SANKARA AND RENUNCIATION: A REINTERPRETATION

by
Roger Marcaurelle ©

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy in Comparative Religion
in the Faculty of Religious Studies of
McGill University

Thesis supervisor: Professor Arvind Sharma



TABLE OF CONTENTS

TABLE OF CONTENTS ittt st sttt sttt i-1ii

ABS TR A CT st iv

RE S UME e85 5258t v
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT S ..omrrsesestssstssisesetnssssetosos oottt Vi-vii
ABBREV I AT IONS ..ottt oo s 1505850505555 s viii-xi
CHAPTER

SANKARA AND RENUNCIATION: THE CONTROVERSY 1-27
CHAPTER 2

THE BASIC TYPES OF RENUNCIATION IN HINDUISM 28-55

21-Is abandonment of the resuits of action the “core” of renunciation in

Hinduism? 30-39
22- Is inner renunciation always an attitude? 39-43
23-The basic types of renunciation and their combinations 43-55
CHAPTER 3
KARMANISTHA AND INANANISTHA AS STATES OF IGNORANCE
AND ENLIGHTENMENT 56-99
31-The refutation of combination of action and knowledge 56-69

32-The main opposition between karmanistha and jRananistha ..o 69-99



CHAPTER 4

SARVAKARMASAMNYASA AS RENUNCIATION OF AUTHORSHIP100-170
41- The basic sequence leading to liberation 100-134

42- Renunciation of authorship as a result of direct Self- knowledge....134-160

43-Sarvakarmasamnvasa as distinct from Karmasamnvasa. . 161-170
CHAPTER S

KARMAYOGA AS AN AUTONOMOUS PATH TO SELF-KNOWLEDGE 171-282

S1-Karmavoga and rites 171-179
S2- Meditation as part of karmavoga. 179-192
S.3-The role of meditation in Karmavoga. ..192-213
S.4- Qualification for the discipline of knowledge 213-235
S.5-Karmayoga as a means to direct Self-knowledge 235-282
CHAPTER 6

SELF-KNOWLEDGE AND RENUNCIATION 283-377
6.1- Qualification for steadfastness in direct Self-knowledge 286-301
6.2- Direct Self-knowledge and injunction of physical renunciation...... 301-321
6.3- Renunciation for stabilization of direct Self-knowledge 321-336
6.4- Monasticism for attainment of direct Self-knowledge 336-349
6.5-Sure$vara’s emphasis on physical renunciation 349-355

6.6- Sankara’s polysemic terminology of renunciation 355-376




C

CHAPTER 7

SANKARA AND THE VALUE OF RENUNCIATION IN HINDUISM

WORKS CITED

377-387

388-395




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 (karmavoga), purity of
mind (sattvasuddhi), attainment of knowledge (jidnapraptj), renunciation of
all actions (sarvakarmasamnvasa)and steadfastness in knowledge
(jlananistha). Our study demonstrates that the third step correspondsto 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 (kartrtvasamnvasa) as a sine gua non for liberation. Monastic
renunciation is then simply an auxiliary toward Self-knowledge for
Brihmanas 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 karmavoga
(particularly by way of meditation on Brahman with attributes)does bring
about direct Self-knowledge,the latter still leads to liberationina
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.



RESUME

On a le plus souvent vu en Sankara le héraut du renoncement mo-
nastique comme condition nécessaire de la libération. Or, cette
interprétation de la position de Sankara ne résiste pas a notre
analyse des passages traitant du renoncement dans ses commentai-
res authentiques. Sankara résume ainsi les étapes menant a la
libération: le yoga de l'action (karmavoga), la pureté d’esprit (sat-
tvasuddhi), l'obtention de la connaissance (jflanaprapti), le renon-

cement a toute action (sarvakarmasamnpvasa) et l'absorption dans
la connaissance (jfiananpistha). Notre analyse démontre que la troi-

siéme étape correspond 3 une connaissance déja directe du Soi et
que le renoncement subséquent présente comme condition sine gua
non de la libération, non pas l'entrée dans la vie monastique, mais
bien plutét l'abandon du statut d’acteur (kartrtvasamnyasa) Quant
au renoncement monastique, il apparait simplement comme un
auxiliaire dans le cas des brahmanes. Cette interprétation ne s'ins-
crit pas en faux contre la fameuse réfutation $ankarienne de la
combinaison de l'action et de la connaissance. En effet, méme si la
purification opérée par le karmavoga (particuliérement grice a la
méditation sur le Brahman avec attributs) peut conduire a la con-
naissance directe du Soi, cette derniére méne toujours a la libéra-
tion de maniére indépendante en tant que seul antidote a ligno-
rance. Ainsi, en partie 3 cause de la polysémie, voire 'ambiguité, de
nombreux termes liés au renoncement chez Sankara, ce sont plutdt
ses disciples (Sure$vara en téte) qui placeront le renoncement phy-
sique au coeur de la tradition °‘$ankarienne” et tendront a monopo-

liser la quéte du but ultime dans le cadre du monachisme.
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CHAPTER 1
SANKARA 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 between 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 torenunciation (samnyasa), “il est
impossible de comprendre a fond I'attitude religieuse de I'a me
hindoue” (165). Karl H. Potter (1982 118) believes that a history of
Indian thought could easily be written on the basis of the opposition
between active functioning in the world (pravrtti)and turning away
from the latter (Qivrtti). In his famous paper on “Le Renoncement
dans les religions de I'Inde,” Louis Dumont also sees “dans le dialogue
du renoncgant et de 'homme dans le monde le secret de I'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



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 (samnvasa),
and the debate asto 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 tothe
primary religious concerns, “the most creative element of intellectual
history of India” (1975, 83).!

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 Samhitds the Brahmanas and the Aragyakas
themes in the spirit of renunciation such as tapas, antarvajia, muni,
vanaprastha and sramana. 2 It is later on, mainly between the 10th
and Sth century BCE, that the Upanisads emphasize inner renunciation
and monasticism as the most determining aspects of spiritual
endeavour. At thetime 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 between Krsna and

Arjunathe warrior starts when,bewildered at suddenly finding

I See also Nakamura 1991, 163
2For a good account of the organic development of renunciation
within the Indian spiritual tradition, see Heesterman 26-44.



himself face toface with his own cousins who compose the opposite
arms;, 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
Bhagavadgitd are in fact an ethical and metaphysical answer tothe
question of renunciation.

The oldest commentary on thistext to have reached us is that of
Sankara who, according to recent scholarship, lived somewhere
between 700 and 750.! Sankara attempted a synthesis of the main
Vedantic texts,that is,the BrahmasGtras, the Upanisads and the
Bhagavadgita in terms of an absolute non-dualism (advaita).
According to this doctrine, liberation is attained through direct
ex perience of the identity between the self (atman) and the
attributeless Brahman (the absolute unmanifest principle which is
the source of the whole universe). This interpretation has deeply
influenced the development of Hindu thought up toour 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

I 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).



respect to renunciation. After Sankara,a major concern of the middie
age thinkers was to prove or torefute 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(ie.the
w hole 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.

Sankara’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 Sankara. Why then a new study on
Sankara and renunciation? My contention is that a major
misinterpretation of Sankara'’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 Sankara's works is still needed to arrive at
Sankara’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 between the
Advaita and Vjsistadvaita traditions,but ironically a complete study
of the grounds of the controversy concerning the same theme within

the Advaita tradition itself is still needed.



It should first be noted that the Vedantasara (16th CEl) the
SiddhantaleSasangraha (16th CE2)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 uparatior
uparama (desisting) as one of the “six treasures” (satsampatti) within
the fourfold requirement (sadhanacatustava) 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 Vedicritual actions
as part of an initiation into monastic life. Referring basically to the
same opposition,the Siddhantale$asangraha 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

! See Dasgupta 55.

2See Ibid., 218-220.

3See Ibid., 54.

4By the expression “discipline of knowledge” [ understand the
traditional hearing (§ravana) reflection (manana) and meditation
(nididhvasana)on the Vedantic knowledge of the Upanisads and of

some Smrtitexts such as the Bhagavadgita - of course interpreted
here in terms of non-dualism.



(or ex periential) knowledge ! 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 Advaitg were on either side of the debate.
However, references to the B:hémati and Vivarapa schools in the
Siddhantale§asangraha suggest that the controversy was understood
at that time to goback 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 Sankara’s position on
the issue.

A survey of literature on Sankara and renunciation by 20th
century Hindu religious thinkers and by independent scholars brings
to light the fact that,according to the prevailing modern
interpretation, Sankara 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 Sankara’s

tradition. In his study of the contemporary Sankaracaryas (the

»n o«

I We will use the expressions “direct knowledge”, “immediate
knowledge” and “(direct)ex perience” as synonyms. These stand for
the traditional term aparoksajfiana meaning a knowledge which is
“not beyond sight,” which is experiential,immediate,direct. They
contrast with the paroksajfana, the knowledge which is “beyond
sight,” that is, merely verbal, mediate, or indirect.

2See Nakamura 1983, 88.

31bid.



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 pandita of a Sankara Vidyapitha was
unequivocal with me in pointing out that there was no absolute
requirement for sannvasa in order to pursue knowledge,but Adi
Sankara advocated it for easier access to jiana-yoga. The ascetical life
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 jiani but not a sannvasi” (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
panditas and professors relatively close to the Sankaracarya of Kafici, I
would say that they generally regard physical renunciation as
necessary (either in this life or in a previous one)for complete
knowledge of the Self and liberation. This point of view is ex pressed
most radically. by Candra$ekhara Bhiarati, late Saﬁkarécérya 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 VivekacGdamapgithat Brahmagas 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 samnyasa,

w hich 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 sifie gua non for liberation.



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 SwamiBrahmananda
Sarasvati(who was Sankaricarya of Jyotirmatha between 1941 and
1953), still highly regarded by the successors of SwamiBrahmananda
(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-
Sankara Advaitins by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, are similarly attribute
toSankara himself by some modern scholars. The Maharishi writes,
regarding the severence of devotion and knowledge intotwo
independent pathstoliberation:

The idea of two paths became more predominant owing tothe
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).



Contrasting Sankara with Mandana Mi$ra (670-720),! a contemporary
thinker, rather than with the later followers of Advaita (243),
Suryanarayana Sastri thus explains the overemphasis on knowledge
which he attributes to Sankara 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 compart mentalising
cognition, conation and emotion (242).
Also favoring Mandana Misra, Michel Hulin proposes a similar and
even sharper contrast between him and Sankara:
Stratégie coordonnée plutdt qu'éclectisme, la “méthode” de
Mandana laisse ainsi 4 chacun la possibilité de privilé gier celui ou
ceux de ces moyens particuliers qui s’adapterait le mieux a sa
situation sociale, 3 son caracté re,etc. Avec celui que latradition
nous pré sente comme un maitre de maison a vie nous sommes
loin de toute intransigeance sectaire, aux antipodes notamment
de Sankara et de son “hors du sannyasa [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

Sankara’ with the “most disastrous effects” namely, “the lethargy of

1 Nakamura 1983, 88.



Indians” and their "spirit of false resignation” (140-141). Comingtoa
similar conclusion, yet attributing the cause to Sankara’s followers,
the Maharishi writes that “the teaching became one-sided and,
deprived of its wholeness,eventually lost its universal appeal. It
came tobe regarded as mayavada,a philosophy of illusion, holding the
world tobe only illusory and emphasizing the detached way of life”
(13).

Modern scholars usually understand that, according to Sankara,
any aspirant to liberation must,whether in one or many lives, go
through the following steps: (1) karmavoga (performance of the ritual
actions called nitva and naimittika without attachment to their
results); (2) purity of mind brought about by karmavoga 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
(jNanayoga)consisting in $§ravana (hearing), manana (reflection) and
nididhvasana (meditation). As summarized by Kalyanasundara Sastri,
“one hasto practice karma-voga 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 Sankara’s mention (in his BUBh 35.1,
for instance)that only Brahmagas have access to physical
renunciation, this interpretation leads scholars to the conclusion that
his teaching is addressed tothem alone. Sengaku Mayeda writes, for

instance,that “Sankara’s teachings were meant only for selected
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samnvasins® (1989,199). Another specialist of Sankara, Yoshitsugu
Saway,ends a paper with the same conclusion: “For Sankara, moksa is
not possible without jiana, and the road par excellence to jiana is
karma-samnyvasa. Thissamnvasa, inturn,is possible only for
brahmanpas. It was they for whom Sankara’s instruction was
intended” (383). |

Given such an understanding of Sankara’s position, some scholars
have criticized his hermeneutical attitude while others have tried to
rehabilitate him by providing what they thought tobe a more
accurate contextualisation of his commentaries. The accusing scholars
blamed Sankara 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
Bhagavadgitd teaches a combination of action, devotion and
knowledge as the means to liberation,and advocates activism rather
than physical renunciation, Mainkar concludes: “Sankara 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 Sankara’'s commentary, Modi tries to
show that although the Bhagavadgita accepts both physical
renunciation and disinterested action, defined as “Mental
Renunciation of Actions” (78),it favours the latter (82). Modi accuses

Sankara of using “a variety of interpretational jugglary [sic]’ (83)to



bypass the textual evidence of the Gita. As aconsequence, “a great
number of verses in the Gita which Shankara takes as dealing with
Sannyasa have nothing to do with renunciation. Infact they are in
favour of Yoga or Disinterested Action” (86-87).

Kokileswar Sastriis among the early 20th Century scholars who
tried torehabilitate Sankara with respect to renunciation. In his
Introduction to Adwaita Philosophv, first published in 1924, he
explains 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. Tiwarirightly 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 Brahmasamstha actsbut



automatically or spontaneously without any strain or struggle, dueto
the realization of the cosmic consciousness outside of which nothing
remains” (139). Certainly,this description of the meaning of samnvasa
isagood attempt at accounting for the inner renunciation of all
identification with mental activity, to which Sankara gives much
more attention and value than is usually realized. But again, while
properly emphasizing the value of inner renunciation for Sankara, it
leaves the impression that he did not also strongly recommend
physical renunciation as a means for liberation.

In a more faithful attempt to properly contextualize Sankara'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 Sankara that “to
gain salvation, one need not become safnfyasin.... 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 Vedicrites” (617). Radhakrishnan sees in
Sankara’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 jiana and karma are
opposed as light and darkness, it is karma in the sense of selfish
activity and jfiana in the sense of unselfish wisdom” (630). While,as a

whole, Radhakrishnan’s conclusions will be confirmed by our study, in



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 samnvasa itself as potentially referring, in Sankara’s usage,
either to “the abandonment of identifiable forms of outward 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 jjana’ (113), samnvyasa 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 samnvasa and jlanayoga as conditions for liberation,
Sankara rather diverts the message of the Gjta in favor of “the seekers
on the path of knowledge” (115). Thus, whether Sankara sees either
inner or outer abandonment as the key message of the Gita, is still not
clear. Further clarification of Sankara's commentaries is therefore

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

samnvasa, jflanayvoga and jiana.

Another significant contribution along the same lines has been

made by Karl H.Potter. This author sees a fundamental discontinuity



between Sankara’s teaching on renunciation and the monasticism of
the Dasanamin order of monks which, according to Sankara’s
hagiographies, was founded by him. The implications of Sankara’s
writings, he says, “when properly understood, are profoundly
antithetical tothe assumptions and practices of the order he is
supposed to have founded” (1982 113). First,Potter points out that in
Sankara's peculiar usage of the term,samnvasa is almost invariably
“identical with liberation while living” (1981, 35). He rightly notices
that “Samkara, 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 samnvasa, it is not, as usually
understood, in the sense that every aspirant hastogothroughthe
monasticism of the fourth stage of life (sampnyasasrama) 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 Sankara’'s CUBh
2231,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-Sankara Advaitins merely enlarge the category of
samnyasins so as to also include the monk still aspiring to liberation
(Ibid.117). Rather,this new approach brings into play the fundamental
question of determining which, knowledge or physical renunciation, is

the cause of the other from Sankara’s viewpoint. Potter argues here

that,for Sankara, renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnyasa)is



the effect of direct Self-knowledge and, being internal only, for all
practical purposes,amounts to direct Self-knowledge itself and to the
ensuing liberation.

Along the age-old chain of Advaita commentators,it is in
Vidyaranya,the author of the Jivanmuktiviveka that Potter finds the
climax of the complete reversal of Sankara's understanding: “For
Vidyaranya,one gives up actions and gains knowledge. Samkara’s
position is diametrically opposed. As he sees it,an agent cannot have
knowledge, and a true knower cannot act. Thus, it is knowledge which
leads tothe abandonment of action,not the reverse” (Ibid, 118). Hence,
Potter adds,the imputation of an elitistic social philosophy would suit
Vidyaranya rather than Sankara (Ibid, 120).

Although Potter’s studies certainly provide enlightening
guidelines in the understanding of rénunciation in Sankara, they seem
to overlook the importance also given by Sankara to physical
renunciation as a means for the seeker after liberation. While one of
the major tasks of are-evaluation of Sankara’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 Sankara values
physical renunciation as a significant means in the context of the path
of knowledge. Although,as we will see,Sankara does recommend in
various places physical renunciation either for the seeker or for the
enlightened, Potter states: “It is evident that Sankara does not teach
withdrawal from the world at any point along the path of spiritual

progress,even at the samnvasaor jjvanmukta stage’ (1981, 35). The

scholar seems to make no room for, nor see any usefulness in, physical



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 115).
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 samnvasa 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
samnvasa stage” (1981, 36). Thus,according to Potter,in Sankara’s
commentaries, renunciation of all actions is tobe understood only in
the light of the “thesis that Self-knowledge necessarily renders action
of any kind impossibie” (Ibid, 35). Since what is referred to here is an
inner renunciation through immediate Self-knowledge, it would be
fair to interpret this impossiblity of acting as a livigg reality only on
the level of the ex perience 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, jfvanmukti (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-ex perience alone,to the physical
dimension of renunciation:*... we may well doubt that the

philosopher Samkara had anything at all to do with the founding of



the Dasanamins. It would have been out of character for him toform a
social institution around what he considered to be a samnvasin, since
he insisted that they where incapable of action and thusentirely
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 (kartrtvasamnvasa)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 ab senée 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
standpoint’ (paramarthika) he is liberated and thus incapable of
ordinary knowledge, action and ex periences,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 Sankara’s commentary
on the Gjta, 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 patural results of

the Knowledge which he already has” (170). This significant



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
Sankara as necessary to liberation (Ibid. 55),it debars from
emancipation all aspirants who do not or cannot physically abandon
rituals, and brings us back again tothe same controversy asto
whether or not monasticism is mandatory.

After all these arguments and counterarguments about
Sankara’s understanding of renunciation, ironically, a question still
remains: what did Sankara exactly say about renunciation? Do
Sankara’s writings carry so much ambiguity asto 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 Sankara’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?

[think that Sankara’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 Sankara put emphasis above all on
renunciation of authorship (kartrtvasamnvasa) through direct Self -
knowledge as the means to liberation, and considered physical
renunciation as a secondary,optional means only for Brahmanas, very
early custodians of his tradition (even a direct and influential disciple

such as Sure§vara)and, later on, modern Indologists,often reversed or



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 chénge onsuch 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 Indologists 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 all 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 all contexts. 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
(Upad, 6):the autonomous work entitied Upade$asahasri the
commentary on the Brahmasttra and on the Yogasttra, ! and those on

I Although the authenticity of the Vivarana on the Yogasutrabhasva
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
Yogasutrabhasvavivarana hardly contains any reference to the
concept of renunciation:only with the words vairagya in sitra 1.16
and samnvyasa or samnvasin in sitra 47,the three words being
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the Aitareva the Brhadaranvaka the Chandogva the [§3 the Kath3,
the Kena, the Mandukva (with the Karika) the Mundaka, the Prasna
and the Taittiriva Upanisads, along with the commentary on the
Bhagavadgita.!

The method employed for this research consisted of first
identifying all aépects related to renunciation in these fourteen works
and in noting everything said by Sankaraoneachof 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 hisown

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

1nterpreted it seems in the sense of an inner renunc1auon (See

1952 edlted by Polakam Sr1 Rama Sastrl and S R Kr1shnamurth1 Sastrl
Madras: Government Oriental Manuscripts Library). All things
considered, the Yivarana 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
Adhvatmapatala of the Apastamba-Dharmas0tra 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 §ruti 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-comment aries
rather than through evidence internal to his authentic works. An
example of the undesirable consequences of this tendency is found
when Saroja suggests that Sarvajiatman’s (750-8001) and Vidyaranya’'s
position on monasticism as “a pre-condition of realisation” is in direct
continuity with Sankara's viewpoint (158-159). Thus this study will
deliberately bracket many commonly accepted interpretations of
later Advaijta 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 Sankara’s interpretation in relation to the texts he
commented upon. The object of our study is to establish what Sankara
really said on renunciation, whatever its validity. It is only after a
complete jntratextual analysis of this theme in his works has been
carried out that a proper assessment of the validity of Sankara's
hermeneutics in this respect will be possible.

A general factor which predisposes one towards
misunderstanding Sankara’s position on renunciation seems tobe 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 See Nakamura 1983, 88.



toreach direct Self-knowledge,and,on the other hand, a natural
characteristic attached to that knowledge. In his BGBh 255,! Sankara
notes that this situation is found in the Vedantictexts 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 tobe 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 toits 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,Sankara seems not to have
taken enough precaﬁtions in hisown commentaries 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 Sankara requires either a vast or a

very detailed contextualisation. Thus, especially when an interpreter

lSee also BGBh 1425
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of Sankara holds g priori 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-knowledge, 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
inthe 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 commentaries on the
Brahmasutras and the Upapisads,the discussions about renunciation
are rather scattered and for the most part dealt with in
commentaries on merely 10 sitras or verses, throughout his
commentary 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 thistext. Inturn,thisis a way of testing the
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extent to which the results of the analysis of the treat ment of
renunciation in aill the other commentaries harmonise with those
found in the BGBh. The thesis layout became, g posterjori, 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,[tend to support Wilhelm
Halbfass when he questions Vetter’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 jidnanistha (steadfastness
in knowledge)refer mainly to states of consciousness and, only
secondarily,to means of liberation. Karmanistha means primarily a
state of being that isbased on ignorance of the actionless Self, and
jiananistha 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 jfiananistha of the
already liberated person and not of the aspirant physically
abandoning ritual actions in order to enter the jiananistha consisting

of full dedication to mediate knowledge of the Self.
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The main polysemicterms in the BGBh are the four following
stages given by Sankara as the way to liberation: purity of mind
(sattvasuddhi) attainment of knowledge (jianapraptj) renunciation

of all actions (sarvakarmasamnvasa)and steadfastness in knowledge
(jAananistha) Inthe fourth Chapter,we will show that,in this crucial

scheme, renunciation of all actions (sarv masamnyasa) does not
mean physical renunciation necessary for the discipline of knowledge
(hearing, reflection and meditation) but renunciation of authorship
(kartrtvasamnvasa)as aresult of an attainment of knowledge
(jAanaprapti) of the Self that is not merely discursive,but experiential.
Therefore jiananistha 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. Asa
consequence, Sankara’s refutation of the doctrine of combination
between action and knowledge (jflanakarmasamuccavavadg) 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
karmavoga). We will try to find out whether they include (by
definition)the inner means (antarafga)of meditation and the
discipline of knowledge, and finally what the roles and limitations of

karmavoga are with respect to direct Self-knowledge and liberation.



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 Sankara and his
tradition concerning renunciation: while, in contrast with his master,
Sure$§vara seems to show more liberalism in that he makes physical
renunciation and monastic life available not only to Brahmanas,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 (S0dras and women). Besides, the further
assumption put forward by Sure§vara’s disciple Sarvajiatman, 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 Sankara. |

On the basis of all this data, we will finally try to lay out
Sankara’s basic terminology of renunciation by identifying the
polysemic scope of key terms such as samnyasa (renunciation) tvaga
(abandonment ), pjvriti(abstention from action) gaksaropasaka
(worshipper of the immutable), and vidvan (knower).

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 Sankara and a more accurate
starting point for understanding the development of this theme in

the post-Sankara period.
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CHAPTER 2
THE BASIC TYPES OF RENUNCIATION IN HINDUISM

As afirst 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 literature 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 network of relationships which provides an amazing strength
tothistheme in Indian spirituality.

It will be worthwhile tofirst 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 tobe
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 reriunciation in Hinduism,
particularly in Advaita Vedanta, 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



willbe 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
ascompared with afiner 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 (sthila)
to more and more subtle (siksma)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 (ghamkara) 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 toreplace,but tobe 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,asthe object to be abandoned,sometimes the results
of action (80),at other times, egoism -his translation of ghamkara (17,
40) - or ignorance (73). In conclusion to his study, he identifies
renunciation in Sankara as “spiritual action sustained by Jiana” (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 (karmaphalatvaga) 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 actiori, while

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

H.Potter writes in his Presuppositijons of Indjan Philosophy,that
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while the position 6f 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 nonattachment tothe 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 inthe Bhagavadgjta. But the question
asto 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, [ 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 torefer tothe same notion when talking respectively of
“unselfishness” (57) and “disinterestedness” (572).

Now, although the key tothe unders_t anding 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



into account. Potter says,for example,that “renunciation constitutes
aroute tothe removal of bondage” and that “complete freedom is the
removalof all karma” However,alittle 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 Presuppositions of indian Philosophv. 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 common 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 “removalof 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 results, that is, as already
defined, of not being concerned about the resuits of one’s actions on
oneself, necessarily mean that one is free from all action,free from the
sense of being an acting ego (ghamkara)limited by time, space and
contingencies? In the above passage, Potter seems toimply that this
is so, since he suggests that,in the context of the path tocomplete
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 toone
who does not ex pect results,action is not binding. Bhagat adds that

by abandoning all expectation of results, man is able to surrender “his
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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 asthe 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 tothe 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
Vedidnta 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 ascompared tothe giving up of the results of action.

In chapter 12 Krsna asks Arjuna to unite with Him (128) or, if
impossible,toreach Him (129) through the “yoga of practice”
(abhyasavogena), or,if unable even of this,to perform actions (1210)
“for My sake” (madartham), or finally, as the last recourse (1211),to
proceed with the “abandonment of the results of all actions”
(sarvakarmaphalatvagam). It would not be relevant here to go into
the subtleties of the different levels of consciousness and practice
referred toin 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 Krsna certainly implies that
one’s identity is beyond the activity of the three gunas 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 Krsna, it follows
that the renunciation of authorship implied in this union, and the
abandonment of action’s resuits are clearly distinct. The second
reason is that, although abandonment of the results seemstobe 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 1212that the option of abandoning the results of
action given as a means toimmortality in verse 1211 at the end of
Krsna's hierachical list 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 [onlyl when the
unenlightened man engaged in action is not capable of taking tothe
means taught previously.” | Tosubstantiate the idea that when
immortality is said tocome from renunciation of results, it applies to
the enlightened man alone, Sankara then quotes Katha Upanisad 2314
“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
commenting 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
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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. Sankara suggests
elsewhere that,in fact, it is ihe abandonment of authorship that
finally ensures full renunciation of the results:“...Iam not a doer,
[hence] I have no longing for the result of action ...” | Maharishi
Mahesh Yogi sees the same causal relationship in his commentary on
the Bhagavadgita when he writes: “When the doer is attached tothe
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 Sankara understands
as mere praise the Gita'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 tothe
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 Gjta,
Robert N. Minor sees renunciation of the results of action and

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

12.12, S11)

36



C

37

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 tothe 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 Krsna,he defines samnyvasavoga
(the means of this freedom as given by the verse) only as
“renunciation of the results of actions” (Ibid, 300). Contrary to Sankara
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 tothe results of
action and, thus,! ‘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

I 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 Sankara,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
interms 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-
Atmap by direct ex perience necessarily behaves as a mere
instrument of Nature or God, and then only is he really free from
selfishness. Therefore,even when preceded,for example,by the
epithet “complete,” categories such as unselfishness cannot clearly
describe the full range of renunciation of desire,as they apply tothe
mental and emotional structures of the individual self which, as such,
cannot function without desires and motives. Particularly from the

Advaijta 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 tothe Gita 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 naiskarmva,ie.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 “indifference” in relation to either
the results or authorship. Olivelle states that a major contribution of
the Gitd 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 “inner
quality of detachment” (1981, 271) and “inner virtue of detachment”
(272),but without further specifying its nature. In his Presuppositions
of India’s Philosophijes, Potter states that the discrimination between
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

39



40

both as an attitude: describing freedom, he writes that “it is not a
result at all but an attitude” (1965,19). Needlessto 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 isnot 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
Presuppositions of India’s Philosophies fails in clarifying the issue.

In a discussion on Sankara, Robert Stevenson notes the
difference between abandonment of the results of action by the
unenlightened and by the Self-knower: 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-knower and, in the other,toone
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 (jfjlanavajia)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



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 ex perienced 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 (jflana) as the discrimination between the Self
and prakrti, which takes place beyond all activity, Minor still
considers it an attitude: “The place of the search for jiana is as the
means of attaining the attitude appropriate to the furtherance of
nonattached action (karmavoga)® (1980, 347). Along the same lines,
renunciation entails “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 jflana seems to escape him. From the Advaijta
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



a silent witnessing (saksitva) 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 tocomplete unattachment and
evenness of mind” (100). 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 themselves. 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 Advajta 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



authorship. As Henri Le Saux beautifully notes, at this level, “il n’est

point en vérité ‘d’'acte’ possible de renoncement” (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
scriptures” (1981, 268)for those who remain “in the world,” 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 (asrama) including for instance,in the case of a Ksatriva
householder,fighting a war in order to protect his people.

Olivelle points out that,in the Brahmanical period,renunciation
wasreferred toin 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 (ie.
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 ustensils” (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 §rauta and smartga the permanent,
occasional, and optional-, after reciting the prajsaritual formula’”
(Olivelle 1976-1977, 22).!

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
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characteristic attributes.! In the case of the already enlightened man,
it can be followed by mere wandering mendicancy.? Thus,
particularly according to Sankara, proper physical renunciation can be
formal, when including the rite of initiation into the samnvasa stage
of life (samnvyasasrama); 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 tothe
householder’s stage, their abandonment being in both cases in favour
of the life of a wandering mendicant, whether a formal samnvasin or
not.3

According to the scriptures, when unaccompanied by direct Self-
knowledge, physical renunciation has tobe 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

1 See for instance BUBh 3.5.1, 335-3309.

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 Vidyaranva's Jivanmuktiviveka, this kind of
physical abandonment is one of the two types called
renunciation of the seeker (vividisasamnyvadsa), the other
type being the renunciation of the desire-impelled (kamva)
karmans (181); for the author, women and S3dras can
practice the first one and enter samnvasasrama (182-183).



accompanied by permanent direct Self-knowledge and renunciation of
authorship, it automatically includes renunciation of all results, and
corresponds, from Sankara'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, Sankara also
seems torefer to a kind of bhysical 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.
Sofar,we used the most common 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 Jivanmuktiviveka’'s great popularity helped in diffusing
the notion of vividisasamnyasa and vidvatsamnvasa (see
next footnote) which are now also commonly used in
reference to Sankara. But because Sankara's position differs
from Vidyaranya’s, and to avoid any confusion, we will not
use Vidyaranya's terminology.

1 It seems to be the physical renunciation based on unstable
direct Self-knowledge that Vidyaranya calls
vidvatsamnviasa (renunciation of the knower) in his
ivanmuktiviveka (183-184, 287-288). He argues that because
Yajnavalkya is said in the Brhadaragvaka Upanisad to have

cursed Sakalya to death, he was not completely enlightened
when he physically renounced. So, although he was a
knower (vidvan) he needed physical renunciation to
stabilize this knowledge. Hence the term vjidvatsamnyvasa.
On the contrary, Sankara seems to acknowledge
Yajflavalkya'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 (vrtti) 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 sofar 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?

[ 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
ex perience of the Self,but also a formal practice:“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 naturaltoitto
desist from all motives of self-interest, pleasure and enjoyment” (444-

445). A few pages later, Dasgupta adds that this “plane”’ from which



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 iﬁfinité,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 seem 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 tobe remembered once in a while,rather than as a constant
practice. Thus,as the Gjt3 itself seems to suggest with respect tothe
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 Bhagavadgitd (134 and 384-387).! Whatever the pros and the

cons on this issue,from a typological point of view, it will be sufficient

| For further discussion on this question, see Marcaurelle
1988-1989, 25-45.
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torecognize 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
allthe 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 isit? If it is with respect
tothe results,then we would have the following tautology:the
criteria of non-attachment to the results (here “motive of self”)is non-
attachment tothe results. If,on the other hand,this non-attachment

isbased on the experience of the actionless Self and is therefore
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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 Bhagavadgita 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. Natural laws beginto

support the impulses of such a mind:it becomes as if one with all



the laws of nature. The desire of such a mind isthen 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 ex perience 6f 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. Inturn, we could say that the criterion - and definition - of
renunciation of authorship is the renouncer’s direct ex perience 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 istrue 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- ageneral 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, [ 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 gll 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 torepresent 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 21.1:“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” | The
Bhagavadgitad twice associates the expression “‘renouncing all actions”
with the practice of meditation, namely in verse 126:“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
1857: “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

(BGBh 12.6, 5
1S arvaxKaga

06).
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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 karmavoga
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 sthitapraifia) for the welfare of the world
(lokasamegraha)! or simply as he wishes.?

The following chart summarizes the types of renunciation we

defined on the basis of the object and nature of renunciation:

buddhivogamupas$ritya maccittah satatam bhava ll
(BGBh 18.57, 746).
| See Bhagavadgita 3.20 and 3.25.

2 See Sankara’s explanation of the attributive adjective
krivavan (“engaged in actions’) given to the enlightened
man in MuBh 3.1.4, 167.



55

TYPE OB JECT NATURE
1- Physical renunciation a prescribed action physical

or a possession

2-Renunciation of the resultsof action mental
results of action (particular selfish (renunciation
desires) in attitude)
3- Meditative a layer of mental mental
renunciation activity
4- Renunciation of authorship of based on direct Self-
authorship action knowledge
(all desires, (renunciation
selfish and in the Self)
unselfish)

As willbe 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 Brahmanpa seeker after liberation as an optional auxiliary
for knowledge. Type 3is the universally available, most proximate
means for type 4. Type 4is a sufficient condition for type 2 and
normally leads totype 1 (in the case of Brahmanas 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 STATES OF IGNORANCE AND ENLIGHTENMENT

In Sankara’s thought,the nature, role and relationships of the
different typés 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 (jflananistha) In
turn,the nature,role and relationships of action and knowledge as
means of liberation is dealt with by Sankara 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.
31-The refutation of combination of action and knowledge

A great deal of Sankara’s hermeneutical skill was directed
against the advocates of the doctrine of combination of knowledge
and rituals ((lanakarmasamuccavavada)as a necessary means for
liberation. Sankara’s main opponents on this issue were the
supporters of the orthodox Purvamimamsa doctrine,the prominent
inveterate ritualists of his time. However, many of Sankara’s
arguments in this debate could be used for a refutation of the
view point of other Vedantins of his time (or somewhat earlier), such
as Brahmadatta, Mandana Mi$ra and Bhartrprapanca (who

propounded the identity-in-difference doctrine or bhedabhedavada
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later developed by Bhaskara),! or of later Vedantic commentators
such as Ramanuja. But let us summarize Sankara's argument against
these thinkers by using the doctrine of the Mimamsakas as a starting
point.

According to PUrvamimamsa, the Self is distinct from the body,
the sense-organs and the mind. It is that which proceedstoa
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 experiencer (bhoktr):it
performs actions, and ex periences 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 Pirvamimamsa, 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 process of having been
all experienced by their doer on account of the law of karman.
Proscribed actions (pratisiddhakarmans)and desire-prompted rites
(kamvakarmans)- which lead only to limited goals in this world or
hereafter - are understood tobe the cause of bad and good births

respectively, while performance of obligatory rites

(pitvapaimittikakarmans) prescribed for a general well-being and

I For two succinct and clear summaries of the respective doctrines of

all of these in regard to jlanakarmasamuccayavada, see Potter 1981,
40-44, and Hiriyanna 1980, xiii-xxX.

2See the summary of the positions of the t wo schools of
PUirvamimamsa 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.!
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 tobe 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 ex perienced and therefore exhausted. Thus,liberation
results from automatic cessation,and mere absence of,further
subjection to experiencing the results of action. Still according to
Purvamimamsa 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 standsina
subordinate relation to sacrificial action. It can only inform the

individual about the everlasting nature of his Self and thus motivate

1 Actions enjoined by the scriptures are classified into four types:1-
the obligatory daily rites (Qitvakarmans) such as oblations in the fire
(agnihotra) and donation of food; 2- the obligatory occasional rites
(naimittikakarmans) performed at particular occasions such as at the
start of Vedic learning (upanavana)and after the death of a parent
(sraddha); 3- the desire-prompted rites (kamvakarmans) 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

(pravascittakarmans) which are those performed to purify oneself for
not having performed certain prescribed acts.
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him to dorituals and meditations leading to a specific result such as
heaven after death.!

On the contrary, for Sankara, direct knowledge of the Self as
taught by the UUpanisads is the sole cause of liberation. The Self
(atman)isidentical 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-Atman is known by direct ex perience,ignorance is
annihilated and also, as a consequence,the superimposition on the Self
of all limiting adjuncts (upadhis) such as authorship and ex periencing.
AsBrahman-Atman 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 Seif (akhandakaravrtti) this
direct experience of the Self is of the nature of any knowledge, that is,
dependent on the object (vastutantra)and not on one’s action
(purusatantra). As Sankara explains in his BSBh 1.1.4: “Even though
meditation,ie.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

1See the summary of the positions of the t wo schools of
PUrvamimamsaon this issue in Jha (36-39).
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objects things as they already are.” ! 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 ex perience 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,Sankara’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
interms 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 Sankara 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

toignorance, it cannot possibly exist at the sametime witha

) actall
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knowledge of oneself as doer and experiencer (TUBh 194, 277). In his
[UBh 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.” ! 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 simply not possible from a
logical point of view based on the Upanisadic 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 karmavogins)and the means of those who lead a
monastic life (the formal samnvasins). 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

| . _ ik o
tadutpannam tasminnevasrave $ito 'gnirapraka$o va ityavidyaya
utpattih (TUBh 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 afool would wish to combine that knowledge of
the oneness of the Self ... with any work,or with any other
knowledge.” ! The expression “with any other knowledge”’
(ldanantarena) that is,any meditative practice as opposed tothe
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
aform 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 Morgover,because the
Brahman-Atman 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

hvamidhah samuccicisati (TUBN 8.8)
> 2d vidhana I
sadhapnavattasvanitvatvat (BSBh.1982 edited by Anantakrishna

Sastri, Varanasi:Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series [reprint from
Nirnayasagar Press}, 616).



denied to be an object of the action of knowing. It is equally denied as
an object of the act of meditation.” ! 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 ex perienced 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 Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 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 menistobe 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” (159).2

These three worlds are declared improper for the goal of liberation for
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example in verse 44.11 of the same Upanisad: “Miserable are the
worlds enveloped by a blinding darkness. Tothem, after death,go the
people who are unenlightened and unwise.” | 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 meansto the three
worlds, they do not free one from the ignorance and sorrow to which
these worlds are said to amount. On the contrary,ex perience of the
non-dual Self is said to be obtained by knowledge alone and it alone is
stated as the means toimmortality 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 (§abdapramana) concerning the Self, and various forms of
meditation. Once complete purity is attained,the mind fully

understands -verbally and ex perientially-the purport of the
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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 (jAanotpatti). Asa
spontaneous and immediate result of this emergence comes the
destruction of ignorance (gvidvanjvrtti)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-Atman, leaving no room for something other
than the infinity of the Self, for something that would have tobe
achieved through action.!

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,tobe applicable,the theory and
praxis of Pirvamimamsa 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 toobtain his object of desire.
Now, according to Sankara, doership (or authorship), desire, and active
enjoyment do not apply to the enlightened man whose intellect
rather identifies with the actionless, desireless and silently
witnessing Self; accordingly, any prescribed action for enjoying

whatever object of desire is no longer relevant in his case. With the

1See BSBh 34.16.
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sublation of this active and bound awareness through knowledge of
the silent,infinite Brahman-Atman, there remains no place for the
obligation, nor for the injunction of ritual performance.

Moreover,through the absolute content ment found in one'sown
Self,the mental residues of past actions (sancitakarmans)are
rendered inope'rative in creating further desires for objects. While
results of past actions which have already begun tofructify inthe
present life (prarabdhakarmans)continue until exhaustion, the
actions performed for the rest of the present life (agamikarmans)by
the liberated-while-living have no binding power any longer, since
agency and ex periencing is no more attributed to the Self and since
nothing remains as different from the ever-free Brahman-Atman.
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).!

Sankara summarizes his position in the following lines of the

TUBA:
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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 foilow 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 ...!
Thus, insofar as ignorance has to be removed for liberation to occur
and insofar as knowledge alone can remove ignorance,that knowledge
isacompletely independent means to liberation. Once knowledge has
emerged,no other causal factor enters into play to remove ignorance.
To attain the Self,that is,tobe permanently establi.shed and liberated
inthe experience of the non-dual Self, simply amounts to removal of
ignorance, which knowledge alone is capable of achieving. Sankara

makes his point thus:

n u svatmanvavastha 0 ...(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. Inthe same way as the non-perception of a
mother-of-pearl which appears as silver through
misapprehension just amounts to the covering by afalse
knowledge, so also its [subsequent] perception just amountsto
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 Self]is simply the removal of the
latter.!
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 Sankara’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 (utpattj), transformation (vjkara) acquisition (apti)and
purification (samskara). 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

V Vv \"4
tadapohanamatramevalabho (BUBh 1.47,666).
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existence only as a result of appropriate sacrifices.! Even if Self-
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 Upanisadstobe eternal. If liberation were a transformation of
something it would also have the defect of impermanence. Nor can
Brahman-Atman 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-Atman which

isever the same,ever pure,neither improvable, nor impairable. 2

3.2- The main opposition between karmanistha and
jdpanistha

According to many commentators,the opposition highlighted by
Sankara between karmanistha and jiananistha simply involvestwo
paths or types of practice:one based mainly on rites (karmavoga)and
the other based on the Advaijta discipline of knowledge consisting in
hearing, reflection and meditation. My contention is that, although
found in Sankara’s system,this form of opposition between
karmanistha and jfilananistha is secondary as compared to a more
basic opposition which is often overlooked. The main contrast is not
between two paths involving antagonistic practices,but betweentwo
opposite states; one consisting of steadfastness in the false impression

of being the author of mental and bodily actions,and another

1See BSBh 1.1.1, 8.
2See BSBh 1.14, 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 tothe one between action as pertaining tothe 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
Sankara is partly due to his bivalent use of the term jfananistha as
possibly referring to the discipline of knowledge,or to immediate Self-
knowledge. Given this semantic scope for ambiguity,let usfirst try to
understand the meaning of nisthd for Sankara.

The word nistha appears in the adjectival form pisthaina
compound of the last sentence of Mundaka Upanisad 1.212which 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 (br nistham)” ! Sankara comments the passage in the
following manner:

...one who, having renounced all actions,remains steadfast
(nisthd)in the non-dual Brahman alone,is a brahmanisthah, just
as with the words japanisthah (steadfast in mental repetition)
and taponisthah (steadfast in asceticism). Steadfastness in
Brahman is not possible for the acting man (karminah) because

action and Self-knowledge are contradictory.?

e e

1allad ld il a £ 1€
brahmanistham (MuBh 1212,
2.. d arvakKa i Keva

70



O

Since, according to the spirit of the Upanisads, ateacher 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,asrendered by the
translation, a steadfastness in the state of Brahman, and not a practice
involving only mediate means of acquiring Self-knowledge. Sankara’s
understanding of nistha as being with respect tothe non-dual
Brahman “alone” (kevale) could hardly be understood differently. To
clarify the meaning, Sankara mentions two other compounds
containing the word nistha:japanistha and taponistha. But,
surprisingly,both words joined here with nistha refer toa practice
and not to a state:jgpa consisting in the repetition of one or several
mantras and tapas representing some form of asceticism. Since a
student goes to an Upanisadic teacher not because he is involved in
practices but rather because he has reached the goal of all practices,
the common element between the twonisthas given asexamples and
the brahmanistha cannot be the idea of practice. Hence it can only be
the notion of steadfastness. All three pnisthas here mentioned are
understood to be steadfastly absorbed in something. In the first case,
it isin 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 suggeststhat the brahmanistha is not
characterized by any type of practice. Thus,the comparison

introduced by Sanikara holds true only insofar as steadfastness is

concerned.



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 example given by Sankara toclarify 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 324
where means of attaining the Self,such as strength, are described:
“Since this Self is not attginable by o
one devoid of strength,bereft of the vigour created by constant
steadfastness in the Self (atmanisthajanita)...” ! Here, does “constant
steadfastness in the Self” refer to the practice of mediate means of
knowledge such as meditation or tothe state of naturally remaining
established in the direct experience of the non-dual Self? Since, in this
context, “steadfastness in the Self” is said to create a strength which
isinturn a means for the goal of attaining the Self,one could be led to
interpret the said steadfastness simply as a mediate means of
knowledge. But in KeBh 24, 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 afriend,a mantra, 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

d

dldyallldl 1]l d a1dl1i11€1la
i b (Mu 324,172).
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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.!
Thus, it seems more appropriate to understand the atmanistha of the
MuBh as meaning a state of samadhij 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 2and,on that basis alone, bringing
about complete “attainment of the Self.”

However, in all of Sankara’s other glosses on nistha and gistha as
used by the Upanijsads, 3the word refers quite clearly to the notion of
practice. For example,the same word brahmanistha seems tocarry
the sense of practice in another verse of the Mundaka Upanisad as

well as in Sankara’s gloss. The passage says: “To them alone should one

24,29).

2See the whole of Sankara’s commentary on the same verse (KeBh 24)
where it is ex plained that the Self is really known only when it is
recognized not only in the state samadhj 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.” ~

D1 & dydpl d ’,:!!{ a V-. d dllill d
tatsamyvagdaréanamityarthah (KeBh 24, 27).

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 Yedas and devoted to Brahman

(brahmanisthah)...” (3210,171).! And Sankara rightly understands the
brahmanisthastobethistime the yet ignorant studentsrather 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]toHim.” 3 The term
nistha also occurs in Chandogva Upanisad 7.20.1 with the same

meaning and is here translated by Swami Gambhirananda as

n, wt

“devotion”: “‘One acquires faith by devoted service only. Devotion has

surely to be sought after. ‘O venerable sir, I seek after devotion.”
(CUBh, SSS).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 sgtra 21.15: “And we said that all means of

krivay B S V3 bral isthat Amevai
br vidvim v (MuBh3210 174)

QnagaJ_mj.ﬁmu(CUBh 7.20.1,560).
Spistha gurususrusadistatparatvam brahmavijianaya (Ibid.).

6 See the word index by Mahadevan, 1973
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knowledge culminate (njstha)in It [Brahmanl]’ ! The same meaning is
conveved in the BGBh. Sankara writes on verse 18.50: “[Here|nistha
means culmination,final stage. [Final stage]of what? It isthe
supreme,final stage of the knowledge of Brahman’ 2

So far we have seen the word nistha rendered by

» «

“steadfastness”’, “devotion”,or “culmination” Amongother
translations by various scholars are “devotedness” and “continuance’
(IUBh 8,16), “consummation” (BGBh 18.55, 605), “abidance” (Ibid, 606),

n o«

“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 bhaktij, [ 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 karmanistha 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 jiiananistha 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

lmmar_axmmgnmmnamma(BSBh 2115, 385)
mmmmmmn(BGBh 18 50 74)

3In a previous paper, [ 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” totranslate
jnananistha we are still left even in English with a possible ambiguity
between 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 éSk whether we consider karmanisthaasa
synonym of karmavoga and, if so, why not use the latter,a more
commonterm? Thetwo words are indeed synonyms to us as well as
toSankara. In his BGBh 34,for example, he uses the word karmapjstha
and jfjananistha to mean respectively the karmavoga and jiapavoga
mentioned by the Gita in verse 33.! True,Sankara uses the compound

karmanistha only a few times.2 But we chose to use thisterm to

1“0Or: since steadfastness in knowledge and steadfastness in action
(jAianakarmanistha) are mutually opposed,and thus cannot be
practiced simultaneously by one and the same person, it might be
concluded that either of them can lead to liberation (purusartha)
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 (jiananistha) and that steadfastnessin
knowledge (jiananisthd) having been gained through steadfastness in
action (karmanistha) leads to liberation mdependently without the
need for anythlng else,the Blessed Lord says ? aLha

Qetura

34, 144). :

20nly three times in the BGBh for instance (3intro and 32), and
nowhere in the BSBh. Apart from the BGBh,karmanistha and
jflananisthaoccur the most often in the IUBh, in spite of the small size
of the commentary in comparison for example tothe BUBh and the
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show more clearly an otherwise unobvious characteristic of the words
jianavoga and karmavoga in Sankara’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 jiana- and karmavoga in Sankara’s usage.

We will therefore retain two main meanings for the word njstha:
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 Sankara, they are much
more closely related to the whole purport of the commentary and, at
the same time, their proper contextualisation is often more arduous.
Accordingly, we will first deepen our understanding of the nature of
karma- and jfiananistha in Sankara’s view.

To understand the expression karmanistha we now haveto
address the other word of the compound, that is,karman. Does it
always mean ritual actions which are enjoined by the scriptures
according to varpna 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? Asrightly pointed out by
Radhakrishnan (630-631) and Potter (1982 115),for Sankara, 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.
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This is made clear time and again by Sankara. The definition refers to
both profane and religious types of action. Sankara 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. !
A few lines later,Sankara 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-Atman: “And one whose knowledge of rites and of their

instruments etc. has been sublated cannot be involved in rites.

anividhi v a imitta va (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 soon.” !

Following the spirit of another passage of the same Upapjsad,
Sankara 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 (vidvadhikara) 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

WWMM(BU% 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 Sankara’s point of view,
the Self-knower 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 (adhjkara) means here that the direct knower
of the Self deserves toobtain a specific result from of his Self-
knowledge. This result is liberation both in this life and hereafter,a
complete and self-sufficient inner freedom that needs no further
karman for its sustenance. !

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 karmavoga (roughly

1 For further details on the use of adhikara for knowledge in the case
of the enlightened man, see chapter 6.1.



synonyms for our author) ! 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 Sankara thus opposes karmanistha and
jiananistha, he does not contrast the practice of karman with that of
mediate knowl.edge 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 Sankara’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
14.10,118).2 Since Sankara understands that the Upanisads, the
Bhagavadgita and the Brahmastras all teach the same knowledge of
the non-dual Self, according to him, this intent of the Brhadaragvaka
Upanisad can very well be attributed toall these texts as wellas to
his own commentaries and finally to the comparison often made by
him between the twofundamental concepts of karmanistha and
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,’

Sankara thus introduces his counterpart:

1 For nuances concerning their synonymity, see the beginning of the
following chapter.
2 — - .

arvap 4
(BUBh 1.4.10,
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On the other hand, since complete abandonment of action is
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.!
Even more significant is the comparison between the two nisthas
where Sankara states that “[mere physicallrenunciation (samnvasa)
and karmavoga 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 Sankara to be accompanied by
authorship,on the contrary,the Self-knower 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 liperation 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 Sankara,the most
basic contrast between karmanistha and jfananistha, the seeker
using mediate means Qf knowledge after physically abandoning rites

is as much in the sphere of ignorance and authorship as the

d asCodral iapad i dR d aSakvatvatka 1d4DJlald
coditakarmanusthana evadhikaro (BGBh 18.11, 689).
dl ]l d i dd a Il dSdK a1l 1l d B d d>d [l b ] V (BGBh lntI‘O S, 244)




83

karmavogin who continues to perform rites. Again,this shows how,
from Sankara’s viewpoint, the major opposition between karmanistha
and jflananistha is not on the level of mediate means to liberation but
on the level of states of being.!

In verse 330f the Gita, the two nisthas are expressly mentioned
as jflanayoga and karmanvoga: “As taught by Me in the beginning,O
sinless one, there is in this world two types of steadfastness (nistha):
in jianavoga for the samkhyas and in karmanvoga for the yvogins.’ 2
Are these two njsthas understood by Sankarain the same manner as
we have seen so far? The gloss coming immediately after the word
nistha in the commentary is sthitirapusthevatatparvam (BGBh 141),
which we would translate by “steady application, dedication to what
isto 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 Gita, However,some
commentators detect artificiality in his exegetic application of the
two nisthas: “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 gisthas does not favor formal
renunciation leading to jilananistha as a mediate means of Self-
knowledge,but rather jiananistha as immediate knowledge itself, it
becomes much less relevant to argue that our commentator is not asa
whole faithful to the Gjta.

2 lgkg ’smiggvivigng‘ nisthad purd prokta mava 'naghal
inapavogena sankhvanam karmavogena voginam
m3.3,141)

3While Mahadeva Sastry (Sankara 1985, 92) does not translate the gloss,
Ramachandra Aiyar (BGBh, 106) gives “discipline, intended for steady
practice” SwamiGambhirananda (Sankara 1984,135) is nearest to our
translation with “steadfastness, persistence in what is undertaken.’



Sankara then gives his definition of each nistha:
The steadfastness in the voga of knowledge - yoga being
knowledge itself | - has been taught for the samkhvas those
possessed of the knowledge arising from discrimination between
the Self and the non-Self, who have adopted [physical]Z2
renunciation immediately after studentship, who have well

ascertained the meaning of the Vedantic knowledge, who are

paramahamsaparivrajakas and established in Brahman alone.
The steadfastness in the voga of action - yoga being action itself -
has been taught for the vogins,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 Sankara
associates jflananistha with people who already have direct
knowledge of the Self - in which case jiananisthd would be a state of

I It seems to me that Sankara's compound analysis “jianameva
yvogastena” on jfianayogena and “karmaiva yogah karmavogastena’ on

karmavogena have been wrongly translated by “knowledge itself
being yoga” and “action itself being yoga’ (Cf.BGBh,Sankara 1984 and
Sankara 1985). Rather,in both these avadharapaptrvapada
karmadharava the subject is yoga and the predicates (followed by
eva) 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 (jfjana and
karman) rather than jijana and karman being called yoga.

2Theterm iskrtasamnvasanam, literally “those who have done
renunciation.” In medieval times,this term technically refersto
formal renunciation. The context also suggests this here.

~— _

3tatra ifanavogena ifanamevavogastena samkhvanama

.:£!~
L

armadyogd ena Karmavo
proktetvarthah (BGBh 33,141-142).
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being - or with people who 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 tothe “samkhvas” can be
theoretically understood torefer to both mediate means for the
experience of the Self or to that very ex perience. First,the expression
‘knowledge arising from discrimination between the Self and the non-
Self” can mean the discrimination required as part of the fourfoid
discipline (sadhanacatustava)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 [physicallrenunciation” the ex pression 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 ex perience 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 Sankara’s
works, this kind of statement refers invariably to direct Self-
knowledge.

As afirst stepintrying 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



various angles to the same state of enlightenment? Sankara'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 footir_lg 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 (suniscittarthatvanu tte§ca). 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 Sruti passages: “Those who have well ascertained the

meaning of Vedantic knowledge (vedantavijnanasuniscittarthah)’

[Mu. 326],“What delusion, what sorrow can persist there for one

w ho has realized Unity?” [1§.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 ex perience of the Self.

« A . -

t

' _326]iti teh.
mohah kah §oka ekatvamanupasvatah' [T. 71(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 attribution)as part of this major
definition of jAananistha.

Since viveka (discrimination)can consist of either immediate or
mediate knowledge, since the “knowledge” that yoga is (in the
compound jianavoga)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 jfananistha
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 pisthasin Sankara’s
Works reveals that while jfiananistha is sometimes opposed to
karmannistha interms of meanstoward immediate knowledge of the
Self, most often, as already evidenced through key examples in this
chapter,the opposition between these two njsthas is defined jnterms
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 ex pression of the jnper renunciation of authorship rather than
as an aid to its acquisition.

Let us start with a passage stating the opposition of Karma-and
ifiananistha as means toward immediate Self-knowledge. Quoting
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verse 33in his commentary on 211, Sanikara states that since jiana
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 goeson to say that the same
distinction is found in Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 4422 but then
develops the idea that renunciation is prescribed for one who has no
desire and is still seeking for the experience of the Self:
...it has been pointed out by Sruti 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 Vedicrites and
knowledge had been intended by the Lord.!
Accordingly,a combination of rites and Self-knowledge is impossible
not only as far as the states of ignorance and ex perience of the Self are
concerned,but also between the two main means for direct Self-
knowledge, that is,between the karmavoga of the man active in
society, and the jfianavoga 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
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between the twotypesof nisthas is in terms of contrasting ignorance
with immediate knowledge of the Self.

For example,in his commentary on Gitd 221, 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 Narayana distinguishes the samkhvas -
the men of knowledge - and the unenlightened -the performers
of actions -, and enjoins two [types of] steadfastness: “In
jlanayoga for the samkhvas, in Kkarmavoga for the yogins” !
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
ifiananistha 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

221.73).
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ignorant of truth thinks “Iam the doer”’[327], ‘while the knower of
Truth’ [3.28]thinks ‘I am not doing.’ Similarly in ‘having mentally
renounced all actions, he rests’ [5.13]” | Thus, although, according to
Sankara, physical renunciation as a means to liberation may have a
role within the domain of jiananjstha, it is not its most
representative type of abandonment.

Furthermore,one aspect of Santkara’s definition of jfiananistha in
BGBh 33leads 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 jfiananistha in this verse is

that,according to Sankara,the samkhvas physically renounce

immediately after the stage of studentship.2 Why is there a specific
time mentioned when it is well-known to Sankara 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 coﬁclusion that in this
famous and fundamental definition of the two nisthas by the Gita and
Sankara,the term jfiananistha 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 Sankara,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

lla ll] " i
(BGBh 221,74).
2For other statements of the same time for physical renunciation, see
BGBh 254,272,421 and TUBh 111 4.
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explanation of the mention of this particular time istobe found
elsewhere.

Sankarainterprets the expression “pura prokta” used in verse
33as meaning:taught by Krsna “at the beginning of Creation.” ! Using
the terms pravrttidharma and nivrttidharma instead of karma- and
jfiananistha, Sankara also states in his introduction to the Gita that
they were taught by Krsna 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 holdontothe dharma stated in the Veda and
characterized by involvement in action (pravrtti). Then He
created others such as Sanaka and Sanandana and made them
adopt the dharma of abstention from action (givrtti),
characterized by knowledge and detachment.?
The group of Sanaka 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 (brahmacarva) and are described in the Visgu
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 33 he specifies that renunciation occurs

immediately after this period, it is because he has in his mind,soto

purd porvam sargadau prajah srstva (BGBh 33,141).
".1!'{3( a d " T nari

a LJla
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say,the primordial scene of the foundation of the two nisthas at the
beginning of Creation.

In his IUBh 2 Sankara develops the theme of the two nisthas by
quoting a passage from the Taijttiriva Aranvaka 106212 There are
twooutstanding 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 ;wo nisthas are
called “paths,” they still contrast,above all,the state of ignorance

with that of direct ex perience of the Self,rather than the

l'imau dvavev t vanunjskra tarau vat

iva iV t1a a tt ' a
evatirecavati... [UBh 2 4). After samnvasapatha the Anandasrama
Sanskrit Press edition adds: “that is,the giving up of the three kinds of

desire through the path of non-involvement” (nivrttimargenaisana-
ir svatva -1savasvopanisat. Poona: Ananda$rama Sanskrit Press,

d d L1 - a , ' dlla L] i 4l NE
karmanusthokta dvitivo vedarthah (IUBh 8,7-8).
3. . .aifiatv amitv is ...(IUBh 8, 8)
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way of life of the active man with that of the formal

renouncer.! Sankara’s gloss on pravrttiand nivrttiin Gitd 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 njvrttiis 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
monasticism 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 pivrtti 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 pivritias a monastic way of life
after their enlightenment,the inner gjvrttjor abstention from action
connected to their state of liberation-in-this-life must logically have

been achieved prior to givrtti as a monastic way of life.

I [n BUBh 4.5.15 (545)Sankara quotes the same passage from the
Taittiriva Aranvaka as evidence for the prescription of the samnvasa
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 nistha which is first of all characterized by
abstention from action (gjvrtti) in the form of renunciation of
authorship. Similarly,even though, as pointed by Olivelle, Manu’s
dharmaséastra system uses the term pivrttidharma to define the
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In Brhadaragyaka Upanisad 35.1,Brahmanas are said to have

undertaken physical renunciation due to their knowledge of the Self:
“Knowing this very Self the Brahmanpas renounce the desire for sons,
for wealth and for the worlds,and lead a mendicant’s life” (330).! In
his commentary on this verse, Sankara 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 Sankara’s case, it is not this way of
life as such that leads to liberation. Thus, when studying Sankara, 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 1288-89:“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 pravrttidharma, 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 Sankara’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
Sankara's usage, pravrtti and njvrtti 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
inthe nivrttidharma, and aformal renouncer and seeker after
liberation still engaged in duties such as meditation,can be rightly

understood as still engrossed inthe p_r_g_r_;_ugngm_a_

T TEE—————— : (BUBh351809)



physically abandoned everything just after the stage of brahmacarva
(334). Not the least, he adds the adjective “ancient” (plrve)!tothe
word Brahmapas 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 commenting on this passage of the verse. Again in chapter 3of
the Gita, while introducing verse 17, Sankara paraphrases this very
passage from the Upanisad and states that Krsna wants to show by
this verse that “the same meaning taught in the Srutiis 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” (karvam na vidvate)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 isnoduty to perform.” 3 And if it is in him that the common

message of the Gitd and of the Srutj on jidnanistha as opposed to

karmanistha is tobe 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 Gjta,
Sankara contrasts its description of a man who has no more duty to

fulfill, with the unenlightened man who must pursue (or repeat)the

lSee translauon BUBh 35 1, 33'5 and Sanskrlt text BUBh 813

(BGBh 317 155-156).
3 v' ada anav
atm vac st Vi

(Gita 317)
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practice of hearing, reflection and meditation (817-818). Therefore,
since,on the basis of Sankara’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
Brahmagas” of the Upanisad and tothe jnananistha defined in verse
33,it follows that in the com‘mentary onthe latter verse,the first
attribution given to this jnananistha.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 Sankara’s understanding of jiananistha in Gita
33,the most plausible explanation to the unexpected restriction of
physical renunciation after the stage of brahmacarva, is that the
commentator looks at this jdananistha 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 ex pression in physical
renunciation. In other words,for him, the essential opposition
between Karmanistha and jnananistha consists in that, in life,there
are those who, living the completely fulfilling ex perience of the non-
dual Self,have no desire for any means and result,and those who,
because of the lack of ex perience 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 ex pression of
immediate Self-knowledge rather than a meanstoit.

Further evidence to this effect is given by Sankara himself in a

few other places of his BGBh. First,the commentary on verse 34is



97

even clearer regarding Sankara’s understanding of jnananistha or

ifianavoga There, he gives “actionlessness” (naiskarmva) “exemption
from action” (niskarmabhava)and “steadfastness inthe real nature of
the inactive Self alone” (niskrivatmasvard ivavasthana)as
synonyms of the “action-free steadfastness in jianayvoga’
(karmasunvatam jdianavogena nistham).! All these terms certainly
do not suggest that jlanavoga is here a practice,even if it consisted of
the Advaita discipline of knowledge. In agreement with Sankara’s
usual terminology,the ex pression “steadfastness in the real nature of -
the inactive Self” can only correspond to the immediate knowledge
that is beyond all practices. Further,in 35,Sankara considers that it is
again for the samkhvas whom he calls elsewhere “the seers of the
supreme reality” (paramarthadarsinah).2and “who are unmoved by
the gupnas by virtue of their being without movement,’ that
karmavoga is out of place.3 In verse 18.3, the opponent quotes verse 33
to support his opinion that the discussion about obligatory daily rites
found in the verse applies to samkhvas as well as to [karma-lvogins.
Then Sankara tries to demonstrate that samkhvas (also called by him
jfiananisthas)are not at all concerned with the issue of karmanvoga
because they “do not perceive action in the Self” (ndpite

manvatmani ti) 4they are “the true samnvasinls]
characterized by [their]being beyond the three gunas’

1 Sanskrit text:BGBh 34, 145.
2BGBh 18.3,679.

3samkhvanam..

(GBh 35, 146).
4BGBh 18.3,678.



(gupatitalaksape ca paramarthasamnyasino visesitatvat)! and they
are “seers of the supreme truth” (paramarthadar§inah) 2. Finally,the

same type of description reappears in the introduction to chapter S:
“Because, with the words 'in jnanavoga for samkhvas,’ steadfastness
in j0anavoga which is characterized by remaining in the true nature
of the actionless Self and which belongs tothe samkhvas, the knowers
of the Self's reality, is distinguished from steadfastness in karmavoga
which pertains tothose who do not know the Self ...” 3

In conclusion, for Sankara,the opposition between karmanistha
and jiananistha 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,
jlananistha 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 noevidence 1-that jnananistha as immediate knowledge of
the Self must be accompanied by physical renunciation in order to

yield its result (ie.liberation); 2- or even that the jiananistha

llbid.
2]bid., 679.

3'inanavosge

5,245) See other quotations of verse 3.With te see mphasis in
BGBh 221,132 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 Sankara, 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 (jiananistha) 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 Sankara,the one seeking after this experience through the
discipline of knowledge in the context of monasticism.! Let us now
consider these categories in light of Sankara’s whole sequence of

awakening tothe ex perience of the Self as a means to liberation.

I 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.



CHAPTER 4
SARVAKARMASAMNYASA 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 jiiananistha or jianavoga, Sankara
advocates that, at some point,the aspirant must physically abandon
all rituals and become aformal 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 usefulto
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 karmavoga or bhaktivoga 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,
sarvakarmasamnvasa (renunciation of all actions)constitutes a

necessary step only inasmuch as it consists in abandonment of



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 sarvakarmasamnvasa in a nominal or

verbal form:

A-BGBh 5.27!

1-] »

2- “purity of mind” (sattvasuddhi)
3-“attainment of knowledge” (jlanaprapti)

4- “renunciation of all actions” (sarvakarmasamnvasa)
5-“steadfastness in the right insight” (samvagdar§ananisthanam)
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 J§vara with one’s whole being and offered
toHim - the Brahman - leads to liberation through purity of mind,
attainment of knowledge and renunciation of all actions.”

savetibhagavinpade pade 'bravidvaksvatica (BGBh 5.27, 276).



B-BGBh 512!

1-

2- “purity of mind” (sattvaSuddhi)
3-“attainment of knowledge” (jianaprapti)

4- “renunciation of all actions” (sarvakarmasamnvyasa)
S- “steadfastness in knowledge” (jiananistha)

6-“liberation” (moksa)

C-BGBh 5.172

1_

2-.

3-“those whose Self is That” (tadatmanah)

4-“having abandoned all actions” (sarvanj ani

1 “Tocomplete 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,the
results of action, attains the steadfast peace - arising from

steadfastness - called liberation, through purity of mind, attainment
of knowledge, renunciation of all actions and steadfastnessin
knowledge.’

mmmnmmuﬁhﬂmmwmm(BGBh 5. 12 257) A
2  .those whose Self is That,those whose Self is the supreme
memmmm_mﬂ intent meaning

‘attached to, ‘devoted to' - those who, having renounced all actions,
dwell in Brahman alone.... this kind of people go never again to

vamvidha

apunaravritim ... (BGBh 5.17,264)
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S-“those who are intent on that [Self]" (tannjsthah)
and
“dwelling in Brahman alone” (brahmanvevavasthanam)
6- “they go never againtoreturn’ (te gacchanti .. apunaravrttim)

D-BGBh:intro ! NB.:steps 1-3and 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”
(iilananisthavogvataprapti)
and
“emergence of knowledge” (jilanotpatti)

4- “renunciation of all actions” (sarvakarmasamnvasa)

S- “steadfastness in knowledge of the Self” (Atmajiananistha)

6- “highest bliss” (nih§revasa)

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.”

..nihSreyasam ...sarvakarmasamnyasap

intro, 6-7).
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It is usually understood by commentators that,in these lists,
“attainment of knowledge” is not the direct knowledge of the Self;it
does not consist in the gxperience of the identity between atman and
Brahman. It israther a deep intellectual conviction - arising usually
from both purity of mind and study of the scriptures,including the
Upanisads - 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 Sankaracaryas,Cenkner summarizes quite well the
prevailing interpretation about Sankara’s understanding of
“attainment of knowledge” in such enumerations:

The selfless activity sanctioned by the Bhagavad Gitd prepares

t he student for commit ment to knowledge (jiana-nistha)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 vogg of
the Gitd, 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 isthought 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 (samnvasin) in order to
devote his whole life to the path or discipline of knowledge
(steadfastness in the right insight) consisting mainly in hearing
($ravapa)from the master, reflection (manana)and meditation
(nididhvasana) and representing the only direct means of liberation.!
As stated by Kalyanasundara Sastri, “from Karma-voga 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 jjvan-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 tobe 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:

Sankaracarya ...says that spiritual unfoldment proceeds along

the following stages: practice of scripturalrites and duties with a

hankering for results; practice of the same as a dedication to God

I This kind of interpretation is brought to the fore when,for example,
Yoshitsugu Sawai translates the jianapraptifound in BGBh 5.27 (list A)
and in S.12(list B)by “the attainment of the means of knowledge” (373,
376),thus adding the word “means” tothe compound and making it
even clearer that reference is to mediate knowledge only. Saway also
states that the sequence of BGBh 5.12(list B) describes the pathof the
vividisasamnvasin, that is,of the formal renouncer aspiring to
liberation (376).



without expecting rewards for oneself [karmavogal purification
of the mind or moral excellence along with upasana (devotion to
and meditation on the qualified Brahman); acquisition of
[mediate] knowledge [jianaprapti]/from a teacher and the
scriptures, followed by renunciation of all rites and duties
(monasticism), which rﬁakes one fit for steadfastness in that
[mediate] knowledge [jlananisthal steadfastness in that
knowledge;removal of ignorance and self-revelation [immediate
knowledge]of the supreme Brahman, which is the same as

Liberation (Sankara 1984, xxi-xxii).

My contention is that,on the contrary, attainment of knowledge

ina rapti)is already the very experience of the actionless Self, and

renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnvasa)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,Sankara states that
verses 5.13to 29 describe the renouncer of all actions

sarv mas asin) “...from ‘[havingl mentally [renounced]all
actions’ to the end of the chapter,the topicis the renouncer of all
actions.” ! Thus, it would be fair to say that,for all practical purposes,
the sequences of 5.12(list B)and 527 (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
27t0 29, are turned toward the next part of the Gjta, being a kind of

summary of meditation as developed in chapter 6. Now,according to

arvaxKarmasdamn .V. alll Pld alll arvaxKarma
setva a a isamapteh (BGBh 5.19, 268).
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Vedic exegesis, one of the six criteria (sadlifgas)for finding the
purport of a text is the principle of unity of the initial and concluding
passages (upakramopasamharaikva).! It assumesthat,a Vedictext
being infallible, its introduction (upakrama)and conclusion
(upasamhaira) 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. Sankara does use this very important criterion in a
number of places,2even adding the notion of harmony with the
development (madhva)3as well as between the introduction and the
conclusion. This criterion can thus be made use of here.

If for the sake of consistency,Sankara did write according to this
rule then the enumerations found in verses 12,17 and 27 of chapter 5
must agree and convey the same meaning. If, according to Sankara,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 S.13to 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
Sankara 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.
2See BSBh 1.4.16-17,1.4.19,2420,337 and 3317,for example.
3See for instance BSBh 1.419 and 31.5.

4yastu paramarthadaréi 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 whorests 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
yvield 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 sarvakarmasamnvasa
(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 57 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 js not tainted, not bound by

i itam ano
pasvantitvucvate (BGBh 5.18,265).
2kimca brahmani sthito (BGBh 5.21, 269).
3 . .

Kdtllailli]] d 2 Dianlan ' O Dra
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actions.” | Immediately following this,our commentator introduces
the next two verses with the words: “And, in reality, such a person
does nothing.” 2 Thus, it isto the enlightened man who has not
physically renounced, that Sankara attributes the statement of the
next verse which starts with “I do nothing at all” (naiva kimecit
karomi). 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 S that all these refer
torenunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnvasa). And,in his
commentary on verses 419 and 4.24, he clearly states that eventhe
knower of the Self who pursues his usual life in society after attaining
liberation is indeed a renouncer of all actions (sarvakarmasamnvasin).
3 Thus,in chapter S,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 sarvakarmasamnvasa (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.

57, 254).
2na casau parmarthatah karoti...(BGBh 5.8,254)

3Complete analysis of these passages will be done in the next section.
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As a consequence,because immediate Self-knowledge is a sine
gua non for abandonment of the sense of authorship,the latter must
be preceded,in the sequence toward liberation, by the attainment of a
knowledge (jianaprapti) of the Self that is not only intellectual (or
verbal), but already ex periential. Moreover, since only karmavoga and
the purity of mind produced by it are given as preliminary stepsto
that immediate knowledge, physical renunciation is simply not found
in this basic sequence toward liberation. On the contrary,the whole
sequence liberally accounts for 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 jntroduction of the BGBh (list D) with some concluding remarks
made by Sankara 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 ‘lam the
doer, the wise man peither kills nor isbound.” ! He 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.” Thus,in
the commentator’s eyes, the Gjta comes full circle with the essential
message that through experience of the actionless Self, one reaches
absence (ie.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




knows [the Self]to be indestructible” [221] 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

know ledge peither kills, nor is bound. !
Since the items “emergence of knowledge” (jianotpatti)and
“renunciation of all actions” (sarvakarmasamnvasa)are given in the
introduction to the Gita (list D) as part of “the dharma which
constitutes the purport of the Gita" (gitarthadharma) 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 1817 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” (samnvasinam) 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:

701).
2BGBh intro, 6.



Thus,in the absence of the idea of bearing a body,the samnvasins
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 tothem;and in the case
of others, which is opposite, it is inevitable that the results do
accrue. This teaching of the Gitd scripture has thus been
concluded.!
Because, in various places, absence of authorship is attributed by
Sankara to people active in society as well as to formal renouncers,
these remarks provide further evidence that,in Sankara’s
understanding of the essential message of the Gjta, and as a necessary
step in the process of liberation,the compound sarvakarmasamnvasa
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 toa

small minority.




Let us now consider another sequence:

E-BGBh 18.10!

1-“karmavoga’

2- “having perfected himself” (samkrtatma san)
3- “perfectly knowing that he is himself the Self”

(Atmanamatmatvena sambuddhah

4- “mentally renouncing all actions” (sarvakarmani manasa
samnvasva)

S-“steadfastness in knowledge characterized by actionlessness”
is laksapnam jnananistha

6- “highest bliss” (nihsrevas

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 Sankara’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 karmavoga
inthe 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

13



“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, inreference to the other lists
as well astothisone,that sarvakarmasamnvasga 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 5,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 (kartrtvasamnvasa)as defined
earlier. Because it refersto 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
referstoa mental phenomenon alone,and has all activity as its object,
is abandonment of authorship. Thus, what is said tobe given up here
is the sense of authorship,the illusory ex perience 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.



Other enumerations support this hypothesis from a different
angle. Inthese 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,
acommon characteristic of all the following sequential enumerations
isthat,in the same manner as abandonment of ignorance,
renunciation of desires and actions arises from a knowledge that is
already immediate:

F- KaBh 23141

1_

2-

3-“enlightenment” (prabodha)

4- “annihilation of death characterized by ignorance, desire and

action”’

(avidvaka tvorvinasat

I “Then he who was mortal before enlightenment,jsimmortal after
enlightenment by virtue of the elimination of death characterized by

V. dya
2314,

KaBh

ati.. . (
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5_
6-“a mortal becomes immortal” (martvah ... mrtobhavatj)

G-KeBh 1.2!

1_

2-

3-“having known oneself as Brahman” (brahmatmeti viditva)

4- “having abandoned identification of the Self with the ear,etc’
(§rotradvatmabhav it
and
“having separated from this world characterized by the empirical

life of identification with “mine” and “I” ... having abandoned all

desires”
(vyavrtyvasmallokat ... mamahambhavasamvyavaharalaksapat-
t tasarvai a

S_

6- “they become immortal” (ameta...bhavanti)

1 “Therefore, having known oneself as the Brahman which is called the
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 ‘I’ in regard to son, friend, wife and relatives, having
abandoned all desires,thevy become immortal free from the nature of

mortality.”




H-1UBh 1-2!

l_

2-

3-“contemplation of the Self which isthe supreme Truth’
(paramarthasatvatmabhavanaya)

4- “the whole aggregate of modifications known as name, form and
action abandoned’
(namarGpakarmakhvam vikarajatam ...tyaktam)
and
“qualification only for renunciation of the triple desire for son,etc’
(putradyves$apatravasamnvasa evadhikarah)

S- “steadfastness in knowledge of the Self” (atmajfiananisthatava)
and
“As far of the knower of the Self is concerned,the Self isthus tobe
protected” (evamatmavidah ...atmaraksatavyah)

6_

1“ _.the whole aggregate of modifications known as name,form, and
action will be abandoned through the contemplation of the Self which
isthe 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-knower 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.”

(IUBh 1-2 2-3).



[-KaBh 2315

1_

2_

3-“rise of the knowledge of the Self as Brahman”
(brahmatmapratvayopajananat)

4- “annihilation of the knots of ignorance” (vinastesvavidvagranthjsu)
and
“desires are completely annihilated” (kama mlato vinasvantj)

S-

6- “a mortal becomes immortal” (martyo 'mrtobhavati)

J-TUBh 112172
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 ‘Iam indeed the
Brahman and not a transmigrating soul’,then the desires originating

from the knots are totally destroyed. Then a mortal becomes
vipari at ' at
va aritivi vav t

(KaBh, 23.15,103)
2“The scriptures ...enjoin duties (karmans)to the 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.
...upatt i a anivid a

Onam tadur] i | )
vidvotpattirnavakalpate tatksaye ca vidvotpattih
syattatascavidyanjvrttistata atyantikah samsaroparamah (TUBh
1.121, 278).



2- “wearing away of obstacles consisting in accumulated sins”
(upacitaduritapratibandhasva ...tatksave)

3 ‘emergence of knowledge” (vidyotpattih)

4- “elimination of ignorance” (avidvanivrttih)

S_

6- “cessation of transmigratory existence” (s aropar

K-TUBh 11111
1-“Srauta and smartaritual actions are to be practiced”
(kartavvani §rautasmartakarmani
2- “eradication of sins accumulated in the past”’
(purvopacitaduritaksava)
3- “and on the rise of knowledge”
(uditayam ca vidvayam)
4- “complete absence of action” (karmanaiskimcanvam)
S_
6_
We can see that in the last two enumerations, 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 §rautga and smartga ritual
actions are to be practiced regularly.... And it willbe 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
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representing the result of emergence of knowledge. Since, in Sankara’s
doctrine,nothing other than direct Self-knowledge can sublate
spiritual ignorance, it is fair to conclude that the same immediate
knowledge is referred to as the logical cause of “complete absence of
action,” which thereby must be understood as renunciation of
authorship. Moreover, while contextualizing the latter enumeration,
Sankara clearly states that this emergence of knowledge (vidvo ti
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.! Asindicated inKaBh 212,
renunciation of desires, which is at the same structural level 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 semgntic ambivalence
which can again lead to misinterpretation. As Sankara 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 ex pression for knowledge of the Self the

orahmadl - mulravitalokaisandbhvo vyulthisthantyey
(KaBh 212 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- “purification of knowledge consisting of perception of objects”

visavopalabdhilaks vijna Suddhih

2- “purity of mind” (sattvasuddhau)

3-“unfailing memory of the plentiful Self” (bhumatmani dhruva ...
smrtih)

4- “deliverance from the knots residing in the heart”’
(hrdavasravapam granthinam vipramoksah)

S-

6_

Here memory cannot mean the ordinary one, since mere

rememberance of the thought of the Self cannot result inthe

“deliverance from the knots residing in the heart” which yields

I “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 purity of mind then comes unfailing
continuous, memory, unforgetfulness,of the plentiful Self as it has
beenrealised. After the attainment of memory,then comes the
deliverance from.the complete emancipation from,the destruction of,
allthe 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.”

pllavanaxk ayanam g

WMMMLM(UBh 7.26 Z 565)
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immortality. Indeed,that “unfailing memory” hastobe 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
bhaktivoga)is already a direct experience of the Self. It states that
those who obtain knowledge through bhaktivoga and “grace”
(prasadat)therefrom,obtain a knowledge which puts them “beyond
the gupnas’ 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 15 (intro) !
1-“bhaktivoga’
2- “grace” (prasadat)
3-“through attainment of knowledge” (jianapraptikramena)
4- “having gone beyond the gupas” (gupatijtah)
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 bhaktivoga achieve
liberation through [Mylgrace, having gone beyond the gunas through
attainment of knowledge.’

dlO Dhak QEECI1d [f1all evang

Ve - < a id dDl d
gupatitd moksam gacchantj...(BGBh 15, introduction, 609)

d



123

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 alsoreinforced by word usage.



N-BGBh 1210!
1- “merely doing actions for my sake’
(madarthamapikarmani kevalam kurvan)
2- “purity of mind and profound absorption” (sattvasuddhivoga)
3- “attainment of knowledge” (jianaprapti)
4_
S_
6- “perfection” (siddhim)

0-BGBh 342

1- “karmans such as sacrifice” ivana dadinam
2- “purity of mind” (sattvasuddhi)

3- “emergence of knowledge” (jianotpatti)

4_

S- “steadfastness in knowledge” (jlananistha)

6_

| “Even by merely doing actions for Mv sake, without practice [of

meditation] you will attain perfection through purity of mind, yoga
[glossed as samadhana (profound absorption)in the commentary on

verse 129]and attainment of knowledge.’

sattv i jia aptidva ava (BGBh 1210 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 knowledge through
emergence of knowledge ...

124
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Tosummarize, 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,Sannkara’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 Sankara’'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
karmavogin active in society or a recluse. In this understanding of the
sequence,the question of the respective efficiency of karmavoga and
of the discipline of knowledge (jianayoga)as practiced by the formal
samnvasin comes before the purity of mind, not after. Sankara’s
intention being here to elucidate the yniversal 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 karmavogin 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
Sankara 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 ((ianaprapti),
“means a direct vision of Self;it is not simply an intellectual idea” (55).
Elsewhere, he refers as follows to this type of enumeration in the
BGBh: “The doctrine is summed up in many places;for instance 1169

says that when they have realized the Self (quoting V.17 -



tadbuddhayas tadatmanas), their duty (adhikara)consists in
renunciation of all actions and devotion to Knowledge (jiananistha)’
(Ibid. 170). However Legget suggests that he still understands the
renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnvasa)that follows,as a
physical one,and steadfastness in knowledge of the Self (jiananistha),
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 jiananistha must entail samnyasa.... Inthe commentarytoIV.2
several kings who were practicing jiananistha are given as examples’
(Ibid.). Legget understands that the experience referred toby 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,isindeed mentioned in a few places by Sankara, ! it does
not fit the context of the enumerations under discussion here. Why?
Mainly because such an interpretation prescribes phyvsical
renunciation in view of liberation as a ypniversalrule,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 unijversalitv of direct Self-knowledge as the

I We will address this issue later on in chapter 6.3 while discussing the

yogarudha of BGBh 6.3.



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
-sothat 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,sarvakarmasamnvasa cannot be rigorously equal
to liberation. This is so because if Sankara understood
sarvakarmasamnvasa 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 (jianaprapti)
and “going through” renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnvasa)
and steadfastness in knowledge (jiananistha), infact,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
sarvakarmasamnvasa 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 Sankara held such a
perspective,or his works are deeply self-contradictory. However,
while his ex pressions 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 example,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] mind;if you know the Reality,[do it]for the

wefare of the world gs did the ancients, such as Janaka,in oldentimes .

.71 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
Sankara state that any of the enumerations we have given apply only
tothe 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 com mentary on verses 5.24to 27. First,Sankara

artam pOrvairianakadibhih purvataram ...(BGBh 415,
198). A similar description is found in BGBh 3.20.
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introduces them by asking the question: “What sort of person who,
remaining in Brahman, attains Brahman?" ! When verse 525 states
that sis (Vedic seers)obtain liberation in Brahman, Sankara glosses
“rsis” by “men of right insight,renouncers” (samvagdar§inah
samnviasinah) The word rsiobviously carries the whole prestige of
the Vedictradition and of its ancient sages. [t would be quite
improper to believe Sankarato mean here that,among ancient Vedic
csis, only the ones who took formal renunciation attained liberation.
This would be going counter to the basic traditional acknowledgment
that a rsiis 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 rsis. Accordingly,by the gloss “samnvasinah’ the
commentator can only be referring to renunciation of authorship. In
his introduction to verse 27,Sankara states again that liberation is for
“men of right vision, renouncers” (samyagdar$inah samnvasinah), and
then,that “on every occasion” (pade pade)Krsna has said and will say
that karmavoga leads to liberation through purification of mind,
attainment of knowledge and renunciation of all actions. Here
Sankara quite clearly refers to one single sequence toward liberation
that is valid for all: he insists in presenting, as a key for understanding
the Git3, 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

| katham bhOtascabrahmani sthitobrahma prapnoti (BGBh 5.24, 274).
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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 4and the commentary on verse 4.2
convey the same idea even more clearly. In the introduction,Sankara
says:
In the [lastltwo chapters has been exposed the yoga which
consists in steadfastness in knowledge (jAananistha) accompanied
by renunciation (sasamnvasa) and reached through karmavoga.
Therein is comprehended the Vedic doctrine concerning
involvement in action (pravrtti)and abstention from action
(pivetti). And it isthis yogathat forms the teaching of the Lord
throughout the Gita ...!
Verse 42then states that,for a long time, this knowledge had been
preserved by kings, which Safnkara confirms thus: “Royal rsis, those
who were kings as well as rsis, knew this yoga thus received through
aregular succession of Ksatrivas.” 2 If it is held that Sankara
understands the yoga taught by the Gita to include physical
renunciation as arule,then it would be a rather odd commentary on
Sankara’s part to maintain with the Gjta that this yoga had been
taught by Ksatrivas who, according to the commentator, 3do not even
have access to physical renunciation! Considering how important it is

inthe Vedic tradition that the teacher live that which he teaches,

A%

WW(BGM 42 183)
3See,for example,the beginning of BGBh 210.



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 Sankara 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 Sankara’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
Sankara says,in the introduction quoted above, that this yoga
comprises both involvement in action (pravrtti)and abstention from
action (nivrtti), 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 knowledge of the Self,not the way of life of the man active in
society and that of the formal renouncer. Finally, when Sankara states
that this yoga is but the essential message of the Gitd, 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.! Qur commentator writes for instance on verse
4.19:
He, 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 23to 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)...3who serves Me the I§vara Narayana, 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 Sankara in the case of the already liberated person, not
inreference to the seeker after liberation.

va.. ' mgxw.kam (BGBh 1426, 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
Sankara’s works where knowledge of the Self and renunciation are

referred to.

4.2- Renunciation of authorship as a result of direct Self-

knowledge

Sankara'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 sarvakarmasamnyvasa can indeed mean renunciation of
authorship alone (ie., unaccompanied by physical renunciation) as a
result of immediate knowledge of the Self, and can thus be
characteristic of the Self-knower who has not physically abandoned

ritual actions. In his introduction to verse 4.20,Sankara writes that if

“for some reason” (Kuta$cinnimittat)one cannot physically renounce

ritual actions after the rise of right knowledge of the Self

(utpannatmasamvagdaréanah) then, “even though engaged in action



as before, ‘he does nothing at all’ [4.20], because ‘his actions are
consumed in the fire of knowledge’ [4.19]. His actions turn out to be
non-action” (gkarma).! A little further, he insists that “because the
man of knowledge isendowed with the insight of the actionless Self,
the action done by him is in reality non-action.” 2 Inthe introduction
to verse 423 Sankara 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 Sankara
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’
(sarvakarmasamnvasin). 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 been sublated by the
knowledge of Brahman. This being so,it is most appropriate, for
t he 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

niskrivatmadarSéanasampannatvat (Ibid.)
3BGBh 4.23 215.
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exist for the man of knowledge who recognizes that all this is but
Brahman...!

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
Sankara's works. Both their renderings suggest that by
sarvakarmasamnvasin Sankara 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 samnyasin who has retired from action and renounced all
actions, as yaifia (sacrifice)...” (BGBh 163) SwamiGambhirananda
displays an even more ex plicit monactic bias:“This being so,in the
case of the monk from whom action has dropped off, who haé
renounced all activity, viewing his Knowledge as (a kind of) sacrifice,
too, becomes justifiable ..” (Sankara 1984, 209) First,these
interpretations overlook Sankara'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,

Sankara simply introduces the second verse as the explanation for the
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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...” ! Moreover,asisimplied in the
comment on verse 24 quoted above, attribution of the term
sarvakarmasamnvasin in not determined by the condition of physical
renunciation, but by the absence of duality and authorsihip inthe
enlightened man, which applies tothe seemingly active Self-knower
as well asto the enlightened monk. It is also significant that Sankara
quotes verse 23at the end of this passage, pointing out again that the
subject-matter of verse 24 is the same seemingly active enlightened
man:
...noritual 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” [4.23] 2

dvate 't vilivata iti (BGBh 4.24, 217-218).
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Therefore Sankara does use the word sarvakarmasamnvyasato

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 torenunciation 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 sarvakarmasamnvasa is used by
Sankara in connection with the adverb manasa (“mentally”). In the
Gita itself, mapasa and its synonym cetasa are adverbial tothe phrase
“renouncing all actions” (sarvakarmani samnvasva)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 action”
(karmadavakarmasamdaréanena) ! the second formula being used in

verse 418 to describe the liberated-in-this-life. He further clarifies
that this type of renunciation is the result of immedjate 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.



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 tQ repounce mentallv, 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
(sarvakarmasamnvasinah), it is possible torest jn the nine-gated-
city -the body -asif in a house,inasmuch as the awareness of
being distinct [from the body]larises 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]...!

Even though Sankara specifies, at the beginning of his comment
on verse S.13,that the actions referred to as being renounced are
nitva-, naimitika- kamvya-and pratisiddhakarmans, 2in fact,the
primary object of renunciation is here authorship. This is made

explicit afew sentences further by the phrase “having abandoned

verbal, mental and bodily actions” (tyaktavanmanahkavacestah) as it

vritvad va Vi viifla d vasta | i...(BGBh 5.3
259)

2The same enumeration is given in BGBh 6.4 in a similar context of
complete mental renunciation.
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is certainly not possible to abandon mental actions without knowing
the Self as a silent witness of all mental fluctuations.

However, there is evidence that Sankara also understands verse
S.13-and 1216, a verse with a similar wording - as expressing physical
renunciation of the enlightened man. He states in his introduction to
chapter 6 that “toforbid the fourth stage of life would also contradict
the Lord’s own statements in many places,” ! and quotes verse 5.13and
1216 among other examples where, in his eyes, the monastic stage of
life is referred to. Verse 1216 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 (gshitaprajfia)from 254to
272 It reads: “He who is without desire, pure, skilled,impartial, free
from fear, who has renounced all undertakings
(sarvarambhaparitvagi) who is devoted to Me, he is dear to Me." 2
Thus,for the commentator, 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 into account its
larger context,we examine the comment on 57-8,3the 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

ltatratatra bhagavata svavacanani dar§itanitairvirudhveta

caturthasramavipratisedhah (BGBh 6, intro, 284)

2 anapeksah $ucirdaksa udasino gatavyathaf |
sarvarambhaparitvagivo madbhaktah sa me privah [ (BGBh 1216,

515)

3Both 5.8 and S.13are quoted by Sankara in BGBh 18.3to prove that the

Self-knowers are beyond the scope of injunction or prohibition of

karmavoga and physical renunciation.
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toSankara’s comment, verse 5.7 describes the enlightened person who
continues to pursue his life in society for the welfare of the world
(lokasamgrahava).! When introducing verse 5.8, which states in a way
similar to 5.13,that the enlightened man becomes aware by direct
experience that “Ido 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 he 2really do anything”
(nacasau paramarthatah karoti). 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 sarvakarmasamnvasa 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-knower pursuing social
life, 5.13does 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 1857 also uses sarvakarmani samnvasva - this
time with cetasa equally glossed by vivekabuddhva 4 - in his

introduction to the sequence 18.56-65,Sankara attributes this

1 BGBh 5.7, 245.
2Emphasis is mine.
3 Ibid.

4BGBh 18.57,746.
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renunciation to the unenlightened Karmavogin, agreeing with the
spirit of the verse where it is enjoined by Krsna to Arjuna: “Now will

be praised the yoga of devotion tothe Lord” (sa bhagavadbhaktivogo
'dhuna stdyate) which consists in “worship of the Lord through one’s

[appropriatel karmans” (svakarmana bhagavato 'bhyarcana).! Hence,
here,the phrase refersto a practice rather than tothe state of
liberation-in-this-life.2 Although without manasa or cetasa, verses
330 and 126 use sarvani karmanj samnvasa with mavi(“abandoning all
actions in Me” ), which Sankara also associates with karmavoga. 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 ... withthe awareness that Iam a doer
acting for the Lord as His servant.” 3 Acéording to Sankara,in 126,the
phrase is spoken in a context of meditation on Brahman with attribu-

tes, 4 which, from his viewpoint,is associated with unenlightenment

and karmavoga.

Thus,these usages of sarvakarmani samnvasva show that,in
Sankara’s commentary as well as in the Gjta, 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.

28ankara seems torecognize a reference to the same practice by the
use of the compound samnvasayoga 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 karmavoga (see BGBh 1211).
Smayi...sarvanikarmanj samnvasva ...aham karteSvaraya
bhrtvavatkaromitvanayva buddhva (BGBh 330,167). A similar
description is found in BGBh 1211, 509.

4 mavivisvaripe, as glossed in BGBh 127, 507-508.



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? Isit a means for the experience
of the Self or one of its characteristics? And what isthe exact
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 ! words used by Sankara to
express the connection between renunciation and knowledge as the
ineans to liberation. In the BGBh 211, for instance, cessation of grief
and delusion which are the cause of transmigratory existence are said

tocome to an end “through knowledge of the Self preceded by

(pirvaka)2renunciation of all actions” (sarvakarmasamnvasa-

I As distinguished from the negative terms such as the negative

particles 3- and rahjta both meaning “without” and which will be

considered later on.

2 In his BSBh 1.3.38 (281),Sankara uses pUrvaka in the sense of
“through’: “But the conclusion stands that a SUdra has no right to

knowledge through the Yedas” (vedapurvakastu nastvadhikarah

Sudranamiti sthitam) But this usage does not seem to be frequent in

Sankara’s texts. Because here in BGBh 211, the sense of “through” is
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pirvakadatmajganat).! Inthe BGBh 18.66,“steadfastness in
knowledge of the Self preceded by (pirvika) renunciation of all

actions” (sarvakarmasamnydsapQOrvika ifiananistha)2is said to
pertain to the enlightened man. In the BGBh 1855,the word sahita
(accompanied by) 3is used to connect the two notions:it is said that
knowledge must be “accompanied by renunciation of all actions”

(sarvakarmasamnyasasahitasval.4 Inthe BUBh 45.15,the two are

coordinated by the particle ca (and). “complete knowledge and
renunciation of everything” (atmaparijjfianam sarvasannyasasca)
represent the means of immortality.3> In some places, renunciation
(samnvasa)is said to serve as an auxiliary (anga)to knowledge
(jianapgatvena).® Inthe above examples,renunciation precedes or
accompanies knowledge. But the reverse is also stated:in the
introduction to chapter S of the Gitd, it is renunciation (samnyasa) as
“accompanied by knowledge” (jfilanasahijtasya)that is considered the
means to perfection.” Inthe BGBh 1838, it is also knowledge that
precedes (or accompanies) renunciation, as liberation is said tobe “the

result of abandonment of all actions preceded by knowledge”

already connected with the whole compound it is not likely that
pirvaka also means the same.

1 BGBh 211, 40.

2BGBh 18.66,73l1.

3Sasamnpydsa (“with samnyasa’)is also used with the same meaning,
for instance, in BGBh 4, intro, 182 BUBh 4.5,intro,939. Saha samavasena,
where saha is synonymous with sahijta, occurs for example in BUBh
4.4.23,937.

4 BGBh 18.55,743.

5BUBh 45.15,744.

6 See for example BUBh 24,intro; 25, intro; 35.1;and BGBh 3, intro.

7 BGBh S, intro, 246.
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(jianapUrvakasva sarvakarmatvagasva phalam). ! Finally, Sankara

points out in his introduction to the Gita (BGBh 7)that “knowledge is
characterized by renunciation” (jianam samnvasalaksapam).

As isevident from these few examples,the various wordings
concerning the relationship between renunciation and knowledge in
Sankara’s commentaries show some ambiguity. One is not always sure
asto what precedes what,or if both are concomitant,or if all these
expressions always refer tothe 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
between renunciation and knowledge are not meant by Sankara to
establish physical renunciation as a mandatory means 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.
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point. So let us first consider the nature of their conjunction as such.
As already established, according to Sankara, karmavoga 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” (kevalatkamaparitvagamatradeva jfianarahitat).
I So,if both karmavoga 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
Sankara, the latter can occur without physical renunciation for Janaka
and many others in the Upanisads;and if, in spite of this, knowledge
must still be accompanied by renunciation as a means to liberation,
then,barring the possibility that Sankara is involved in a self-
contradiction, the said renunciation can only be that of authorship.
The logical meanstoremove the ambiguity in the relationship
between renunciation and knowledge is exemplified in the discussion
of the following passages. In BGBh 3.20,Sankara ex plains that if Janaka
and others attained liberation,then they did it “verily without
renouncing ritual action” (asamnvasvaiva karma).2 Yet,in BGBh 270,
Sankara writes that “liberation is attained only by the man of
knowledge who has abandoned desires, who is a man of steady

intellect,a renouncer (yati), and not by the non-renouncer

1 BGBh 34, 145.

2BGBh 320,159. In his introduction to chapter 3(137),Sankara also uses
asamnvasin to qualify the brahmacarin (student) who has not yet
(physically) renounced ritual actions. In these two cases, the
asamnpvasin is thus a “non-physical-renouncer’



147

(asamnvasinah) who cherishes desire ...” ! 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:asamnvasyva (merely shifted from the verbal to the
nominal form in the second quotation). Does this amount to an
elementary contradiction? ‘No, because according tothe evidence
gathered sofar,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 Sankara’s basic
position about physical renunciation,in that this type of renunciation
is not 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 aloneis a
sine qua non for liberation.

A similar ambiguity as to the status of renunciation is found in
MuBh 3.24. Glossing the words of the verse which says that tapas
cannot be attained without linga Sankara writes: “Tapas here means
knowledge and linga renunciation (samnvasa). 2 The purport is that

[the Self]is not attained through knowledge unaccompanied by

.!{

2(676)

a aditalSsdlldoyd APl Allldoyad vate g MoOoKsSdpid
tvasamnvasinah kamakaminah ... (BGBh 270,129) In BGBh 18.
and 18.66 (762), Sankara also uses the word asamnyasin (non-
renouncer) torefer tothose who are still subject to the results of their
actions and,thus,totransmigratory existence. In verse 18.12(691) of
the same, atvagin (non-renouncer)is glossed as ajfia (ignorant). In all
these cases,the gsamnyvasin is thus a “non-renouncer-of-authorship.’
2We shall not discuss here the validity of this interpretation.



(rahitat)renunciation” ! Sankara adds that,through the help of
knowledge and renunciation, “the man of knowledge,the man of
discrimination,the knower of the Self” (vidvanvivekvatmavit)?2
enters the abode of Brahman. On the basis of the clarifications
outlined thusfar,it would seem 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 companion of
knowledge, it would go counter to Sankara's defense of the universal
access to liberation through knowledge, whatever the way of life.

On his part, after rendering samnvasa by “monasticism” in a
footnote to his translation of the commentary,SwamiGambhirananda
reflects:

Sankarais very emphatic that external renunciation is necessary
(see introductions to this and Aitareya Upanisads). But Ananda
Giri seems to differ. Says he, “Why should this be so, since the
Vedas mention the attainment of the Self by Indra, 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

apo 'tra jfanam. lingam sannyasa

labhvata itvarthah (MuBh 324,172).

2 Ibid.

3As we will see the word “but” should be added here.

4Here is Ananda Giri's comment:katham. indrajanakalgargilprabrti-
0, d laldap lld %

a3 qvanat. a

lallld
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As we will see later on, ! the understanding that Sankara 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 {(plrvapaksin) not by Ananda
Giri himself. It must be noted first that the opponent’s argument does
not aim at invalidating Sankara’s equation between lifjga and
renunciation in its widest sense. In this passage,neither the opponent
nor Ananda Giri try to deny this connexion between linga 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 linga? And when raising the idea that
some people do achieve Self-knowledge without physical
renunciation, the opponent suggests that he understands Sankara as
believing monasticism to be necessary for that knowledge. By
answering ‘This is a valid objection,” Ananda Giri agrees with the
opponent that people do achieve enlightenment without physical
renunciation, and explains 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 Samskrit Press,vol.9, 324, 43). NB.[gargilis
amendment for the misprint: margj.
1 See chapter 6.
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before saying “The external sign is not the idea intended,” Ananda Giri
inserts the word “but” (tu) 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 arestriction to something already said. In
view of Ananda 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 Girifavours inner renunciation, the “but”
cannot be arestrictionto the latter. Nor is it likely tocondemn
Sankara’s alleged emphasis on physical renunciation, since it is not
preceded by any reference toit in the immediate context. It can
therefore only be a restriction to “That is a valid objection.” 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 js not ! the idea intended,” in order to mean that in
Sankara's interpretation the external sign js the idea intended. With
the same intent,one would have rather said something like: “the
Upanisad teaches inner renunciation gnd the external sign is not the
idea intended [whereas Sankara wrongly favoursit]” The “but” isin

fact the crucial point at which Ananda Giri departs from the

l Emphasis is mine.



opponent’s view point and corrects it by underlining that Sankara
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 Sankara’s interpretation, nor that of the
opponent regarding the nature of renunciation in this verse,but the
misinterpretation of the opponent with respect to Sankara. Thus,
taking recourse to Ananda Giri's commentary,SwamiGambhirananda
comes toattribute to Sankara the very viewpoint that Ananda Giri is
trying to refute as a possible misinterpretation of Sankara’s
commentary... Such is sometimes the imbroglio found in the
interpretation of Sankara’s views on renunciation.

Other passages clearly show that abandonment of authorship is
the only form of renunciation that is required by Sankara 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 Krsnain the
preceding chapters as “accompanied by renunciation and
characterized by steadfastness in knowledge” (jiananisthalaksanah
sasamnvasah) ! Then,commenting on verse 4.2 he agrees, as we have
already seen,that “the roval rsis,those who were both kings and rsis,
knew this yoga thus handed down in regular succession among
Ksatrivas.® If this yoga included physical renunciation as necessary on
the path toliberation,these generations of Ksatrivas, who, according
to Sankara 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 Sankara 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 sasamnvasa, it simply means immediate
knowledge as necessarily “accompanied by renunciation [of
authorshipl” In BUBh 4.4.23 at the end of the dialogue between
Yajiavalkya and Janaka, Sankara confirms that the latter is now
indeed “identified with Brahman” and has reached liberation-in-this-
life. As aconcluding remark,the commentator adds: “The discussion of
the knowledge of Brahman iscomplete, with its auxiliaries and
procedures and with renunciation.” ! It is quite obvious that if
physical renunciation were a prerequisite for acquiring complete
instruction from Yajaavalkya, 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
35.1 and 44.22) 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 optional 2 aid to full

absorption in knowledge for Brahmanas.

|l parisam? ]

(BUBh 4.4.23,937).

2]t must be recalled that,even as a Brahmana, Yajiiavalkya himself
physically renounced, not before,but gfter his enlightenment. Hence,
for all practical purposes, according to the depiction of his rather late
physical renunciation in the Upanisad, which Sankara does not even
consider as a possible exception, physical renunciation seems to have
been simply optional for him.




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 (bala) 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.! Hence
the primacy goes tothe inner abandonment of authorship occuring as
aresult 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 action, renouncer of all
actions” (brahmanisthito’'karmakrtsarvakarmasamnvasi).found in
the BGBh 5.20 without any suggestion of physical abandonment,the
very word sequence used by Sankara to describe the Self-knower
seems tosimply reiterate that renunciation of authorship is the

consequence of direct Self-knowledge. 3

i pd 9
18.49,733).
3BGBh 5.20, 269.
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Interestingly, in some passages, a relation of identity is even

established between knowledge and renunciation. The MuBh 326

defines the word samnvasa as the very experience of Brahman:!

«

inds have b urifi rought repunciatio
(samnyvasa) through the yoga characterized by abandonment of all
action,through the yoga consisting (svaruipa)in steadfastness in
Brahman alone.” 2 The same equation is made in BGBh 5.6. The verse
reads: “But renunciation,O 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 Taittiriva Upanisad that equates the two,

1 Here, Olivelle reads samnvasa as “a discipline undertaken by a yati,’
ie.by a monk (1981, 266). Sankara’s interpretation differs first in that
the yati is not necessarily seen as a monk. This is evidenced by the
fact that Sankara glosses yatavah (vatis) simply by yatanasilah
(habituated toexertion). Besides,the expression “yogaof samnvasa’
isreferred toin the introduction to the Upanisad to show that
karmag cannot coexist “with the insight of the identity of the Self and
Brahman’ (brahmatmaikatvadaréanena saha) and in the comment on
31.4to show that even though this verse refers to the knower
(vidvapn) as “involved in practices” (krivavan), yet he “disports in the
Self” (atmakridah) “rejoices in the Self” (atmaratih), is “steadfast in
Brahman” (brahmanisthah)and provides absolutely no proof that
knowledge has tobe combined with action to yield the result of
liberation. Hence everything indicates that samnvasa 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
Sankara seems to regard samnvasa as the goal of the discipline, that is,

as “ steadfastness in B_Lan_m_a_n_alone
2ta

ks__alzmaxmmnih_nu.umm S_uQ.QhaiaLL_an(MuBh 326,172-
173).
3samnyasastu mahabaho duhkhamaptumayogatal |

yogavukto munirbrahma na cirepadhigacchati l(BGBh 56,251)
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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” | Thisremark 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 of 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. Qur

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” (samnvasena

identification of samnvasa with right insight is quite equivalent to
that with Brahman in the BGBh 56. In both cases we seem to have a
metaphorical identity between renunciation and direct Self-
knowledge,in that the two words are not employed with their

primary usage (mukhvavrtti), but rather with one that is secondary
(gupavrttior laksapnavrtti 3). It seems proper to analyse this

(BGBh 5.6, 252).
2BGBh 18.49,733.

3 As noticed by Ivan Kocmarek, Sankara does not see a significant
difference between gunavrtti and laksanavrtti: “they seem nothing
more than alternative appeliations for the general concept of non-
primary designation” (16). It is with Sure§vara and particularly with
Sarvajiatman that,along with the famous standard Advajta
subdivision of laksana 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 Sarvajidtman’s when
dealing with the mahavakvas (great sayings)of the Upanisads such as
"Thou art That.” According to him,this kind of metaphor can be
understood either in terms of gupavrtti, that is,on the basis of a
common quality,or in terms of laksanavrtti that is,on the basis of
some connection with the primary usage (Kocmarek, 48-50). Using
Sure$§vara's explanation from Naiskarmvasiddhi 255,Sarvajnatman
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 gupavrtti. 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 Sarvajnatman explains ‘“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
“I” is also abandoned (Ibid.). Yet a portion of the remaining semantic
scope of both “I" and “That” remains common, 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,gugavrttibeing defined in his
Tantravarttika as the secondary usage based on similar qualities
found in the two primary meanings, and laksagavrtti 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 com mon meaning
between renunciation and direct knowledge of Brahman isthen the
absence of all activity and authorship.

Now,coming back to the comment on Gita 1849, the intent of the
second gloss on “through samnvasa’ 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
toSelf-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 (jnanotpatti)and yields a
permanent state of being as actionless as the Self (jlananistha).

Let usnow 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 (agga) of knowledge. For instance,
inthe introduction tochapter 3of the BGBh, it is enjoined on the
seeker after liberation (mumuksu)and then justified by quotations

from various sources, stating the possibility of adopting

samnvasasrama early in life,directly after studentship
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c (brahmacarya).! Commenting on BUBh 35.1,0livelle clearly defines
renunciation’s role as aniga 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
Samkara, 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 Sankara’s perspective, renunciation as an aaga of
knowledge is physical in nature, and is not an indispensable condition
for liberation as is knowledge.

Except for the monosemic usage of anga, allthe other terms
expressing the relationship between renunciation and knowledge do
not seem tobe reducible tothe expression of a single invariable
connection between the two notions. They seem to leave room for
polysemy, and to define different connections according to context.
For instance,pirvaka can be used to state that renunciation precedes
knowledge or vice-versa. Moreover, as stated by Sankara in his BGBh
255, 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)'orfa characteristic (for the enlightened).

Because this also appliesto statements of renunciation,the

C 1 BGBh 3,intro, 137.



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 Sankara’s view point 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
2348,513).

If renunciation precedes immedijate Self-knowledge then,
according to context,renunciation is |- when possible - and for
Brahmanas only - ! 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 karmavogin and the formal renouncer aspiring to liberation)
until the cessation of all mental activity in the experience of the Self

(akhandakaravrtti) 2or 3- most basic of all meanings, renunciation of

| For Sankara’s restriction of physical renunciation to Brahmanas,
based on his literal reading of the word Brahmaga when associated
with physical renunciation, see BUBh 1.4.15,125; 35.1, 334, 45.15,552,
MuBh 1.212,110;BGBh 211, 34;Upad 21.2 211.

2Here, the inner process of renunciation can be said tobe the “cause’
of immediate Self-knowledge only in the sense that it servesin
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O authorship understood as the middle term of the logical sequence
which goes from attainment of immediate knowledge of the Self
(jianaprapti)to “resting” or being permanently steadfast in that
knowlege of the actionless Self (atmajiananistha).

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 sine
qua non of liberation. In our opinion, if Sankara 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.

C eliminating the obstacles to the pure reflection of the Self in the
intellect.



4.3- Sarvakarmasamnvyasa as distinct from Karmasamnyvasa

According to the prevailing understanding among interpreters,
the compound sarv rmasamnviasa in Sankara’s works always
means physical abandonment (samnvasa)of all (sarva)ritual actions
(karmans) prescribed by the scriptures for the first three stages of life
(@sramas). It is commonly understood that Sankara will use this
compound equally,and only,for the physical renunciation of both the
seeker after enlightenement (vividisasamnvasa) and the enlightened
(vidvatsamnvasa). But a systematic,comparative and contextual
analysis of Sankara’s use of words and compounds conveying the
meaning of renunciation proves the case tobe otherwise. The
following analysis will shed more light on a third possible meaning of
expressions such as sarvakarmasamnyasa, that is,renunciation of
authorship accompanied, or even unaccompanied, by physical
renunciation. We have already indicated that the purport of the step
termed sarvakarmasamnvasa in Sankara’s ex position 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,Sankara 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 (karmasamnvasa) which, accompanied

by the sense of authorship, applies to a few actions [only] and which is

different from the renunciation of all actions (sarvakarmasamnvasa)
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previously referred to and done by the knowers of the Self.” | First, it
should be noted that Sankara distinguishes the two types of
renunciation by adding the word sarva (all) to the compound referring
tothe 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 Karmasamnvasa with
sarvakarmasamnvasa, 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 “samnviasa and karmavoga 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” (Kkarmasamnvasatkevalat),
does lead to liberation:if a rajasic or tamasic renunciation called
karmasamnvasa vielded this result it would contradict the scriptures,
which is untenable for Sankara. Furthermore, whereas Sankara
suggeststhat karmasamnvasa entails the sense of authorship and
sarvakarmasamnvasa 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 ex perience of oneself as identical with the actionless Self

can eliminate the sense of being a doer. Indeed, when devoid of direct

vi-
tro 5,

a

BGBh in

D

al tid e!.l..~!!<»t KasarvaxKarmasd
- v viiia . Vi _(

245S).
2For a short description of this type of renunciation, see BGBh 18.7-8.
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knowledge of the actionless Seif, the act of physically renouncing is
also characterized by authorship. “Because the Self isimmutable,
writes Sankara, “the fact that authorship etc,comes from ignorance
holds good with regard to all actions alike.” ! Our author explains in
his BGBh 418 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:
..and superimposing on the Self action pertaining to the body
etc,one thinks:“Iam a doer, this ritual action is mine, I must
enjoy its result.” Inthe same way,one thinks:“Ishall remain
quiet,sothat 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, [ am quiet and happy.” 2
Commenting on Gita 1824, Sankara further specifies that “even the
doer of a sattvic action is ignorant of the Self and has the sense of
being an acting ego (sahamkara)’ 3 Whether the renouncer having
physically abandoned ritual actions is simply lazy or an ardent seeker
after liberation totally devoting himself to the discipline of

knowledge, his renunciation is not complete and does not involve

ltatc v asv a trrvad vidvakrtatv -

_Lkuxal_atg_amemn(BGBh 221,74).

a (BGBh 18.24,711).
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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 karmavoga 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 sarvakarmasamnvasa in his introduction to chapter 5
of the Gita,

Nor does Sankara oppose Karmasamnvasato
sarvakarmasamnvasa in the following terms:karmasamnvasa in the
sense of sattvic and appropriate physical renunciation ynaccompanied
by mediate knowledge, versus sarvakarmasamnyasa in the sense of
karmasamnvasa when accompanied by mediate knowledge. This is

because discrimination between the reality of the Self and the non-
Self (atmanatmavastuviv ,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 Sankara.

Nor is Sankara 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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analysis is needed torefute 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 - karmavoga or
karmasamnvasa - is superior,does not apply to the liberated-in-this-
life ! because, according to Sankara, these options represent two paths
for the unenlightened and, by definition, involve the sense of
authorship. Sankara'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 Samkara 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 4and 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 (lokasangraha)or

! According to Sankara,Gjta 18.3also 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 purvxew of these opuons

Wmm na_ukama:han(BGBh 183 679) o
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abandons them physically,the Self-knower remains beyond the
obligation of undertaking karmavoga or physical renunciation, which
are enjoined for two types of unenlightened people. Before
contrasting karmasamnvasa and sarvakarmasamnvasg in the passage
under discussion (taken from his introduction to chapter S), Sankara
first rejects the possiblity that karmavoga be mandatory for such a
Self-knower:
...it istaught 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 karmavoga - the opposite of the
latter [renunciation of all actions]-! 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,
karmavoga which is based on erroneous knowledge, is

impossible.?

| 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 sarvakarmasamnvasa, which often
distinguishes, in Sankara’s usage, renunciation of authorship by the
Self-knower from the renunciation of the seeker. Alladi Mahadeva
Sastry translates “sarvakarmasamoyvasam ...tadviparjtasva...
karmavogasya” with “Karma-Yoga, the reverse of Karma-Samnyasa’
(Sankara 1985,157);Gambhirdnanda, with “Karma-yoga - which is
opposed to renunciation of actions” (Sankara 1984, 236);and
Ramachandra Aiyar, with ‘karma-voga - which is its (renunciation’s)
opposite” (BGBh, 183).
2 . .tadviparitasva mi




This is also specified as follows in BGBh 35:“...for the men of
knowledge who,not moving from their Self, are unmoved by the
gupas karmavoga is not possible” ! However,verse 52states that
‘karmavoga is superior to karmasamnvasa’ Because both the
enlightened physical renouncer and the monastic seeker after
liberation have physical renunciation (karmasamnvasa)in common,
the latter could be interpreted here as the enlightened’s physical
abandonment and therefore be viewed as inferior tothe karmavoga
of the unenlightened person. To avoid this, Sankara distinguishes
sarvakarmasamnvasa from karmasamnvasa, 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
expressed by the adverb a$esatah (completely) which is borrowed
from the verse:
..for the wearer of a bodv, for the ignorant, it is not possible to
abandon, to renounce, action completelv entirely.... Therefore,

the complete renunciation of action is possible only for the seer of

W(BGBh 35, 146) ‘



the supreme reality, who is not the wearer of a body, that is, does
not regard the body as the Self.!

In BGBh 18,48, the same impossibility and possibility are ex plained
respectively in terms of ignorance (avidva) and direct knowledge of
the Self,leaving no doubt that the renunciation referred tois the
result of enlightenment:

..it has been said that because,due toignorance, action is
superimposed on the Self, it is not possible for the unenlightened
to renounce action completely “even for a moment” [35] 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 asto why,in the passage

quoted from the introduction tochapter 5,the contrast made by
Sankara between karmasamnyasa and sarvakarmasamnyasa is not
between physical renunciation, and the same accompanied by

abandonment of authorship. We have seen that both karmavoga and

karmasamnyvasa (physical renunciation) are opposed to
sarvakarmasamnvasa experienced by the enlightened man in the
form of renunciation of authorship. Particularly according tothe
context of chapters 4 and S of the commentary,the second term of the

opposition also includes the inner renunciation of the Self-knower

“(BGBh 1848, 732).
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who has not adopted monastic life. We have already established that,
inchapter 4 and S 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 toformal renouncers,
and istermed as sarvakarmasamnvasa in both cases. Thus the
sarvakarmasamnvasa of the enlightened man still in society is as
opposed to karmavoga and karmasamnvyasa, as that of the enlightened
monk. The reason is that sarvakarmgasamnyasga is opposed to
karmavoga and karmasamnvasa, insofar as it refersto abandonment

of authorship, not insofar as it refers tothe combination of
abandonment of authorship and physical renunciation. Hence, the
meaning intended by sarvakarmasamnvasa in the introduction to
chapter S 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, ie.
abandonment of authorship,that can serve as the opposite pole of
both karmavoga as karmasamnyasa.

Thus,the only valid interpretation of this contrast between

karmasamnyasa and sarvakarmasamnvasa remains the opposition

between 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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€ ;f renouncer. Again,sarvakarmasamnvasa 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.!

1 It could be pointed out that because even the liberated-in-this-life is
said tobe still subject tothe influence of his prarabdhakarmans
(effects from actions done in previous lives that have started toreach
fruition in the form of the present life’s conditions), so that actions are
not really “all” abandoned. It is indeed understood in Advajta that
direct knowledge of the Self destroys only saficitakarmans (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 ex perienced during
the remaining lifetime. But commenting on the scriptural statement
that “all” (sarva) actions are burnt by the fire of knowledge,Ramana
Maharshi observes that it is in respect to prarabdha-as wellasto
saficita- and agamikarmans that “when there is no karta [doer] none of
them can hold out any longer” (Ramana Maharshi, 349). He then
provides the following example: “if a man with three wives dies, it is
asked, Cantwoof them be called widows and the third not? All are
widows.So it is with prarabdha agami and sanchita” (Ibid.). He goes on
tosay 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 jfani's point of view,” he adds, “there isonly the

C 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.).



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,
karmavoga 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 karmavoga according to Sankara? What are,in karmavoga the
roles of remote means (bahirangas)such as ritual actions and of
proximate means (antarangas) such as meditation, for bringing about
direct Self-knowledge? Do the proximate means include the discipline
of knowledge? How does Sankara explain the exact relationship
between karmayoga's belonging tothe 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 (jianakarmasamuccayvavada)? These are the questions
which now need to be answered in order to understand the specific
value given by Sankara to inner and outer forms of renunciation in
the broad context of the different means and ways of life variously

conducive to liberation.

S.1-Karmavyoga and rites

Following Bhagavadgita 33and Sankara’s commentary
thereupon, we have sofar identified karmanistha with karmayoga.

171



O

Asstated by the Gita itself in verse 6.1,the karmavogin is “he who
performs his bounden duty without leaning tothe results of karman.’
I Sankara explains 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 conducive 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,
karmavoga would therefore be only a part of a greater category
within the sphere of Kkarmanistha. Since the karmavogin differs from
other karmins in that he aspires to liberation 2and cultivates
abandonment of the results of his actions, we can therefore
distinguish within karmanisthatwotypes 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 karmavoga,
the voga of action.3 While, in the first type,one is simply considered a
karmin one is akarmavogin in the second.

Since some people may be aspiring to liberation,but are not

qualified for the sacrifices which are usually attached to karmavoga,

3 ah ...(BGBh 6.1,282)

2 In many passages Sankara deflnes the x,am_ayggmas a seeker after
liberation (mumuksu); see for example, BSBh 41.18, BGBh 3.30,4.11, 4.38,
and 18.6.

3The same distinction is made by Mahadevanbetween karmamarga

and karmavoga (1940, 22).
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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 alsotobe
included in the category of karmavogins: 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 (jgpa) 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
Stdras 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
Sankara considers karmayoga as bhaktivoga, that is, “the worship of
the Lord through one's duty (svakarmana)’ (BGBh 18.56,607),!
supports the idea that all people who, whatever t_heir social status
and competence, perform their prescribed duty without attachment
to their results,are karmavosgins.

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

l svakarmana bhagavato 'bhvarcanabhaktivogasva...(BGBh 18.56,744)



scriptures.!

Karmans dealt with in the scriptures are traditionaly classified
into four categories: gitvakarmans (obligatory daily duties),
naimittikakarmans (obligatory rites which are occasional or
periodical), kamvakarmans (desire-prompted rites,ie.done for a
particular benefit)and pratisiddhakarmans (prohibited actions). For
Karmavoga, the Gita recommends the performance of only the nitva-
and naimittikakarmans (ie.nivatakarmanps) without attachment for
them and for their result, an attitude which purifies the mind:
“Whatever obligatory action is performed, O Arjuna, merely because it
ought tobe done, leaving attachment and also the fruit, such
abandonment is regarded as sattvic” (189).2 But others passages of
the Gitd (and Sankara’s commentaries upon them) suggest that
karmavoga 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, O son of Kunti, do that as an offering to Me” (9.27).3 Thus, the
concept of karmavoga is again ex panded beyond its more restricted
definitions:the non-attachment required in karmavoga 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.

1_'_A ak d aldfl a dod did g )

(BGBh 9.27).
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Infact,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 Karmavoga is not a
function of the performance of a particular type of action but rather
of the attitude of non-attachment present even when arite formally
defined as desire-prompted happensto 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.” ! 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 Karmavyoga. Hence,for
Sankara, karmavoga must be defined as the performance of at least
the nitvanaimittikakarmans 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
resultstothe Lord, I§vara: “He who does all actions. resigning them to
Brahman, depositing them in J§vara with the thought that he does
them for His sake, as a servant does for his master,abandoning
attachment even for liberation, fje is not soiled, not bound,by evil like
a lotus-leaf by water.” 2 The idea of mine-ness (mamatva)is not tobe

| dretaca kamyagnihotriday ki |




entertained by the karmavogin, as his spirit must be “I perform
action for the sake of the Lord alone, not for my benefit.” !
Furthermore,even the intent of pleasing the Lord must be abandoned
(BGBh 248,77).2

But what is meant exactly by the purifying effect of this
performance? Inrespect tothe accomplishment of actions as such,
regardless of the doer’s attitude,Sankara first ex plains - following the
Gita -that the Vedas are the expression of how the world revolves
according toits Creator,I§vara (BGBh 316,117). And if, in accord with
this world-vision,the Yedas 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,Sankara
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

K d i d d 1K d .. dl € 11d a AdDC1lld 114 a
padmapatramivambha sodakena (BGBh 5.10, 255-256).
l{$varavajva karma karomina mama phalava (BGBh 5.11,256).
2isvaro me tusvatviti sangam tvaktva (BGBh 248,108).
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the expectation of the result,has been renounced.” ! Sankara specifies
elsewhere that while performing actions, “one should pay more
attention tothe meansratherthantothe 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 nature, actions naturally cease to be soby
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 Karmavoga and that
renunciation which really ensures liberation? In a passage already
quoted above (BGBh 5.11,193), while stating that the karmavogin
should avoid the feeling of mine-ness, Sankara manifestly attributes
authorship to him when mentioning that his thought should be for
example, “I do this for the Lord.” Inthe context of Sankara’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

phalasamkalpasya samnyastatvadityabhiprayah (BGBh 6.2 287).
me_simxuaman.knm_mmﬂTUBh 112,279).
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will always be experienced as “possessions” of the individual self as
long as the non-dual Self is not known by ex perience tobe the
universal witness. So,in the context of karmavoga, either Sankara
simply understands absence of mine-ness in arelative sense,or
applies it only toresults of action.

We saw in chapter 2that when,in verse 1212, the Gjta states
that from abandonment of the results of actions “peace follows
immediately” (tvagacchantiranantaram) Sankarafeels 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 karmavoga and

the “true” (or supreme)renunciation (paramarthasamnvasa) 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 karmavoga and true

samnvasa as far as the agent is concerned. Since he has renounced

all actions together with its means,he whoisatrue samnavasin
abandons the thought about all actions and their results -the

cause of the desire that leads to involvement in action. While
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performing action,the karmavogin also gives up the thought of

the result of action.!
Hence, because, for Sankara, the discipline of karmavoga belongs by
definition tothe sphere of karmanistha that is,tothe 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 isbased on immediate knowledge of the Self and
on renunciation of authorship which ensues, the renunciation of
results of actions pertaining to the sphere of jiananistha is simply
included in the state of complete non-attachment to,and liberation

from, all forms of bondage.

5S.2- Meditation as part of karmavoga

The Vedantic approach to the means of liberation divides them
into external aids (bahirangas) such as pityakarmans 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 Karmavoga in Sankara's

economy of liberation, we must determine whether a practice such as

meditation is included (by definition)in karmavoga and its nature




and role in comparison with mediate and immediate knowledge of
the Self found in the sphere of jnananjstha. 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 playsin karmavoga, it is
therefore of major significance in understanding the relationships
between the various forms of renunciation in our author’s economy of
liberation.

Sankara provides definitions of meditation in many places in his
commentaries. The Sanskrit terms used by him when referring to
meditation are usually upasana(@), vidva dhvana abhvasa or
nididhvasana. It is a very significant fact that in both the contexts of
the discipline of knowledge and karmavoga, Sankara defines
meditation essentially in the same manner. In his PUBh 5.1, where
meditation on Om is said tobe “a means to the realization of the
inferior and superior Brahman” (par@parabrahmapraptisadhanatvena),
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
[unflickeringlflame 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 toretire from gross to finer and finer levels of

at llld g dydod d V' g i a 2 g ayd al ak 1) ilik O
pirvatasthadipasikhasamah ... (PUBh 5.1,128) For similar definitions of
meditation, see BGBh 6.35,8.8,123-4,129 and 1324, BUBh 1.39; CUBh intro
and 7.6.1-2TUBh 1.32-4.
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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 (pratvakcetavitr) ! and [finally]contemplating the
latter with one-pointedness,is said tobe meditation.’ 2 It could be
objected that, according to Sankara,this type of meditation describes
a practice that is available only toformal renouncers, not to
karmavogins. But immediately after this definition,Sankara quotes
Chandogva 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 (devata) as a possible object,thus connecting the process of
meditation in both verses to the qualified Brahman also.3 Therefore
karmavogins are also qualified for the type of meditation that
culminates in the ex perience of the inner actionless Self.

In his book on the contemporary representatives of Sankara,
Cenkner reports that modern Sankaracaryas do prescribe meditation
as part of karmavoga (170). However, many scholars consider that it
does not suit the seeker after liberation at this level. Contrasting the
Yoga of Patanjali and the Advaita discipline, with karma- and
bhaktivoga Pandurang V.Kane remarks that “the path of Karmayoga

! Cenkner glosses pratyvakcetavitr by “buddhj’ (75). It rather means
the actionless Self as, a few lines below,Sankara glosses the atmanam

that yogms see” (Qa_slam_) by the same Q[ggygkcgtgm;[

y a;gm;an am gghygn am (BGBh 13.2, 573).

3 More evidence for the close connection between meditation on the
qualified Brahman and gididhvasana as part of the discipline of

knowledge will be given in the next section.



(performing good deeds and acts prescribed by Sastra without
hankering for rewards)and Bhaktivoga (wherein there is deep
devotion to God and self-surrender) appears to me more suitable and
practical for ordinary human beings” (1977,5:1462). Accordingto
Hiriyvanna, meditation is to be adopted “in the later phase” of life, as a
preparation for the life of a formal samnvasin (1952 11-12). Mircea
Eliade also opines that, according to the Git3, yogic meditation is
reserved for the monk alone (164).

Infact, when interpreted without recourse to a larger context,
the scriptures themselves may sometimes give the impression that
karmavoga includes only rites and no meditation. For example, after
telling Arjuna in Gita 37 that one who engages in karmavoga excels,
Krsna enjoins in the next verse to pursue njtya and paimittika
actions: “do thou perform obligatory actions” (nivatam kuru karma
tvam).! In183and 185,these obligatory actions are referred to as
“sacrifice, gift and austerity” (yajiadanatapah karma). The same three
terms are used in Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 44.22to describe the
means through which “Brahmanas seek to know the Self.” Here
Sankara specifies that the term sacrifice (vaifia) includes “those
performed with things and those consisting of knowledge” (BUBh,
S24),2 which could suggest that the term yajfia also includes the
mental sacrifice consisting of meditation. But in BSBh 4.1.18, Sankara

quotes the same passage within an argument that makesthe

category of sacrifice preparatory to,rather than including, meditation:

I Nivatakarmans (nitvanaimittikakarmans) are also said tobe

performed in verses 187 and 189.
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“Even so, Agnihotra and other rites are not absolutely useless when
they are not associated with meditation. Why? Since the Sruti
declares in ‘They seek to know It through sacrifice’, that rites such as
Agnihotra are without distinction conducive to meditation.” ! In
addition, BUBh 6.216 associates the path defined by the same terms
(vajfiena danenatapasa) with “mere ritualists” (Kevelakarminah) who
do not meditate and therefore goonly tothe path of the manes. So
although some ambiguity remains as to the meaning of jianavajfia in
BUBh 4422 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 gotothe Brahmaloka through the path of the gods (Northern
Course),or to inferior heavens such as Indraloka through the path of
the manes (Southern Course), or get reborn as small animals. Accessto |
the path of the gods and to that of the manes comes respectively from
practice of meditation (here termed vidya ie. knowledge)and
performance of the obligatory rites: “‘Kknowledge 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

Vi ' Vi tv vanat (BSBh 4.1.18, 853).



involving [birth as]a tiny creature.” ! Inthe commentarieson
Chandogva S.10.3and 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 tothe
karmavogin by the Upanisads as well as by the Bhagavadgita
prevents one from concluding that meditation,the most proximate
meanstoimmediate knowledge of the Self,is unavailable outside of
monasticism.

At least two hypotheses could be put forward to explain why
meditation is prescribed for karmavogins while not included in what
could be considered as the basic list of karmavoga'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 karmavogin, meditation being only optional or
secondary. Let us respond to these hypotheses from Sankara’s
viewpoint.

The first hypothesis is dealt with by Sankara in his BSBh 3.342
The opponent claims that meditation on the letter om as udgitha and
such other practices is necessarily enjoined as part of sacrifices, but

never independently. Sankararetorts that meditation cannot always

bhavatj (BSBh 31.17,612-613). See also among other passages the
introduction to KeBh, 34-35, and BGBh 8.24-26.
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be a mere feature of sacrifices because the Chandogya Upanisad
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
Sankara, meditations have their independent existence and results,
and can therefore be objects of injunctions unconnected with
sacrifices (722-725).

In his BSBh 4.17,Sankara 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 torites.

' And, for instance, the sitting posture is advised tofavor an easy flow

of awareness toward subtle levels of the object, which is
characteristic of deep meditation unrelated to outward 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...” ! In CUBh 8.15.1, he also confirms

that part of the householder’s duty is “withdrawing bringing back, all
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c 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...” !

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 (va sthas
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 karmavoga - the householder being the main
representative of that way of life.

Let us explore Sankara’s position on this matter. Although no
indication is given about this in his commentary on Gita 33where the
two nisthas are defined, a cross-reference to this verse made in the
comment on verse 8.23suggests that practice of meditation is basicto
the definition of karmavoga. Sankara’s cross-reference comes here in
support of his idea that, when verse 823 uses the word “yogins” to
refer toboth those who do not return and doreturn to human life
after death, it borrows the term from 33. Inturn,Sankara’s
contextualisation of verse 823 allows us to see that these “vogins”
include first of all those who practice meditation and, as aresult,
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. Sankara indeed specifies that here the

3 ] DYODASA (L QA
sannvasva...(CUBh 8.15.1,605)




word “yogins refers toyogins as well asto karmins. Yet the latter are
so in a secondary sense, as they have been thus referred toin the
passage, ‘in karmavoga for the yoging'[33]” | By stating that,in verse
33, those who doonly rites,that is,the karmins, are refered toin a
secondary sense by the word “yogins’ Sankara certainly suggests
that he expectsthe followers of karmavogatobe 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 commentator directly advocates for the karmavogins still
destined tothe world of the gods,the practice of yoga and even of the
parisankhvana meditation which is quite clearly described as the
highest meditative form (equivalent to nididhvasana) in the Upad
23114-116: “Therefore, in order to gain sovereignty (svatantrva)at the
time [of death] the trustful aspirants after the next world should be
carefully following the dharma of yoga, practicing the parisankhvang
meditation,and creating relief through particular merits.” 2 Sankara
also attributes the practice of both rites and meditation to the
karmavogin when,in his BGBh 121, he compares him with the
enlightened 3ifananisthas 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 inga iti vogin inasco . inastu gupat
‘ o) inam’itivi a i (BGBh 8.23, 403).

parisankhvanabhvasa$ca vi§istapunvopasavasca
paralokdrthibhirapramattah kartavva iti (BUBh 44.

3For evidence that these jnananisthas are already liberated, see next
footnote as well as Sankara’s commentary on verses 8.3-5.
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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, also, who,
having given up all desires and renounced all actions, medijtate on
Brahman, characterised as the Imperishable!....amongthem ...
which are the better versed in voga? ?

Again,in BUBh 45.15,Sankara 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 examine 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

IThe commentary on verse 84 clearly shows that although these
iflananisthas are said by the Gjta to be “meditating” on the
Imperishable,according to Sankara,they are already enlightened.
Since it is attributed, in Sankara’s eyes, to “the sages who are one with
the Lord” (bhagavatsvarupanam satam, S05) meditation onthe
Imperishable means in fact knowing It through direct ex perience, and
not indirectly in the form of practice. More evidence will be given
towards this interpretation further on.
Zevam satatavukta nairantarvena bhaga

121, 500-501).
3tV L1] d




The same idea is found in BSBh 34.27:
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
toknow’ [Br4.4.22] !
One could understand that,in the last two passages,the remote and
proximate means are in fact attributed only respectively tothe
karmavogin and the formal renouncer, so that meditation remains for
all practical purposes the exclusive means of the latter. But in BUBh
6.215,8ankara 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
medijtate with - not on - trust on the Self as the Brahman-Truth,
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ie . Hiranvagarbha in the forest ie.the hermits and monks who
always live in the forest,allreach the flame dejtv.!

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 tobe the most important practice in
karmavoga.

As interpreted by Sankara, scriptures deprecate either practice
of rites alone, 2or both rites and meditation 3 when each is used
exclusively. Our author explains 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 karmavoga. In spite of this insistance on the combined use of
meditation and rites in Vedantic scriptures,the Bhagavadgita seems
at timestorelax the requirements of the path. This is especially true
of 128-11, where, quite obviously as part ofkg:_mam 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

;c;rgbmsgmbngvgg;;(BUBn 6215, 994).

2See for instance BGBh 9.19-20,IUBh 8,BSBh 317 and 3352
3See for mstance IUBh 9 and 12 14.

412

W(IUM 9 8)
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renunciation of the results of actions. But,as we saw,Sankara
confirms that the latter isreally the lowest technique. It follows
that,from his viewpoint, while karmavoga can, when loosely defined,
rest solely on rites and renunciation of its results,its raison d'é tre, in
other words,its efficacy,is rooted in the combined use of rites and
meditation. That is why even if karmavoga cannot be defined strictly
interms of this combination, Sankara 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 isfurther understood that,among
these,greater attention should be given to the means of attaining
the Northern Path.!

Finally, as suggested by the Mupndaka Upanisad and confirmed
by Sankara,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 Mundaka
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 Sankara glosses these terms thus: “Those who are

engaged in practices (krivavantah) devoted to the performance of

WMMMM(BUBh 6.216,997).
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duties as mentioned earlier;! versed in Vedic studijes; 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 torites, and
as a consequence, does not have as much time for meditation as one
who has physically renounced rituals, his focus must glso mainly rest
on the inner means for liberation which meditation provides. To
exclude meditation from karmavoga,to consider it as secondary or
optional for that stage,or to see it as trivial and even unworthy
compared tothe Advaita discipline of knowledge proper,is therefore
a major misunderstanding of Sankara's teaching concerning the path
to Self-knowledge and liberation. Such a misunderstanding
contributes towards confining Sankara’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 kKarmavoga

Even if it were agreed that meditation is of first importance in

karmavoga, according to the now prevailing understanding in the

| Commenting on a preceding verse, Sankara defined Krivavan as “one
who is possessed of practices like knowledge, meditation, detachment

)

and soon.”

krivavan (MuBh 314, 167).
2. .. jyavant a tri

'.."{. N4 apdarad
bubhutsavah (MuBh



Advaita tradition, it could still be argued that karmavogg creates a
purity of mind that merely allows one to start upon the discipline of
knowledge proper which is the only direct means for ex periencing
the actionless Self. Advocates of this position would hold that the
culmination of purity acquired through karmavoga is the fulfilment
of the four prerequites which simply allows one to set out upon the
discipline of knowledge,and which must include abandoning
karmavoga 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 tothe 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 karmavoga cannot include the discipline of
knowledge among its practices,and that one hasto come out of it in
order to commence the said discipline. ‘

As stated by T.MYP. Mahadevan, “the Vedickarmans ...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).
Karmavoga and the purity it produces are not understood as a means
toimmediate knowledge of the Self but only asa way toembark
upon the discipline, or path,of mediate knowledge: “Disinterested and
dedicated action (niskama-karma karma-voga)serves to purify the
mind, and thus becomes a remote auxiliary of the path of knowledge”

(Mahadevan, 1974, 397). It is understood that combining kKarmavoga
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with the discipline of knowledge would be contradictory to Sankara’s
principle of absence of combination (samuccava)of action and
knowledge toward liberation. Hence formulations such as the
following by Hirivanna: “In other words, karma-voga qualifies directly
for ifana-voga or the acquisition of right knowledge and not for
moksa” (1949, 56). In her study of Sankara’s BGBh,G. V.Saroja is even
more explicit on the necessity to become a formal renouncer in order
tostart the discipline of knowledge, which is typical of the prevailing
understanding in the contemporary Advaita tradition:
The sankhva-vogin is the one who has understood the
purposelessness and worthlessness of the worldly life. Asa
result, he reaches a worthy preceptor and gets all his doubts
cleared. Only in this stage, §ravana or hearing the Upanisadic
texts comes in the jdanamarga. It istobe clear that thisvirakta
and mumuksu has already renounced his svadharma and taken
up tothe fourth order of samnyasa or renunciation (124-125).
In her thesis on post-Sankara Advaita, S.Revathy also clearly presents
the Advaita discipline of knowledge as sepafate from karmavoga:
“The stage of life where one is devoted to the meditation upon
Brahman is samnvasa 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 kKarmavoga in Sankara‘'s economy of liberation,
interpreters of Advaita usually hold with respect to Sankara that

“significant spiritual development for him is brought about not by
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effective activity (karma yoga) in social and ritual life, but by
knowledge alone” (Cenkner. 49).

But,as we will now show in the next two sections, this
represents an unsuspected departure from Sankara’s position. On the
contrary, Sankara teaches 1-that meditation on the qualified
Brahman leads tothe very threshold of immediate knowledge of the
Self,2- that the discipline or path of knowledge (jidnavoga or
iflananistha as steadfastness in mediate knowledge)is also available
as part of karmavoga's practices, 3-that karmavoga thus leads
directly toimmediate knowledge of Atman-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 close study of Sankara’s descriptions of the effects of
meditation on the qualified Brahman (the main characteristic of
meditations pertaining to karmavoga) shows that, not only does it
deserve tobe 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 ex perience of the Self.

According to Sankara, meditation on the qualified Brahman is
associated with karmanistha insofar as the sense of authorship is still
present in the meditator: “But sofar as meditation on the qualified
Brahman is concerned, a subsequent performance of Agnihotraetc.is

possible, since the authorship for such a meditator remains intact”
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(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 karmavoga 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 Sankara 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 Hirgnvagarbha (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 tobereborn as a
human being.4 But there are actually different planes within the
world of Hiragvagarbha and their attainment is a function of the level
of perfection attained through meditation (BUBh 6.215, 632).

A similar but distinct result istermed as attainment of identity
(Zpatti) 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 1.328,62). The highest level of the world of Hiragvagarbha is
Hiranvagarbha himself, described thus by Sankara in his KaBh: “The
principle called Hiranvagarbha, which was born first,from the

Unmanifested, and which consists of both consciousness and

1 a vidva trtva Vet
sambhavatvagamyapyagnihotradi (BSBh 4.1.16, 852).

2See also BSBh 4.1.6 and 4.1.18,CUBh 1.1.10 and BUBh 21.3.

3See BSBh 3221, 619.
4See CUBh 8.15.1,KaBh 2316 and PUBh 1.10.
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unconsciousness, is called the Great Soulthat is higher than the
intellect.” ! The only principles higher than this are mava and the

Purusa, states the next verse of the Upanisad.?

The attainment of identity with the deity is different than
reaching some level of the world of Hiranvagarbha after death,in that
it can be reached during human life itself. Referring to a meditation
on the qualified Brahman Sankara 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 4.315,893).3 In his BUBh 1.39, 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 ex periences the ordinary self.” 4
According to another description, this identity even prevails in the

perceptions of the waking state outside of meditation proper:

1310,82).
2Hiranvagarbha is called the “total of all Pranas” in PUBh 6.4 (500),

“and in Him, as comprising the (cosmic) subtle body, are strung
together all creatures. Hence He is jijvaghanal), a mass of creatures’
(PUBh 5.5, 476).

3 i v
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pratikapradhanatvadupasanasva (BSBh 4.3.15, 890).
4 .t vatadisvaripatmabhimanabhiv iriti

laukikatmabhimanavat (BUBh 1.39,634).




This Brahma is Hiranvagarbha 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.!

Of course, Sankara 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 agni 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
Miagdukvakdrikd he also underlines that the goal of meditation on
Hiragvagarbha, 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]Hiranvagarbha (sambhutj) has a

different goal, its censure is for the purpose of finding fault in it
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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.!

On the other hand, it should be recalled that,in the final analysis,
according to Sankara, all efforts of the seeker after liberation serve
solely toremove obstacles to the correct knowledge of the Self
through purifying body and mind. In many passages,Sankara
specifies that the condition for direct knowledge of the Self is
complete purity of mind. In the BGBh 252 he clearly equatesthe
condition for eradicating ignorance with purity of mind:

When, at that time when,your int ct will cross,go,bevond the
confusion of delusion, the turbidness consisting of delusion and of
lack of discrimination,by which the discriminative knowledge
between the Self and the non-Self is disturbed and the internal
organ isturned towards objects of senses,that is, when your
intellect will attain purity.?2
Alsoreferring tothe direct ex perience of Brahman, he writes in his
MuBh 31.38:
What then isthe means for its attainment? It is said:through
claritv 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... Asopne's mind one’s

lato nvarthatvadamrtatvasadhanam brahmavidvamapeksva
nindarthaevabhavatjsambhutyapavadah
vadvapvasuddhivivogaheturatannisthatvat (MakBh 325,219).

AMAaVIVeKad
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internal organ, has become pure, completely cleansed through

thisclaritv of intellect, one is able to see Brahman; accordingly
therefore,gne sees, perceives,obtains, that
Self ... 1

The context of other similar passages may not be as explicit asto
whether the knowledge resulting from karmavoga's purifying power
is mediate or immediate, which may lead interpreters to see it as only
mediate, thus reducing the scope and role of karmavoga's practices.
But there is no reason to interpret differently from the above
passages statements such as ‘knowledge of Reality arisesin a
perfected man through purification of the mind." 2

In fact, there is strong evidence in Sankara’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 34.26,Sankara quotes a passage from the Smrti which even says
that,through their purifying effect,karmans, that is, ritual actions
and meditation, translated here by “duties”, are the cause of the
emergence of what is called “the supreme goal” and what must

therefore be, here also,immediate knowledge of the Self:“Duties burn

“(MuBh 318, 169) See 2150 MUBh 319,
ZMWMGM(KGBh 48,36).
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impurities away.The supreme goal being knowledge, when impurities
are burnt away by duties, knowledge emerges.” !

In various places,Sankara 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: “These meditations
are helpfultothe 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,has 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 (Atmanatmavastuviveka)
which, as prescribed by the scriptures, would lead one tothe
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

l

kasave karmabhih pakve tato jianam pravartate |l

(BSBh 34.26,802-803)
Ztanyetdanvupasanani sattvasuddhikaratvena
vastutattvavabhasgkatvadadvaitaifianopakarakani (CUBh intro, 352).
In his translation,Swami Gambhirananda renders
“vastutattvavabhasakatva’ 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,Sankara mentions that the jianavajfia or sacrifice
consisting in knowledge is mental only and therefore amountsto
deep meditation.
4 yaifienetj ¢

(BB
4422, 932).
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various passages given above clearly suggest continuity,rather than
discontinuity and opposition,between karmavoga and the process of
complete purification that leads to direct experience of Brahman-
Atman. This continuity is conveyed quite clearly when Katha
Upanisad 1.313describes a process of withdrawal of awareness from
the gross to more and more s.ubtle 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 Hiragvagarbha and
the latter into the Self. And Sankara comments on the subtler levels
of the merger as follows: “He should settle knowledge, ie.the intellect,
in the Great Soul in the First-Born [Hiranyvagarbhal The idea is that he
should make Self-knowledge as clear in its nature as is the First-Born.
And that Great Soul, he should expand into the peaceful ... Self” !

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 Sankara
suggests that most of the purifying work toward immediate

knowledge of the Self is already done when meditation on the




qualified Brahman has reached its pinacle in the identity with
Hiranvagarbha Moreover,the last sentence quite obviously describes
the passage from identity with Hiragvagarbha to identity with the
non-dual Self, that is,from meditation on the qualified Brahman
(involving authorship)to ex perience 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 karmavoga Other passages also describe
that this type of meditation gradually and naturally leads toits own
transcendance into ex perience 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 ex perience of the attributeless Self.
Commenting on Chandogva Upanisad 3111, 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 hisown

Self by following the process stated above,became absorbed

(samahitah) [and] seeing this mantra came back from his
absorption...” | A little further,in verse 323 Sankara specifies that

this absorption really corresponds to direct ex perience of the Atman-

Brahman, since the man who knows thus “becomes the eternal and
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unborn Brahman which is not limited by periods of rising up and
setting down.’ ! This is also confirmed by the comment that
meditation on om is “a means for the attainment of the lower and the
supreme Brahman.’ 2

In his BSBh 3.4.38, Sankara even acknowledges that one canreach
liberation through meditation outside the formal study and
contemplation of the Upanisads (the traditional jlanavoga) as he
quotes the following passage from Manu Smrti;: “Doubtless,a
Brahmapa can succeed merely through japa’ 3the latter being simply
mental repetition of mantras.

Sankara explains 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 Taittiriva Upanisad 321, which is
part of a sequence where Bhrgu performs meditations (called tapas)

meant to gradually recognize subtler and subtler levels of the

_na_v_ammnan(lmd 3113,420).
ZWMM(PU% 5.1,128).

810) A doubt may arise as to Whether “can succeed Qamg_nzg_g_)
really means “can attain liberation.” But the rest of Sankara’s
commentary on this sfitra is quite clearly referring to the “highest
goal” (param gatim)as attained by various means. In his commentary
on Manu Smrti 287 (48),Kullikabhatta gives the same meaning to the
verb:“A Brahmana obtains undoubted perfection, he can reach
hberatnon W(Wmm

sid labhate moksapraptivo vati
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qualified Brahman (the gross level of creation,the vital force,the

mind, intellect) ana tofinally bring about merger in the non-dual bliss:
From such Srutitexts as “Seek to know Brahman through tapas’
[Taitt 3211 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.!

Thus, according to Sankara, although pertaining to kKarmavoga,
meditation on the qualified Brahman does purify the mind enough to
bring the seeker after liberation up tothe 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 totranscend 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 steadfastnessin karman (karmanistha) and
steadfastness in direct Self-knowledge (aparoksajfnananistha): as long

as one isbound by the sense of authorship that accompanies

meditation on the qualified Brahman, one remains in karmanistha.

vid tvadavidyocvate. tena vidyamut pac
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 ex perienced as pure silent
consciousness,one has stepped into jfpapanistha steadfastness in
[direct] knowledge [of the Seif].

In addition, while nididhvasana is usually understood by
followers of Safikara 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 meditation 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
nididhvasana, 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).! In his BSBh 4.1.1,Sankara
characterizes both ypasana and nididhvasang as the repetition of
mental actions: “Besides,the words upasana and pididhvasana denote
an act (kriva)characterized by inner repetition.” 2 In his BSBh the

I yg anaity g asd asSd
4 insamanacittavrttj t
tadvi tyava ' (CUBh intro, 352).

zapjcopasanam nididhvasanam cetvantarpitavritigupaiva
krivabhidhivate (BSBh 4.1.1,826). Swami Gambhirananda (CUBh,xx)
and A.P.Mishra (20) understand on the basis of the Brhadaranvaka
Upapisad Bhasva Vartika 24.232-234 that Sure§vara clearly
distinguishes the process of nididhvasana from that of ypasapa.
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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'sl magnitudes [such as
having four feet or sixteen parts] are not meant for establishing
the existence of somethihg different from Brahman What are

they meant for then? They serve the purposes of the intellect,

SwamiGambhirananda opines that,according to Sure§vara,
nididhvasana “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 agparoksanubhiti or the
direct realisation of the Self” (xx). Is Sure$§vara departing from the
viewpoint of his master here? Brhadaragvaka Upanisad 245reads:
“The Self, my dear Maitrevyi, is to be realized (drastavyvah) - it istobe
heard of, reflected of, meditated upon (nididhvasitavvah) Through
realization (dar$anena) of the Self, my dear -through hearing,
reflection and experience (vijianena), all this is known (at ma va are
stav Srotav tavvo nidid itavvo va
are dar$anena §ravanena matvavijjia 3 idj
Sureévara has the following comment on thlS in hlS a:uka 24 232 234:
.. If through vijiana is used, why is nididhvasana first mentioned?
Through vijfiana is said for the purpose of eliminating the doubt
about dhvana because the word pnididhvasana can be wrongly taken
tobe dhvana. Before [attaininglthe goal (avat) dhvana etc.are needed
for bringing about the emergence of knowledge;on the contrary, asto
its specific meaning, vijfiana is declared toresult in liberation alone”

(...viiflanenetvatha katham nididhvasanamucvate ||

] ' am I 1982, 695).
Here Sureévara seems to defme gmg_ny_a_g_gfrom the perspective of
itsculmination in the very immediate knowledge of the actionless
Self, which alone yields liberation. Thus,this comment may not
necessarily entail contradiction with Sankara’s qualification of both

nididhvasana and ypasana as mental acts at other levels of
experience.
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ie.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.!
So, while the process as such is quite similar in the case of meditation
of the qualified Brahman (usually associated with karmavoga)and in
the one pertaining to the discipline of knowledge,the major
difference between the twois simply that in nididhvasana due to

purity already acquired namely through meditation on the qualified

Brahmapn the meditator seems to be able to have his mind more easily

absorbed in abstract Upanisadic thoughts such as “Thou art That.’
This will be examplified 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
ex planatory portions of the Srutirelating to the objects of meditation,
with no interruption from ordinary thoughts...” 2 Even if introduced
in the context of Gita 123 where, according to Sankara,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
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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 4.24,Sankara 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 tobe 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 Sankara 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

WMWMM(BUBh 4 24,
859-860).
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one’s past life are the cause,as in the case of Praiapati Sometimes
it istapas.... 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 isto 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.” !
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 karmayvoga cannot be combined with the
discipline of knowledge.

As also specified by Sankara, 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 ex perience of the actionless Self. Again,the crucial question is

whether the proximate means consisting of the discipline of

K C 1 gl ak d [1] a a Al
IV Ci . I I PV I!I

> 03dioratibandhak save caL.
bhitarthaifiana pimittasvabhavvat (BUBh 1.4.2 649).
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knowledge is available only after one has adopted monasticism,or
also within karmavoga, in addition to yaina dana and tapas. When
comparing Sankara’s discussion quoted above on the relationship
between the proximate and remote means of knowledge, with
Sarvajiiat man’s introduction to this topic in his Samksepasariraka, 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,Sarvajnat man readily
introduces the whole subject in terms of opting for the proximate
means after aband_oning 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).! This way of understanding the
relationship between the proximate and remote means is probably
based on Sure§vara's statement that the remote means may bring
only an “inclination toward the Self” (pratvakpravanatam) 2not
direct knowledge itself. But,as already shown,from Sankara’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 6.215, 3 Sankara explicitly connects the proximate

means referred to by the phrase “those who know this as such” with

(Vezinathan, 652).
2Naiskarmvasiddhij 1.49 (Balasubramanian 1988, 51).

3See 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 who
meditate ..’ ! In his BSBh 3448, Sankara also clearly states that apart
from the remote means of knbwledge 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 44.22as 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 Sankara, 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

| ke punaste vaevam vidurgrhastha eva. ... apjbrahmacarinaevam
viduriti gr i = A rpyes p——

upasate ... (BUBh 6215 994)
2 in_q_m_y_g_a_mxg_m_a, which is equivalent todama and said tobe a
prox1mate means to Self-knowledge in BUBh 4422

(BSBh 3448, 818-819)
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aspirant,the proximate means of meditationonthe qualified
Brahmapn may eventually lead to its own disappearance and to the
aspirant’s complete absorption in the actionless Self. Now, passages in
Sankara'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 Sudra, a formal
renouncer or in any other social situation. So let us now consider

Sankara’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 adhjkara which is variously translated as
eligibility, competency or qualification. Adhikara meansthe
qualification(s) required for the right to engage in a performance and
to get its result(s). In BSBh 34.36,a doubt is raised as to whether
widowers, women, Sudras and others who are not qualified for
performance of rites, are nevertheless qualified for knowledge.
Commenting on this sitra and the following one, Sankara 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), Vacaknavi(a woman),Gargi (a woman) and Samvarta (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.” ! 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
tostra 34.36 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 toobtain the result of knowledge. Hence,anyone
who wishes toobtain the result of knowledge is qualified for the
discipline of knowledge and its result, unless prohibition to dosois
found in the scriptures, which is not the case as noted by Sankara.
Agreeing with the following siitra (34.39),Sankara then states that,in
comparison to being outside a stage of life (asrama) as is the case of
widowers and the like, belonging to one gives qualification for the
practice of tjitual 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 Upanisads. In his
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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 (nitvakarmans) “become the cause of the
attainment of Brahman, subserving proximate causes such as hearing,
reflection, faith, devotion;[thus]they contribute to the same result
than knowledge of Brahman’ ! Again nothing in the comment on this
sitra indicates that rites have to be abandoned before proximate
means may start to be used.

The same view point is clearly expressed in the commentaries on
the Upanisads. Answering a doubt as to whether the statement “I
have realised it myself” from Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 448 means
that only one person ever obtained knowledge of Brahman, Sankara
replies that it is not so, “because Sruti states that it is for the sake of
everybody” (sarvarthasruteh). 2 InTUBh 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
samnviasa stage which has none of these rites, Sankara first recalls

that the hermit’s (vanaprasthva)and the renouncer’s (samnvasa)
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 celibacy, austerity,truthfulness,

control of the mind and of senses, non-injury and similar practices

. vidvava sahaikakarvam bhavaiiti sihitam (BSBh 4118, 853-854)
2BUBh 448, 923
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which are commonly associated with other stages of life, particularly
meditation and steadiness of mind ...” ! 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 blissis by
way of knowledge alone.?
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 samnvasa stage of life also have access

to it through the proximate means of knowledge. Needless to say,the

calvavadanap samo damo himservevomadiovani
karmanpitarasramaprasiddhani...dhvanadharanadilaksananica
(TUBh 1.12 278).
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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 possibilit? for
those (Brahmanas) who can devote themselves entirely to the
proximate means of knowledge or have already reached liberation.
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 - (§rautaifianavoga) and that based on Smrtij scriptures
such as the epics and the Puranas (smartajfanavoga). In hisBSBh 111,
Sankara states that the study of the ritualistic portions of the Stutiis
not necessary for that of the Upanisads, “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).! There
isonly a slight indication that,according to Sankara, this may also

apply to women, who do not have access tothe Sruti scriptures

l Cr R AA e - —_

itaveda

brahmajijfiasopapatteh (BSBh 1.1.1,29 and 33).
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connected torites:he gives as an argument in his introduction to
BUBh 24,the fact that, as part of the story of the Upanijsad, “the
knowledge of Brahman as a means toimmortality has been imparted
to Maitreyi, who was without the means to perform rites” (243).!
However,respecting the traditional prohibition of the study of the
Srutj addressed to $udras Sankara 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 Jtihasas and the Purdpnas.2 Yet it remains that a Sudra
has no qualification by way of the Vedas.” 3

However,afew passages in Sankara’s works seem to mean that
the discipline of knowledge is available only to Brahmanas 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 §rauta
or smartaforms. The most categorical statements are found in the
Upades$asahasri. 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

I mag ? :
_amnus!xgna.d.ej_asl(BUBh 24 mtro 757 758)

2Thus, when referring to this passage, Mayeda states that “the upper
three classes of people, excluding Stdras, are entitled to the
knowledge of Brahman” (Upad, 228), the picture is incomplete and
potentially misleading, as that knowledge is indeed available to the
Stdras, but sxmply through sources other than the revealed texts
known as

v
(BSBh 1.3.38, 281).
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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 knowledgel if he has
abandoned the desire for sons, wealth and worlds and reached the
state of a paramahamsa wandering ascetic... if heisa
Brahmin...” (Upad 212 211).!

As also said inthe Upad 1.1327, “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.

S0.Concentrating upon Atman the love which is [now set]on
external things ...a seeker after the truth should resort toa

teacher (Upad 1.17.49-50,165).3

vittalokais saparjvra

Mﬁmmwmmmmuwpad 212,
191).
2Since Maveda indicates in a note (Upad 171) that in this passage the
prerequisites start with verse 50, 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 d1smp11ne of knowledge.

3ut a vikar ar
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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 Sankara’s works to
state this condition. One can even say that,as compared toother
descriptions or acknowledgement of the prerequisites by Sankara in
his various works, their importance is lessened and their status can
be seen as ambiguous rather than contradictory in relationtothe
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
Brahmapa in Upad 212, Sankara substantiates his position by giving
an excerpt from Mundaka Upanisad 1.212-13. Verse 12reads:“A
Brahmapa should resort to renunciation after examining the worlds
acquired through action.... For knowing that [Brahmanl he should
indeed go, with sacrificial faggots in hand,to a master versed inthe
Vedas and steadfast in Brahman’ ! Sankara specifies in his
commentary on this verse that “the Brahmana is mentioned because

he alone is specially qualified for acquisition of knowledge by

tapantattvad anitvatvad ‘g;mﬁr;ha;vﬁg cavabahihl
tvat it iti i

(MuBh 1.212,152).
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renouncing everything” (MuBh 110).! In light of Sankara’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
Mupndaka Upanisad 1212, the latter’s prescription of physical
renunciation appears as one possible application of the more general
virtue of detachment (vairagva) which could then be understood as
the really universal prerequisite for the discipline of knowledge.
Sankara 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 Katha Upanisad 21.1, which talks of a discriminative man
who turns his attention toward the Self, following which he quotes
Mundaka Upanisad 1.212 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

pravartate (KeBh intro, 15).
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knowledge of the indwelling Self,and not otherwise” (KeBh 34).1
After quoting Mundaka Upanisad 1212 in the rest of his introduction
Sankara 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 thanthe 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 Sankara’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
tothe “detached man” (quoted above) in the presentation and
conclusion of this topic in the introduction to hisKeBh,the common
theme here does not seem to be the prerequisite of physical

renunciation as stated in Mundaka Upanisad 1212 but rather a

pratvaga ;mgwsgyg anvatra $aranamapa$yvat ...papraccheti
kalpvate (Ibid.).
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detachment (vairdagva)that does not necessarily entail monastic life.
In the BSBh, Sankara also identifies qualification for acquiring Self-
knowledge from a teacher by bringing in and interpreting Mundaka
Upanisad 1.212in 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 hasno attachment
[for the former]” !

This manner of interpreting the value given by Sankaratothe
prerequisite of being a Brahmaga and a monk for the discipline of
knowledge can be substantiated by his comment on Chandogva
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 Brahmanas
by both the Chandogva Upanisad (in 5.11.1) and Sankara, who thereby
seems to contradict the requirement of Upad 21.2as much because the
king has already gained knowledge without satisfying the criterion of
being a Brahmana as because the Brahmapas receiving knowledge
from him are not formal renouncers. Yet Sankara’s comment on verse
527 reads:

Therefore, although they were great householders, deeply versed
inthe Vedas, and Brahmapas,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 Brahmangalcaste. Other seekers

I nipnditva capa '
dar$avati (BSBh 1.221,190).
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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.!
Barring the possibility of an elementary contradiction, how could the
author of Upad 21.2write this if the application of the prerequisite of
being a Brahmapa 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 1.212-13,
Sankara gives a passage from Chandogva Upanjsad 3116 to support the
idea that knowledge should be obtained through a teacher. This
section of the latter Upanisad is in fact a dialogue between Aruna and
his son, and the verse preceding the one quoted by Sankara reads: “Of
such a Brahman, afather should speak to his eldest sonor to a
competent pupil” 2which Sankara 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,Sankara introduces a

man of the brahmacarva (student) stage of life in the role of a disciple:

vav
vantevasine (CUBh 3115, 420).

_u.a_zmkny_ukiunan(CUBh 5117 495).
a




“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 ...” (Upad 2245,234)! 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 tothe 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
scriptures], who is endowed with virtues,and who is always obedient
[to his teacher]” (Upad 1.16.72,156).2

How is one to explain these conflicting statements concerning
the requirements for the discipline of knowledge? Are they simply
self-contradictions 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 express 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

225



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. Asanexample, we can even start
with a passage from the same Mupndaka Upanisad which says in verse
1.1.3:“Saunaka, a great householder, having approached Angiras
according to the rules,asked ...” ! First,according to Sankara’s
comment on BSBh 1.335,the Saunaka family belongs to the caste of
Ksatrivas. Besides,as stated by the comment on the preceding verse
of the Mund Upani (143), Angiras was part of a line of £sis
(hence,a Brahmana) and received the knowledge from Bharadvaja, as
“either his son or disciple” (svasisvava putrava va), meaning that
Bharadviaja could have been a complete Self-knower while being a
father,that is, without having become a monk even though he was a
Brahmapa Even when facing this situation, Sankara glosses verse 1.1.3
without any reservation: “Saunaka, the son of Sunaka, a great
householder having approached having gone to,the teacher Afgiras,
disciple of Bharadvaja,duly, 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 Brahmapna and a monk for the same purpose. This is in fact

Sankara's consistent approach with respect to the many similar cases
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found in the texts he commented upon. As another example,one
could cite his comment while introducing the third part of the
Taittiriva Upanisad where the £si Bhrgu receives knowledge from his
father Varuna: “The story ‘Bhrghu,the well-known son of Varuna... is
meant to praise knowledge, as it shows that it was imparted toa son
by a father.” ! Thus,in Sankara’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, Sankara
has no problem with the Brahmapa Svetaketu receiving instruction
from his father Aruniin chapter 6 of the Chandogva Upanisad, as part
of a long and continuing tradition of enlightened householders.2 A
similar lineage of knowledge among householders listed in
Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 6.5.1-3is also genuinely recognized by
Sankara in his commentary on the same. When, in Chandogya
Upanisad 4.4.1-5,it isas abrahmacarin that Satyakama Jabala is
initiated into the Upanisadic knowledge by Haridrumata Gautama,
our commentator doesn’'t show any reservations either;equally so
when, pictured later on as enlightened (49.2-3) and married (4.10.2),
Satyakama Jabala also accepts brahmacarins (410.1). Where even kings
are seen teaching the knowledge of Brahman, Sankara maintains the
same kind of undefensive comment,namely in CUBh 5.11-24, where
king A§vapati shares his wisdom with three householders,in BUBh 21

where Ajatasatru, king of Varanasi, does the same with the Brahmana

— —
varuqih (TUBh 3.1.1,313)
2See CUBh 6.45.
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Gargya Drptabalaki,as well asin BUBh 6.2and CUBh 5.3-10 where
Pravahana, king of Paficala, instructs Svetaketu and his father
Gautama, as part of “a line of Ksatriva teachers”’
(ksatrivaparamparava).! Similarly,Sankarais not seen trying to
justify any abnormality when king Janaka is enlightened by
Yajnavalkya in BUBh 31 and 41-4,even if, according to the
commentator, the latter section contains (in 44.22) the most
important Upanisadic injunction of physical renunciation;?2the same
attitude is found in CUBh 41-2whenthe Brahmana and widower
Raikva teaches king Jana$ruti Pautrayana. When in the
Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 36 and 38,Yajnavalkya expounds 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 (24 and 45),Sankara does not try to diminish the liberal
significance of these episodes. Finally,it istoa woman, his wife
Maitreyi, that in the Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 45.6,Yajiavalkya
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 Sankara does not try toreduce 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.

I This is specified by Sankara in his BUBh 6.28 (988).

2“If, however, renunciation is supposed to be enjoined anywhere, it
should be primarily here, it is not possible anywhere else” (BUBh
4422 528). yadi punah kvacidvidhih parikalpyeta parivrajvasya.sa
ihaiva mukhvo nanvatra sambhavatj (935).
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Thus, the Upanisads commented 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 Upad 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 accesstothe
discipline of knowledge, it tellson the other hand the story of a
brahmacirin 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 (anga)for knowledge of the Self, yet
addressed to Brahmanas alone.! Considering, as seen in the many
passages just referred to,that the commentator 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 if one isa Brahmana one hastobecome a
monk in order to have access to the discipline of knowledge, and not
that one hastobe aBrahmana and a monk. As a consequence,these
tworequirements are valid only for Brahmanas and do not preclude

I As also noticed by Mayeda (Upad, 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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any person from the discipline of knowledge, which would be
confirmed in the Upad itself when a brahmacarin is said tobe
instructed on knowledge of the Self.

This raises the following question:is it not contradictory to
make physical renunciation a necessary requirement for access tothe
discipline of knowledge in the case of Brahimanas 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
Sankara’s viewpoint, we have to approach the issue from his own
hermeneutical perspective. The major presupposition to recall here
isthat,according to him,being Srutiand thus divine in origin, the
Upanjsads are by nature free from mistakes and contradictions. Even
when they do prescribe physical renunciation for Brahmagnas 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 Pirva-and
Uttaramimamsa Although Sankara never directly addressed the
question asto why the Upanisads prescribe physical renunciation as
an auxiliary for the aspirant Brahmapa, 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 toreach knowledge
and liberation without ritual actions which are prescribed at least as
aremote auxiliary (bahiranga)for entry into the discipline of
knowledge. According to Sankara’s interpretation of Brahmasitra
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34.36-37,the claim that people are qualified for knowledge of the Self
even when deprived of the auxiliary requirement consisting of ritual
actions, is ex plained by the fact that Srutiand Smrtitexts give
indicatory marks (linga) suggesting that such people,among them the
widower Raikva,! and ladies such as Gargi, did attain immediate
knowledge of the Self. Applying the same exegeticalruletothe
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, Brahmagas 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
Sankara,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
Sankara’s interpretation of the relationship between the injunction of
ritual actions and the availability of knowledge without these rites.
According to his understanding of Brahmasiitra 34.36,even when
knowledge is available without ritual actions, it is preferable (jyavas)
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 explains quite simply why

I Being deprived of the assistance of his wife during the sacrifices,
the householder who has become widower cannot perform them
anymore.
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Sankara can on the one hand very naturally accept that Brahmanas
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 Brahmana-monk
requirement and the dialogue between a teacher and a brahmacarin
can be resolved on the background of Bidarayana's and Sankara’s way
of interpretating these types of conflicting statements.

Based on the fact that the Upad is non-commentarial, Mayeda
opines that this work is more likely to represent the free expression
of Sankara’s real personal position on renunciation:

If the Upad were acommentary,like the BrahmasUtrabhasya,on
some text or other,Sankara might have been compelled to
recommend karman though it was against his will. However, the
Upad.is not acommentary on any text. Therefore, it is certainly
an expression of his own view that Sankara insists on a complete
renunciation of karman ... (1964-66,70)
According to Mayeda’s interpretation of the requirement of being a
Brahmana and a monk as stated in the Upad, “it should be kept in
mind in order to understand Sankara’s doctrine that he accepts as
qualified for his teaching a Brahmin who is in the state of
paramahamsa wandering ascetic” (Upad, 228). The scholar ends up by
stating that “Sankara’s teachings were meant only for selected
samnpvasins ...” (1989,199). But a major consequence of our
understanding of Sankara’s position is that such a conclusion is not

consistent enough,even with respect tothe Upad, as Mayeda himself
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suggests when, noticing that abrahmacarin is said to be taught in
verse 2245, he reflects that “the requirement of being a
paramahamsaparivrajaka might not be very strict” (Upad, 97). Thus,
to determine Sankara’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 gr_ay_La_dr smartga disciplines of knowledge are
universally available without physical renunciation, while the latter
is prescribed as an optional, yet emphasized, auxiliary only for the
Brahmapas’ §rauta discipline of knowledge.

But the question remains as to why Sankara didn’t state
generously this universal availability in the Upad if he really meant
it7? 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 noreason to doubt its authenticity. So this
answer remains unsatisfactory. It may also be proposed that the
Upad was addressed only or at least mainly to Brahmanas. With
respect to this, Mayeda gives the following account of the
contemporary situation Sankara had to deal with:

Sankara 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
manufact urers. 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 Sankara to
communicate Vedanta philosophy to these people. Consequently

he propagated his teachings chiefly among samnvasins who had
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renounced the world, and intellectuals in the villages, and he

gradually won the respect of Brahmins and feudal lords (Upad, 5).
Asisoftenthe case in ancient Indian history,it is very difficult to
assess such descriptions. In light of what we have established sofar |
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, Sankara 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.! This
could explain why he sometimes wrote as if his teaching and that of
the Upanisads were addressed only to Brahmapnas But this does not
mean that noone else had access to that knowledge. So,in light of our
reinterpretation, physical renunciation as a necessary requirement is
far from being typical of Sankara,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 Sankara’s eyes,
karmavoga 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 ex perience, 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,

I 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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repeated hearing from the teacher (§ravana) reflection (manana)and
meditation (nidjdhvasana)as part of the discipline of knowledge,
whether based on Srutjor Smrtitexts. In this context, meditation or
nididhvasang appears as the culmination of an inner process of
renunciation with which the aspirant should already have become
familiarthrough other forms of meditation practiced inkarmavoga.
Because departure from active social life is not mandatory for
starting with the discipline of knowledge,the latter,that is,
jlanavoga or mediate jfjananistha can even be seen as part of
karmavoga. Even if one argued that the words jianavoga and
mediate jiananistha are always exclusively associated with
monasticism by Sankara, it would still be proper to say that the part-
time practice of $§ravana manana and nididhvasana as such is declared
by him to be available to the seeker after liberation pursuing an

active social life.

S.5-Karmavoga as a means to immediate Self-knowledge

These clarifications shed completely new light on numerous
passages where Sankara literally states that karmavoga 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
sarvakarmasamnvasa is not to be understood as physical
renunciation, karmavoga 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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renunciation after attainment of enlightenment, he also recognizes
that the Self-knower 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-knowledge 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,Sankara writes for all to read that karmavoga leads to
immediate Self-knowledge through purification of the mind. Thus, he
says in the BSBh 34.34: “And such texts as 'He who has to his credit
these eighty-four sanctifications,” which allude to the fact of these
Vedicrites 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).1 Stating that the very vision of the rsis is the result of
karmavoga 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 gsjs concerning the Self

etc, are for one who is engaged in the daily obligatory duties enjoined

1 - 3r3 itvidva
Wﬂw v ddhirvaidi : |
vidvotpattimabhi t rt vati (BSBh 34.34, 809).
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in the Srutjiand the Smrti who is without selfish desires,and who
seeks after the knowledge of the supreme Brahman’ ! Inasimilar
spirit, TUBh 1.43reads: “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,karmavoga 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
peopvle:
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 thisis 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

(TUBh 1.10.1,272-273).

2karmacopattaduritaksavartham. tatksave hividva prakasate
(TUBh 1.4.3,235).

3svat abhe tu pirv itadurit ib a va

vidvahetutvam pratipadyante karmani nityaniti (TUBh 1.121, 278).
a d V. a gadi g d ani d @ d -- 3




Introducing BGBh 4.42 Sankara also grants to karmavoga the power to
give direct Self-knowledge through purification:“...the man who, by
virtue of the practice of karmavoga, 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 '

Many interpreters would argue that because Sankara prescribes
physical renunciation as a requirement for the discipline of
knowledge at least afew times in his works, it isto be always
understood at least as an implicit additional step even whenthe
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 gothrough twoother
mandatory steps before direct Self-knowledge:first,enter the
samnvasa$rama by physically renouncing active social life, second,
commence and pursue the discipline of knowledge. Or, it might be
sugge;sted that if the purity apparently said tobe produced by
karmavoga is already enough for direct Self-knowledge, the whole

sequence starting from discrimination between the real and the

grv apravrttistathaiv i prav
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unreal, and proceeding through physical abandonment, and so forth,
must have been left unstated by Sankara between the stage of
karmavoga 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 karmavoga. It is well-known that Janaka
never took recourse to physical renunciation. So,Sankara states here
that in the context of karmavoga, that is, without physically
abandoning ritual actions, “by means of actions dedicated to J§vara,
lanaka and others attained perfection, perfection meaning here either
purity of mind or the emergence of true knowledge ..."” ! Similarly,
while BGBh 319 reads: “For, since, performing action without
attachment for the sake of [§vara man attains the supreme,
liberation, by means of purity of mind,” 2the 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 discipline of
knowledge): “If mwmm_had not attained right insight,
then the verse should be explained as follows:thev tried to attain
perfection by steps,through action which is the means of attaining

' r sah s; v ud 'dv y ., t : (GBh3.19,
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purity of mind.” ! Hence,Sankara establishes an unbroken continuity
between karmavoga, its purifying power, and the rise of direct Self-
knowledge.

It will now be worth examining some examples of
misinterpretation on the role of karmavoga with respect to Self-
knowledge, in the work of two of his most famous commentators,
Ananda Giri and Madhusidana Sarasvati. Let usfirst give the passage
from Sankara 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 samkhvas by those renouncers who are steadfast
in knowledge, is also reached by the vogins. The yogins are those

who perform their duties,as a means for the attainment of
knowledge, dedicating them to [§vara 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, Sankara specifies Krsna’s
statement as follows: “the samnvasa which is based on knowledge is
considered by Me as simkhva: and the latter is the true yoga.” 3 He

then adds that if in verse 5.6 renunciation is used as a synonym of

. (BGBh 55250)
3730 |
mam_lmmgzm_e_&(BGBh 5.6, 251).
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Brahman it isasthe “true one” (paramarthjkah)! and “because it is

characterized by steadfastness in the supreme knowledge.” 2
“Brahman.’ he then says,“isthe true samnvasa 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:
(verse 6):true samnvasa =Brahman - steadfastness in the supreme
knowledge =steadfastness in the supreme Self =
(verse S):samnvasa based on knowledge = samkhva -=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

samkhvas are referred to as “those renouncers who are steadfast in

I Ibid.
ZWMMM(BGBh 56, 252)

(Ibld )
4 In a spirit that is quite similar to BGBh 5.5-7,the commentary on
verse 249 of the same work uses samkhvabuddhi torefer to

immediate knowledge of the Self,and [karmalvogabuddhjto mean the

way of attaining the latter: “Wherefore,in the wisdom (buddhi) of
yoga,or better,in itsripening intothe wisdom of samkhva, seek
refuge, search for an asylum which opens freedom from fear.” yata
. d t L

QI‘_Lh.aXﬂ§ a (109) Further evxdence in support of thlS o
interpretation is found in BGBh 251 wherein samkhvabuddhj is said

tobe characterized by “supreme insight” (paramarthadar$ana)and to

be typical of the enlightened man of verse 246. In BGBh 239,
samkhvabuddhiis 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 bylgrief, delusion and so

forth” samkhve...buddhirildnam saksatchokamohadisamsara
tudo vrttika (96-97).
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knowledge” 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
isfrom this perspective that Sankara then contrasts with them,the
yogins,that is,the unenlightened people who still need “the
attainment of renunciation [of authorshiplbased on true knowledge’
in order to be liberated. Thus Sankara 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 karmavoga itself will lead toimmediate 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, Sankara confirms that
the “sage equipped with yoga” mentioned by verse 56 “soon reaches
Brahman’ (brahma nacirenadhigacchati).! 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

1 BGBh 5.6, 252
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action for the welfare of the world, is not tainted not bound ! by
actions.” 2 If the true samnvasa equated with Brahman which has
just been described as the state of liberation-in-this-life can be
reached by the karmavogin without having to physically renounce
ritual actions (ie. while continuing to perform them for the welfare of
the world), then, since this case is not presented as an exceptiontoa
rule, it follows that the renunciation referred to in the commentary
on verse 5.5is 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
knowledge of the Self.

However, Ananda Giri and MadhusGdana 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

I A very similar description is found in the introduction to verse 442,
which closes chapter 4 and is thus separated from 55 by only four
verses: “Because he who,by practicing karmavoga, gets his impurities
destroyed and thereby obtains the knowledge that cuts his doubtsto
pieces, ‘is not bound by actions, his actions having been burnt by the
fire of knowledge a oga thana -

dagdnak a:ma;vgdeva (239) BGBh 9.28 addresses 51m11ar Words to
Arjuna:” ng_m,gmji,your mind,eguipped with voga and
_e_ny_n_l_augn,ng_e_mm_from the bonds of action while yet living,and
When this body will fall, ygg 111 come Lg, arrlve at, Me” .yukta

K Ktatma sa

karmabhirbadhvata ithvarthah (BGBh 57, 253-254).



BGBh 55 quoted above, the knowledge on which renunciation is based
as a condition for reaching liberation in the case of the Karmavogins is

only mediate,as it is said to be simply “pravojaka’ that is,“prompting

BUBh Vartika Ananda Giri contrasts “direct realisation of Reality”
(tattvasaksatkarana) with “knowledge prompting [to renunciation
and the discipline of knowledge]’ (pravojakaifiana).! He also uses the
latter term when commenting on BGBh 55:“...by means of
renunciation preceded by true knowledge, by prompting knowledge,
even karmins reach that state...” 2 MadhusGdana Sarasvatiis 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 ascarriedonina
future life” 3 In contrast with these two convergent interpretations,
our contextualisation has shown that Sankara's intention is not to
prescribe physical renunciation as a necessary step after karmayoga,
but toemphasize that liberation comes through a knowledge 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.

2 . pravojakaifapam paramarthaifnanam tatpirva

dvirepa karmabhirapi tadeva sthanam praptam...(BGBh 55,250)
3tairvogibhirapi sattvasuddhva samnvasapurvakasravagadi-

- A — . -

244



C

245

We saw in the third chapter that, according to Safnikara’s
interpretation of Gjta 33,the karmavoga and jianayoga prescribed
respectively toyogins and samkhvas 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 yogabuddhj (wisdom of
yoga)and samkvabuddhi (wisdom of samkhva). Using these terms,
Sankara also clearly states that karmavoga leads to direct Self-
knowledge.In BGBh 211, samkhvabuddhi and yogabuddhi are
described thus:!
...samkhvabuddhiis 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 knowersto whom it pertains are the samkhvas.
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 enjover,[as well aslaccompanied by discrimination between
dharma and adharma. This wisdom is yogabuddhi;and the
performers of action to whom it pertains are the vogins.?2

Let us specify the meaning of yogabuddhior “wisdom 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. . .buddhpirat i adi vikrivabhavad

karmigamucita bhavatite voginah (BGBh 211, 42).
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C BGBh as including karmavoga (or simply karman)and evenness of
mind as expressed by the words samadhivoga, samabuddhjtva or
samatvabuddhi Samadhivoga seems to suggest the practice of
meditation. But,unfortunately,the compound is used only twice in
the BGBh (239 and 4.38) - as part of the definition of the present notion
of yoga - and the author merely mentions it without comment. Inthe
Gita and in Sankara's commentaries, ex pressions 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;!
second, they can bé understood as aresult of meditationand asa
major prerequisite for immediate knowledge of the Self;2[inally,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 samatvabuddhj 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-
known meaning of samadhi as absorption in meditation,samadhivoga

can hardly refer to anything else than the practice of meditation

1 See for instance BGBh 248,249,105,139,18.57.
C‘ 2See for instance, BGBh 529, MuBh 31.2and BUBh 4.4.23.
3See for instance BGBh 251,5intro,6.9,6.29,7.18,7.29-30,124,1214,15.11.


http:6.29,7.18,7.29-30,12.4,12.14,15.11
http:2.48,2.49,10.5,13.9,18.57
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which then also appears as being included in the ‘wisdom of yoga,’
that is,in karmavoga.!

However the most significant point in the context of the value
of karmavoga, or yoga as termed here,is that in the context of all four
definitions, Sankara states that it leads to direct Self-knowledge. For
instance, in his BGBh 239,the author starts with a definition of
samkhvabuddhi 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 Samkhva is therefore the direct knowledge
that brings about liberation. The commentator then gives the
definition of yoga, mentioning that it leads to that samkhva
knowledge:

Hear now about the wisdom (buddhi)concerning voga, which is
the means of attaining that [wisdom concerning samkhval and
which is about tobe told. It is karmavyoga,ie., performance of

I In his translation, Ramachandra Aiyar glosses samadhivoga by
“(meditation)’ (BGBh 239,70). Also in support of samadhivoga as
practice of meditation within the “wisdom of yoga” (or karmayvoga as
more commonly called)is the fact that when samadhjvoga is used for
the definition of yoga in 239,it is complementary to “karmavoga’
which is described there as performing actions without attachment
(nihsangatava) while when samabuddhitva or samatvabuddhi are
used (250 and 54),they are complementary to “performance of one’s
dharma” (svadharmamanutisthan)and “mere karmavoga’
(karmavogam ca kevalam)respectively. Thus samabuddhitva and
samatvabuddhi seem torefer tonon-attachment, while sagmadhivoga
adds another dimension apart from non-attachment, which is most
likely meditation.

2 M KXNVe Darallla ayvd jve .G | dy C —L . -
Z 3cc | — l — I I iv | -
(BGBh 239, 96-97).
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karmans and yoga of absorption (samadhivoga) for the purpose
of propitiating the Lord, without attachment,ie,after having
repelled the pairs of opposites.!

The same relationship is found between yoga and samkhva in BGBh

249:“Wherefore seek shelter ...in the wisdom of yoga, or rather in the
wisdom of samkhva which later arises when yoga attains maturity.” 2

In the comment on the following verse, Sankara’s reference to
freedom from virtue and vice as a result of knowledge obtained
through karmavoga suggests that,by knowledge or wisdom, he really
means, again, direct ex perience of the Self: “Hear what result is
obtained by one who performs his duty with evenness of mind. One
who isendued with wisdom, who is possessed of the wisdom of
evenness,casts off abandons, here, 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
perfection in voga, perfecting [himself], attaining competence, through
yoga,through karmavoga and samadhiyoga, the seeker after
liberation realizes that knowledge, intime, after a long time, in

gddmm s;ng (Ibld 97) |

taev ogavisava udd tat ipakajdvam va

mkmmﬁy_&mnm .anviccha (BGBh 249,109).
*samatvabuddhivukiah sansvadharmamanutisthan vatphalam

250,109-110)
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c himself. bv himself alone.” ! Again,in BGBh 5.4, karmavoga is said tobe
the means of reaching the immediate Self-knowledge to which the
wisdom of samkhva corresponds: “samkhva and yoga mean samnvasa
and karmavoga when [respectively]associated with knowledge and
evenness of mind etc. which are the means of the said knowledge ... 2

It isthus quite clear that Kkarmavoga 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
Sankara reconcile 1- the statement which claims that meditation as
comprised in Karmavoga creates only the purity allowing the
experience of Hiranvagarbha 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 (jlanakarmasamuccavavada)
for achieving liberation, with karmayoga's ability to directly bring
about immediate knowledge through purity of mind?

In the BGBh this reconciliation will best be brought to light by a
stvudy of the compound jflananisthavogvata (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 karmavoga. Yet the
meaning of this ex pression is not easy to ascertain and can be easily
misunderstood. Accordingtoacommon Advaita interpretation, it

means competency to embark on the discipline of knowledge. As




@

250

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 Atman and Brahman,’ jflananisthavogvata means only “fit
for the steady cultivation of jjapa’ (432). However, my contention is
that in Sankara’'s BGBh, jiananisthavogvata or ability to be steadfast
in knowledge does not mean fitness to start upon the discipline of
knowledge, but fitness,capacity or abilirty to ex perience or maintain

the direct experience of the actionless Self. As contrasted with the

ability to know Hiranvagarbha (which we may call
rbhaina ta),in other words, as opposed to the result

of the highest degree of purity available in the sphere of authorship
and bondage, jlananisthavogvata specifically identifies, although as
still issuing from karmavoga, the result of the supreme degree of
purity which alone allows direct knowledge of the actionless Self
beyond Hiranyagarbha

Let us first look at Sankara’s comments on BGBh 410 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 410 is introduced by
Sankara as follows: “This path to liberation is not trodden just in the
present time,but has been so even in ancient times.” ! This obviously
refers to the tradition said to be handed down by Ksatrjvas in BGBh
41-2and whose path is thus completely within reach of people who

have not physically renounced. Further on, Sankara concludes his

comment on verse 410 with: “Purified by the fire of knowledge ...

3 M OK

410,192),
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having reached supreme purity, many have reached Mv bejng ..." !
Thus, the path of karmavoga used throughout life by people such as

Ksatrivas is said tobring about both the supreme knowledge and the
extreme purity that yield liberation in Krsna. In his BGBh 18.10,
Sankara glosses quite emphatically the highest level of purity that
ensures immediate Self-knowledge even in the case of the
karmavogin, of “the one who, having abandoned attachment to action
and the desire for its fruits, performs daily obligatory rites.” 2
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 w;’t'b sattva, filled with, pervaded, possessed of the
sattva which is the cause of discrimination between the Self and
the non-Self. And,as aresult,he is g wise man, possessed of,
endowed with, wisdom, with an understanding characterized by
knowledge of the Self. By virtue of that wisdom, he is the onie
whose doubts have been dispelled, whose doubts caused by
ignorance have been dispelled ...3
It follows from both these passages that,according to Sankara, direct
Self-knowledge can be quite naturally the result of complete purity

acquired through karmavoga. On the basis of his other statements

vidyakriah samsave.. (BGBh 1810, 687-688)
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concerning the possible combination of rites with the discipline of
knowledge, it would be fair to assume that, here,Sankara held
implicitly the possibility that the discipline of knowledge be included
at some point as part of the karmavogin'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 toover-interpretation.

In the BGBh,the compound jiananisthavogyata is used once in
the introduction, once in verse 316 and Stimes between verses 1845
and 1856. Let us first analyse its usage in the last chapter. BGBh 18.45
refers tothe “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” ! There is noreal 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 knowledge as means of direct knowledge,or

finally to both these issues. BGBh 18.46 is not really more explicit:“...
worshipping, adoring, propitiating, Him, I§vara through his own dutv,

ifiananisthavogyatalaksanim samsiddhim (BGBh 18.45,726).
2k A4 a a va saksa siddhih. ...(Ibid., 726-
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as stated above,each according to his caste,a man attains perfectjon,

which is characterized by being capable of steadfastness in
knowledge.” ! The introduction to verse 1849 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”
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 gctionlessness and

that actionlessness is

_Lahh.‘z.a.'&(BGBh 8 49 732733)

2353
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C, perfection ...’ ! 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. Sankara 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 (sadvomukti)...” 2 As
contrasted with a state that depends on action,the term sadvomukti

seems torefer toimmediate 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 Hiranvagarbha Sadvomukti
is clearly used with that sense in BGBh 8.23 for example.3 So this

(BGBH 1849,733)
3Talking of the Northern path or path of the gods, Sankara writes:

“The ones who depart, who die,through that path the knowers of
Brahman those persons who have been devoted to meditation on

Brahman goto Brahman ‘In course of time’ has to be understood here.
For those established in right insight, who attain immediate

liberation (sadvomukti), there is verily neither any going to,nor
C returmng from any place Whatever ? tm_amm:g_e_mm
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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.
The introduction to verse 50 then recapitulates verses 1846 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
w hich 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.!

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 1849 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 Sankara, is actually
not distinct from the very knowledge of the Self. Then,imitating
verse 1850 which mentions Brahman instead of actionlessness as the
final goal (or second “perfection”), the commentator adopts thisnew

word. But because he equates Brahman with the Self, the idea of the

m.mgna_ha_au_ag_um.am.m(BGBh 18 50, 734)
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second perfection consisting in the freedom of actionlesness gets
somewhat muddled: “The one who has achieved perfection, 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 ..." ! Sankaranotes that by saying “How
he who has reached perfection attains 2Brahman ...” 3the verse itself
refers totwo “perfections.” “The repetition,’” says he,“is for the sake
of what follows.” 4 Immediately after,he summarizes in one sentence
what will be developed by Krsna in verses 51 to 55. Here again,the
first perfection Wiil 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 be steadfastness
in knowledge,and then,to lead to the latter:

How,in what manner,consisting of steadfastness in knowledge

(iiananistharipena) he attains Brahman, the supreme Self, that,

that manner,the process of attaining steadfastness in knowledge

(ifa isthaprapti ,do vou learn from Me, understand

with certainty,from My words.>
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A little later,Sankara then uses the compound “attainment of
Brahman® (brahmaprapti) seemingly torefer to the second perfection,
and then specifies that if it is said by Krsna tobe a nistha it isin the
sense of “culmination,final stage” (gistha parvavasanam
parisamaptih), ! suggesting again the notion of liberation. On the
other hand,the first steadfastness in knowledge is said tobe a
process. Verses 51to S5 do describe a process involving meditation
(verses 51 to 53), devotion (54 to 5S)and,from Sankara’s view point,
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 torefertothe
discipline of knowledge, which appears to contradict the evidence
gathered sofar 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
211 quoting verse 18.50,the ability corresponding here to the first
perfection is indeed connected with direct ex perience of the Self and
the process that follows can be understood as a renunciation pursued
by the direct Self-knower and aiming at simply “resting” in,or
stabilizing,that experience.

The introduction to verse 211 consists of a long argument
against the combination of action and knowledge as a means to

liberation. Toward the end of the discussion, Sannkara considers the
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case of people such asKing Janaka who are said by verse 320 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 ‘gugas act upon
gupas' [3.28]" ! Hence, here, knowledge of the Self is immediate and
perfection means liberation, which is confirmed by the gloss
“perfection liberation” (samsiddhim moksam)Z?on verse 320 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 jfianotpattjis 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 commentator adds as an
argument against combination of action and knowledge: “And He
[Krsna]l will again speak of the steadfastness in knowledge
(jiananistha)of one who has attained perfection,through words such
as these: ‘How he who has attained perfection [reaches] Brahman’
[verse 1850]” 4 Sankara then offers the following summation: “The

conclusion of the Bhagavadgjta is therefore that liberation is attained

211, 45).
2BGBh 320, 159.
3ﬁn1_a5uQQnunnmuu&n3LuhumananL_a§anuugghun.BGBthl45)

\ha brahma it A(BGBh21145)
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by knowledge of Reality alone, not by knowledge conjoined with
actions.” ! Obviously,the knowledge which is here the sole means of
liberation is im mediate in nature. Moreover, Sankara suggests by this
reference to verse 1850 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 karmavoga. 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
now understand how,besides the idea that the perfection of
immediate Self-knowledge results in the perfection of liberation in
the form of actionlessness,Sankara 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 1850 and

described, according to Sankara,from verses 1851 to SS, must then be
understood as complete absorption in the ex perience of the Self,
preceded by physical renunciation on the part of one who already has
direct Self-knowledge and who just hasto “rest” in it or make it
absolutely unshakable (which,as we will see, is more ex plicitly the
case in BGBh 6.3, with “the one who has attained to yoga” or

yvogarudha). But it must be recalled that, according to other

1t ukev \'% \'4 anmo
karmasamuccijtaditi niscito 'rthal (BGBh 211, 45).
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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.

The last occurrence of jjananisthavogyvatd in the section 1845to
18.56 provides a good summary of our discussion here: “The result of
bhaktivoga 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.” ! 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)asa
means toimmediate knowledge. Accordingly,it is fair to say that the
word “ability to be steadfast in knowledge” distinguishes,among the
degrees of purity gained through karmavoga, that which is
conditional to ex perience of the Self from that which is conditionalto
experience of Hiranvagarbha.

The conclusion of the comment on verse 1856 just quoted
corresponds exactly to an observation made by Sankara in verse 316

about the section 3.4-8:
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The purport of this section is,therefore,that ritual action must
be performed by the unenlightened man qualified [for it] Inthe
passage beginning from “By the non-performance of actions [34]’
and ending with “Indeed, without action,even the bare
maintenance of the body would not be possible [38]” it was
declared that before attaining the ability to be steadfast in Self-
knowledge (pragatmaifiananisthavogvataprapteh) ! karmavoga
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 conhects the end of karmavoga's usefulness (and
therefore the ability tobe steadfast in knowledge) with direct
experience of the Self: “Because of a separate mention for the
samkhvas karmavoga is assuredly meant only for the unenlightened
and not for the men of knowledge. Asregards the men of knowledge,
who are unmoved by the gupnas and are naturally devoid of action,

karmavoga is out of place.” 3 The same purport is also stated very

Il Ramachandra Aiyar’s translation of this compound reflects his
understanding of yogvata as referring to mere fitness for the
discipline of knowledge: “before he becomes qualified for the practice
of devotion to Self-knowledge” (BGBh 316, 117). But to clearly convey
his interpretation, he hasto add “practice,” a word that does not
appear in Sankara’s compound.

«a~m
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straightforwardly in BGBh 246 when, using the word adhijkara
(qualification) instead of yogvata (ability),Sankara states that the
Karmavogin has to continue the performance of rituals until he
attains qualification (adhikara)for steadfastness in knowledge. In
order to support the idea stated in verse 246 that the use of actions
prescribed by the Vedas is to direct knowledge of the Self what a well
or atank isto an all-spreading flood, Sankara quotes verse 4.33 as
saying that “all action in its entirety [attains its consummation in
knowledge, O Parthal’ ! In BGBh 4.33 knowledge is clearly declared to
be the means of liberation (moksasadhane)and to correspond to the
all-spreading flood, which indicates its immediate nature. Then,
Sankara concludes his comment 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 (adhikara)for steadfastness in knowledge.” 2
Thus, Sankara 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.

When used with the criterion of unity of the initial and
concluding passages,this understanding can shed light on the
occurrence of the compound jiananjsthavogvatain Sankara’s

introduction to the Gitad and previously used as part of the 15 series
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describing the sequence toward liberation. Referring tothe dharma
consisting in karmavoga, Sankara writes: “...and for one with a pure
mind, it even becomes the cause of supreme bliss (§reyas) through
attainment of the ability to be steadfast in knowledge and through
emergence of knowledge.” ! We can see again how the expression
“ability to be steadfast in kndwledge” istheretogivetothe “one
with a pure mind” the distinct status of the direct knower of the

actionless Self who alone can ex perience the “supreme bliss” of

liberation. Because purity leads to both Hiragvagarbha 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,ie.the attainment of
Hiranvagarbha Consequently,it is now clear that,from Sankara’s
point of view,karmavoga leads to immediate knowledge of the Self as
well as to Hiranvagarbha, 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,
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 sofar tobe understood in

terms of Sankara’s refutation of combination between action and

1 suddhasattvasvacaijfiananisthavogvatapraptidvarena

wa_thu_ﬂmhmg&hﬂmmmmm&xmmcm
intro, 7).
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knowledge with respect to liberation? A frequent misinterpretation
of the issue must first be brushed aside. It goes without saying that
karmavoga as comprising the practice of rituals,and samnvasasrama
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 gnd not to dorituals at the same given place
and period of time. But,contrary to acommon interpretation, this is
not the opposition on which Sankara’s refutation of combination of
action and knowledge as means to liberation is based. The reason is
that,in themselves, neither karmavoga nor sagmnvasasrama 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 (pitrloka)or the world of gods (devaloka), the latter having
Hiragvagarbha as highest attainment. Both karmayoga and
samnvasasrama lead to liberation only indirectly, that is,inasmuch as,
through complete purity of mind,they generate immediate
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 karmavoga and
sampnvasasrama as comprising the discipline of knowledge cannot be
combined,from Sankara’s perspective,this absence of combination is
not really significant with respect toidentification of the direct and
real means of liberation.

It istrue that,in order torefute the doctrine of necessary

combination of knowledge and action,from time totime, Sankara uses
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C among other arguments the fact that the samnvasa stage of life or
samnpvasasrama, which is by definition without obligatory and
periodical rites,is prescribed by the scriptures for Self-knowledge
and liberation.! 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 scripturestobe
necessary for liberation. This argument does not claim that because
samnyasa$rama is without obligatory and periodical rites and
because it allows full-time absorption in the discipline of knowledge,
it isthe only means to liberation. This is clearly conveyed, as we have
already seen, when Sankara states in BGBh 211 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 tothe
MuBh. Arguing against the doctrine of combination of knowledge and
action,Sankara writes:

And by mentioning “while begging for alms” [Mu 1.21]and
“through the yoga of renunciation” [Mu 3.26] [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

I See for instance BSBh 34.17,770 and BGBh 211, 37.
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It must first be noted that the mention of “while begging for alms” is
another example of using the authorized samnyasasramasimply asa
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 sampvasasramais the only state in which
knowledge can lead by itself to liberation. Evidence for this is found
inthe fact that,in his commentary on Mundaka Upanisad 1.21, which
iscited inthe passage we just quoted, Sankara confirms that this
verse merely identifies people belonging to the sampvasaSrama who
practice medit atibn on Hiranvagarbha and who, having not attained
liberation, go at the end of life “along the Northern Path, indicated by
the word sun.” | 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 326, 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

_amy_&amp_agzum_am{MuBn mtro 141)
! sGrvopalaksitenottaravaneng patha (MuBh 1.211,151).
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Following this statement,the commentator refutes the
combination of action and knowledge even in the case of enlightened
householders. It isonly 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,Sankara 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?!
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 Sankara 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 samnvasasrama as

necessary for gaining mediate and immediate knowledge,but simply

and repeatedly for the sake of establishing that immediate
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knowledge alone can sublate ignorance of the actionless nature of the
Self and can thus really lead to freedom from change and mortality.
Sankara'’s rejection of the combination of knowledge and action
is most clearly and briefly stated in his BSBh 34.25-26. He says in his
comment on 3425 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 afire’) that are enjoined for the different stages of life,
are not needed by knowledge for producing itsown result.” I Yet he
mentions indirectly in 34.26 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;2similarly
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 Sankara’s

doctrine about the respective functions of action and knowledge with

respect to liberation can be stated as follows. All prescribed actions,
ie.all practices {(whether meditation on the Upanisadic mahavakvas

as performed by the monk or even sacrifices as performed by the

altd €vd Cd 1Yyayd d all1€ vadasg alld '
manj vj asvarthasi a itav (BSBh 3425 801)

2To use another parallel while leaving aside the dlmensmn 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-knowledge,
the latter spontaneously and independently leading to liberation by
virtue of its exclusive ability to sublate ignorance.
*yatha ca vogvatavasenasvo na linealakarsape vujvate
rathacarvavamtuvujvate evamasSramakarmanividvava
phalasiddhau napeksvanta utpattau capeksvantaiti (BSBh 34.26,803).
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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 iscomplete 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 Sankara can feel
totally consistent in stating,on the one hand, like the Gjta, that ritual
actions of karmavoga should be performed (or should not be
physically abandoned)! 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 }iberation. It is also
on the basis of this understanding that, in passages such as the

following one, which features the same structure, jiananistha isto be

1 Of course, with support from the scriptures,Sankara also claims that,
before enlightenment, when complying with the prerequisites of the
discipline of knowledge,a man of the Bramana 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 tothat same man the option of practicing rituals until he attains
immediate Self-knowledge.
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C understood as an already immediate knowledge, ! not as the
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, Sankara’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 Sankara’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 3by the spiritual aspirant right upto Liberation, without
his ever having to embrace the samnvasin's life of complete
renunciation of works” (BGBh xVvii). Referring tothe advanced

aspirant of liberation,the translator then says:

! In his comment on the same verse, Sankara gives as synonymous
with “steadfastness in jianavoga’ (used here as an equivalent of
ifiananistha) 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 34, 145).

lapl al) 0

svatantryvena purusarthaheturanvanapeksetvetamartham
dar$avisvannaha bhagavan (BGBh 34, 144).

3This understanding is different from mine in that I do recognize
that,in Sankara’s works, the Brahmaga can, and is encouraged to,

C “embrace the samnvasin’s life” based on physical renunciation of
obligatory and periodical rites.



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 Acdrya,is only the remote
means tothe Goal. It isthe remote path that leadstothe
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 karmavoga can lead the Brahmapatoa
state of detachment that will induce him to abandon all obligatory
and periodical rites in order to enter samnvasasrama and devote all
histime to the discipline of knowledge. But the deep
misinterpretation consists in the misunderstanding that when
Sankara says that karmavoga brings about liberation only indirectly,
by first leading to jdananistha (or jlanavoga) it means that
karmavoga (active life in society) can merely bring the seeker after
liberation tothe 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 sampvasa’

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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o liberation can be turned upside down even when presented with
apparent rigour. Saway first writes: “The theory that jiana alone is
the direct means of attaining moksa provides the philosophical
foundation for the way of life called samnvasa” (375). Again,it must
be said that thisis true in terms of justifying physical renunciation
for the Brahmanas, but not for making it necessary for the discipline
of knowledge. Does Saway interpret samnvasa as a possibility or as a
sine gua 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 samnvasa in
Sankara’s works that he hardly sees any room left, in his doctrine, for
karmavoga and any addressee other than the monk:

In Sankara’s elaborate discussion of the way to moksa samnvasa -
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 tobe sure exactly what
Sankara thought about them. For Saﬁkara,mis not possible
without jiang and the road par excellence to jnanais karma-
samnvasa Thissampvasa inturn,is possible only for brahmanas.
It was they for whom Sankara’s instruction was intended (383).
In Sengaku Mayeda’s analysis,the misinterpretation
crystallizes in the finding that “Sankara’s treatment of action is self-
contradictory” (Upad 88-89).! Mayeda observes:
In the Upade$asahasri (1,17,44) Sankara says that action can take

place only before acquisition of knowledge of Atman, since afirm

- I A conclusion endorsed by Saway (373).
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belief that “Thou art That” removes any notions of belongingtoa
certain caste and soon, which are the prerequistes tothe
performance of action. This statement is indeed negative,but it
implies paradoxijcallv ! 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
afew 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 Sankara “considers these means to be compatible with
knowledge, though they are unquestionably actions” (Ibid.). We can
see that,from Mayeda’'s view point,the absence of combination should
be between the discipline of knowledge and any other practice, which
is why he sees a contradiction in Sankara’s doctrine. But, according to
Sankara,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 Sankara’s
statementsonthe practice of prasamkhva or parisamkhvana
meditation (which according to him are not clearly distinguished in

Sankara’s writings). He notices that Sankara “rejects the opinion of

those who assert jflanakarmasamuccayvavadathat prasamkhvana

lEmphasis is mine.



meditation should be observed until Atmap is apprehended (Upad.
[,189ff) but in the chapter entitled “Parisamkhvana” in the
Upadesasahasri (11,3112-116) he prescribes parisamkhvyana meditation
for those seekers after final release ...” (Ibid, 88) But Mayeda misses
the fact that if Sankara refutes the opponent’s position in Upad 1.189
ff,it is because the latter holds that meditation as an activity is the
means to liberation: “So it is prasamkhvana 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 Upanjsads 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 tobe 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}j,
since it is ever-existing” (Upad 1.18.19,174)!

Viewpoints on the relationship between ritual actions and
knowledge as attributed by Appaya Diksitato the Vivarana school 2
in his Siddhantale$éasafnigraha 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 introductionto the

lkrivasadhvam pura Sravvam na mokso gitvasiddhatah (Upad 1.18.19,
149).

2See Appaya Diksita 1:347-348.
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Kena Upanisad for instance, Sankara identifies an intermediate stage
which results from karmavoga as consisting of ritual actions and
meditation on the qualified Brahman, and which gives “a desire to
know the indwelling Self” (pratvagatmavisava jijfiasa).! Accordingto
my reinterpretation, this desire will lead the Ksatriva and Vai$va
karmavogins to add the discipline of knowledge to their practices,
while it will make the Brahmanpas physically renounce ritual actions
inorder to devote himself entirely to the same discipline. But,as
indicated by the Siddhantale$asafngraha’s ex position, a major post-
Sankara tendency is to view karmavoga 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 (ie. 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 Sankara’s works the
main emphasis isthat karman is tobe practiced only up toimmediate
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 Sankara’s case and with

considering it as necessary in the case of many of his followers.

Diksita 285).
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While it is to be ex pected,according to Sankara,that kKarmavoga
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 explain it is by considering such cases to be
“exceptions,” as does Saroja in her Tilak and Sankara on the Gijta; “This
is the reason for Sankara’s repeated emphasis of jiana prededed by
samnvasa as the only means torealisation. 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 Gjta, nor
Sankara 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 Sankara,only Brahmanas are enjoined to renounce
physically. It is in fact quite obvious that,from Sankara’s view point,
non-Brahmanas such as Janaka certainly cannot be exceptionstoa
rule of renunciation that doesn’t even apply tothem! A real
exception tothe injunction of physical renunciation as an auxiliary to
gain direct knowledge is certainly Yajnavalkya who, although a

Brahmana, physically renounced only after his enlightenment, ! not as
a means tothe latter. The enlightened Brahmanpas of Brhadaranvaka

1 Vidyaranya considers that because Yajnavalkya sometimes shows a
temper in the Brhadaranvaka Upanisad he was not completely
enlightened and that he physically renounced “to obtain peace of
mind” (287). But in his comment on Brahmasatra 34.9, Sankara
introduces him without any reservation along with other
enlightened men (vidvamsah)and knowers of Brahman
(brahmavidam).
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Upanisad 35.1 and 44.22should also be considered exceptionstothe
same injunction since they had achieved immediate Self-knowledge
before renouncing physically. Says 35.1: “Knowing this very Self the
Brahmanas renounce the desire for sons,for wealth and for the
worlds,and lead a mendicant’s life” (330);! and 44.22."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 tothe injunction of physical renunciation suggest that the
latter is not necessary either for the discipline of knowledge or
liberation. Besides, the only situation where Sankara suggests the
notion of exception with respect to the rule of physical renunciation
is with the already enlightened person “in whom right insight of the
Self has arisen” and “whofinding that for some reason he cannot
abandon action, may continue to engage in it as before.” 3

Another post-Sankara argument in favor of the obligation of
physical renunciation, found as early as Sarvajnatman, an immediate
disciple of Sankara, entails a ritualisation of the role of physical

renunciation oddly reflecting the Pirvamimamsa’s mentality. It

3. darsi cinnimitta aga-

waugmmu_m_mm BGBh 4.20, 210).
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gives to physical renunciation and monastic life an exclusive power to
generate a special kind of merit,an idea that is completely foreign to
Sankara’'s works. According toPirvamimamsa, rituals enjoined by the
scriptures generate an unseen potency (apUrva) which continues to
operate after performance of the ritual,in order to bring about the
result of the latter- heaven for instance.! Sarvajfiatman understands
the apirva generated by monasticism to be necessary for achieving
the result consisting of liberation As mentioned in his
Samksepa$ariraka 3359 and 3361,and as well summarized in the
following words of the Siddhantale§asangraha,
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 [aplrvalfrom renunciation....
And thus,for those householders, who practice hearing (study)
etc,inthe intervals of karma,there is attainment of knowledge,
not in this life, but only after attaining renunciation,in another
life. Asfor 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

Advajta tradition,the notion of exception and of the unseen potency

1 See Jha 256.

290).
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c of physical renunciation from a previous life are brought together by
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 varnpas and
asramas is deemed cumpulsory;renunciation is an indispensable
auxiliary in the pursuit of self-knowledge (442).
Thus, through unseen potency and unseen lives, prominent post-
Sankara Advaitins have constructed a rationale for physical
renunciation as g 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 examining all of Sankara’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 examples 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:krivanam
vaifladinam ie. “karmans such as yajias” (BGBh 34, 144);
vidvasamvuktam nitvamagnihotradj vidvavihinam ie. “obligatory
rites such as agnjhotra being associated or not with meditation” (BSBh
41.18,853);karma (BUBh 142 101),2¢ramakarmabhihie.“karmans of
stages of life” (BSBh 34.38,810); remote as well as proximate practices
-~ referred toby the word karma (TUBh 1.12 278-279);sadhana ie.
C “means” (BSBh 34.51,822);the type of meditation known as
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prasamkhvana (Upad 1.18.15-16,148), yogabhvyasa ie. practice of yoga,

presented in the following reference as part of monastic life (BGBh
6.44-45, 336-38). Accordingly, nothing in Sankara’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 Sankara 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 Sankara's perspective, even though karmanistha (or
Karmavoga)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 (jfiananisthd) which alone is
free from authorship and which alone yields liberation. Thus
understood,ww still not an independent meansto
liberation, but,contrary to acommon interpretation of Sankara’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 karmavoga as used by Sankara does not account
for all possible ways of obtaining immediate knowledge, as our author

mentions once in passing that both karma- and jiananistha are for

. » v . "
kalasankocanupapatteh (MuBh intro, 142).
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the “[firstlthree varpas.”’ ! 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 tothe Srutiliterature. 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:
1-Karmavoga 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- varpadharma means all
practices related to any one caste, which include therefore also those
prescribed for the.Sg‘ dras,those available for example to widowers
from the first three varnas who cannot perform ritual actions as
before,and proximate means of knowledge such as mental japa and
those found in Patafijali's yoga and Smrtitexts; 3- the discipline of
knowledge is the threefold universally available practice of hearing,
reflection and meditation on the doctrine of the non-dual Atman-
Brahman based either on the Srutjtexts for dvijas or on the Smrti
texts for Sudras; 4- jlananistha or jfianayvoga understood as a means
toimmediate knowledge of the Self 2is the practice of the discipline
of knowledge after physical renunciation, that is,following adoption
of monastic life, and is available to Brahmapas alone.

Interms of relationships between these categories with respect

to the goal of liberation,the two most important points are first that

a (BGBh 33,141).
21t must be recalled that most of the time in Sankara’s works,

jfananistha or jfanavoga means steadfastness in an already
immediate knowledge of the Self.
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the discipline of knowledge can be combined with kKarmavyoga or
varnadharma, or,loosely speaking,that karmavoga or varnadharma
“include’ the discipline of knowledge; second,that jfanavoga asa
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 Seif-knowledge
while respecting the universal availability of the latter as expressed

in Sankara’s works.
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CHAPTER 6
SELF-KNOWLEDGE AND RENUNCIATION

We have already established that in Sankara’s works,
ilananistha 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 jiananistha. Inthe following excerpt,for
example, the experience of oneness with Krsna is equated with
ilananistha 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 Mv Being ]§vara's Being, liberation.” | 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:

ramupasritah. kevalajfananistha jtvarthah bahavo aneke .
3 amisvara : ksamaga ama aptah (BGBh 4.10,
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Departing leaving, through this on that path,the knowers of
Brahman those persons who have been devoted to meditation on
Brahman gotoBrahman. “Incourse of time” hastobe
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 ...!

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),Sankara 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 pefmanently 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
ex perience of accessories (such as offering), actions and results has
been sublated by his experience of Brahman, actions 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 24.14: “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]
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everything is the Self,and there are no auxiliaries or results of actions
apart from the Self” | We have already seen how this absence of
action is ex pressed in the basic sequence toward liberation as
“renunciation of all actions” (sarvakarmasamnvasa) preceded by
immediate knowledge of the Self (jAanaprapti)and followed by
steadfastness in that knowledge (jiananistha).

The following question may now arise:if jjanapraptjis 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, jfiananistha, in the process of liberation?2 The
question is neither raised nor directly addressed by Sankara,but the
answer can be inferred from some of his comments. My contention is
that Sankara adds jfiananistha 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.

idah 3 ad - , K3
krivaphalam vasti (BUBh 24.14,769).
2 In another study, I advanced the hypothesis that in this sequence,
iflananistha could mean a process of reunification from a prior
separation between Self and non-Self similar to that found in
Samkhva-Yoga (Marcaurelle 1987,113). But based on further study of
Sankara’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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In this chapter, we will start with the theme of spontaneous and
permanent steadfastness in actionlessness as opposed tothe 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 Sure$§vara’s departure from his master on the
relationship between renunciation and qualification for knowledge,
which Iregard as a most crucial deviation from Sankara’s position
within the Advai;g.tradition. Drawing on all our findings, we will
finally try to identify the basic elements of Sankara'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-
Sankara thinkers such as Bhartrprapafica,even after his
enlightenment, the Self-knower 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
(iiana). Sankara 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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not do any action, not even that of begging and soforth.” ! The Self-
knower simply “rests happilv because he abstains (nivrtta)from all
interest for external things,” 2having no need to accomplish anything
more, and therefore nothing more to accomplish. In fact, specifies
Sankara,even his abstention from action (aivrttj) is only “figurative,’
3 since in this case there is no identification to the authorship of any
process of abstaining or of giving up.

If there is anything which remains to be done, Sankara 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 317, “there is nothing else to dothan to
be steadfast in Self-knowledge.” 4 Really speaking,there is no doing in
remaining in the direct ex perience of the actionless Self,and liberation
can be said tobe just that silent anchorage of the awareness in
knowledge of the action-free Self: “therefore liberation consists in
being established (gvasthanam)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 jnper renunciation and steadfastnessin

&ar.ma.k.m(BGBh 422 214)
2pjvrttabahvasarvaprayvojana iti sukhamasta ityucvate (BGBh 5.13,
258).

3“When the activity of the aggregate of his body and senses ceases,
abstentlon from actlon is attrlbuted to h1m f1gurat1vely

e -BGBh 132,
534)

4atmaifananisthavvatirekenanvatkarvamasti (BGBh 317,155).

31 Wmmmmmm

sviat Y (TUBh intro, 259-260).
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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 studentship and who
remains all his life established (gvatisthati)in Brahman alone, he
ttainstoextinction in Br n’!

Sankarabrings 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 anymore with any one of the
spacio-temporal and socio-religious conditions used by the scriptures
to assert his qualification (adhikara)for this or that prescribed action.
However, mainly due to their different understanding of the Self, most
of Sankara’s opponents hold that anyone abstaining from actions
prescribed for him by the scriptures incurs sin and can therefore not
be liberated. Advocates of PUrvamimagsa 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

l! vaxKtavvam dranmacd adeva samnva a4 VV " O
avatj irva iti (BGBh 272, 133).
2See AUBh intro, 17 and BUBh 4.4.22, 528.
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To convey the meaning of absence of identification with spacio-
temporal and socio-religious contingencies, in his BSBh 1.1.4, Sankara
borrows the term a$arira (unembodied)from a few Upanisadic verses.
1 While commenting on the word dehabhrt (embodied)occurring in
Bhagavadgitd 18.11, he also uses the term adehabhrt to mean
“unembodied” Theterm referstoa state which canbe 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 Sankara, 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 Brahmaga shall perform a sacrifice,” says
the‘com 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-

I chandogva Upanisad 8.121,Katha Upanisad 1.222and Brhadaranyaka
Upanisad 447 as quoted in BSBh 1.1.4, 27,40, 42.
2tasmanmithva jmittatva iratvas idd jiv



http:intro.24
http:1.1.4.97

knowledge, absence of superimposition and qualification may
spontaneously culminate in physical renunciation. In his introduction
to BUBh 24,Sankara elegantly states, using the same word samnyvasa
in both cases, how physical renunciation naturally follows from the
inner renunciation of superimposition: “For a man whose perception of
himself as a Brahmana, a Ksatriva or the like, has been sublated, ritual
actions and their instruments, which are the effects of that
[perception] are automatically renounced (samnvasa)because of the
renunciation (sampyasa)of that perception.” | Here again isfound the
structure already brought to light,in which an already direct Self-
knowledge (jianaprapti) produces the inner abandonment of
ignorance, superimposition and authorship (the generic term of which
abandonment would be sarvakarmasamnpvasa), which in turn may
simply remain internal or may express itself in physical abandonment
of various practices (alsotermed by Sankara as sarvakarmasamnvasa).
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, Sankara recalls the following
proverb:“When the desired object is already attained, what man of
knowledge would strive for it?” 2 Furthermore, with knowledge of

oneself as the omnipresent Brahman there is a sense of having

@ a a Aoall aAvd a q- [ 1d Q ldlld 1 K &
arthaprapta$ca samnvasah (BUBh 24 intro, 758).
2istasvarthasva samopraptau ko vidvanvatnamacaret (BUBh 44.22 935).
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accomplished everything which had to be accomplished

(krtvakrtvatd) 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,
ie.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].!

Sankara further develops the idea that one’s response to scriptures is

determined not by the scriptures themselves,but by the subjective,

non-universal, unde‘rstanding and experience of one’s self and of one’s

goal. 2 The significance of different or even opposed states of

| Kaival hale hi ifia _ | | tai hal
upatadagadikriva arthitvabhavav a

(BGBh 1867,

28ankara 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 21.20: “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.... Inthis matter people choose particular meansby
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
tothe way it occurs to him,and wishes to use corresponding means.’
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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 isnonext world.” ! Hence,opposing the
commentators who consider the prescription of the householder
asSrama and of all its rituals as universally mandatory,Sankara
concludes that since this a2§rama 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”
(nitvasiddhatmadarsinah) 2there is noreason toenter the
householder asrama after studentship. Thus, again, the state of
contentment in the actionless Self spontaneously expresses
outwardly in the physical abandonment of, or more precisely here,in
the abstention from, ritual actions. 3

Although for Sankara 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

paditsate (742-743).

ltatha najra va (BGBh 132,
533).

2TUBh 1.12 278.

3See also BGBh 4.21,158 for a statement vidvatsamnyasa from the

stage of brahmacarvafor the same reason.
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Self-knowledge, stable ex perience 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, Safikara also uses the
term adhikarato mean qualifiéation for steadfastness in direct Self-
knowledge as opposed to steadfastness in kKarman When glossing
Krsna's advice to Arjuna,he writes for instance: “And your
qualification (adhikarah)is for karman alone, not for steadfastness in
knowledge (jflananisthavam)’ 1 1t should be pointed out that here
jflananistha does not mean the discipline of knowledge,first because
inthe last sentence of the comment on the previous verse,
karmanistha is compared to wells and tank, and jfananistha.to the
all-spreading flood of direct ex perience of the Self. Since these two
sentences are the last and the first of two adjoining verses, no change
of meaning is indicated by Sanikara and jiananistha therefore refersto
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 Mfor ifananistha 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.

Inthe comment on verse 221, the reply to an objection raised by

an opponent sheds some light on the nature of adhikdara when related

| tava cakarmanvevadhikaro na ifiananistham (BGBh 2.47,106).
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to direct Self-knowledge. Determined to show that karmans are
enjoined to both the Self-knower and the ignorant,the opponent tries
tofind fault with Sankara’s distinction between what is suitable and
not suitable for the Self-knower 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): “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.” ! Sankara then answers that what is addressed tothe
enlightened person is not the prescription of additional learning or
practice,but the absence of anything to practice: “The objection does
not hold,because there is the distinction of [respectively]the presence
and absence of something tobe performed.... And nothing remainsto
be performed after understanding the meaning of such precepts
regarding the true nature of the Self as ‘[This Self]l was never born.” 2
Thuvs, unless the seeker after liberation is mentioned - which is
relatively rare -, when in BGBh 247 and in other passages Sankara uses
the expression “adhikara in jidnanisthd’ jiana does not mean the
discipline of knowledge, which would amount to something to be

performed,but an already immediate knowledge of Brahman-

imcidanust vati (Ibid.).
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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 gnustheva (“to be done,’
“to be observed”)for instance in “the steadfastness in jaanavoga alone
which is observed by the Self knowers the Mﬂﬁ

jna 0 v sa am;BGBh
317.155). 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 “atmavit’ (Self-
knower)compound Sankara says at the end of the comment on the
same verse that F_r_m_m_,for such a Self-knower, Lngfg_&np_t_nmgj_
do,tobe done” (yaidrs vittas ar Vi

nasti: Ibid, 156). As evidence toward the understanding that Sankara
does see the Self-knower described by verse 317 as already
enlightened, and his jiananistha as already immediate in nature,we
can refer to the fact that after quoting this verse in his BSBh 41.2, the
commentator contrasts this knower with the man who, lacking direct
ex perience, still needs meditative repetition of the Upanisadic
sentences: “But for one who does not get this ex perience quickly,the
repet1t1on is meant for brmgmg it about (yasya g na;g o ’'nubhavo

? 3 1t v 2 AV 2 ] acamah: 831).
Thus we can agam see how w1thout takmg the larger context into
account,various commentators may have been led by such
ambiguities to understand jfiapanistha as the discipline of knowledge,
and samnyvasa which is often associated with it by Sankara,as a
necessary physical abandonment for pursuing this discipline. See also
BGBh 33and 34 for the same usage of anustheva.
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their intellect absorbed in That, whose Self is That,” that such a
man is qualified only for steadfastness in knowledge.!

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,Sankara 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 acti'ons, 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 221:
“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

samnvasaor sarvakarmasamnvasa have this meaning, the

ravritau. t 11 ‘tadbudd dat ‘itvadina
mmmmanLumagm&anan(BGBh 269, 128)

(BGBh 221 75 76) Equ1valent statements arefound in IUBh 1 Sandm
KeBh intro, 36.

296



297

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 express this qualification in the concrete form
of cessation of all practices,but he does not have to. This is clearly
stated by Sankara 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.” ! Elsewhere,in spite of
their continued performance of these ritual actions, Sankara also
refers to the 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

The question arises as to whether this qualification for physical
renunciation is what is meant by sarvakarmasamnvasa 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,sarvakarmasamnvasa plays the same role as abandonment of

(BGBh 211 45)

meummk_a_mms_w tav iprapte ... niskrivatmadaréanasam-

pannatvat BGBh 4.20,210-211. “Having attained abandonment of

action” (karmaparjtvage prapte)is also used in reference to the same
context in BGBh 4.23, 215.
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ignorance (avidyva), which clearly indicates that it means an inner
renunciation consequent to immediate Self-knowledge. Besides, we
have also shown that sarvakarmasamnvasa as a necessary logical step
to liberation accounts for a state of consciousness that is free from the
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 adhik@ra 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,

| tasmadvisesitasvavikrivat madar$ino viduso mumuksosca
sarvakarmasamnvasa evadhikarah (BGBh 221,73). Swami
Gambhirananda 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) Saway translates the sentence as if the subject is both
enlightened and seeker after liberation: “Therefore, for the
enlightened one who sees that Ztman 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

vidvapn) as “being the Self” (vidusa atmatvat;72)etc, hence as clearly
enlightened. Consistently with his translation, Saway opines that in
Sankara’s works,as compared to renunciation of the seeker, “far rarer



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 tothe already enlightened person,
not to the seeker after liberation,a misinterpretation that completely
shifts the emphasis from physical renunciation as an ex pression of a
direct Self-knowledge,to physical renunciation as a necessary means
to mediate and immediate Self-knowledge.

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, [onlylfor the welfare of the world; if he
leads a monastic life, they are for the bare maintenance of life.” | Asis
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 comment on the next verse,Sankara first invokes the impossibility
of physically renouncing “due to some reason” (kutascitnimittat), 2
and then adds, as a positive justification,the idea of welfare of the
world, and as a negative reason, “desiring to avoid the reproach of the
wise men” (sistavigarhanaparijihirsava) 3 In BGBh 326, 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

isthe vidvatsamnvasa of the jivanmukta who has achieved
emancipation even before his formal act of renunciation” (377). Again

thisremark shows a major misinterpretation of terms related to
renunciation in Sankara’s works.

ellokasamgrahartham niv 2 anamatra am (BGBh 4.19,
209). The monk does only the actions necessary to the proper
functioning of his body, such as eating.
2BGBh 4.20, 210.

3 Ibid.

?
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C‘ knowledge should engage them in, make them perform, all actions,

c

performing himself diligentlv, proficiently, the very same actions that

the unenlightened men do.” ! Whatever the reason given for
continuing social life as before,the enlightened man ex periences 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
saficitakarmans, 3eamikarmans, 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-knower: “However, as his behaviour looks similar to
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 ex perience 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 Advaijta’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 niskriya (inactive). He is like one who has taken

1 vi .. - -

tadevavidusam karma vukto 'bhivuktah samacaran (BGBh 3.26,163).
2See for instance BGBh 1323,
3lokavyavaharasamanyvadar$anena tu laukikajraropitakartrive
mk&mmxamnwzm .svanubhavenatu

astr adij ive (BGBh 4.22 214).
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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 Sankara’s emphasis. Yet he recognizes the value of this
choice in his commentaries on verses 211, 3.20-26,4.15,419-24 and 5.7 of
the Gita Thus,according to me,Kamalakar Mishra's general critique of
Advaita's shortcoming in this respect would not apply to Sankara 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 Sankara, 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
(avidvatparivrajva) as different from the one referred toin the
following quote,Sankara writes in his BUBh 35.1: “He who knows the
self, therefore, should resort ! [pratipadvet]only tothe Paramahamsa
type of renunciation, which is characterized by the turning away from

(desires), and which consists of the abandonment of all rites and ritual

I Emphasis is mine.
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instruments” (Olivelle 1986,1:91).! Is this really taken by Sankara as an
injunction? And why is there any kind of injunction for the
enlightened person, since in his case physical renuncation is
spontaneous?

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 Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 35.1 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 (@karminah)belonging to a distinct order
(Bsramvantarasva)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). Sankara 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

351 813)

Z2pna.paramarthavijfane phaladaréane krivanupapattef.. .
WWM...WM te (AUBh

intro, 325).
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of injunctions.” | 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.

The opponent then claims (10) that if in the case of the Self-
knower,there is no goal (pravojana) attainable through rites, likewise
there will be no aim in the act of renouncing, since Gjta 318 states that
the Self-knower has nothing to achieve “through non-performance”
(akrtena) Sankararetorts 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 (purusadharma) 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
l[arthapraptatvat] it is not to be enjoined. If the supreme knowledge

of Brahman dawns in the stage of householder, the inactive man may

L nimgzzisaﬁmaﬁarj.anm.(lbid.).
12 nivoktum ate kenacit. 3 ita
wmmmwwwubm Sankara also
writes in his BUBh 21.20: “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 -itisa p031t10n we readlly admit”’ (219) ekasminbrahmani

3gkg ygmg [atvaL vyg Lb nasya(AUBh 1ntro 326)
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continue in that state and there isnoneed to move away from it." !
The argument does not hold,responds Sankara, “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 Sankara
brought to light here in the last chapter. Sankara’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 argu meht, 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,
Sankara answers from the point of view of the ultimate reality that
one can either identify with the desireless and actionless Self or with
the personality of a householder nourished by desire,but not with
both at the same time. It is the desireless state of Se!f—knowledge, and
not the monastic way of life as such,that is here opposed to the
desireful householdership. The fact that Sankara has this meaning of
householdership in view is confirmed when he writes further inthe
introduction that “the highest result of duties pertaining to the stage

of householder has been summarized as identification with the deity
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c [Hiranvagarbhal’ ! which applies,as we saw,only to unenlightened

people,and not to enlightened persons who apparently pursue the
desireful life of a householder.2 Thus, holds Sankara, if the
householder is really enlightened, he is desireless 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

.dumaxﬂak&am(lbld 327)

2However Sankara does oppose the stage of life of the renouncer with
that of the householder just before mentioning Hiranyagarbha 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” (brahmacaryadividvasadhananam ca

_mmuuunmmmuﬂgmwm Ibid., 327). 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 Svetaévatara Upanjsad
6.21. In this verse,a master is said toteach Brahman to students who
are atvasramins. Since Sankara also attributes integral practice of
celibacy tothese atvasramins 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-knowledge,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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forth (12). He therefore adopts the mendicant way of life “as a matter
of course” (Ibid.),! and not out of being enjoined to do so.

The opponent then argues that since regulation (givama)istobe
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. Sankara 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. Sankara 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
(pravojana)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
(pravojana)the restriction from the scriptures with respect to
begging will be useless, which is unacceptable (14). Sankara 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 (pravrtti) and an overriding of the latter

involves enormous effort.” 2 The commentator then specifies that

I arthat (Ibid., 326).
5 . arv veltisiddhatva .
vatnagauravat (Ibid, 327).
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even when the tendency to simply live out of begging is already a
spontaneous ex pression of a state of inner renunciation based on
direct Self-knowledge, the ex plicit injunction of physical renunciation
(addressed to Self-knowers for instance in Brhadaragvaka Upanisad
35.1)specifies that the enlightened’s natural tendency to physically
abandon all means which are no longer useful for him,isto be allowed
toexpress itself concretely in the form of physical renunciation:
“Because the renunciation that is virtually attained (arthapraptasva)
isrestated (pupnarvacanat), it is proven that the man of knowledge has
todoit.” !

Another question pertaining tothe relationship between direct
Self-knowledge and physical renunciation is that if, whether a
Ksatriva,a VaiSvaora SGidra, anybody who becomes enlightened is
beyond the range of scriptural injunctions and prohibitions,then why
hold that among enlightened people,only Brahmanas are allowed to
physically renounce? As we saw, Sankara even mentions with respect
tothe Ksatriva as well astothe 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 Safikara’s viewpoint on this
apparent contradiction may be taken from his comment on Gjta 320
where, paraphrasing Krsna’'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 solelv for the welfare of the world -the latter consisting of

larthapraptasya vyutthanasya punarvacanadvidusah
kartavyatvopapattih (Ibid.).


http:ill1i.3.20
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keeping people back from the wrong path - you should perform
action” ! Thus it seems that,for Sankara, it is prarabdhakarman
(expressing as birth in a Brahmagpa or Ksatriva 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
attributeless witness of prarabdhakarmans and of any other
phenomenalreality. Although Sankara didn’t address this issue
clearly, his approach could be seen as consistent with the Advajta
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 ex periencing the effects
of the prarabdhakarmans on the empirical level.

Verse 2231 from the Chandogva 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 brahmacarin 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 (brahmasamsthah)attains

immortality.?2

K d " = 4 d ‘.t‘.“ K d NLralla gngs
pravojanam sampasvankartumarhasi (BGBh 3.20,159-160).
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Here the basic ambiguity relates tothe 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 samnvasa 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$asangraha:
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).!
In his Godarthadipika 1849, MadhuslGdana Sarasvatiinterpretsthe
passage in a similar way:
The wandering ascetic (paramahamsaparivrajaka) alone is
presented in the Srutj passage “the one established in Brahman

attains immortality” as being different from [people belonging
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to]lthe three divisions of virtue. Capable of reflecting on the

Vedanta statements, he approaches the gury, a wandering

ascetic having achieved the goal. It is for him that the

Brahmasitra starting with “Hence thereafter a deliberation on

Brahman’ has been written by Lord Badarayana. !
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, belongstothe true wandering
mendicant (parivraiaka) 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

Sothe 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

ahmajij adica ak
samarambhi (BGBh 18.49,733).
2 Intrepretations of modern scholars are also divergent: Patrick
Olivelle identifies the brahmasamstha as the “renouncer” and as a
category of people “who set their mind on liberation” (1974, 34), while
in his Historv of Dharmaséastra Kane favours an interpretation similar
to Potter’s: “The last clause about ‘brahmasamstha’ differentiates the
three aéramas 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 ex pressly or impliedly that
the stage of parivrajaka is a means of attaining the knowledge of
brahma. So one may doubt whether samnyasa as an asrama is spoken
of here ..." (21:420-421)



precisely,does brashmasamstha define only the formal physical

renouncer of the fourth asrama, or a physical renouncer that does not
belong to any a§rama. or, whatever the d§rama, any renouncer of
authorship,or some combination of these?

In his comment on this verse,Safikara attributes at least three
major view points to the opponent (CUBh 146-149):first, “immortality”
(amrtatva)is simply excellence (agtisava) within “the virtuous worlds”
(punvaloka); second, this immortality comes from the combination of
the practice of rites,or of any prescribed dharma, with knowledge
consisting of meditation on om;third, people from the four a§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 Sankara will try to refute.

Interestingly,in all of the Upanisads,the expression
brahmasamstha occurs only there,so that it is impossible to compare
this occurrence with othersin the Upanjsads themselves or in
Sankara’s comments. We have already seen that the similar compound
brahmanistha can imply either mediate or immediate knowledge of
Brahman. Thusit provides no decisive clue to our enquiry.

But two citations of this verse by Sankara in his CUBh do suggest
that,to him,brahmasamstharefers to an already enlightened person.
Immediately after describing how the knower of Brahman
(brahmavidah) lives on the basis of his prarabdhakarman in spite of
his enlightenment,Sankara virtually equates that enlightened man

withthe brahmasamstha of verse 2231: “And concerning the passage
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‘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.” ! In the introduction of the CUBh,the commentator
alsoequates withthe 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 Upanisad] will declare: ‘All these go to the virtuous
worlds;the man established in Brahman attains immortality.”’ 2

We can recognize here the same fundamental position on
Sankara’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 ex perience of
the actionless Self may only reach Hiragyagarbha 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
samnvasasrama ensures immortality. It seems therefore fair to say
that,as far as these cross-references are concerned, direct Self -
knowledge is the main characteristicof the brahmasamstha

As BSBh 3420 refers to Chandogyva 2231,it can also be used to

clarify Sankara’s interpretation. So let us look at the commentator’s

bhavantibrabhmasamstho 'mrtatvameti’ iti (CUBh intro, 352).
3See CUBh 5.10.2, 359 and MuBh 1.211,107.
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definition or characterization of brahmasamstha in both these
passages. First,in CUBh 2231, Sankara distinguishes the
brahmasamstha from people merely following the rules of an 2§rama:
“Austerity (tapas) means [practices]such as the hard candravana
[fasting]. A person possessed of these is called tapasa or parivrat. The
brahmasamstha is not meant,[but]one who simply follows the
dharma of a stage of life ..." !

Parivrat is somewhat confusing in this passage, since Sankara
also uses this word later on in his comment torefer tothe
brahmasamstha Doesthe commentator mean here that parjvrat is
synonymous with tapasa or that by the word tapas the verse includes
both the tapasa stage of life (corresponding to vanaprastha)and the
parivrat's stage (corresponding to mere samnyasasrama)on the basis
of their common practice of austerities? Accordingto Ananda Giri by
the word parivrat Sankara means here mere samnyasasrama: “The
word vanaprashta [in fact the word actually used by Sankara is
‘tdpasa’lalso indicates the inferior parivrat.’ 2 When discussing the
issue of the etymological or conventional meaning of brahmasamstha
elsewhere in his comment,Sankara significantly uses as an example
the fact that even if the word parivrajaka is etymologically derived
from parivrajva (wandering man), it is used in the conventional sense

of a man belonging to an 2§rama. ie.the well-known gamnvasasrama

(CUBh 154). This allusion seems to confirm that, when subdividing

apaitik aid avanaditadva apasg ari avad
brahmasamstha asramadharmamatrasamstho ... (CUBh 2231, 404-405)
2vanaprasthagrahapamamukhvasva parivraio 'pipradar$anava
(Sankara.1904.Chandogyopanisat. Apandagirikrtatikasamvalita-
sankarabhasvasametd Anandasrama Sanskrit Series,vol 14,115).
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tapas into tapasa and parivrat Sankara understands parivrdt to mean
parivrajakain its conventional sense,that is,the man simply
belonging to the samnvasasrama,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 tapasa are understood by the word tapas’ and that
“whosoever among these very four isabrahmasamstha meditating on
om attains immortality.” ! Whenreplying tothis interpret ation,
Sankara does not refute that tapas also stands for the person
belonging to the samnvasasrama 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 tobe
beyond a§ramas to the parivradiaka 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

ivrdi v

iV
brahmasamsthatasambhavat (Ibid., 407).
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brahmasamstha as well as the sense of parivrat and parivrajaka
when associated with brahmasamstha.
The first definition of brahmasamstha in CUBh 2231 reads thus:

“But the one not [yet]defined is the parjvrat the fourth one,the
brahmasamstha the well-established in Brahman." ! A similar
definition is found in BSBh 34.20: “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 favou'ring the interpretation of this absorption in Brahman
as an already immediate knowledge is as follows. In almost all
contexts of his CUBh 2231 where brahmasamstha is found and where
parivrat\parivrajaka are given as synonymous with it, Sankara
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

WMW(CU% 2231, 406).
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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 tothose who do not have
non-dual Self-knowledge, Sankara also implies that,in contrast,the
brahmasamstha does have this knowledge:“We say that the person
who is possessed of the ex perience of differences, whose perception of
differences has not been sublated by knowledge, is qualified for
actions.” | The opponent concludes that if the parivrat isthe one with
the experience of Unity,then people having reached this ex perience
could continue in their respective 2§rama and be in fact parivrat.
“No,” retorts Sankara, “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 (bhjksu)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,allthe time to be absorbed in the
discipline of knowledge. Accordingly,the brahmasamstha already has
immediate Self-knowledge. It seems that if Sankara goes so far as to
introduce the outward 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

kar_m.amsimmulama(lmd 407)
2na svasvamitvabhedabuddhvanivrtteh.... tasmat
vasvamitvabhava iks \% iVra
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spontaneously abandon the state of householder and all its practices
because they are of no further use to him. Here,reference tothe
mendicant seems to provide Sankara 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 Sankara 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
tobe atyasramin, that is, “beyond a§ramas” (154), including the
samnvasaérama of the seeker after liberation fully absorbed in the
discipline of knowledge.

Following this st atement,Sankara specifies the difference
between 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 parjvrajva mentioned in the Vedas and not the possession
of the sacred thread,the three staves,the water pot,etc.” ! He then
quotes the following passage from the Smrti: “Therefore, the yatis
who have seen the Supreme do not undertake duties. Theref'ore, the

knower of Reality is without sign, he has no distinguishing sign.” 2

lataScedamevajkam vedoktam parjvrajvam.na
vaifiopavitatridandakamandalvadiparigraha iti (Ibid, 408).
2 ; “‘1 ma na Vt at 2 ,_|0 ddd !el a l!!t




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 samnyasasrama by way of acquiring the
traditional equipment of a monk. Similar statements are found in
other commentaries. In BUBh 35.1,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 a§rama’ (Olivelle 1986-87,1:84). 1

Even though BSBh 34.20 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 ex perience 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 stgadfastness 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.?

W(EUBh 351 813) See also Ohvelle saccurate
descr1pt1on of such anmﬁr_mm_ 1986-87,1:55).

bratyavivah (BSBh 3420,795).
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C In CUBh 2231,5ankara denies that such means represent mandatory
practices as they are addressed toone who already has the experience
of Brahman, even if not yet on a permanent basis. In answer tothe
opponent’s argument that because the knowledge of Unity eliminates
all injunctions, means of control such as yama and nijvama cannot
apply tothe 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 soforth.” ! 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.

It follows that,when parivrajva 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 2231, when
Sankara states that,for the householder, parivrajva is the natural
outcome of attaining the (experiential) knowledge of Brahman-
Atman’s non-duality:

Therefore, it is proven that parjvrajva, 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

C l na,bubhuksadinaikatvapratyayatpracyavitasyopapatternivettyar-
thatviat (CUBh 2231, 407).
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householder has the knowledge of Unity, parivrajva! naturally
follows 2 (arthasiddham). 3

Thus Potter’s conclusion on Sankara’s CUBh 2231 seems quite justified:
AsSamkara interprets the Chandogya’'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 2231, 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 Brahmagas
alone, it goes without saying that here Sankara refers mainly tothe
latter.

2 parivrajyam arthasiddham is variously translated as “he hasto
resort to monasticism as a matter of course” (CUBh, 155); “he also
naturally attains the position of a Wandering Mendicant” (Potter 1982,
124): “his samnvasa is really implied therein” (Warrier, 426). Because
the opponent mentions the sin of non-performance of rites in the next
sentence, parivrajva 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 parivrajyais “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

: ! ) | L V"" o
Wﬂﬂhm(cusn 2231, 408).
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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 jfiananistha of

the BGBh)and, as a final result,immortality (liberation).

6.3- Renunciation for stabilization of direct Self-knowledge

Sankara’s comment on verse 6.30f the Bhagavadgijta 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 (munj) who wishes to ascend to yoga, action is said to
be the means; when the same person has ascended to yoga, quiescence
(sama)is said tobe the means.” !

In his Naiskarmvasiddhij 1.50, Sure§vara quotes this verse as
evidence for the fact that rites produce, as said in verse 1.49,an
“inclination towards the Self” (pratvakpravapnatam) and that,once
the latter is attained, they are spontaneously abandoned
(Balasubramanian 1988, 51-52). Thus, according to Sureévara,
attainment of yoga corresponds to an inner disposition toward
acquiring Self-knowlege, not to Self-knowlege itself. On his part,
MadhustGdana Sarasvati holds that yoga means here vajragyva.ie.
detachment (BGBh 6.3, 288), which seems equivalent to “inclination

towards the Self” but from the perspective of withdrawing one’s

- | _ |
vogarudhasvatasvaiva $amah karagamucvate | (BGBh 6.3, 287).
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interest from empirical objects. After quoting Gjta 6.3, the
Mﬂﬁmﬁmng_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 (ie.the self),in the form of a desire to
know;thence follows renunciation ... (1:334)! But my contention is
that,in the present context,attaining yoga means reaching
immediate, though not necessarily permanent,Self-knowledge, and
that dhvanavoga (yoga through meditation)consists of a discipline
aimed at stabilizing that yoga or direct ex perience of the Self.

Although the Gjta's description of meditation in this chapter is valid

rmanustha tatah (Appaya lesxta 285) The
citation of Gita 6.3in the sm_qn_an_t_ale_s_a_s_angmna_appears within the
discussion of the following portion of Brhadaranvaka Upanjsad 4.4.22:
“This the Brahmanas desire to know through the study of the Yeda,

sacrifice, glfts penance and fastmg QQMW

na ena; BUBh 929).
Appaya D1k51ta concludes about thlS passage as well as about Gjta 6.3
that for both the Vivarana and Bhamatj schools, “karman is practiced
only up to [the rise of|the desire for knowledge”
(vividisaparvantameva karmanusthane; 285). But if we follow Appaya
Diksita’s logic in his understanding of Gjta 6.3 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
Brhbadaranvaka Upanisad 4422 the use of means such as sacrifices
already expresses the aspirant’s desire to know. Thus the
prescription of karman by the Gjta 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
karmavogato lead to direct experience of the Self through
purification of mind, in Sankara’s interpretation of both
Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 4422 and Gjt3 6.3, the kKarmavogin does his
practices with the desire to attain immediate Self-knowledge, not
with the desire to attain the desire to know!



for all seekers after liberation, according to Sankara’s interpretation, it
is used in this context by one who has already reached immediate
Self-knowledge and aims at stabilizing it. Thus dhyanavoga 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.

Let us first look at how Sankara understands the expression
“one desiring to ascend to yoga.” Aruruksu isfrom the desiderative of
4/ ruf. 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.” Inthe 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, Sankara gives two possible direct objectstothe verb 32 v/ ruh:
yoga (as given in the verse itself) and dhvanavoga. The shift in
meaning is clearest when dhvanayvoga is used as direct object. If we
translate by “ascend to dhyanavoga’ it means attainine dhvanavoga,
that is, merely starting the yoga of meditation;if we render by
“ascend dhvanavoga’ it means “‘climbjng” possibly up tothe climax of
the yoga of meditation,that is,up toimmediate Self-knowledge. My
contention is that,to agree with all aspects of Sankara’s comments
concerning this verse,the derivativesof 2 v/ ruh havetobe
understood and translated in the following manner:if their object is
dhvanavoga the statement means “to ascend dhvanavoga,’ more
precisely,toclimb up tothe top of the “ladder” of meditation which is

immediate Self-knowledge; if their object is yoga,the statement
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means “to ascend Lo 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 S of the Gjt3, Sankara quotes the second
part of verse 6.3in the midst of other citations that clearly refer to
physical renunciationof 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’ (§ama)
as already based on this knowledge. The entire passage is worth
citing:

Because, with the words “in jflanavosga for the samkhvas’

stead-fastness in the yoga of knowledge which is characterized

by dwelling in the essential nature of the actionless Self and
which pertains tothe samkhvas 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 nothingto
do” [37]says that there is nothing else to do. Because in passages
such as "Not by non-performance of duties” [34]and “But
renunciation, O mighty-armed, is hard to attain without yoga”

[S6] karmavoga is enjoined as an accessory to Self-knowledge;

and because in the passage “when the same person has ascended

to yoga, quiescence (§ama)is said to be the means,’ it is stated

that for one in whom right insight has emerged

(utpannasamvagdaréanasva) karmavoga does not exist
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[anymore] Moreover,because actions other than those
necessary for the sustenance of the body are excluded in the
passage ‘By performing only actions that are for the sake of the
body, he does not incur sin”; and,because by the passage “united,
the knower 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.!
We clearly find again here the basicidea that karmavoga 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 6.3is
also given in support of this idea strongly suggests that,in Sankara’s
mind, it also conveys physical renunciation following direct Self -

knowledge.

iri EA (4 G114l ¢ g4 A ‘. (A I\ L LA D &4 . s I\
s .. -
tattvavit it A%

intro, 4)
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Also in support of our interpretation of 2 / full derivatives is
Sankara’s gloss of aruruksoh (one who wishes to ascend) as “one
desiring to ascend, not having ascended, not able to stand still
(avasthatum)in dhvanavoga.' ! Since gvasthatum 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 yavaddhvanavoga

“a householder should practice karmavoga until he is able to practice
dhvanavoga® (1981,301).3 But we saw that,according to Sankara,
meditation is already used by the karmavogin as his most important
means, and that in light of the prerequisites to start the discipline of
knowlege, he must already be skilled in control of mind (§ama) and
senses (dama), which ability comes mainly through practice of
meditation. In addition, as stated by the verse itself,it isthe “munji’
(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 mupiis often used to designate the monk (1984,131). But a
systematic analysis of all occurrences of munpjin the BSBh,the BGBh

(apart from the context of verse 6.3),the Upad and in at least the

larodhumjcchato 'narudhasya dhyanavoge
'vasthatumasaktasvaivetvarthah (BGBh 6.3, 287).

2BGBh 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 karmavogin who does not take
recourse to physical renunciation.
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comments on all verses of the Upanisads where it is used,reveals that,
according to various contexts,on 14 occurrences, munj refers seven
times to the liberated-in-this-life, ! four times to the liberated-in-
this-life presented as still practicing meditation, Zand three timesto
a meditator.3 Hence it is quite likely that munj is also understood
here as one already performing meditation. It also follows that when,
as stated by the verse and Sankara,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 totranslate
dhvanavoge 'vasthatumas$aktasya as “not able to stand still in
dhvanavoga’ or more precisely,not able toopen the mind tothe
experience of the silent Self.

This is confirmed by Sankara’s peculiar characterization of yoga
as a state of Self-consciousness on many occasions in his comment on
chapter 6. After describing ex periences of “standing still in the real
nature of the Self” (Atmasvaripe sthitah)in the comment on verse 21
(307), and of “standing still in the reality of the Self” (atmatattve
sthitah)on verse 22(308),Sankara says on verse 23 (Ibid.) that these
features describe “yoga as characterized by standing still in the Self”
(atmavasthaviseso vogah). This definition of yoga is very similar to
the one given by Gjta 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 35.1,464; 44.2, 691. MaKBh 235, 206.
BGBh 256,117;257,117; 269, 128;10.26, 457.

2 pages refer to Sanskrit texts:BSBh 34.47,817. BUBh 35.1,816. BGBh
10.37,463;14.1, 587.

3 pages refer to Sanskrit texts:KaBh 21.5,91. BGBh 5.6, 252 5.28, 279.



toyoga.” | Here Sankara glosses “in samadhi’ with “in the Self,
wherein the intellect is fixed.” 2 Thus,apart from the sense of
“discipline” or “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 2/ ruh as
conveying only two possible meanings which entail direct Self-
knowledge: “to ascend dhvanavoga,’ in the sense of reaching its climax
in actionless Self-consciousness; and “to ascend to yoga,” in the sense of
attaining the same Self-ex perience.

With this background,let us now turnto Sankara’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, js said to be the means,the way.” 4 In his

§r
Mw@&unmgmmaml (BGBh 253,112).
i atma (Ibid., 113).

6 3 287). Whlle the edmon used here reads yggmnﬁ_aﬂa, the one
by H.R.Bhagavat (1929.Bhagavadgita with Safkarabhasya Works of
Sankaracharva.vol.2 2d ed.,Poona: Ashtekar and Co, 101) has
yogartdhasva. The latter reading seems more plausible because
otherwise the subject of the same predicate (karanam glossed as
sadhanam) would oddly change within the same sentence: it would be
first a person (yogaridhasva)and then a concept (yogariidhatvasya).
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introduction to the chapter, Sankara specifies the purpose of using
quiescence as a means even after having reached yoga: “for the same
person, when he has ascended to voga guiescence alone is prescribed
asthe means for the fruition (phalam)of yoga.’ ! 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
sequence toward liberation studied earlier,attainment of immediate
Self-knowledge (jflanaprapti) gives qualification for physical
renunciation and sieadfastness 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 tobe employed
by the Self-knower 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,’
Sankara will also recognize, when Gjta 6.37 refers to the yogabhrsta
(one fallen from yoga), that one may eventually lose this ex perience.

So,compared with statements on steadfastness in direct Self-

Since yogaridhasya then becomes a mere technical repetition of its
first occurrence at the beginning of the sentence, it has been omitted

inthe translation.
i o
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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.

The question may arise as to why the need to stabilize Self-
knowledge? True,some of Sankara’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).! Mike Bos has discussed thisissueina
paper, concluding that although admitting that ignorance might still
persist through the effect of prarabdhakarman 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 Sankara,gven
before complete eradication of ignorance, one may have direct
experience of the Self without it being permanent, which would
explain why Sankara 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 commentator 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 1.47 as

ax] Cl

.{!.{{l atlllap t"_ .V' d iva
kascidapi kramo 'bhvupagamyate (BSBh 4.1.2 830).
2tatastadvedhanadordhvam $aravattanmavobhavet (MuBh 224,131).
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“Self-knowledge and its train of remembrance (smrtisantana)” !
Sankara 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
“toregulate 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 Bhagavadgita:
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 hasto 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

l;mjﬁinmwm(BUBh 147, 663)

(Ibid. 664).



332

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-ex perience through physical renunciation and
steadfastly dwelling in that immediate knowledge:
As far as the Self-knower is concerned, the purport of this Vedic
text is that the Self is to be saved by way of steadfastnessin
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 karman}”’ !
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,” torender unshakable the immediate Self-knowledge that
has already been attained. The MakBh 486 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-
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knowledge: “This dwelling in the true nature of the Self is the natural

modesty. humbleness,of the Brahmapas. ... Knowing Brahman as
described, as naturally quiet, he should attain the gujescence (Samam)

that is a natural disposition and the very nature of Brahman, he
should remain established in the true nature of Brahman’ !

It is with this perspective that the process of §ama 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,tothat 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 (yogartdhah)’ 2 But
another ambiguity is raised here by the word yogariidhal. If,
according toboth the verse and Sankara,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 willbecome
again a yogartidha? My contention is that, unfortunately without
warning,Sankara gives two meanings to yogarudha: one referring to
the state just before starting to use §ama,ie.to unsiable Self -
experience,and the other corresponding to the state following the use

of §ama ie.the attainment of permanent Self -experience.3In the

bhavatj (BGBh 6.3, 287-288).
3The meaning of 2 / ruh as “mounting” (a horse,etc.)can be used to
clarify these two meanings of yogariudha:in the first case,the aspirant
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introduction to verse 6.5,the commentator clearly describes the
yogarldha in terms of the liberated-in-this-life:*When a person thus
attains toyoga,then his self is raised by itself away from
transmigratory existence, this multitude of evils” ! Also,in verse 6.11,
Sankara announces that characteristics of the yogarudha will be given
in forthcoming verses (6.18-23), which account for the ex perience of
pure Self-consciousness during meditation and for its result as
liberation.

Sankara’s introduction to chapter 6 is a long refutation of an
opponent who holds the doctrine of combination of knowledge and
action.Sankara 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,Sankara underlines for example 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

Sama is understood as a means for stabilization of the latter as part of

vogaridha would be “just mounted” on the direct experience of the
Self, whereas in the second case, the enlightened yogarudha would be

flrmly r1d1ng on it.
1

1nto 284) ‘



c steadfastness in immediate Self-knowledge. Interestingly, Maharishi

Mahesh Yogi's comment on verse 6.3 reflects a similar view point:
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
toYoga,” becomes permanent.... “The man who has ascended
toYoga:” 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 [§amal, 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 Sankara’s sequence toward
liberation as universal and logical rather than chronological remains
valid, physical renunciation following ex periential Self-knowledge can
be understood as a spontaneous and free ex pression 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
Sankara’s misinterpreted and unsuspected emphasis on physical

renunciation based on direct Self-knowledge,let us now consider how
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our author also understands this type of renunciation as an auxiliary

tostarting with the discipline of knowledge.

6.4- Monasticism for attainment of direct Self-knowledge

New questions arise in the light of this interpretation of the
respective roles of karmavoga and physical renunciation in Sankara’s
works. If,as we have seen,our commentator teaches that karmavoga
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 Karmavoga before the
rise of this ex perience? This can in turn be elaborated intothe
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
tobe abandoned? And finally, what reasons are given by the
scriptures to justify such a renunciation?

It isvery important here to understand the main doctrine
against which Sankara was fighting to establish his own. The
advocates of Pirvamimamsa argued that the Srutj prescribed neither
the inner renunciation of authorship, nor monastic life as a meansto
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 (stutj)of meditation.

Mainly against this position,Sankara endeavoured on every occasion
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to prove that Stutitexts 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 ex pression of, and as a means toreach or stabilize, direct
Self-knowledge.!

Our author substantiates his position in various places by
quoting passages from the Srutiand the Smrtithat allow the seeker
after liberation toenter samnvasa$ramaeither immediately after the
period of studies (brahmacarva) 2 or after the stage of the
householder (garhastva)or finally after going through the third one
(vapnaprastha) “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 Sankara, renunciation is for
Brahmapas 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

Sankara’s thought. In his BUBh 4.5.15, he recalls that “all actions are for

I For Sankara’s most detailed discussion of these issues, see BUBh 4.5.15,
S44-552 See also BUBh 4.4.22 527-528.

2See also BSBh 4.20,777 and BUBh 45.15, 551.

3See also AUBh 1ntro 17 18 and BGBh 31ntro 85

men(assn 34 49819) A



the unenlightened man with desire,” | while “the absence of the
impulsion of desire” (kamapravrttvabhavat)is sufficient reason to say
that “for a detached 2seeker after liberation,statements such as ‘He
should renounce even from the student life’ L&a_r_ag_aml@m
Upanisad 771 are proper,even if he is without [immediate] knowledge’
3 In his introduction to the Ajtareva 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
Brahmana already has a strong desire to know the Self after
completing the stage of studentship, 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
;angs_r_amg_for the sake of devoting oneself entirely to that
discipline.

Now,as we saw,Sankara considers that the karmavogin
practicing ritual actions can be a seeker after libera;ion. 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

am (BUBh 45.15,

2Sankara 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 [ie.samnyvasal’
(tasmat janmantarakrtasamskarebhvo
viraktanamasramantarapratipattirevesvate; TUBh 112 279).

(BUBh 45.15,948).

4yavaniiv vidv u
intro, 328).
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question directly. A tentative answer,of course,could be that the
intensity of the desire for liberation would not be strong enough in
some karmavoginsto lead them to abandon everything for
monasticism. Another factor is suggested by the mention of “some
reason” (kutascinnimittat)! for the impossibility of physically
abandoning rituals even in the case of the enlightened man, which
could apply for the unenlightened as well,for example interms 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 conéerned in the case of the unenlightened. Yet it is
acknowledged by the commentator that the urge for physical
renunciation could be tempered by various practical reasons.

Since desire for liberation is needed for entry into
samnvasasrama 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
{iberation. But,they have always to be kept distinct if one wantsto

understand Sankara’s proper perspective on the means of liberation.

1 See BGBh 4.20, 210.
2For instance,Kautilya asks tofirst make provision for one’s wife and

sons before entering samnvasasrama (Kane 21:932).
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Interms of objects to be abandoned, while the enlightened man
is without any obligation to wear the signs of the samnvasins, 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 (¢kadanda) which has been associated for
centuries with the followers of Advaita.! In his BUBh 45.15, he writes:
“Hence parjvrajva 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 tothe same.” 3 And even duties of the
samnvyasasrama as a means toreach Hiragyagarbha are to be
abandoned. Indeed, because, as said above,all karmans are tobe 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 tothe samnyasasrama:
“And apart from that [renunciation of the seeker and of the

enlightened] there exists another kind of monasticism which is an

10n the other hand,as early as the 8th century CE,the samnyasins
belonging to Saﬁkara’s tradition are called “single-staffed”
V1 by Bhaskara (Ohvelle 1986 1: 52)

mmmmmmmm (BUBh4515 948)
3 al3 i

atav va
ygj“’gggavit‘gdisﬁdhaninim ca Ladvlsgygtvag (BUBh 351, 814).



order of life and a meanstothe attainment of the Brahmaloka and so
on;it is with respect tothe latter that means like the holy thread and
distinguishing signs are enjoined.” | However, as noticed by Olivelle
against Potter’s statement that,in Sankara’s works,the term
paramahamsa applies only tothe enlightened man,the Paramahamsa
Upanisad 46-47 referstotwotypes of paramahamsa samnvasins 2one

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 samnvasins abandoning
the means for Hiranvagarbha, Sankara followed the Paramahamsa
Upanisad.

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 bécause
liberation is not a result, action is of no use for the seeker after
liberation.” 3 Sankara also explains in the BGBh 221 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 itsresult,or that it is a non-doer (akartr)and that there

vaifopavitadisadhanavidhanam lingavidhanam ca (Ibid, 815).
2Sankara never mentions the first three categories of samnvasins
stated by various Upanisads namely the Kuticaka Bahtdaka and
Hamsatypes.For a description of these categories, see Kane, 4:230;
Sharma 1939, 28-33.

3 moksasva cakarvatvanmumuksoh Karmanarthakvam (BGBh intro 3,
137).
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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:
“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.” ! 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 tobe resorted
to, he writes, “also because liberation implies steadfastness inthe
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 toreach the western sea
[brahmalokal ie. 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

. — o vi
sarvakarmasamnyasa evadhikarah (BGBh 221,73).
> 31 mAvikrivasvar0oanisthalva | .

1S 2 : iigami At 1 : mud m

ali (BGBh 1855, 743-744),

g a




O

three external worlds are not qualified for parjvraiva,for a resident of
the Banares area who desires to reach Hardwar does not head
towardseast.” !

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 3§rama is
less conducive to knowledge and liberation when compared with the
three other a§ramas. For example, in contrast with the householders’
situation,the commentator says:

Those qualified persons -brahmacarins, 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 (jjapna). 3
However, here, superiority over the householder stage of life is not
exclusive to the stage of samnvyasa; 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
samnvasasrama are saidtogotobrahmaloka Accordingly,in
Sankara’s mind, even this kind of depreciation of the householder

stage raises only a mitigated opposition bet ween social active life and

a8 Vsl pOrvAbhimuk hah prati (BUBh 4422 932).
2See also BUBhO 45 15,551 and TUBh 1 12 280

(PUBh 116 112).
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the samnvasa stage of life as far as the means of liberation is
concerned.

In his BSBh 34.47,Sankara comments that the samnvasaérama
may be termed as meditativeness (uauna) ‘because it has knowledge
as its essential component” (jianapradhanat).! Since the
samnvasasrama 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 attentidn 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 Sankara’s view point, injunction of the
samnvasasrama brings to light its unique focus on the means of
liberation, “since parivrajva is meant as an auxiliary for full
maturation 2of the knowledge of Brahman.” 3 Yet,knowledge
remains the means of liberation while physical renunciation is only
one of its auxiliairies 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 Sankara, this model and its consequences for

the seeker after liberation are expressed in verses 35.1 and 44.22of

1 BSBh 34.47, 817.
2See also BUBh 4.4.7,508.
3brahmajfianaparipakangatvacca parivrajvasya (BSBh 3.4.20,796).
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the Brhadaranvaka Upanisad. In light of his interpretation,the

passage dealing with this in verse 44.22reads 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.” | 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
Brahmapa 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 [thisl world, the Self, they renounce
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their homes, they should ! 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 351, when commenting
thereupon,Sankara adds “ancient” to the word “Brahmagas’ which is
in fact unqualified in the verse proper:
Since the ancient Brahmanas knowing this Self as different in
nature from means and results,repounced 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
Brahmana the knower of Brahman, having mastered known

1 Sankara 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 (527). Moreover, says our commentator,
since in the sentence preceding the passage under discussion, the
Upanijsad states that ‘Brahmanas 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 tothe same subject,there is noreasonto
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 asa key pomt in BUBh 35.1 (338 341)
: anam lok ah pravraia ..(BUBh

3 't‘vv’v‘ iadi ivrtta
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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. !
When introducing the reason given by verse 44.22in his commentary
on stitra 34.15of the Brahmasi@itra, 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 injuhction:

Moreover,some, men of knowledge who have direct experience of

the result of knowledge, relying on that [ex perience], point out

that there is no need for having children and for means conducive

toother purposes. In relation to “according to their liking,’ there

is this Sruti passage from the Yajasanevins [the custodians of the

da isad]...?
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 Brahmanas mere seekers after

liberation. Ananda Giri describes them as “possessing knowledge

all = : -
agamatascaisanabhvo vvutthaya (BUBh 351, 816).
e vidua ket avidvaohalal
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leading to reflection” (vicarapravojakaifianavantah).! In her recent

thesis, Revathy also understands that their knowledge is “mediate”
and that their renunciation “is in order to attain the direct knowledge
of Brahman’ (228). Even when Sankara explains the totally free
physical renunciation of these enlightened men,Swami
Madhavananda,the English translator of the BUBh, interprets the
author as referring to seekers after liberation. After Sankara’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
45.15,550). This interpretation is definitely unfounded, as Sankara 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 knower of Brahman has fulfilled all desires, he cannot,
with such a fulfillment, have any desire. The Srutj also says, 'we who
have this Self as our world’' [44.22]” 2 Before quoting the same passage
in BSBh 4.1.2, he says: “Thus the Sruti...shows the absence of any duty
for the knower of the Self” 3adding 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

1BUBh 351 456.

vamatmavam lokah' itica sruteh (BUBh 24 intro, 757).
3tathaca srutih .. jtyatmavidah kartavvabhavam darsavati (BSBh
41.2,831).

4 See also BSBh 349,765 and AUBh intro, 7.
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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 Seif-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 interpret atioﬁ 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 Sankara 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 “Samkaracarya:the Myth and the Man,” Potter
argues that a complete reversal of Sankara’s position occurred in the
fourteenth-century with Vidyaranya, pontiff of the Srageri Matha,
author of the famous Jjvanmuktiviveka and often identified with

Madhava, the author of Sankara’s most popular hagiography entitled

349



O

350

Sankaradigviiava. As summed up by Potter: “For Vidyaranya,one
gives up actions and gains knowledge. Sankara’s position is
diametrically opposed” (1982 118). Although, in his paper,Potter
neglects the fact that Sankara 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 Sankara’s position started much earlier, with
Sure$vara (8th century), who is considered along with Padmapada as
Sankara's most influential pupil.

According to T.M.P.Mahadevan, the differences between
Sure§vara and his master are ‘of minor importance” (1958, 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 Sure§vara a more liberal
thinker with respect to the criterion for access to knowledge.
Summarizing Sankara’s BSBh 1.334-38 on Stdras’ qualification for
knowledge, Paul Hacker overlooks the fact that Sankara allows them
access to the discipline of knowledge through the Smrtjliterature, and
suggests that for the mnm_am&com mentator the only possible
circumstance is “dass durch Wirkung der Samskaras auseinem

it ZU | , r Erlosun onne” (1950,11).
Referring tothe Vedantasaravarttikarajasameraha atext
traditionally attributed to Sure§vara, which states that Sidras also
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C samnvasasrama to all of the first three castes. In his Vartjka on BUBh
35.1, he first exposes his master’'s viewpoint: “‘Brahmana’ is used to
identify a distinct qualified person,because there is no injunction of
renunciation for Ksatrivas and Vaj§vasin the Sruti” ! In the nexttwo
verses, he then gives his own interpretation: “Since the Sruti declares
renunciation to be for the three varnas without distinction,the word
Brahmana should be understood as a synecdoche [mentioning the first
type of dvijas to mean all of them]” 2 According to Anandagiri’s
comment on this verse,Sure§vara refers here to Upanisadic
statements such as “one may renounce even from brahmacarva” 3
(Jabala Upanisad 4), which do not specify that the invitationto
physical renunciation is addressed to Brahmanas alone. 4 Sure$vara
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?” 3

| T e _
ﬂmwmw dhi = vavais 0l
(Sure§vara 1894 35.88, 1253)

21 - = : ; I

(bed 3588 1254)
3prahmacarvadeva 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 varnas, see Olivelle 1984,111-
115,and Kane 22942-946.
3 kmagtum_mnﬂmmmmﬂnhxumm

(Sureévara 1894, 35.90, 1254).
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In the same manner as Sankara,Sure$§vara 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
knowledgel the commentator said for all men.”’! However,inafew
places Sure§vara clearly states that one hasto physically abandon
rites in order to start with the discipline of knowledge. While in the
introduction of the BUBh,Sankara says, without mentioning anything
concerning physical abandonment,that the Upanisad is addressed to
the one that is detached (viraktasya)2Suresvara states the following
requirement at the beginning of the introduction to his sub-
commentary: “He alone is qualified for Yedanta who has renounced all
actions, who wishes to cast off transmigratory existence and to know
the Unity” 3 In his Naiskarmvasiddhi 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
Sankara 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

lsarvesamapicanrnamadhikaro'nivaritah |
tal v Enamitibha Krdabravit |
(Sure$vara 1982 1.1.1025, 185).
2BUBh intro, 609.

3tyaktasesakrivasvaiva samsaram prajihasatah|

o e

- " _ S
- va calka " vadhikarita
(Sure§vara 1982, 1.1.12,17).
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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).!
Thus, while in fact contradicting Sankara’s viewpoint, this position is
presented for instance by R.Balasubrahmanian as part and parcel of
the Advajta tradition:
Though scripture has enjoined the performance of pitva-
naimittika-karmas the spiritual aspirant who seeks liberation
renounces, according to Advaita,these karmas and pursues the

discipline of $ravana-manana-nididhvasana.... Should he accept

meditative practice,there would be justification for his

renouncing nitva-paimittika-karmas, as the twocannot be

practiced at the same time (Ibid, 344).

It seems therefore that while,on the one hand,Sure§vara
opened physical renunciation to more people than h@s 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,
inctuding the Stdras he reserves the discipline leading to it for monks

alone. While his successor Sarvajiatman does not seem to have
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addressed this problem directly, he resolved the contradiction by
stating that if one gets enlightenment in a particular life outside
samnvasasrama, 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.
6.6- Sankara’s polysemic terminology of renunciation

Having clarifi_ed Sankara’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
sarvakarmasamnyvasa is set aside by Sankara himself when pointing
out,for instance in his BGBh 255,that,in the scriptures,the same
description could be understood as referring to the characteristjcs 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

] How precisely was Sankara’s position gradually transformed and\or
misinterpreted during centuries,and what was Sure§vara’s exact
influence on qualification for the Advajta discipline is a question that
needs further study. Also, what is their respective legacy in terms of
the 20th century trends in Advajta monasticism? These are other
questions worth pursuing. According to Saway, there is no evidence
that Sure$§vara’s qualification of all dvjjas for physical renunciation

“was ever accepted as authoritative in Scngeri Matha® (382). As
noticed by David M. Miller and Dorothy C.Wertz,the daSanami
samnvasins of Bhubaneswar are “mainly Brahmans” (76). Yet, as
reported by Wade H.Dazey,the contemporary dasanamisamnvasins
do include monks from all dvija classes (302). Further clarification is
therefore needed.



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 polysemic
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: $amnyasa, samnvasin,
- vakar 3sa. Lvaga Lvigi

karma(pariltvaga sarva(paritvaga sarvakarma(pari)tyaea vati

O veat ( \oALiVEE] -
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.

First,concerning Sankara’s usage of the word samnvasa, 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 isinteresting to note that Samkara the philosopher regularly

avoids using the term samnvasa, favoring other,to his mind, less
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ambiguous,expression. He is quite aware that traditional usage
identifies sampvasa as the fourth and highest stage of an ideal
life, and that there exist varied opinions about what that stage
éonsists in. In the main passages where Samkara confronts the
social implications of this thesis [that only the self-knower isa
true samnvasinl 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 Sankara’s comment on
Chandogva Upanisad 2231 and the statement that only the
brahmasamstha reaches immortality. It is true that Sankara does not
use the word samnvasa in this comment. But the possible ambiguity
rather resides here in the derivatives of pari v/ vraj meaning
“wandering.” It is alsotrue that in thiscomment as well as in BUBh
35.1 which is also referred to by Potter,Sankara clearly distinguishes,
to quote the scholar again,between the way of “the wandering
mendicant (parivraiaka) the ascetic who isnot fixed in Brahman”
and “the fourth way,that of being ‘fixed in Brahman,’ [whichlbelongs
tothe true wandering mendicant (parivrajaka)” (Ibid.). But it could be
argued by an advocate of mandatory renunciation that the first
parivrajakais merely taking sampvasa as a way of living based on
smarta rules, while the other is a true seeker after liberation
following the Upanisadic 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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the main duty for the formal samnyasin ! and that therefore the only
person who can differ from the formal samnvasin following his duty is
the “true” parivraiaka 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 parivrajaka when what is meant isonly 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
parivrajaka 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 Chandogva Upanjsad
2231,in Upad 212 where one hasto be a paramahamsa parivrajakato
be qualified for knowledge,and in the BGBh where Sankara never
clearly differentiates the paramahamsa parivrajaka from the
monastic seeker and from the monastic enlightened man. So,although
Potter is basically right in his understanding of Sankara’s emphasis on
inner renunciation, his perspective on the commentator’s terminology
israther sketchy.

Let us start with the semantic pole of the word samnvasa which
conveys the sense of physical renunciation. The root sam-nj v/ ascan
mean to deposit, to lay down or aside,to give up,to abandon.
According to one definition of samnyasa 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 samnvasa became fixed as the title of the rite,the

1 See Manu Smrtj 6.35-36.
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expression samnvasam karoti comes to be used with increasing
frequency with reference to the performance of the rite ...” (272).
However, Sankara’s use of samnvasa with the verb v/ Kr seems to
convey either formal physical abandonment of ritual actions
associated with the recitation of the praisa and initiation into
samnvasasrama, or physical renunciation in general. Asan example of
the first meaning,in BGBh 4.15,our commentator glosses Krsna's advice
thus: “Do vou, therefore, for that reason,ie.because action was
performed even by the ancients, surelv perform action; neither sitting
quiet, nor renunciation of action should be resorted to” (149).! Because
here mention is already made of simply “sitting quiet,” the addition of
“napisamnvasah kartavvah’ seemstorefer toformalentry into
samnvasasrama. But when the commentator writes elsewhere that
people such as Janaka “did not renounce karmans” (na
karmasamnvyasam krtavantah), 2because the physical renunciation of
an enlightened person does not have to be associated with adoption of
samnvasasrama, the expression does not necessarily. mean the rite of
initiation into this stage of life.3

Sankara’s clearest way of suggesting that he refersto
renunciation simply as a monastic way of life (even when including
the discipline of knowledge)isto put the restrictive words gva, matra
and kevala after the worc samnvasa (or tvaga) “Neither through
samnvisa alone by mere,by simple abandonment of action devoid of

E1ld K d d d a1l a 1ldodlld a { dodl)
v v arvaj itatvat (BGBh 4.25,198). For
another example, see BGBh 6.10.
2BGBh 211, 45.

3For another example, see BGBh 3.3.
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knowledge, does he attain, does he reach, to perfectjon, to

steadfastness in the yoga of knowledge characterized by
actionlessness’ ! It should be noted that in such contexts, Sankara
does not refer to the way of life of people who take to samnvasasrama
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 samnvasa
referred to here is said to lead to this knowledge in the same way as
karmavoga (BGBh 5.2). Hence,even when samnvasa and Lyaga are
followed by eva, matra and kevala, they refer to samnvasasrama as

including the discipline of knowledge,yet without direct experience
of the Self.

When corresponding to samnvasa as physical renunciation,the
word samnvasin can of course mean the formal physical renouncer
having entered samnvasa$rama. Responding,for instance,tothe
viewpoint that rites must be performed to avoid sin, Sankara writes:
“It is not possible to ascribe sin to the samnyasin for non-performance |
of the worship of Agni etc.this is as much so as in the case of
brahmacarins who are men of action and not even samnvasins” 2The
word matra is also used with samnvasin in MaBh 12to specify the

formal renunciation of “those who are mere samnvasins, who are

alidl d Q C«‘. K Sd '.,, 1] d rEe1ld i "
samadhigacchatina prapnoti (BGBh 34, 145). Kevala is often found
with a similar context in BGBh 5.2-5.
2 12 %% i K lvak dl d d {
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possessed of dull or average intellect, who still consider themselves
aspirants,who tread the virtuous path ...!

We have so far considered samnvasa and samnvasin as
conveying the sense of physical renunciation without direct Self-
knowledge. Samnvasa can also refer to physical abandonment after
attainment of direct Self-knowledge,as when Sankara says that “the
one possessed of Self-know ledge is qualified for samnvasaalone’ 2 As
already pointed out, if this entails adoption of wandering mendicancy
(as part of samnvasasérama or not), it will only be due to preference on
the part of the Self-knower,not by reason of an injunction. The same
can be said of samnyasin in passages such as the following:“ As for him
who sees inaction in action, by virtue of that very insight of inaction
etc, he is free from action,a samnvasin, doing merely what is
necessary to maintain life ... 3

We found earlier that, according to Sankara, when used in a
metaphoric sense as in Gitd 5.3 samnyasa can mean immediate Self-
knowledge itself. Similarly, without any sense of physical
renunciation, samnvasin can simply mean the enlightened man who
has automatically renounced authorship by virtue of his direct
experience of the actionless Self. Faithfully expanding on Gjta 53,
Sankara even says that the enlightened karmavogin “who neither
dislikes pain and the objects that cause it, por desires pleasure and the

ZWW(BGM 221,75). See also the
absolutive ga_m_nma_wnh the same meanmg 1n BGBh 272. 233




objects that cause it,should be known, recognized,as a constant
samnvasin even though he is engaged in action.” ! Although the

purport of this type of comment has been widely missed, it is also in
this sense that Sankara calls the man of steady intellect (sthitapraifia)
a samnvasin (hereby precluding liberation from the non-samnvasin):
“The attainment of liberation is possible only for the man of
knowledge, for the man of steady intellect who has abandoned
desires,for the diéciplined man, but not for the non-samnvasin, the
one that cherishes desires...” 2 However,some contexts remain
definitely more ambiguous than the latter one. For instance, when
commenting on Brhadaranvaka Upanisad 44.22 which, according to
Sankara, validates physical renunciation both before and after direct
Self-knowledge,our commentator writes: “Thus for a samnvasing 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

samnvasin? Sankara gives noclue in the immediate context asto the

_w_ar_Ln_a_n_(BGBh S. 3 247 248)
2vidusastvaktaisanasva sthitaprajiasya yatereva moksapraptirna
tvasamnvasinah kamakaminah ... (BGBh 270,129) Sankara often uses
the word samnvasin to mean the enlightened person, whether he has
physically abandoned all practices or not. See for instance MuBh 314,

150 BGBh 5.25-26, 206 207, 922,307 155, 491 18.2-3, 444 448

nmgnm_g_(BUBh 4422 936).
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answer. So, at least four meanings are possible here:either gamnvasin
means that the man became formal samnvasin 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
Sankara’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 246: “Similarly, whatever utjlity result of action, there
isin all the Vedas in duties prescribed by the Yedas, that alsois
available in the result of knowledge - corresponding to the all-
spreading flood - for the Brahmana whois a samnvasin and who
knows the nature of the supreme Reality.” 1 Although the four
meanings are again possible, it is easier here to verify that Sankara
does not make formal physical renunciation a prerequisite of
enlightenment,for immediately after this statement, he quotes
Chandogva Upanisad 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.?

Another and last meaning of samnvasin, based on the Gita's
description of the karmavogin as “a samnvasin and a yogin,’ is

arvatahsam
(BGBh 246, 106).
2For other ambiguous usage of samnvasin, see MuBh 314-5,150-152;
BGBh 5.28,208;8.11,276;14.1, 464.
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connected by Sankara to the unenlightened’s renunciation of the
results of action: “His being a samnvasin,” says he, “is by virtue of the
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 ... !

While samnyvasa and samnvasin 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 karmasamnvasa is found to convey
only the first two meanings. Karmasamnvasais frequently used for
instance in the introduction to chapter Sof 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 torajasic and tamasic renunciation in BGBh 18.9 (553).2
However,the same karmasamnvasa means physical renunciation
based on immediate Self-knowledge when Sankara states, about
enlightened people such as Janaka, that “although [qualification for]
karmasamnvasa had been reached, they attained perfection while
pursuing karman that is, without performing karmasamnvasa” 3

K.d aDNAaldsdlkKadlpasalllllyadsa | 2L
karmanusthapat ... yogitvam .. (BGBh 62,285)
2For karmasamnvasa as formal physical renunciation, see also BGBh 6
intro, 213;6.37, 240

mmwmmmmummcsn 2.1 1 45). _
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We showed in chapter 4 that,as part of the necessary steps in
$apkara’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
“sarvakarmasamnvasa is enjoined on the seeker after liberation as an
auxiliary toknowledge.’ ! Yet,as we saw, when in verses 330,126 and
1857, the Gjtd uses the ex pression sarvagi (or sarva-)karmani
samnvasva meaning ‘renouncing all actions” in Krsna,Sankara
understands it as part of karmavoga. 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 Brahmapn with
attributes (BGBh 126).

This semantic overview of the root sam-ni v/ as and its
derivatives thus gives clear indication that its use in Sankara’s works
is polysemic, at times ambiguous, and always needs careful
contextualisation. A very similar semantic diversity is found for the
root (parj) v tvaiand its derivatives which also mean to “abandon,’
the optional prefix pari adding the notion “entirely.” As pointed out
by Olivelle (1981, 270) and myself (1987, 120), although not consistently,
the Bhagavadgita tends to use v/ tyaj and its derivatives with
reference to the results of action and attachment (sanga). Sankara
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] anga Sirmn ' K a4 aKkdl ldasall avd ' ~FFEZ (BGBh3
intro, 136).
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karmavogin. But elsewhere in his works we find almost the same
semantic variations as with sam-ni v as.

First,tyaga is glossed with samnvasa seemingly in the sense of
physical renunciation in BGBh 16.2 Sarvatvaga, “abandonment of
everything,’ is used with the same meaning in MuBh 1.212when
Sankara states that only Brahmanas are eligible to it (152).
Sarvakarmaparitvagin 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 karmaparitvage prapte in BGBh 4.23, which Safnkara uses
in the same way as the karmasamnyase prapte of BGBh 211, meaning
that even ‘when he has attained [qualification for] abandonment of
karman’ the enlightened person may pursue ritual actions (215). In
BGBh 4.20, karmaparitvaga refers to the direct Self-knower’s physical
renunciation by stating its impossibility (karmaparitvagasambhave)
due to “some reason” (210). Derivatives of v tvaj also 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
410 (127) states that the sarvatvagin (renouncer of everything)
“knows everything” (sa sarvajfiah) Similarly,in BGBh 7.28,"...the men
of virtuous actions.... are said tobe of firm resolve,to have,through
their resolute sarvaparitvaga the settled understanding that the
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supreme Reality is thus only, and not otherwise.’ ! Finally,sarvatvaga
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
karmavogin. 2 Thus, this survey on derivatives of / tvajreaffirms
Sankara's polysemic usage of key terms related to renunciation and
clarifies the semantic background out of which later
misinterpretations have occured.

The word yatj is another term commonly designating the
ascetic or the monk. It is of course used in this sense by Sankara, for
instance in his MuBh 3.1.5, where the Upanjsad prescribes means such
astruth,tapas and continence to the yati and where the commentator
glosses the word with “bhiksu” (167). Yati also conveys the meaning
of a monastic aspirant in BGBh 14.26 (605) and 18.52(739),both of which
are contextualized 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
421-22, yati 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

.o A —

[lally atll€ eval d d :
ucvante (BGBh 7.28, 373). 7
2 A similar usage is found in MuBh 227,162

7}
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desire, sees no purpose in action aimed at securing the latter,
renounces action with its auxiliaries,and does merely [what is
necessarylfor the maintenance of the body,such a yatj,
steadfast in knowledge, is liberated.!
Finally,yatjis used by Sankara with reference to the enlightened man
irrespective of his way of life. The best example of this is found in
BGBh 255-68, where the word occurs seven times even though found
only once in the Gita itself (verse 60). In his introduction to this
sequence, Sankara explains 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 lifel as well as to him who got engaged in the same by
way of karmavoga, the distinctive marks of, and the means [used
byl 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 contextualization, in
the light of Sankara’s ideal of physical renunciation based on direct

Self-knowledge from the stage of brahmacarya, and because of his

O DELYE adhva

in a ' (BGBh 255, 114).
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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 jiananistha of the basic sequence toward liberation. In verse 260
(120),yatiis used in its etymological sense of “striving” as it is said
that even the striving wise man (yatatah ...purusasvavipascitah)is
driven away by senses. Yatjthusrefers here to the seeker after
liberation, irrespective of his way of life. But when the task of
controlling the mind and senses is accomplished,yati then is used for
the “self-controlled” man of direct Self-knowledge. This is suggested
for instance by the comment: “For, steadfast jsthe wisdom of the yati
who remains thus, whose senses are under control by virtue of the
strength of practice ...” ! Accordingly, here,it isby virtue of the
universally available means of self-control, and not by the status of a
physical renouncer, that the yatiis said to be the only one qualified
for liberation: 2 “Desiring to establish,through an example,that the
attainment of liberation is only for the yati who is a man of
knowledge, who has abandoned desires,and whose intellect is steady,
and not for the non-samnvasin longing for objects of desire,the Lord
proceeds.” 3

Most significant is the fact that,in Sankara’'s works, the word

nivriti (withdrawal or abstention from action), which is commonly

levamasinasvayater vase hivasyendrivanivartante
‘bhyasabalattasya prajfid pratisthita (BGBh 261,121-122).

2For similar statements where yatj is glossed by samavasin and
attributed liberation, see BGBh 5.26, 207; 8.11,276;15.5, 491.

3vidusastyaktaisanasvasthitaprajfiasva vatereva moksapraptirna

BBh 270,129).
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associated with formal renunciation,and which also identifies the
path of liberation as opposed to pravrtti(the path of transmigratory
existence)basically covers the same semantic scope as yatj and
derivatives from sam-ni v as and v tyvaj. The only difference is that,
in the same way as yatj, it never refers to renunciation of the results
of action. A first meaning of pjvrttiis abstentionfrom any action
while yet retaining the sense of authorship:“...because pravrtti and
njvritiare 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 ...’ ! Interestingly,the same
external dimension of involvement in,and abstention from action is
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 (pravrttena) 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, nivrttistill refers to a reclusive way of life (as opposed toa
socially active one), yet the sense of authorship is no longer attached
toit,as it is lived by the discriminating men of direct Self-knowledge.
In BGBh 6.3(287), we come across nivrttj as a process of inner

renunciation when §ama is defined as “pjvrttifrom all actions”

|...kartrtantratvatpravrttinivrttvorvastvaprapvaiva hi sarvaeva
krivakarakadivyavaharo 'vidvabhimaveva ... (BGBh 418, 200)
— : amatra T ante av C1ld

‘,.!\ﬁ ".'. '_l'! dhajva ce @alll d aapn )

am ... (BGBh 4.19,
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c (sarvakarmabhvo nivrttih). Finally,the sense of inner renunciation of

authorship irrespective of the way of life is conveyed by pivgttjor
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 (pivrite)from action and
its purpose, he is involved (pravritih) as assiduously as before,for the
world’'s welfare. While appearing as involvement in action,such an
involvement is no action...” ! InKaBh 2212 pjvrtti consisting of inner
renunciation of all activity is clearly given as the condition for

ex periencing the Self:in contrast with “those whose intellects are
attached tothe outside objects” (bahvasaktabuddhinam)are “the
wise the ones who are withdrawn (njvrtta)from external activity,
who discriminate, who see, who directly experience Him, the I1$vara,
the Self,in accord with the teaching of the master and the

scriptures ...’ 2 Similarly,Sankara states in BGBh 18.13that “as shown
by these passages, when Self-knowledge arises there isnivrtti of all
karmans® 3 Thus,it is this inner renunciation of all identification to
activity that defines njvrttji as the only means to liberation.
Accordingly,to believe that with the term pjvrttj, Sankara advocates

renunciation through monastic life in a gloss such as the following,




would be a major misunderstanding: “Pravrttj involvement, the cause
of bondage,the path of action. And nivrtti abstention,the cause of
liberation,the path of samnvasa’ ! Indeed,the semantic scope of
pravriti 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 nivrttireveals 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, Sankara’s usage of sam-nj v as v Lvajand pivrttj
reveals a soteriology that is based on the sine qua non of Self-
knowledge accompanied by inner renunciation of authorship,and not
on any outer condition such as physical renunciation.

We have already seen in the previous chapters that the words
and bhiksu can refer toboth the formal renunciation of the seeker
after liberation and the (formal or informal) physical renunciation of
the enlightened. Thus,vvutthana and parivrajva can be understood
by Sankara as synonyms, and similarly parivrat, (paramahamsa)
parivrajaka samkhva 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 Gjta 8.3 aksara is

aVv. im a Drav ih prava anam dandnanetun xarmamargan.
nivritim ca nivrttirmoksahetuh samnvasamargah (BGBh 18.30,714).
2For a similar connection between pravrtti and bondage as well as
between pjvrttiand liberation,see IUBh 14, 23,
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said tobe the supreme Brahman, a designation understood by Sankara
as the attributeless nature of Brahman (BGBh 8.11,276). In his study on
the contemporary Advajta tradition, although not mentioning the
word aksaropdsana Cenkner defines what is usually understood by
that term: “Concentration without an object,that is without name
and form, is concentration upoh the meaning of the great Upanisadic
axioms” (171). However, in his introduction to Gita 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:
And here,yoga consisting of the deep focus of the mind on 1svara
in the universal form [Brahman with attributes], and
performances such as ritual actions for the sake of [§vara have
been prescribed,based on the distinction between the Seif and
1$¢vara. ... Having said in “They do reach Me” [124] that, with
respect to the attainment of liberation, the agksaropasakas are
independent,[Krsnal shows,in “for them I become the deliverer”
[127] that the others are dependent on someone else,namely
isvara For,if they were considered as one with [§vara'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.!
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A close study of the word gksaropasaka in Sankara's works reveals
that nowhere does it convey any other meaning.! Accordingly, when
it is associated with paramahamsa parivraiaka and samkhvain the
BGBh,from Sankara’s viewpoint,their common reference to the
enlightened person becomes more explicit. Moreover, since the
aksaropasakais thus quite often associated by Sankara with contexts
of physical renunciation, it implies that the latter isbased on
immediate Self-knowledge.

The word vidvap (knower) is another term closely related to
renunciation,being often given by Sankara as an addressee (adhikarin)
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, direct Self-

(BGBh 1213 511-

dll
512).
1 The only possible comment where the aksaropasakas could be
perceived as simple aspirants is when Sankara states in BGBh 18.67
(761)that they are possessed of the means (sadhana) connected with
knowledge and stated in Gjtd 1213-20 and in some passages from
chapters 13to 15. But the following part of the comment on 18.67 (762)
clearly indicates that these gksaropasakas are in fact liberated-in-
this-life, as the triple result of action is said not to accrue to them and
as they “have obtained refuge in the umty of the real nat ure of the
Self and the Lord” (labd ) 2
Accordingly,the means referred to in the com ment on 18 67 are those
that the aksaropasaka used jn order to reach his state of
aksaropasaka, not after becoming one.




knowledge. A common meaning of vidvap is “meditator.” “Inthe
Upanisads,” writes Sankara, “the roots v vid (to know) and v ypas (to
meditate) are seen used interchangeably.” ! Accordingly,vidvan can
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 1.210-11 where people who perform only rituals
are said to go through the (Southern) path of the manes at the time of
death and tobe reborn as humans or beasts,and where vanaprasthas,
formal sampvasins and vidvans, glossed by Sankara by “householders
who are devoted mainly to meditation” (grhasthasca ifanapradhanah)
are said to go through the (Northern)path of the gods and to remain in
the world of Brahma until complete enlightenment (151). 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 (vidusam)
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,he, 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 intro, 325),the meditating and aspiring
vidvan will then be considered an gvidvan This occurs for instance

when, after justifying the physical renunciation of the enlightened

!l vidvupastyo$ca vedantesvavyatirekena pravogo drévate (BSBh 4.1.1,
826).

2 meva paramatma
(MuBh 323,171)

?
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vidvap, Sankara declares: “Even the avidvan who seeks after
liberation has to do parjvrajva’ ! Yet,afew 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 torites and their results: “But the idea that the whole
of man’s life is filled only with karmans ... has been dismissed, since it
appliestothe gvidvan ...” 2

It follows from this semantic analysis that Sankara’s polysemic
usage concerning renunciation attracts the charge of being unstable,
ambiguous,easily mistaken and very demanding in terms of
contextualisation. But,it also follows that a proper contextualisation
provides evidence of the author’s unsuspected liberality with respect
to qualification for knowledge and liberation. In the usage of
derivatives from sam-nv v as and v tvaj as well asin pivrtti yati,
parivrajva, parivrat, (paramahamsa)parivrajaka samkhva,
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 ustobetter
understand how later commentators have misinterpreted or

transformed Sankara’s influencial legacy.

lavidusamapi mumuksuna parivrajvam kartavvameva (AUBh inro,
325).
Zyattu purusavuh sarvam karmapajvavyaptam - jti

tadavidvadvisayvatvena parihrtam ... (AUBh intro, 329)
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CHAPTER 7
SANKARA AND THE VALUE OF RENUNCIATION IN HINDUISM

Prior to examining 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,intratextual 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 Sankara, every man is eligible for liberation
through immediate Self-knowledge alone, whatever his position in the
varnasrama 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 Sankara categorically refutes the doctrine of
the combination of action and knowledge for the purpose of liberation
(jianakarmasamuccavavada) The basic sequence leading to liberation
starts with the practice of karmavoga. 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 Sankarais a
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series of logical consequences in accord with the author’s
soteriological system. First, purity of mind (sattvasuddhj)ensures the
rise of [direct] knowledge (jlapotpatti) 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 (_s_ammmw In turn,this automatically
allows the simple “resting” or steadfastness in [direct] knowledge
(jAananistha) 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.

The major consequence of the reinterpretation of this sequence
isthat sarvakarmasamnvasa 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
Sankara, it also follows that karmavoga is an autonomous path to
direct knowledge of the Self. In this respect,it includes one’s
varpasrama duties and the major proximate means of liberation,that
is,the Advaita discipline of knowledge (hearing, reflecting and
meditating on the Upanisadic sayings,or on the Smrtis in the case of
Sudras) as well as the practice of meditation on the qualified
Brahman. Appearances notwithstanding,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.



In this context, physical renunciation is valued by Sankara under
the following terms. It is an auxiliary prescribed only to Brahmanas
for full-time absorption in knowledge. Considering the many
exceptional cases of Brahmanas 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 expresses 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, “it is highly probable that
jdanakarmasamuccavavada in many varieties was prevalent among

Mimamsakas and Vedantins while Sankara was active. Sankara,
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therefore, seems to have taught his teachings to,or fought against,
mostly thinkers holding various types of jlanakarmasamucavavada’
(Upad, 90). Accordingly, Sannkara’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 demon-strating
that direct Self-kqowledge automatically results in abandonment of
authorship (kartrtvasamnvasa) and that the latter is in turn followed
by a state of inner silent actionlessness (naiskarmyalaksana
ifiananistha)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 tocontend 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 Sankara 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 samnvasasrama, 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

of Sankara’s interaction with,and contribution to, Indian thought can
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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 tothese questions. We can, however,
identify some promising directions for further research and propose
some hypotheses.

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 admitted by his critics. Asfar as renunciation is
concerned, [ actually tend to see amongst the Upanisads, the
Bhagavadgita, and his commentaries a fundamental continuity
emphasizing the meditative process of inner renunciation as a means
to direct ex perience of the Self, and renunciation of authorship -
freedom from t‘he 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 hisown
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 polysemic and
even ambiguous terminology concerning renunciation. Interestingly,

in his study on the author's usage of the words avijdva namaripa,

381



C

mava and [§vara Hacker concludes, in perhaps too radical a fashion,

that Sankara lacked interest in defining monosemic vocabulary and in

proper systematization: “Nach dieser Betrachtung miissen werden
wobej als ine Ej tumlic it des s
bneigun finit] nd eine souvera ' it
iber ifflicher Svst tik festhalten ...” (1951,285). As we

saw,Sankara remains very rigourous and consistent in terms of jssues
such as the role of action and knowledge,yet,for whatever reason, he
leaves key terms related to renunciation open to polysemy and
misinterpretation.

At least three exegetical predispositions account for the
misinterpretation on the part of later Advaitins. First,Sure§vara’s
injunction of formal physical renunciation (monasticism)as a
prerequisite for access to the discipline of knowledge. Given
Sure$vara’sreputation 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
Sankara’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 Sarvajnatman, Sure§vara’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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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 qua non of Self-knowledge. They
disallowed many later Advaitins 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.

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 tobe
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 kle§a 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.” ! This

1 “Di terialisierung der Avidva Weltturstoff” (Hacker 1951,
266).



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 institution 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 iianavoga
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 “knower” (vidvan)is said tobe
qualified for physical renunciation alone as a result of his
enlightenment, proper emphasis on physical renunciation as a means
tothe latter required them to see him as possessed'of mere mediate
knowledge.

The epic period of the Ramavana and the Mahabharata,
commencing around S00 BCE, is the common reference point in
identifying the rise of Hinduism as distinct from the earlier
Brahmanism of the Vedas and the Upanisads. Inthis context, modern
scholarstend to see afundamental break between the Upanisadic
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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renunciation become separated in the Mahabharata and particularly
in the Bhagavadgita. The earlier ascetical renunciation formulated by
the Upanjsads 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 ! on this,Charles Malamoud writes
for instance that they “montrent comment le passage du
brihmanisme ancien 3 'hindouisme implique une réévaluation
compléte de l'opposition initiale homme dans le monde\renongant....
la délivrance (ou le salut)n’est plus affaire purement individuelle et
cesse d'é tre 'apanage du renongant pour devenir la perspective
promise 3 'humanité entiére” (12-13). Similarly,Olivelle setsup a
radical opposition between the Upanisadic 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 Gita, 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
ﬁn_agmggﬁand favored the earlier paradigm of liberation through
monasticism. But we showed that, with respect toboth the Upanjsads

and the Bhagavadgita Sankara emphasizes inner renunciation of

I See Biardeau, 30-1 and 126.
Z2See also Olivelle 1990,146.



authorship as the only form of renunciatibn indissolubly linked with
liberation,the ultimate goal of life. It is true that one can find a shift
in emphasis, for instance,between the Samnyasa Upanisads 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 samnvasasrama is called moksadharma ! 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 alsoturns out tobe Sankara’s basic
interpretation of the value of renunciation.

Accordingly,a model emphasizing continuity,rather than radical
opposition, between early Brahmanism and Hinduism, akin to the one
proposed by J.C. Heesterman, seems more appropriate in describing
the passage from the Upanisads to Sankara’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 between 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 toits interiorization” (41-42). From the conclusions reached
through our study,we can fairly say that Sankara brought out the full
consequences of the old Vedic principle of interiorization of sacrifice
by emphasizing renunciation of authorship through ex perience of the
Self as actionless. Sankara no less took into account the various

traditional modes of living and showed how both life in society and

I 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.
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