as optional by 

Sankara. The purpose of the full-time absorption in knowledge 

ensured by physical renunciation and the object that is abandoned 

vary according to the level of consciousness of the renouncer. If Self

knowledge is already direct and permanent, then physical 

renunciation of all practices previously performed, including the 

discipline of knowledge, spontaneously ex presses the fulfilment of 

having reached the goal of all means, the absolute contentment of the 

Self wherein no desire for anything yet to be achieved through 

whatever means can any longer arise. If Self -knowledge is direct, yet 

unstable, then physical renunciation of rituals serves to stabilize that 

experience through full absorption in the discipline. of knowledge. If, 

finally, knowledge of the Self is only mediate, then physical 

abandonment of ritual actions serves in attaining direct experience of 

the Self by also allowing full-time practice of the discipline of 

knowledge. So, for the seeker after liberation, the value of physical 

renunciation and monasticism lies in allowing full-time dedication to 

the most direct means of Self-knowledge, and not in being the only 

way of life capable of bringing about that knowledge. 

As rightly pointed out by Mayeda, a it is highly probable that 

jijanakarmasamuccayavada in many varieties was prevalent among 

Mimiiqtsakas and Vediintins while Sankara was active. Sankara, 
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C therefore, seems to have taught his teachings to, or fought against, 

mostly thinkers hold~ng various types of jijanakarmasamucayavada» 

(Up ad, 90). Accordingly, Sailkara's whole enterprise of establishing the 

validity of renunciation was part of the process of detaching 

knowledge from action so that the former could be left as the sole 

means of liberation. In this context, the type of renunciation to be 

vindicated most energetically was that of authorship through direct 

Self -knowledge. This was because the doctrine of knowledge as a self

sufficient means of liberation logically ensued from demonstrating 

that direct Self -knowledge automatically results in abandonment of 

authorship (kartrtvasamnyasa), and that the latter is in turn followed 

by a state of inner silent actionlessness (naiskarmyalaksana 

jnananisthii) ensuring liberation from all boundaries without any 

additional help. Demonstration of the validity of physical 

renunciation found only a second place. Such argument was not used 

to prove that liberation is reached only through recourse to 

monasticism, but to contend that because the scriptures prescribe a 

stage of life that is without ritual action, it cannot be claimed that the 

latter is necessary for liberation. Thus, fundamentally, the basic 

incompatibility referred to by Sailkara to refute the doctrine of the 

combination of knowledge and action was not that between the way 

of life of the first three stages of life and samnyasasrama. but 

between superimposition of authorship on the Self, and spontaneous 

abandonment of that superimposition through direct knowledge of 

the Self as actionless. 

This is the basis on which, according to me, a proper evaluation c of Sankara's interaction with, and contribution to, Indian thought can 
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C be undertaken. These results can shed new light on our assessment of 

Sankara's interpretation of the texts he commented upon, on the 

relationship between him and his Advaita tradition, and on our 

understanding of the major periods of Indian philosophical thought. 

Since each one of these areas would need an extended enquiry, it is 

beyond the scope of this study to present a detailed evidence to bear 

on any tentative answer to these questions. We can, however, 

identify some promising directions for further research and propose 

some hypotheses. 

c 

Since Sankara has been often criticized for imposing mandatory 

physical renunciation on liberal texts such as the Bhagavadgita. we 

can already see that he was much more faithful to the spirit of this 

text than is usually ad m it ted by his critics. As far as renunciation is 

concerned, I actually tend to see amongst the Upani~ads. the 

Bhagavadgita. and his commentaries a fundamental continuity 

emphasizing the meditative process of inner renunciation as a means 

to direct experience of the Self. and renunciation of authorship -

freedom from the limitations of the acting ego- as the foremost 

correlate of Self -knowledge and liberation. 

I have underscored on many occasions the fact that Sankara's 

treatment of renunciation has been misinterpreted by his own 

tradition. Among academics, Karl H. Potter first identified this 

situation. From within Sankara's tradition, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi 

arrived at a similar conclusion as early as 1967. One reason for this 

misinterpretation, on Sankara's side, certainly lies in his poly se mic and 

even ambiguous terminology concerning renunciation. Interestingly, 

in his study on the author's usage of the words avidya. namarooa. 

381 



C maya and I Svara. Hacker concludes, in perhaps too radical a fashion, 

that Sailkara lacked interest in defining monosemic vocabulary and in 

proper systematization: "Nach dieser Betrachtung mtissen werden 

wobei als allgemeine Eigenttimlichkeit des Denkens $lailkarals eine 

Abneigung gegen Definitionen und eine souverane Serglosisgkeit 

gegentiber begrifflicher Systematik festhalten ... " (1951, 285). As we 

saw. Sailkara remains very rigourous and consistent in terms of issues 

such as the role of action and knowledge, yet,for whatever reason, he 

leaves key terms related to renunciation open to polysemy and 

misinterpret at ion. 

c 

At least three exegetical predispositions account for the 

misinterpretation on the part of later Advaitins. First. SureSvara's 

injunction of formal physical renunciation (monasticism) as a 

prerequisite for access to the discipline of knowledge. Given 

Suresvara's reputation as a direct disciple of the founder of the 

tradition and as one of the greatest exponents of Advaita. his 

authority has exerted a strong influence on later readings of 

Sailkara's commentaries. The second exegetical predisposition which 

may ex plain the misinterpretation is the" previous life" argument. 

Clearly stated perhaps for the first time by Sarvajnat man. Suresvara's 

disciple. it is the rule according to which, when scriptures refer to 

people who have reached enlightenment in this life without 

monasticism, one must suppose that they have adopted monasticism 

in a previous life and have thus been able to accomplish most of the 

spiritual purification during this earlier mandatory stage. The third 

predisposition is another exegetical subterfuge to deal with the case 

of enlightened people still active in society. One is to understand 
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C them as "exceptions" to the general injunction of monasticism which 

remains a necessary means for complete Self-knowledge. These three 

exegetical predispositions erased the major contradictions that arise 

in Sankara's works when one interprets the author as stating that 

physical renunciation is a sine gua non of Self-knowledge. They 

disallowed many later Advaiiins to realize that enlightened people 

still socially active are not sort of peripheral to an unavoidable 

monastic path of knowledge, but perfect examples of the very core of 

Sankara's message, of his emphasis on Self-knowledge and inner 

renunciation alone as the universal, correlated and necessary 

conditions for liberation. 

c 

The results of the present study justify a more in-depth analysis 

of the profound consequences of statements such as the following by 

Maharishi Mahesh Yogi: 

Misunderstanding itself has taken the shape of a tradition, 

unfortunately known as Shankara's tradition .... when, in course 

of time, this teaching lost its universal character and came to be 

interpreted as for the recluse order alone, the whole basis of 

Indian culture also began to be considered in terms of the recluse 

way of life, founded on renunciation and detachment (14-15). 

In his comparison between Sankara and his followers, Hacker notes 

that while, for the former, avidya (ignorance) is simply a kleSa or 

mental" cause of suffering," with the later Advaitins it becomes a 

Sakti or cosmic power (1951, 250). Thus post-Sankara Advaita proceeds 

to" a materialization of ignorance into the cosmic substance." 1 This 

1 "Die Materialisierung der Avidya zum Weltturstoff" (Hacker 1951, 
266). 
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0 process was perhaps intimately connected with the post-Sankara 

emphasis on compulsory monasticism: in the same way as the physical 

universe was to be rejected for being a manifestation of ignorance, life 

in society had to be outwardly abandoned as the human and social 

crystallization of the same nescience. The process of monopolization of 

the path to liberation by the monastic ins tit ut ion transformed 

Sankara's emphasis on the incompatibility between action and direct 

Self -knowledge into the opposition between a karmayoga with hardly 

any proximate means of knowledge for householders, and a jijanayoga 

with its reserved discipline of knowledge and liberation for monks 

alone. Sankara's interpretation of physical renunciation as a simple 

optional auxiliary for Self-knowledge was thus lost sight of. 

Accordingly, when interpreters encountered passages in Sankara 

where, for instance, the enlightened" know er" (vidvan) is said to be 

qualified for physical renunciation alone as a result of his 

enlightenment, proper emphasis on physical renunciation as a means 

to the latter required them to see him as possessed of mere mediate 

knowledge. 

c 

The epic period of the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. 

commencing around 500 BCE,is the common reference point in 

identifying the rise of Hinduism as distinct from the earlier 

Brahmanism of the Vedas and the Upanisads. In this context, modern 

scholars tend to see a fundamental break between the Upani~adic 

doctrine of renunciation and its reinterpretation by the Bhagavadgita. 

Usually, it is understood that in the Upanisads. full inner renunciation 

and the ensuing liberation entail physical renunciation and the 

monastic way of life, but that these inner and outer aspects of 
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C renunciation become separated in the Mahiibhiirata and particularly 

in the Bhagavadgita. The earlier ascetical renunciation formulated by 

the Upanisads is thus softened," domesticated," to use Olivelle's 

expression, and disappears in favor of a universal qualification for 

inner renunciation even in the midst of social life. Endorsing 

Madeleine Biardeau's conclusions 1 on this, Charles Malamoud writes 

for instance that they" montrent comment le passage du 

brmmanisme ancien a l'hindouisme implique une reevaluation 

complete de !'opposition initiale homme dans le monde\renonc;ant. ... 

la dEHivrance (ou le sal ut) n'est plus affaire purement individ uelle et 

cesse d'e tre l'apanage du renonc;ant pour devenir la perspective 

promise a l'humanite entiere" (12-13). Similarly, Olivelle sets up a 

radical opposition between the U pani~adic mentality and that of the 

Bhagavadgita. According to him, in the Upanisads. "where one lives 

and how one makes a living are inseparable from the aim of one's life. 

Ascetic life style and livelihood cannot be separated from the ascetic 

goal" (1990, 132). On the contrary," the GIUi. in dissociating moksa from 

the life-style of renunciation, dissociated it from all life-styles, 

including that of life-in-the-world. The goal of life is separated from 

the mode of life" (1978, 33). 2 According to this theory and to Sankara's 

common representation as the herald of compulsory physical 

renunciation, our author should have neglected the viewpoint of the 

Bhagavadgita and favored the earlier paradigm of liberation through 

monasticism. But we showed that, with respect to both the Upanisads 

and the Bhagavadgita.Sailkara emphasizes inner renunciation of 

c 1 See Biardeau, 30-1 and 126. 
2 See also Olivelle 1990,146. 
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C authorship as the only form of renunciation indissolubly linked with 

liberation, the ultimate goal of life. It is true that one can find a shift 

in emphasis, for instance, bet we en the Samnyasa Uoanisads and the 

Bhagavadgita. and one can identify a tendency in Hindu culture to 

associate the last stage of life with liberation as when, for instance, 

the discipline of samnyasaSrama is called moksadharma. 1 But there is 

no conclusive evidence that. as a whole, the Upanisads indissolubly 

link liberation with monasticism; their connection may be privileged, 

but it is not necessary. And this also turns out to be Sankara's basic 

interpretation of the value of renunciation. 

c 

Accordingly, a model emphasizing continuity, rather than radical 

opposition, between early Brahmanism and Hinduism, akin to the one 

proposed by]. C. Heesterman. seems more appropriate in describing 

the passage from the Upani~ads to Sailkara's commentaries. by way of 

the Bhagavadgita. According to Heesterman, the principle of 

renunciation is already deeply embedded in the Vedic ritualistic 

worldview and "the difference bet we en classical ritualism and 

renunciation seems to be a matter of degree rather than of principle. 

The principle is the individualization of the ritual. which could not but 

lead to its interiorization" (41-42). From the conclusions reached 

through our study, we can fairly say that Sailkara brought out the full 

consequences of the old Vedic principle of interiorization of sacrifice 

by emphasizing renunciation of authorship through experience of the 

Self as actionless. Sailkara no less took into account the various 

traditional modes of living and showed how both life in society and 

1 See Olivelle 1990,146 and 1984,106. 
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C monasticism allow the process of inner renunciation to culminate in 

the exalted state of absolute freedom from all limitations, which he 

viewed as the highest goal of human life. 

c 
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