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Abstract

This thesis explores the teachings of the ancient Indian texts known as the Vedic
Upanisads in relation to ultimate reality. Compiled into their quasi-canonical forms'
between approximately 700 BCE and the early years of the Common Era, the Vedic
Upanisads were interpreted by a number of later Indian philosophical schools as
promoting a single, consistent worldview with regard to the entity, power, or principle
which creates, animates, supports and sustains all of existence (which I refer to in this
thesis as the ‘ultimate principle’). However, those schools offer competing theories
about what that worldview might be, what that ultimate principle might be called, and
the nature of its relationship (if any) with the material world, on the one hand, and the

divine, on the other.

As has been widely acknowledged in more recent exegesis, the Vedic Upanisads in fact
present a variety of teachings about this ultimate principle - in Signe Cohen’s words a
‘rich tapestry of complex and occasionally contradictory ideas’.” The question which
this presents, and which I address in this thesis, is whether, rather than either seeking an
elusive and illusory consistency, or dismissing the teachings of the Vedic Upanisads as
simply an inconsistent anthology, we can detect any patterns in the presentation of these

complex and contradictory ideas.

In this thesis, I will explore certain specific themes in the development of the Vedic
Upanisads’ teachings about the ultimate principle, and will argue that, if we read the
Vedic Upanisads closely with an eye to how teachings about the ultimate principle
progress, both within individual Upanisads and by reading the Vedic Upanisads inter-
textually, it is possible to identify certain important trends and directions of enquiry into
the nature and identity of the ultimate principle. In many cases, these trends highlight
the questions which the Vedic Upanisads ask about the ultimate principle more than the
answers which they provide. In addition, I will suggest that, in places, the editorial

processes which brought the Vedic Upanisads into their quasi-canonical forms may

" See Chapter 1.
* Cohen 2018I: 412-418.
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have been, at least in part, a deliberate attempt to highlight their strands of enquiry into
the ultimate principle, so that, as a result, we can fairly say that, while the Vedic
Upanisads undoubtedly do not present uniform dogma, they nevertheless show a degree

of structure in their search for the ultimate principle.
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Introduction and Methodology

“Since this whole world 1s woven back and forth on water, on what, then, is water

woven back and forth?*

1. Introduction: The Vedic Upanisads and the Sub-stratum of the
Universe

It is a little before the middle of the first millennium BCE. A group of brahmins from
the central part of northern India had, if we adopt Patrick Olivelle’s translation of
abhisameta’, ‘flocked’ to the eastern kingdom of Videha to attend a sacrificial ritual to
be offered by king Janaka. Janaka, in turn, was keen to know which of the brahmins was
‘the most learned’ (aniicanatama), and offered a reward of a thousand cows, each with

ten pieces of gold fastened to its horns, to the one who so proved himself.

Thus is set the scene in BU 3.1 for one of the best known of the narrative episodes of
the group of texts known as the Vedic Upanisads.’ In the succeeding parts of BU 3, we
read of the unsuccessful attempts of eight brahmins to better Yajiavalkya, who had
immediately claimed the cows and the gold, in a brahmodya, or debate, in order to win
Janaka’s reward. The topics discussed in the debate ranged from Yajnavalkya’s
knowledge about the mechanics of the sacrifice about to be performed to the
whereabouts of some of the Kuru royal family, but the subject of the most intense and
sophisticated questioning and speculation was the identification and analysis of the
ultimate sub-stratum of the universe, that on which the whole universe is ‘woven back
and forth’.° Yajfiavalkya was quizzed about this ultimate sub-stratum both by those who

were confident in their own ideas about its identity, and wanted to test his claim to be

*BU 3.6.1: ... yad idam sarvam apsu otam ca protam ca kasmin nu khalu dpa otas ca protas
ca...

* ‘Gathered’ or ‘assembled’.

> I discuss in Chapter 1 the term ‘Upanisad’ and the positioning of the Upanisads as part of the
broader Vedic textual corpus. I also identify the texts which fall into the category of Vedic
Upanisads, and those which form the subject of this thesis. From now on, I will refer to those
texts simply as ‘Upanisads’.

® The weaving metaphor is used by the one female protagonist in the debate, Gargi. I discuss it
further in Chapter 3.
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the most knowledgeable, and by those who had doubts about what they had been taught
elsewhere. Although several different theories were discussed, ultimately all of the other

brahmins were silenced by Yajfiavalkya’s expositions.

It is perhaps a few years later.” One of the brahmins who had debated with Yajfiavalkya
is teaching his son about ‘the rule of substitution (adesa) by which... one perceives what
has not been perceived before’® as a way of explaining his understanding of the ultimate
sub-stratum of the universe. Critical of brahmins who assert their status solely by reason
of birth and ability to recite the Veda, Uddalaka Aruni invites his son to question him
about this adesa. He stresses the importance of acquiring ‘real’ knowledge of the nature
of things, before presenting his view of the way in which the universe unfolds and is
brought to life, using a series of powerful metaphors, ultimately reaching a conclusion

somewhat different to that of Yajnavalkya.

I will analyse the contexts and contents of both of these episodes in more detail later in
this thesis. There is no evidence that the events depicted in either of them actually
occurred or, even if anything approximating to them did, that the records of them
handed down in the BU and CU respectively are remotely accurate. However, whether
entirely fictional or based on some historical reality, the two episodes highlight one of
the major concerns of the Upanisads as a textual genre, namely speculation and debate
about the identity and analysis of what in this thesis I call the ‘ultimate principle’, the
ultimate sub-stratum from which the universe derives, on which it is woven and

sustained, and by which it is animated in its ongoing existence.

What these two episodes, when read in conjunction with each other, also make clear is
that the Upanisads’ ideas about this ultimate principle are not fixed, but in fact display
both a distinct sense of enquiry and quite noticeable differences between individual

teachings. This is not in itself a novel observation, but the immediate question which it
raises 1s whether the teachings of the Upanisads about the ultimate principle do in fact

show any consistency - as is frequently asserted by later schools of Indian systematic

7 See Chapter 1 for a discussion of the difficulties of dating the Upanisads with any precision.

¥ CU 6.1 2-3: tam adesam... yena... avijidtam vijaatam... The term adesais a significant term in
the Upanisads, and Olivelle’s translation, following ideas put forward by Thieme and others, as
‘rule of substitution’ has not received universal acceptance: see Chapter 4, note 606.
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philosophy’; whether they are in fact little more than a bunch of unconnected, or only
loosely connected, ideas - as Joel Brereton puts it, ‘a loosely structured collection of
assertions, observations and aphorisms about the nature of things’'’; or whether we can

detect certain patterns in their teachings, falling short of consistent dogma.

I believe that, while it is clear that, as a textual genre, the Upanisads do not present a
single, uniform vision, their teachings about the ultimate principle are more than just a
random collection. In this thesis, I will argue that in fact the hallmark of the Upanisads’
teachings about the ultimate principle is that they evidence a search to identify and
explain that principle. This is a search which, in places, perhaps influences the structure
of the texts themselves, and one in which the questions which the texts ask about the
ultimate principle often seem at least as important as the answers which are given. I will
argue that, if we read the Upanisads together, rather than focussing too closely on
individual texts or sections of texts, we can identify certain distinct trends in that search,
sometimes within individual texts but also through reading inter-textually. My purpose

in this thesis is to identify certain of those trends and explore them in detail.

2. The Context of the Search

In Chapter 1, I place the Upanisads as a textual corpus in context. I discuss the
meaning of the term ‘upanisad’, and explore questions of dating and the place of the
Upanisads in the Vedic ‘canon’. I also offer a brief outline of the social background to
the compilation of the Upanisads, and look at how they have historically been
interpreted, both in Indian systematic philosophy and in western academia. Chapter 1
concludes with a discussion of the Upanisads’ use of narrative as a means of conveying
teachings, looking in particular at some of the more common narrative tropes

encountered particularly in the early Upanisads.

The Upanisads are often classified as the fourth and final group of Vedic texts. They

were compiled in Sanskrit in northern India over a period of somewhere around 700

® 1 discuss later interpretations of the Upanisads briefly in Chapter 1.
' Brereton 1997:3 n.7.
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years, from approximately 700 BCE to the early Common Era.'' They were transmitted
orally, and the 12 of them which form the basis for my study appear to have achieved a
quasi-canonical status as part of the divinely revealed - or sruti - Vedic corpus by the
first few centuries of the Common Era.'”> The Vedic texts in general (including the
Upanisads) were the products of different groups of brahmins from different areas of
northern India, representing different ‘schools’ or traditions, and they evidence quite
clearly in places both differences of opinion between different schools, and interactive
debate and competition between different schools." It is not surprising that texts
compiled over such a relatively long time period, and in such competing schools,
display marked differences of content. However, the sru#i status which they acquired
has perhaps been one of the factors which led later Indian philosophers to attempt to
find consistency of teachings in them. By contrast, I will argue that the obviously
speculative quality of much of the debate portrayed in the Upanisads suggests that the
ideas being discussed and argued over are not yet fixed: they are still the object of a

search.

The period of compilation of the Upanisads is frequently characterised as a transitional
period in Indian religion and thought'®, and the Upanisads are sometimes considered to
have marked the birth of Indian philosophy, in contradistinction to the more ritual
orientation of the earlier classes of Vedic text.'” However, as I shall explain in Chapter
1, the boundaries between these classes of text are not as sharply defined as sometimes
presented, and it is important to consider the Upanisads in the broader overall context of
the Vedic corpus. Indeed, I argue that doing so is essential if we are properly to
contextualise and understand some of the currents of enquiry in the Upanisads’ search
for the ultimate principle. Nevertheless, it is fair to say that the Upanisads do mark an
acceleration in the movement from the earlier Vedic sacrificial religion, and the ideas
which underpinned that religion, to a more inward looking way of thinking about the

universe, in which philosophical enquiry began to assume much greater importance. As

"' See Chapter 1.

"> See Chapter 1 pages 31-32.

" See, e.g., Brereton 1997:1, Black 2007 Chapter 2.
' See, e.g., Thapar 1994.

' See Chapter 2.
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is often said, they reflect a shift towards favouring the power of knowledge over the
power of action. They also reveal evidence of greater interaction with the non-Vedic
world. The question, therefore, which I address is whether, given this shifting and
speculative background, we can nevertheless find patterns of enquiry in what they have

to say about the ultimate principle.

3. What is the Ultimate Principle?

In setting a framework for this enquiry, we need to consider precisely what we mean by
the ‘ultimate principle’ in the Upanisadic context. Chapter 2 addresses this, considering
what the essential qualities of the ultimate principle are, before looking at how the
earlier Vedic texts approached its identification. This chapter also addresses some of the
most important terminology used in the Upanisads to refer to the ultimate principle. I
explore how the meanings of terms such as brahman, atman and purusa shift from the
meanings which they had in earlier Vedic texts as the Upanisads develop their search;
how the important term brahman - probably the most common term used of the ultimate
principle in the Upanisads - may in places be better understood as a place-holder term
than as an ontological entity; and how that impacts on the common perception of the
Upanisads as teaching an identity between atman and brahman. Chapter 2 also addresses
briefly the reasons why it was considered important in the Upanisadic period to identify

the ultimate principle.

In Chapter 2, I propose a definition of the ‘ultimate principle’ as the single entity,
power, or principle which creates, animates, supports and sustains all of existence.
Those distinct, yet related, functions - creation, animation, support and sustenance - are
all important and necessary qualities. In Chapter 3, I analogise them to a puppet, which
needs, first, a manufacturer; secondly, strings to keep it together and to control it; and,
thirdly, a puppeteer to manipulate the strings.'® If there is to be a single ultimate
principle, that principle will need, at the ultimate level at least, to exercise all of those

functions.'” As I shall demonstrate, one of the most prominent aspects of the Upanisads’

'* See page 122.
" Even if it ‘delegates’ some of them to a ‘sub-principle’.
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search for the ultimate principle is the way in which they seek to identify those different
functions, before considering whether any single principle is able to exercise them all. I
will argue that, in places, the editorial processes which have brought the Upanisads into
their quasi-canonical forms appear to highlight this enquiry into the functions of the

ultimate principle.

4. The Search

A reading of the Upanisads will clearly show that their enquiry into the functions and
identity of the ultimate principle is in general more speculative than systematic.
Systematic philosophical enquiry of the sort which we meet in later schools of Indian
philosophy is still in its infancy at the time of the Upanisads. Nevertheless, certain of
those later schools, particularly the different schools of Vedanta'®, relied quite heavily
on the Upanisads to support their own dogmatic ideas about the ultimate principle, its
qualities, and its relationship (or non-relationship) with the individual and with the
wider manifest world. In the process, those schools insisted on finding coherent
teachings about the ultimate principle in the Upanisads, even if they disagreed among
themselves about what those coherent teachings were. This insistence on finding
coherence, and the imposition of a more or less systematic process of philosophical
enquiry, has had a strong influence on the ways in which the Upanisads have been

interpreted, both within the schools and outside them, over many centuries."

In fact, however, it is unrealistic to imply that the Upanisads either present consistent
teachings about the ultimate principle®, or even, as, for example, does one recent

Western commentator, that their sole project is enquiry into the ultimate principle.*' The

'8 See Chapter 1.

' I discuss this further in Chapter 1.

2 As Olivelle says (1998a:4), ‘it is futile to try to discover a single doctrine or philosophy in
them’, something which is generally accepted by the more objective students of the later
philosophical schools. Deutsch, for example, points out in his study of the Advaita system that:
‘... most of us who are acquainted with the ancient Indian religious-philosophical texts are quite
convinced that [the Upanisads] do not express a single, consistent viewpoint, but that they
express a very rich diversity of experience and reflection on it” (Deutsch 1969:5).

*! “The Upanisads are philosophical texts exploring the relationship between brahman and
atman.” (Cohen 2008:2); ‘As a genre, the Upanisads can be defined as philosophical texts
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Upanisads discuss a wide variety of topics, from the cosmogonic to the contraceptive.
Not only do they clearly not present a single, consistent theory about the identity of the
ultimate principle, they also present no obvious effort to enunciate a single consistent
doctrine or philosophical idea. They adopt a variety of terminology for the ultimate
principle, reflecting, in places, the different functions outlined above. In doing so, they
take terms which had appeared in earlier Vedic texts - most notably brahman, atman and
purusa - and, as already noted, adapt their meanings.** The conclusions which they reach
about the ultimate principle are sometimes subtly, and sometimes apparently radically,
at odds with each other. To borrow Franklin Edgerton’s wording, they are ‘tentative,
fluid and unstable’*, or, in Jonardon Ganeri’s more recent description, ‘plastic in
meaning and... hermeneutically pliable’.** And, as Brereton, among others, has
highlighted, they also employ a variety of ways of analysing the nature of reality.” They
were composed over a time span of over half a millennium, in a number of different
geographical locations in northern India, and in different and rapidly changing social,
cultural and religious environments. Rather than reading them as propounding a single
coherent doctrine, it would be just as easy to dismiss them as no more than a random
hotchpotch of stories and teachings. Can we really, therefore, argue that they evidence a

search for the ultimate principle?

I believe that we can. In the transitional age in which they were compiled, the lack of
systematic enquiry and clear conclusions should not be particularly surprising. Yet,
although enquiry into the ultimate principle is not their only project, a reading of the
Upanisads as a textual corpus will show that it is probably their most important one. If
we then strip away any desire to find an overall consistency in the Upanisads, but at the
same time treat them as more than random compilations, certain themes in their
exploration of the ultimate principle reveal themselves, both within individual
Upanisads and within the Upanisadic corpus as a whole. These themes reveal

themselves, first, if we treat the Upanisads as a textual genre in which the compilation

exploring the relationship between brahman and atman...” (Cohen 2018a:1). I discuss the
important terms brahman and atman in Chapter 2.

** See Chapter 2.

> Edgerton 1965:28.

** Ganeri 2018:146.

* Brereton 1990.

16
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



of individual Upanisads into their quasi-canonical forms has not been an arbitrary
process, but, rather one of conscious editorial decision, and, secondly, through
considering how both questions and answers about the ultimate principle might be
illuminated through reading different Upanisadic episodes in conjunction with each

other.

In Chapter 3, I consider three narrative episodes of the BU, two of which form part of
the debate with which I opened this Introduction. I show, first, how those narratives
make clear that the identity of the ultimate principle was not, at the time of the
compilation of the BU, a given. I show how the three narratives emphasise different
specific functions of the ultimate principle, and argue that the questions which they raise
may, at least for the narrative purposes of the BU, be at least as important as the answers
given. Although I do not express an opinion about the origins or relative chronology of
the original narratives, I suggest that reading them together makes it at least arguable
that (whatever other factors may have driven the structure of the BU in its quasi-
canonical form) the editorial processes which led to the compilation of the BU both
edited and positioned these three narratives in a way which highlights different stages in
an overarching search not just to identify the ultimate principle, but also to establish its
key qualities. One of the three narratives studied, that of BU 2.1, has a counterpart in
KsU 4, and I will also show how reading that particular narrative in conjunction with its

KsU counterpart helps illuminate its teachings.

Chapter 4 also reads a number of narratives together, here three from the CU and one
from the BU. The common feature of all of these narratives is the prominent role given
in them to Uddalaka Aruni. The exposition of the ultimate principle which Uddalaka
Aruni gives to his son in CU 6 is one of the best known passages of the Upanisads, yet it
has been interpreted in different ways by different Indian philosophical traditions. In
this chapter, I re-visit CU 6 and, through looking at its structure, reading it in the light of
the other Upanisadic narratives involving Uddalaka Aruni, and focussing on the
functions of the ultimate principle which it addresses, I suggest how those other
narratives in the CU and BU might inform a reading of CU 6. I again argue that the

juxtaposition of the three CU narratives, and the use in them of the character of
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Uddalaka Aruni, may have been a conscious editorial decision, intended to emphasise

the way that the teachings attributed to him developed.

Finally, in Chapter S, I turn to a different aspect of the search for the ultimate principle.
The idea that the necessary qualities of the ultimate principle may be found in a single,
supreme, personified deity is sometimes considered to have been introduced into Indian
thought by the SU, one of the later Upanisads. In this chapter, however, by looking at
theistic and personified ideas of the ultimate principle throughout the Vedic period, I
identify how both personified and deified ideas of the ultimate principle may be found
throughout the Upanisads, even if sometimes subordinated in importance to more
abstract ideas. As a result, therefore, the identification of the ultimate principle as a
personified deity in the SU also represents the result of a search, strands of which run
throughout the Upanisads, rather than a radical intrusion into Upanisadic thought, as it

is sometimes presented.

The Upanisads’ search for the ultimate principle does not reach a neat single end. They
continue to display inconsistencies and contradictions. However, reading the Upanisads
in the way(s) which I propose reveals evidence of a search for the ultimate principle
which manifests itself primarily through a process of identifying and refining the key
questions which speak to the essential qualities of that principle. I believe that the
Upanisads in fact display more unity through the questions which they ask, rather than
the answers which they give. In short, the Upanisads challenge the reader to ask him or
herself what he or she understands the essential qualities of the ultimate principle to be,
and lead that reader on a journey of exploration into the nature and identity of the

fundamental sub-stratum of the universe.

5. Methodology: Reading the Upanisads

My primary methodological approach is a close reading of the texts, focussing on what
they actually say about the identity and nature of the ultimate principle, rather than on
how they have been interpreted later. Exploring the themes and trends which they
present in their search requires us to look at the Upanisads together, reading inter-

textually as well as intra-textually, rather than approaching individual texts, or passages
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within texts, in isolation. It also calls for a reading of the Upanisads which both
acknowledges their social background and relationship with the textual tradition which
preceded them, and which accentuates the manner in which different passages sit
together. It assumes, at least in part, that the compilation of the Upanisads into their
quasi-canonical forms was not an arbitrary process, but that the compilers and editors of
the Upanisads made deliberate editorial decisions about the positioning of certain
narratives and teachings (which may have had independent origins) in relation to each

other.

For the purpose of this thesis, therefore, I have considered the Upanisads in the forms in
which they have been effectively canonised for many centuries.” In doing so, I am not
dismissing the probability that they are in many cases composite amalgamations from a
number of different original sources, perhaps built up through several layers.”’ Rather, I
will argue that the editorial processes which produced the texts in these forms may in
many cases have been a conscious bringing together of diverse teachings and narratives
in a way which gave prominence to the range of questions about the ultimate principle.
As Paul Hacker has emphasised, it is a valid scholarly exercise to explore the texts in
these forms, rather than attempting to dig up and dissect the individual component

strands.”® Black and Geen adopt a similar interpretive approach, when they say:

‘... we have taken more of a synchronic approach, accepting an individual text
as it now exists and treating it as a unified whole. In taking such an approach, we

do not naively assume that all the texts with which we are dealing were

6 See Chapter 1.

*7 As, for example, stressed by Hanefeld (1976:1): ‘ Die Upanisaden sind ja nicht Werk einzelner
Verfasser - besonders bei den beiden groBen Texten (BrAUp. and Ch. Up.) ist eindeutig, daB3
Zusammengehoriges neben zeitlich und sachlich Verschiedenem unvermittelt steht oder sogar
miteinander verschmolzen ist’ (‘The Upanisads are clearly not the work of a single composer -
especially in the case of the two large texts (BrAUp. and Ch. Up) it is clear that adjoining
materials show abrupt differences of time and content, or are even blended together.”) and by
Olivelle (1998a:11): ‘... some of the earliest and largest Upanisads... are anthologies of
material that must have existed as independent texts before their incorporation into these
Upanisads by an editor or series of editors’, possibly drawing ‘upon a common stock of
episodes and teachings’.

** See his observations Zur Methode der geschichtlichen Erforschung der anonymen
Sanskritliteratur des Hinduismus (‘On the Method of Historical Exploration of the Anonymous
Sanskrit Literature of Hinduism’) in Hacker 1961. See also Olivelle 1999b.
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originally composed in the form that we have them now, without interpolation,
incision, or other modification. Rather, we merely suggest that a preoccupation
with uncovering textual layers often results in a glossing over of the creative and
deliberate ways by which early South Asian narratives have been composed,

compiled, and edited.””

In other words, my purpose is to assess the Upanisads in their quasi-canonical forms as
a framework within which to explore the themes and ideas which they present about the
ultimate principle, rather than seeking to identify the detailed origins of those themes
and ideas. In order to do this, I need to make certain assumptions about the relative
dating and compilation of the Upanisads, which I shall explain in Chapter 1. In my
analysis, I note how ideas of the ultimate principle develop differently in different texts,
or even in different parts of the same text, but also read inter-textually to look at specific
themes in the development of those ideas. I take into account the different assumptions
and contexts which may have underpinned different texts, but also seek to draw out
common trajectories of thought and progressions of ideas within and between texts and
passages within texts. I also argue that the Upanisads should not be read in isolation
from the broader Vedic textual corpus. Ideas of the ultimate principle in the Upanisads
were most likely influenced, at least in part, by ideas from outside the Vedic world, but
they also reflected a development of ideas which had been signposted in places in
earlier Vedic texts. Those ideas developed as the society in which they were compiled
and redacted changed significantly, and as the overarching focus of Vedic religious

practice and thought progressively shifted.

Narrative is an important way of communicating Upanisadic teachings, especially in the
early Upanisads. The narrative episodes which feature prominently in certain of the
early Upanisads were often marginalised in early western Upanisadic exegesis (though
in some ways the tide has now perhaps turned almost too far in the opposite direction). I

believe that, where narrative is used, the narrative structure of texts plays an important

** Black and Geen 2011:10. Black and Geen’s paper is an introduction to a series of papers
focussing on literary characters from South Asian religious narratives (including, of most
significance for this study, Lindquist 2011b and Black 2011a).
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role in understanding what they teach about the ultimate principle, and, for reasons
which I shall explain in Chapter 1, that teachings presented through the medium of
narrative may in fact be the most important teachings of the early Upanisads. However,
this thesis is neither a narratological nor a philological study: that work has been done
by others.” Rather, it is a work of philosophical exegesis which aims to explore the
teachings of the Upanisads about the ultimate principle in a new way, and which, in
places, uses certain of the Upanisads’ narrative episodes to frame that enquiry. An
analysis of the ways in which the Upanisads as a genre develop their questions and
answers about the ultimate principle is best served not by dwelling on detailed
narratological or philological investigations of individual texts, or textual extracts, for
their own sake. While both approaches to the Upanisads are undoubtedly valuable, they
also run the risk of obscuring both the relationships between texts, or parts of texts, and

the development of ideas which those relationships demonstrate.

I am conscious that, in focussing on the Upanisads themselves, rather than the
interpretations which later philosophical schools gave to them, I run the risk of
dismissing centuries of Indian hermeneutic tradition and instead super-imposing my
own eisegetic interpretations. As Olivelle stresses in the note which precedes his
annotated text and translation of the Upanisads, the ‘interpretive history of a text is
especially rich when it happens to be a sacred fext, a text that is perceived by a
community or a group of communities as religiously authoritative’,”" perhaps especially
when those communities have developed sophisticated hermeneutic strategies to
interpret the texts. Patricia Mumme notes that ‘It is remarkable how metaphysics in
Indian thought are so tightly bound to interpretive strategies’ and that ‘It seems that
success in Indian philosophy demands at least one good interpretive device that can
defuse the major scriptural passages that run counter to the views one is attempting to

put forth.’*

In fact, this interpretive history presents both a challenge and an opportunity. As

Olivelle also stresses, the fact that ‘there is no one native interpretation of the

%% See Literature Review in Appendix B.
I Olivelle 1998a:xx.
> Mumme 1992:69-70.

21
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



Upanisads’* has led to a multiplicity of translations, commentaries and interpretations
with specific sectarian and/or theological purposes, often with the aim, as Brereton has
pointed out, of ‘closing’ the text. My challenge, therefore, is to read the texts, as
Olivelle has attempted to do in his translation, with the benefit of the insights of
commentators, but without favouring any one interpretation over another. The
opportunity, again following Olivelle’s example, is to use recent scholarship in an
attempt to reconstruct the ‘understanding of these documents that their authors had’*,
taking into account the religious, social and political contexts which gave rise to the
texts in the first place®®, while at the same time being open to what Matthew Kapstein
calls ‘the full spectrum of interpretive possibilities’.”” As Kapstein points out through
the three examples in his essay on the challenges of interpreting Indian philosophical
texts, ‘... matters we may think we know well in respect to Indian philosophy are often

still questionable’.”®

This reconstruction may ultimately be a futile task at such a distant remove in both time
and place, for we can never put ourselves in the shoes of the original Upanisadic
teachers or students. However, the faithful and relatively consistent transmission of the
texts themselves provides a good starting point, and the detailed philological work done
by Olivelle and others over recent years, added to the extensive western academic study
of the Upanisads since the late 19" century, creates a sound base on which to begin the
exercise. Ultimately, however, as Olivelle again acknowledges in his own work,
interpretation must to some degree precede understanding, and the exercise which I
have set myself is impossible without, to some extent, imposing my own interpretations

on the texts.

In my analysis of the Upanisads, I have in all cases referred to the Sanskrit. However,
for ease of exposition in this thesis, I have used Olivelle’s translation into English, first

published by Oxford World’s Classics in 1996 as Upanisads and subsequently

3 Ibid,
3* Brereton 1999:258.
3 Olivelle 1998a:xxi.
%% An approach also emphasised by Grinshpon in Grinshpon 2003.
*7 Kapstein 2015:1.
* Kapstein 2015:12.
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published, including the Sanskrit and some additional notes, in 1998 as 7The Early
Upanisads: Annotated Text and Translation. This is now probably the most widely used
English translation in academic circles. Olivelle’s stated aim was to produce a
translation which is ‘accurate without being literal’, accessible to ‘ordinary readers’,
using ‘idiomatic and informal’ English, while respecting the, to some readers, sacred
nature of the texts.” In doing so, he seeks to ‘distinguish the interpretive history of the
documents... from their original context’, arguing that, while study of the interpretation
of texts is ‘an important and legitimate part of historical scholarship’, it is not the
primary function of a translator. It is for this reason, which accords well with my own
approach, as well as the accessibility and acknowledged accuracy of his translation®,
that I have chosen Olivelle’s work as the main source for the translations of the
Upanisads used in this thesis. All translations from the Upanisads, therefore, are from
Olivelle 1998a unless otherwise indicated.*’ However, I have not relied on Olivelle
unquestioningly. In all cases, as well as referring back to the Sanskrit, I have compared
Olivelle’s translations with the other major translation collections of the twentieth
century, namely those by Hume, Radhakrishnan and Roebuck, as well, where relevant,

as translations of individual Upanisads, or extracts, by others.**

¥ Olivelle 1998a:xxi.

40 See, for example, the review of Olivelle 1996 at Doniger 1997, and the observations of
Lindquist at Lindquist 2013:11.

“! The source of translations of other Sanskrit texts is as noted in footnotes.

2 In the Literature Review in Appendix B I will discuss these translations further.
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Chapter 1

Positioning the Upanisads

‘An Upanisad was above all else a mystery.”*

1.1 Introduction

Composed orally in north India over a period from approximately 700 BCE to the early
Common Era, and transmitted in Sanskrit, the Upanisads are probably today the best
known of the texts produced in the Vedic period in India.* Their influence on later
Indian philosophy and religion has been profound, perhaps because they contain some
of the most evocative teachings of ancient India. A possible reason for this is that
everyone loves to be let into a secret, and many of the teachings of the Upanisads are
explicitly presented as ‘secret’, not for general dissemination but passed on by a single
teacher to a single student, or small group of students, often with at least a show of
reluctance on the teacher’s part. As I shall explain below, the idea of secrecy is
entwined with the etymology of the Sanskrit word upanisad itself, and there can be little
doubt that the motif of secrecy works to make the teachings themselves seem ‘special’
or ‘important’ and to give the recipient of the teachings, whether a character in the texts

themselves or receiving the teaching subsequently, a sense of privilege.

In this Chapter, I will place the Upanisads in context, in order to set the background to
my enquiry into their teachings about the ultimate principle. I will briefly discuss their
place in the Vedic textual ‘canon’ and their social background, the key questions which
they address in relation to the ultimate principle, and how they have been interpreted,
both in Indian philosophical tradition and in western academia. I will also consider the
Upanisads as literature, focussing especially on their use of narrative episodes to present
their teachings, and will discuss some of the more common literary motifs encountered

in them. An important thread of my study will be to argue that the questioning approach

* Winternitz 1927:244.
* From around 1500 BCE until the very early years of the Common Era.
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of the Upanisads, and the questions themselves, in places influenced the literary
structure and content of the Upanisads as they have come down to us in their quasi-
canonical forms. I believe that approaching the search for the ultimate principle in the
Upanisads both from the point of view of the questions which they address, and through
the lens of their literary presentation of their teachings, not only provides a new, and
perhaps more balanced, understanding of the ways in which ideas of the ultimate
principle in the Upanisads developed, but also reveals certain clearly discernible
trajectories in the progression of teaching about the ultimate principle in the Upanisads

as they were ultimately compiled and edited.

1.2 What does ‘upanisad® mean?

The Sanskrit word upanisadis generally thought to derive from the verbal root Vsad (to
sit), with the prefixes upa- and ni- denoting proximity and downward motion
respectively.* Historically, this was popularly interpreted as a reference to Upanisadic
teachings being transmitted confidentially by a teacher to a student ‘sitting down near’
him. However, while literary motifs of teacher and student and of secrecy are important
in the Upanisads, the word upanisad is not obviously used in this way in the texts
themselves. Olivelle argues that ... the older view... that the term... refers to a group
of disciples at the feet of a teacher imbibing esoteric knowledge is clearly untenable’,
and this rejection of the earlier popular interpretation now has broad currency.*® Noting
that the earliest usages of the term all carry the meaning of ‘connection’ or
‘equivalence’, generally a hidden connection or equivalence set in a hierarchical

framework*’, Olivelle concludes:

5 In his commentaries on the BU and KaU, and TU and MuU respectively, Sankara chose to
interpret it as meaning ‘that which destroys ignorance’ or ‘that which leads to brahman’. See
Deussen [1899] 1906:10-15 (especially at page 10, where he describes Sankara’s interpretations
as ‘... justifiable neither on grounds of philology nor of fact’); Radhakrishnan 1953:19-20.

% Olivelle 1998a:24n29 and the sources cited there. See also Lindquist 2016:306. Cf. Cohen
2018a:2 where she argues that ‘It is perhaps reasonable... that the texts themselves are named
after the act of sitting down at the feet of a teacher...’.

7 See, for example, CU 1.1.10: yadeva vidyaya karoti sraddhayopanisada tadeva viryavattaram
bhavatiti, translated by Olivelle as ‘Only what is performed with knowledge, with faith, and
with awareness of the hidden connections becomes truly potent.” Radhakrishnan translates the
word upanisadin this verse as ‘meditation’. See also Witzel’s translation as ‘formula of magical
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‘ Because of the hidden nature of these connections [my emphasis], the term
upanisad also came to mean a secret, especially secret knowledge or doctrine. It
is probably as an extension of this meaning that the term came finally to be used

with reference to entire texts containing such secret doctrines...”.*

Olivelle’s translation of the word upanisad when it appears in the texts themselves
accordingly emphasises the qualities both of secrecy and connection. However, as with
important terms such as 4tman and brahman®, he rightly adopts a nuanced approach, for
example, rendering upanisad as ‘hidden name’ in BU 2.1.20, ‘hidden connection’ in BU
3.9.26, ‘hidden teaching’ in CU 3.11.3 and TU 1.11.4, or ‘teachings on hidden

connections’ in SU 1.16.

Signe Cohen provides an intriguing alternative suggestion as to why the word upanisad
came to be used to denote a class of texts. She notes Olivelle’s emphasis on ‘hidden
connections’, but also other etymologies which have been proposed, including
Oldenberg’s suggestion of a connection between upanisad and upasana (‘worship’ or
‘veneration’)*’, and Falk’s idea of upanisad carrying the meaning ‘ bewirkende Macht
(‘effective power’)’", in particular his suggestion that the phrase ‘A is the upanisad of B’
usually indicates that ‘A is that which causes B to come into existence’.” I will argue in
Chapter 2 that inherent power is an essential quality of the ultimate principle, but Cohen
takes these interpretations to an interesting conclusion, when she suggests that the
combination of Vsad with upa- and ni- could be construed not as a reference to an
individual ‘sitting down near’ a teacher, but rather to ‘that which sits/lies beneath’, in

other words to an esoteric ‘underlying reality’, ‘the ultimate cause and basis of the

equivalence’, referred to at Cohen 2008:4. Renou (1953a:139n2) argues that the earliest use of
the term upanisad, which he places in SB 10.4.5, is as a ‘connexion de type ésotérique entre une
notion rituelle et une notion speculative’ (‘an esoteric form of connection between a ritual idea
and a speculative idea’). Note, however, that hierarchy is only one of the hermeneutic paradigms
suggested by Brereton in Brereton 1990 (see Chapter 2), and I believe that Olivelle’s suggestion
that the ‘hidden connections’ are ‘generally’ set in a hierarchical framework goes too far.
* Olivelle 1998a:24.
¥ See Chapter 2.
> Oldenberg 1896:457-462, cited at Cohen 2008:3, though doubted by Oldenberg’s near
contemporary Deussen at [1899] 1906:13-15. See note 433 below in relation to the word
upasana, and cognate terms, in the Upanisads.
> Falk 1986 passim for a detailed discussion of the word ‘upanisad’;, Cohen 2008:3-4.
> Cohen 2018a:3, citing Falk 1986:80-97.
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universe’>, or, in the terms of my own enquiry, the ultimate principle. Her tantalising
conclusion is that ‘the genre name Upanisad originated precisely in the texts’
preoccupation with the ultimate, underlying reality’.>* In other words, Cohen suggests,
the textual genre is so-called precisely because of its concern with the ultimate
principle, a notion which supports my own thesis that the editorial processes which
brought the Upanisads into their quasi-canonical forms had the search for the ultimate
principle very much in mind. Acharya too, in his analysis of the widely used term adesa
in the early Upanisads™, argues that adesa (which, in his view, is a term used to signify
a ‘teaching indicating a higher reality’ or indicating ‘the ultimate omnipresent reality’)
was ‘once the formal name of the type of Vedic teachings now classified as Upanisad,
and also of its corpus’®, also implying an association between the texts as a genre and

their concern with the ultimate principle.

1.3 The Upanisads in the Vedic ‘Canon’

Traditionally, the Upanisads form the fourth and final part of the Vedic textual corpus,
following the Samhitas (collections of hymns), Brahmanas (ritual manuals) and
Aranyakas (so-called ‘forest teachings’). They are often collectively referred to as
‘vedanta’ (‘end of the Veda’), both in a temporal sense and in the sense of representing
the culmination of Vedic teaching. It is, however, simplistic to consider each of the four
groups of Vedic texts as a distinct body in isolation from the others, with a clear
‘horizontal’ dividing line in time or space between each. The horizontal boundaries are
undoubtedly ‘fuzzy’”’, as can be seen by the fact that, as Appendix A to this Chapter
shows, the texts of seven of the earliest Upanisads can be found embedded in either a

Brahmana or an Aranyaka, or, in the case of the TU, a Samhita.” Others may have been

>* Which she acknowledges is broadly the same as Falk’s bewirkende Macht. (Cohen 2008:4)
% Cohen 2008:5; 2018a:3.

> See note 606 below.

% Acharya 2017:551 and 565.

> Black 2011a:119.

*¥ Though the TU may well have been a later addition to the Vajasaneyi Samhita of the YV.
Renou (1953:139-140) also argues that the KsU and CU may have originally been independent
texts, and added later to the Kausitaki Aranyaka and Chandogya Brahmana.
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similarly embedded in texts which have been lost.”” Some early Upanisads clearly
contain material which seems ‘more properly’ to belong in, say, the ritual manuals, the
Brahmanas.® Conversely, parts of some Brahmanas and Aranyakas (and even parts of
the AV Samhita) have contents which would not look out of place in an Upanisad, and
there are a number of passages which appear in broadly similar (or sometimes subtly
different) form in more than one class of text. The differences between presentations of
similar contents between, say, the Brahmanas and the Upanisads, may, I suggest, be
significant in the Upanisads’ enquiry into the ultimate principle: the editing which went
into the version which appears in the Upanisads may, in places, have had as its primary

purpose the emphasis of a particular aspect of teaching about the ultimate principle.®'

The ‘traditional’ fourfold division may well have been a later imposition on Vedic
tradition: fourfold classifications were a common organisational tool in ancient India.”
As has been shown in other contexts, they were often a later way of classifying that
which did not necessarily originally lend itself to an obvious fourfold classification.®
Alternatively, as Deussen suggests,* the fourfold division may simply reflect stages in
the order in which a Vedic student was taught the learning of his particular school,
rather than any attempt to classify the four types of text by their contents. Although all
three of the other categories contain philosophical speculation to some degree,

Frauwallner has persuasively argued that the early Upanisads are no more nor less than

% The use of the term ‘text’ in this context has a quality of convention about it, for the Vedic
‘texts’ (including the Upanisads) were not originally ‘texts’, in the sense of written works, at all:
they were transmitted orally, and not committed to writing until centuries after their original
compilation (Jamison and Brereton (2014:18) suggest possibly as late as 1000 CE). Although
that oral transmission was guided by strict rules to ensure accuracy, it is misleading to think of
the Upanisads as ‘texts’ in the sense of having been composed in written form. I am therefore
using the word ‘text’, as Lipner does (2004:25), to signify ‘... a concatenation of signifiers...
committed to some form of recognizable, transmittable expression in the public domain’, which
does not necessarily need to take written form.

% See, e.g., the discussion at Deussen [1899] 1906:4. An obvious example is the discussion of
the esoteric symbolism of the asvamedha horse sacrifice in BU 1.1.

' A good example of this is the transformation of teachings about agni vaisvanarain SB 10.6.1-
11 into the enquiry into afman vaisvanara, in a very similar narrative context, in CU 5.11-24.
See further in Chapter 4.

62 Perhaps originally rooted in the idea of the quadruped. See Bhattacharya 1978.

5 Examples are the later ‘addition’ of the AV to the original threefold Veda (see, e.g., Olivelle
1998a:8) and the addition of moksa to the original three purusarthas (see, e.g., Lipner 1994:160,
Scharfe 2004:250).

% Deussen [1899]1906:3.
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‘... the philosophically valuable parts of the liturgical’ Brahmanas, which became
separated and transmitted independently, in a somewhat arbitrary way.®® As Olivelle
points out, the Upanisads only really acquired ‘a literary and theological life of their
own’ once they were separated from their Brahmanas and/or Aranyakas as distinct
manuscript texts.”® The important point is that, while new ideas undoubtedly appear in
them, the Upanisads as a genre do not represent a sharp, clean break with the thinking of
the preceding Vedic textual tradition, but, rather, a continuation and development of it
in new directions, probably with some influence from non-Vedic sources. It is important
both to read the Upanisads in that context and to understand that their ideas continue to
develop from the early Upanisads to the later.”” As Proferes stresses, ‘an overly rigid
attachment’ to the traditional fourfold scheme ‘often obscures the structure of the corpus

268

and the relation between individual texts’®, and I believe that it is essential, when

reading the Upanisads, to keep these relations between texts firmly in mind.

Witzel describes the Upanisads as texts containing ‘the secret teaching, by a variety of
late Vedic scholars, of early philosophical speculation about the nature of the world and
of humans and their fate after death’.” Although this description is incomplete, as it
fails to take into account the range of Upanisadic contents, from creation myths, to
attacks on Vedic ritualism, to family planning advice, it is helpful in emphasising both
the variety of sources of Upanisadic teaching and also the anchoring of the Upanisads in
the /ate Vedic period. The socio-political setting in which the Upanisads were compiled
is, I believe, important in understanding their concerns.” Witzel’s description is also
helpful in reminding us that, for all the possible influence from outside, the Upanisads

were texts compiled and propagated by Vedic scholars, bramins.”

% Frauwallner [1953] 1973:30.

5 Olivelle 2009:42.

57 See also Jamison and Witzel 1992:75. Cf. Frauwallner [1953] 1973:73.

% Proferes 2009a:27.

% Witzel 2003a:83

7% See below.

! Even though, by the time of the Upanisads, the position of certain brahminsin Vedic society
had shifted from that of a ritual performer in an extended family/village context to one of a more
itinerant urban religious specialist, often associated with a royal or noble ‘court’ - see further
below.
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While the ‘horizontal’ divisions between classes of text tend to be over-emphasised, the
‘vertical’ dividing lines between the texts of the individual Vedas - RV, YV (in its two
branches: sukla (white) and krsna (black)), SV and AV’ - tend to be under-explored. As
Appendix B to this Chapter shows, of the 12 Upanisads which form the subject of this
study, two are associated with the RV, two with the White YV, three with the Black
YV, two with the SV, and three with the AV. A word of caution is needed in relation to
the AV: it seems that certain Upanisads were associated with the AV rather late in the
day, and somewhat by default, where they had no obvious association with any other
Samhita.” Despite this caveat, and although the Upanisads later became ‘somewhat
detached’ from their Vedic affiliations and ‘the common property of all Brahmins’™, an
awareness of the particular Veda to which an Upanisad belongs, at least for those whose
attribution to a particular Veda can be reasonably attested, can be helpful in considering
both the ideas which that Upanisad presents about the ultimate principle and the ways in

which it presents those ideas.” It is also worth noting that the Upanisads not

> Though see note 63 above about the later addition of the AV to the traditional ‘threefold
Veda’.

” Deussen ([1899] 1906:25) suggests that the MuU and PU are ‘the original legitimate
Upanisads’ of the AV, though he appears to base this conclusion largely on the fact that they
were commented on by Sankara centuries after their original compilation.

™ Olivelle 1998a:10.

> As Black (2012:12) notes, the term dtman ‘does not have one consistent meaning across all of
its textual appearances, yet there can be considerable uniformity within a particular text or
within a group of texts aligned to the same school’. See also Witzel 1997a:371n19; Cohen 2008,
especially at 6-7, 10-12 and 291-2. Within the traditions of each of the four Sambhitas there
existed a number of different schools, or sakhas. Renou (1947:208) argues, perhaps rather
optimistically, that the sakhas are the key to understanding Vedic thought: if one were to
succeed in establishing the affiliations of the various schools, one would understand how the
whole of Vedic thought developed. Proferes (2009a:28) notes evidence of influence between
one $2kha and others, but that ‘each conceived of itself as a distinct organization identifiable by
its particular recension of its Veda and by individual peculiarities, at the level of detail, in the
performance of the Vedic rituals’. See also the observations at Jamison and Brereton 2014:15-
16. However, while an understanding of the $2kA2 affiliations of individual Upanisads would
potentially be highly instructive in tracing the development of ideas of ultimate reality, much of
the literature of individual sakhas has been lost, which makes attempting to associate individual
Upanisads with individual sakhas problematic, not least too because, at some point after the
conclusion of the Vedic period, an effort was made to harmonise the various strands of the
Vedic tradition and to find a unified message through the systematised exegesis of the Mimamsa
school (see further below). Although Cohen’s argument (2008:6) that ‘some very interesting
patterns begin to emerge if we study each of the older Upanisads in the context of its Vedic
Sakha is intriguing, she does not in fact develop that idea, instead analysing individual
Upanisads, not according to s2kAa, but simply according to the Veda with which that Upanisad
is associated. (See the observations at Proferes 2009b:149.)
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infrequently contain quotations from other Vedic texts, by no means always of the same

Vedic affiliation.”®

Unlike in certain other religious traditions, in the Vedic tradition no great councils or
central authorities determined the canonicity of texts. The name ‘Upanisad’ was given
to hundreds of texts composed up at least to the mediaeval period.”’ Some early Western
Upanisadic scholars, such as Deussen, considered many of these later texts part of the
Vedic canon.”® However, in general, these ‘minor’ Upanisads are not considered
‘Vedic’, and they will not form part of my study. The religious focus of many of them is
avowedly sectarian, rather than reflecting the questioning approach which is a key
characteristic of the Vedic Upanisads. Throughout the history of modern Upanisadic
scholarship they have tended to be studied separately, as not forming part of the sruti

tradition of revealed Vedic knowledge.

The 12 Upanisads listed in Appendix B to this Chapter seem to have established a
relatively fixed quasi-canonical status as ‘Vedic’ (and accordingly srufi, or revelation) at
quite an early stage, possibly through the work of the Mimamsa philosophers.” This

thesis will therefore focus on those 12.* However, for all that they share the Upanisad

76 A point noted at Cohen 2008:116.
77 As Cohen notes (2018a:3) the mediaeval Muktika Upanisad lists 108 Upanisads.
® As evidenced by the title of his collection of translations, Sechzig Upanisad’s des Veda (sic)
(‘Sixty Vedic Upanisads’).
7 See below. Certainly, by the time of the BS, there appears to have been a reasonably well-
established consensus about the canonical status of many of the ‘core 12” (Proferes 2009b:149).
See also Proferes 2009b:149-150, criticising some of the observations on canon contained in
Cohen 2008.
8 To the 12 there are sometimes added one or more of the Maitri, the Mahanarayana, and, less
frequently, the Jaiminiya Upanisad Brahmana (which, as its name suggests, is also classified as
a Brahmana and contains within it the KeU). Of the most important modern translators and
commentators (some of whom also add some of the minor Upanisads), Olivelle sticks to the
core 12, while the Maitri is added by Miiller, Hume, Keith, Deussen, Radhakrishnan, Roebuck,
Cohen and Brockington, and the Mahanarayana by Keith, Deussen, Cohen and Brockington.
The JUB is rarely included in modern compilations, although Olivelle (2009:42) acknowledges
its claim, along with that of the Maitri and the Mahanarayana, to serious consideration. So too
does Keith (1925:499), who sees it more properly as an Aranyaka, noting that the schools of the
SV, to which the JUB belongs, do not generally have Aranyakas. Chemparathy 2007 discusses
the difficulties in determining which Upanisads are ‘truly’ Vedic, concluding only that the
number is ‘about a dozen’, not taking into account any which may have existed but have been
lost. The mediaeval Muktika Upanisad’s list of 108 Upanisads refers to the 12 plus the Maitr as
the mukhya (‘main’ or ‘principal’) Upanisads.
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name, it would be wrong to assume that these 12 Upanisads show consistency in form
or style. They were most likely compiled over a period of perhaps 700 to 800 years,
and, just as it is natural to expect linguistic and stylistic differences between our
contemporary writings and those of Chaucer, there are many linguistic and stylistic
differences between the earliest Upanisads (by common consent, the BU and CU) and
the latest (probably the PU and MaU). In addition, the composite, or anthological,
nature of certain of the Upanisads means that the ‘canonical’ form of the text which we
know today most likely draws from more than one original source, perhaps varying
significantly in age.” As with the English language from the time of Chaucer to the
present day, the form of Sanskrit used shifted from a more archaic form aligned with
that of the earlier Vedic texts to a more ‘classical’ form in greater alignment with the
Paninian grammatical tradition. Stylistically, the earliest Upanisads - BU, CU, TU, AU
and KsU - are almost entirely in prose, and the BU and CU are significantly longer than
any of the others. The KeU is partly in verse and partly in prose; the KaU, TU, SU and
MuU almost entirely in verse; the PU and MaU largely in prose again. While the BU in
English translation occupies 92 pages in Olivelle 1996 and the CU 82, the IU occupies a

little over two pages and the MaU little more than a single page.

1.4 Dating the Upanisads

Accepting the composite, or anthological, nature of many of the Upanisads as the
‘literary products of scholarly collectives’™, it is important to keep in mind the

distinction between the time when the

‘textual material was collected, organized, standardized and fixed for posterity in
the form of the traditionally recognized parts of the corpus, and the time when

individual portions of that textual material were produced’.®

8! See, for example, Hume’s observations on the relative dating of the prose second half of the
KeU and its verse first half (1921:52), though his conclusions are doubted by Killingley at
2018d:162.

%2 Cohen 2018c:19.

%3 Proferes 2009a:29.

32
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



The age of an individual passage, or a particular idea, in any given Upanisad may be far
removed from the dating of that text in its ‘canonical’ form. However, one of my
arguments in this thesis will be that the editorial process of drawing those passages and
ideas together into the redacted texts had a purpose. As I shall demonstrate in later
Chapters, in places inter-textual reading of similar passages or ideas between texts, as
well as the ordering and juxtaposition of passages within texts, casts important light on
how certain Upanisadic teachings might be interpreted. I will accordingly be
considering the Upanisads in the forms in which they have come down to us in their
broadly ‘canonical’ recensions, a process which involves making certain assumptions
about their relative chronology in that ‘final’ form. I shall not be delving into the history
of the texts qua texts (the ‘archaeology’ of the texts): a detailed analysis of their actual
dates of composition or compilation - even if such a thing were possible - is not

particularly helpful for my purposes; a relative chronology is much more valuable.

Any discussion of the likely dates, actual or relative, of the Upanisads is well served to
take into account Olivelle’s warning that ‘any dating of these documents that attempts a
precision closer than a few centuries is as stable as a house of cards’.** As well as their
sheer antiquity and (in many cases) composite structure, the ‘srutiideal’ - the orthodox
notion that the Upanisads are divine revelation - further complicates the task. As

Roebuck stresses

‘For many traditional Hindus, the question [of the dating of the Upanisads] is
irrelevant, since in essence, at least, the whole of sru#i literature is considered to
be apauruseya, not of human origin, and of primordial antiquity, containing

truths to be rediscovered in every age of the world.”®

Antiquity too, as Lipner, amongst others, has also noted, is considered a ‘great
guarantor of authenticity’.*® This is perhaps especially so in a tradition in which no
central authority established the canonical nature of individual texts, so that

commentators have often attempted to give the Upanisads and their teachings earlier

8 Qlivelle 1998a:12.
8 Roebuck 2003:xxiv.
% Lipner 1994:42.
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origins than reasonable scholarship would allow, in order to confer greater apparent

authority on them.”

We can derive little dating assistance from internal evidence in the texts. As Roebuck

says:

‘The most that we can say with confidence is that the material culture described
in the earlier Upanisads appears entirely compatible with what the
archaeological evidence tells us of the city-based culture of the sixth and fifth

centuries BCE.’.%®

A number of characters are mentioned, but there are none whose actual dates can be
accurately attested, and several who feature in Brahmanas and Upanisads clearly
composed over a period much greater than a single lifetime. In the absence of any
meaningful internal evidence, or any manuscript data, the only methodology available to
establish actual or relative dates for the Upanisads is an analysis of their language,
literary structure, and content, each of which may be influenced not just by temporal but
also by geographical and doctrinal considerations. Subject to those caveats, there is a
fairly clear consensus that the BU and CU are the two oldest. Both are generally
considered composite, with some parts older than others.* Olivelle considers that a
reasonable dating for both in their final form would be seventh to sixth centuries BCE;
Frauwallner suggests between 800 and 600 BCE.” There is also reasonable consensus

that the next oldest are the three other early prose Upanisads - TU, AU and KsU - a

87 Melvyn Bragg (2011:134-5) notes a similar trend in later Christian circles with the deliberate
use of archaic language in the 1611 King James Bible, a process which Bronkhorst considers
also applied to Vedic texts (2007a:176-7).
% Roebuck 2003:xxv, though the Upanisads themselves contain few, if any, references to urban
society: see the discussion at Bronkhorst 2007a: 250-255 on the significance, or otherwise, to be
attributed to this fact.
% Particularly in the case of the BU, which has survived in two distinct recensions: the
Madhyamdina and the Kanva, which, although containing broadly the same text, differ in their
arrangement of that text and also show linguistic differences. Cohen argues (2008:98 and 287)
that the Madhyamdina is older than the Kanva. In this thesis, following Olivelle 1998a,
references to the BU are to the Kanva recension. Cohen also argues, at 2008:132, that linguistic
and metrical analysis suggests that, aside from certain quotations from the RV, the CU may in
fact not be a composite text. Here she differs from Olivelle, who believes that, like the BU, the
CU ‘s the work of an editor or a series of editors who created an anthology of passages and
stories that must previously have existed as separate texts’. (1998a:166)
% QOlivelle 1998a:12; Frauwallner [1953] 1973:34.
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century or two later. Olivelle places the verse (or part verse) Upanisads in the order
KeU, KaU, TU, SU, MuU in ‘the last few centuries BCE’ and the PU and MaU around
the beginning of the Common Era’'; while Frauwallner, without specifying precise
dates, argues that later Upanisads, such as the KaU and SU, came ‘a considerable lapse

of time’ after the early ones.”

Writing almost exactly a century earlier, Deussen proposes the same basic order as
Olivelle.” Of more recent commentators, Roebuck also largely follows Olivelle’s order,
though she considers, without expressing a conclusion, that the TU, despite its verse
form, may be older (perhaps because of its appearance in the Vajasaneyi Samhita of the
YV). She puts the other four verse Upanisads in the range 500 to 100 BCE, broadly
consistent with Olivelle. Cohen adopts a more sophisticated approach, analysing what
she calls the ‘textual layers’ within individual Upanisads through consideration of the
‘metres, types of sandhi ... linguistic forms, and the internal coherence’ of each text.”
While she agrees with the general consensus about the order of the early prose texts
(though with the TU later than the AU and KsU, and the Kanva recension of the BU
coming between the KsU and TU), she places the PU earlier, after the TU but before the
other verse Upanisads. She also places the KeU as the latest of the verse Upanisads.

While acknowledging these differing views, I have for working purposes adopted the

! Olivelle 1998a:13; Olivelle 2009:44.

%2 Frauwallner [1953] 1973:32. The relatively well attested dates for the life of the historical
Buddha, probably in the 5" century BCE (see Bechert 1982 and 1991), are often used as a tool
in dating the Upanisads. The fact that certain later Upanisads appear to demonstrate an
awareness of ideas found in Buddhist teachings is frequently used as an argument to place those
texts after the life of the Buddha. Conversely, the fact that certain Buddhist teachings appear to
demonstrate an awareness of ideas found in the Upanisads is used as an argument that those
Upanisads must pre-date the life of the Buddha. However, caution is advisable, first because the
date of a text may well differ significantly from the date(s) of the ideas which the text puts
forward, and, secondly, because analysing what influenced what and how from a couple of
millennia distance can never be an exact science. Bronkhorst, for example, suggests that the
karma theory in Buddhism and the Upanisads had common origins external to both traditions
(2007a:141), an idea also put forward by Chandra (1971:322), who argues that early Buddhist
teachers may not have even been aware of the Upanisads, let alone influenced by them.
Bronkhorst (2007a:135) suggests that the evidence for actual Buddhist influence in the
Upanisads (as opposed to influence from non-Vedic and possibly non-Buddhist sources) ‘ranges
from weak to non-existent’. Developing this (2007a:175ff), he argues for a later date than
generally attributed for many of the Upanisads, though, in this argument as in some others, he
tends to be a minority voice.

% Deussen [1899] 1906:23-25.

** Cohen 2008:25.
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Olivelle/Deussen chronology (the order in which the texts are listed in Appendix B to

this Chapter).”

1.5 The Social Setting of the Upanisads

The Vedic Upanisads were the product of a society whose geographical centre of
gravity was shifting, and which was undergoing significant social and political change.
The nucleus of the area of composition of the earliest Vedic texts appears to have been
in the north-west of what we now know as India, particularly the area now known as the
Punjab. Although direct archaeological evidence is sketchy, early Vedic society, from
the late second millennium BCE up to around the likely dates of compilation of our
earliest Upanisads in perhaps the seventh or eighth century BCE, appears to have been
largely pastoral, probably semi-nomadic, and lineage based. Prayer and ritual had as
their primary focus the propagation and protection of the clan (and its cattle): priestly
reward was likely to have taken the form of a share of the cattle garnered in cattle raids

on other clans.”®

The middle part of the final millennium BCE saw a rise in agriculture in northern
India.”” This chiefly took place further east than the early heartland of Vedic thought
and practice, in the central Ganges Valley, with its lower altitude and higher rainfall.

The actual stimulus for this eastward movement is a matter of conjecture. There is little

% There is a degree of controversy about the dating of the SU. Oberlies 1998 puts it potentially
in the second or third century CE, on the basis that the verses which it shares with the BhG seem
to belong more easily to the BhG. He therefore argues for a ‘borrowing’ by the SU from the
BhG. Roebuck (2000:448) describes this theory as ‘attractive’, though elsewhere argues that the
KeU, KaU, SU and MuU ‘seem to belong together’ (2000:xxv). Mallinson and Singleton
(2017:xxxix) suggest a date for the SU of as late as 6" century CE, though without elaborating
on their reasons. Most recently, Cohen has maintained her argument, based on an analysis of
language and metre, that the SU was ‘likely composed around the same time’ as the KaU
(2018j:332), though with later additions. She does not offer a specific date, but her relative
chronology places the SU earlier than the KeU or MaU (2018b:17). The relative dating of the
SU and the BhG is itself a matter of debate, which I will touch on in Chapter 5: see note 844.

% Thapar 1980:656-7. Cf. Janaka’s offering of 1000 cows to the most learned brahmin in the
debate in BU 3.

°7 A variety of reasons has been advanced for this, but changing agricultural methods based
around the emergence of iron tools may have played a part. (Erdosy 1998:129, though cf.
Samuel 2008:45 and Gombrich 1988:38 and 51-52, suggesting that iron in this period may have
been more widely used for weapons than for tools.)
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evidence to suggest that it was forced by military conquest. Rather, it appears to have
been a gradual movement which may simply have been driven by a desire to find more
fertile land. As the growing of food, particularly barley and rice, developed, population
increased rapidly, food surpluses appeared, and trade began to assume importance.” By
the latter half of the first millennium BCE, the dominance of pastoralist extended family
sub-structures gave way to more static and larger urban centres. These changes
encouraged political and religious shifts too: in at least some of these urban centres,
brahmanical ritual became more elaborate as the former clan chiefs’ status became

closer to that of monarchs who were reliant on religious sanction for their authority.”

As often happens in contemporary society, the move to towns and cities brought a
loosening of ties to the family and village units which had thitherto been the principal
guardians of orthopraxy. This loosening of ties was perhaps reflected in an increasing
prominence being afforded in religious practice to the individual rather than the family
or other group, to solitary reflective or meditative ‘internal’ practice in contradistinction
to complex and mechanical external ritual, and to ‘the ascetic challenge to the

Brahmanical definition of the ideal religious life’.'” As Lubin points out, the:

‘new cosmopolitan centres, and the new political structures that accompanied
them, provided a magnet for wandering ‘holy men’... and ample funds from the
newly rich and powerful that could be used to patronize movements of
wanderers who shared the highways with the traders and soldiers of the new

cities’

while ‘the village-based Vedic priests’ suffered a loss of influence and of financial

patronage.'"'

% It is thought that coins began to circulate reasonably widely in India from around 500 BCE
(Gombrich 1988:53; Olivelle 1992:31). There is archaeological evidence from this period of
metals and stones being found in the Ganges Valley which originated from some distance away,
suggesting that trade was expanding in importance (Erdosy 1988:115).

* Thapar 1980:661.

1% Olivelle 1992:29. Lindquist (2018b:103) suggests that it might also have led to a proliferation
of disease, which (he suggests) may, at least partially, account for the Upanisads’ frequent
eschatological discussions.

%" Lubin 2013:5. The extent to which ascetic and renunciate practices entered brahmanic
thought through interaction with non-Vedic religious and social groups, as opposed to
developing ‘orthogenetically’ has been much debated (cf., e.g., Heesterman 1985 and Olivelle
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The eastward movement clearly did not take place into a social vacuum. Those moving
east undoubtedly encountered people, probably initially at least in the numerical
majority, with social and religious ideas and practices different to their own, and the
burgeoning urban centres no doubt attracted adherents of a range of religious traditions,
with the resultant cross-fertilisation of ideas. Put at its simplest, the interaction between
the eastward moving brahmins and groups with different beliefs and practices, such as
the early Buddhists and Jains, helped make the north east of the Indian sub-continent in
the final half of the first millennium BCE something of a melting pot, whose ideas and
practices would inevitably differ from those of the old western heartland of Vedic
orthodoxy and orthopraxy. It is easy to see how these social changes and interactions,
and competing ideas, perhaps led to a greater focus on enquiry into the nature of reality.
By their nature, these interactions both encouraged debate and speculation of the sort we
find in the Upanisads, and likely brought new ideas into the thinking of the compilers of
the Upanisads. Any reading of the Upanisads should take these interactions, and the
social changes summarised above, into account, while at the same time remembering
that, for all their seemingly novel ideas, the Upanisads continued to be compiled and

propagated by brahmins and thereby assimilated into Vedic tradition.

There has been little direct research on the geographical origins of individual Upanisads.
Witzel has investigated the possible geographical homes of the Samhitas and
Brahmanas, and the association of individual Upanisads with a particular school of the
Veda means that the geographical positioning of the Samhitas and their branches may
be instructive in looking at the likely geographical homes of the Upanisads.'”> However,
while the earlier Vedic texts may well have been the work of a localised group of priests

and theologians, we must remember not only the greater mobility in north Indian society

1992, as well as some of Dumont’s work). Thapar (1980:663) suggests that the rise in the
importance of wealth as a trading medium meant that wealth became used less for supporting
complex ritual, with the consequential decline in those forms of ritual. Gombrich (1988:50)
stresses that both Buddhism and Jainism developed as largely “urban’ religions. In general, the
Buddhist Pali Canon is a useful source of information about this period of urbanisation, though
no doubt one with its own particular agendas.

192 Witzel 1987:173. Although Sharma 1985 presents much interesting information on
geographical references in the Upanisads, he is light on any real theories about their
geographical origins. Tamaskar 1989 lists geographical references in the Upanisads, but, again,
draws no real conclusions about their geographical homes.
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at the time of the Upanisads'” but also the composite nature of many of them, which
may mean that different parts of a text originated in different geographical locations.
Any conclusions about the geographical origins of individual Upanisads must therefore
be considered highly tentative.'™ Nevertheless, I have included in Appendix B to this
Chapter a note of the geographical origins tentatively attributed to the Upanisads, very
largely drawn from the map at Olivelle 1998a:14, which he in turn derives substantially

from Witzel’s work.

1.6 The Questions of the Upanisads

The idea of attempting to identify and analyse the ultimate principle of existence is not
unique to the Upanisads, nor to Indian philosophy more widely, but rather speaks to a
common concern of the ancient world. Investigation of the dpy7, or basic principle of
the universe which accounted both for creation and for continuity within that apparently
constantly changing creation, occupied the thought of certain classical Greek
philosophers at broadly the same time as the Upanisads. Several of the Greek ideas
about the identity of that basic principle (for example, as water or air) find reflection in
the Upanisads, even if there ultimately rejected in favour of a more abstract ultimate
principle - often, though not always, called brahman - in a similar way to that in which
Thales’ theory of water as the dpy#n was rejected by Anaximander in favour of the more

abstract dreipov. '

I am not arguing for any direct relationship between the Greek and Indian explorations

of ultimate reality, nor attempting to import Greek theories about the dpy# into my study

193 SB 1.4.1.14-16 describes the eastern area of Videha as having originally been unsuitable for
brahmins as Agni had not ‘burnt over’ the Sadanira river (probably now the Gandaki river), but
also makes clear that, by the time of the SB, there were many brahmins to the east of the river,
and that the formerly marshy land to the east was ‘very cultivated’.

1% Though it seems reasonable to assume that the BU originated in the eastern Kosala-Videha
area, given its prominent and favourable portrayal of king Janaka of Videha. As Olivelle notes
(1998a:13), this eastern area may at the time have been seen by those in the more westerly
Kuru-Paiicala heartland as ‘something of an unsophisticated frontier region’, which may
account for the prominence given in BU 3 to Yajfiavalkya’s proficiency and sophistication in
debate with Kuru-Paficala brahmins from further west, whose cause seems to have been
championed by the CU.

19 Both Thales and Anaximander are thought to have lived around the late 7"/6" century BCE.
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of the Upanisads. A cross-cultural study of ideas of the ultimate principle around this
period would potentially be a fascinating exercise, but is beyond the scope of this
thesis.' However, it is worth noting not just the similarities in the ideas which the two
cultures suggested and rejected, but also that the questions about this fundamental
principle addressed similar concerns. Those questions, in the Upanisadic context, can be
summarised briefly as follows. The first, as in the speculative parts of the earlier Vedic

texts'"’

, 1s the mystery of existence itself: the identification of the creator of, or the
creative principle behind, the manifest world, both at the cosmic level and at the level of
the individual. Then, recognising that the ultimate principle must do more than simply
create the world, the Upanisads question what is the force or element which sustains
existence on an ongoing basis, which persists through change, and which keeps the
elements of the universe in their respective positions. From there, they progress to an
enquiry about what it is which underpins human consciousness and controls human
physical and mental activity, which animates the beings in the world. In Chapter 3, I
will show how reading certain of the narratives of the BU together demonstrates a

progression in the approach to questioning the identity of the ultimate principle through

addressing these questions individually.

The question also arises whether it is one and the same entity or principle which
performs these diverse, though related, functions, or whether different functions are
performed by different, though possibly related, entities or principles. Here, the early
Upanisads in particular display a refreshing uncertainty. While, in general, they
undoubtedly look towards a unified form of ultimate principle, in other places there is a
clear separation in the minds of certain Upanisadic teachers between some of the
ultimate principle’s key functions. I will demonstrate in Chapter 4 how an inter-textual

reading of certain important passages highlights this approach.

1% And would probably be inconclusive: see the observations of Cohen at 20181:414, and the
sources referred to there. Bronkhorst 2016, especially at 259-274, argues that the rise of
systematic (my emphasis) philosophical enquiry in ancient India may have been the result of
interaction between the Greeks of Alexander the Great’s mission to India in the 4™ century BCE
and early Buddhist thinkers, which filtered down into ‘orthodox’ thought, perhaps via the
Vaisesika school. However, he accepts that the early Upanisads pre-date any Graeco-Indian
interaction. As he rightly points out, the philosophical speculations of the early Upanisads can
hardly be called ‘systematic’.

17 See Chapter 2.

40
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



In the early Vedic period, as in other ancient cultures, many of the attempts to identify
the ultimate principle revolved around attributing some or all of the qualities of that
principle to a personified god. A further question which arises in the Upanisads is
whether the single principle which can bring all of the necessary qualities together is in
fact some form of mythical personality. The early Upanisads generally shy away from
theistic ideas of the ultimate principle, in many places seeing the ultimate principle as
‘above’ the numerous deities of the early Vedic tradition. However, those deities
continue to feature in the speculations about the ultimate principle, often being put
forward and rejected in debate. I will argue in Chapter 5 that the idea of a personified
ultimate principle was never far from the fore in the minds of those asking the
questions. As a result, the identity of a theistic ultimate principle in certain of the later
Upanisads is not, as some have argued, a radical intrusion into Upanisadic thought, but
rather a way of bringing together certain of the earlier, perhaps not entirely satisfactory,
speculations about the ultimate principle under the over-arching umbrella of a

personified deity.

In speculating about the ultimate principle, the Upanisads develop a terminology which
revolves around the terms afman and brahman. Knowledge of the ultimate principle is
frequently characterised in terms of knowing either atman or brahman. In Chapter 2, |
will explore the development of certain of this terminology, and will argue that
(contrary to the doctrines of certain later philosophical schools) neither afman nor
brahman invariably carries the same meaning each time that it appears in the Upanisads.
Rather, just as the questions and answers about the ultimate principle change, so too do
the meanings of these two important terms, as well as others used to designate the
ultimate principle, such as aksara and purusa. In particular, brahman, probably the most
common term used of the ultimate principle in the Upanisads, has a complex, and much
debated, etymology, aspects of which I believe influence its usage in the Upanisads as a
denominator of the ultimate principle. In earlier Vedic texts, brahman commonly meant

a verbal ‘formulation’'®

, and I will argue that in many instances in the Upanisads the
identification of some entity or other ‘as [a] brahman’ in fact amounts to no more than

an attempt to give that entity the status of ultimate principle, because it is considered to

1% Thieme 1952:117ff.
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have satisfied the relevant criteria for that status. In other words, ‘ brahman’ is often
commensurate with ‘ultimate principle’ as a concept rather than signifying a particular
entity in its own right, so that the identification of an entity (whatever it may be) as
brahman amounts to no more than the designation of that entity as the (formulation of
the) ultimate principle. The more important question, therefore, is what are the criteria

which allow an entity to be referred to as ‘ brahman’?

1.7 Interpreting the Upanisads: the Indian Philosophical Schools

The teachings of the Upanisads about the ultimate principle have been subjected to a
number of different hermeneutic strategies, both in India and in Western academia.'”
The proponents of the early exegetical school of Piirva Mimamsa''’ considered the Veda
in general to be infallible authority, and were, as a result, keen to find coherence in
Vedic teachings. However, an emphasis on enjoined ritual action meant that they
considered the Upanisads subordinate in importance to other Vedic texts, particularly
the Brahmanas. The Mimamsakas’ concern with the Upanisads, such as it was, was
focussed less around philosophical speculation about the ultimate principle, and more
around seeking a coherent interpretation of the Upanisads as enjoining certain types of
action, especially meditation. Nevertheless, their emphasis on finding coherence
influenced later schools: as we move further into the Common Era, the notion of
coherence remained dominant in the interpretive methodology of philosophical schools

whose concern revolved much more around theories of the ultimate principle.

The term ‘vedanta’, frequently used of the Upanisads themselves, was appropriated by a

number of later schools which take the Upanisads as foundational doctrinal texts.'"

' Hanefeld 1976:1-19 presents a useful survey of these.

"9 "Which, as a system of thought, may pre-date the earliest Upanisads (see, e.g., Hiriyanna
1995:129), though its principal literature is later.

""" The argument that the Vedanta schools were a direct relation, and continuation, of the Piirva
Mimamsa, so that the Mimamsakas were, in effect, early Vedantins, is put forward in, e.g.,
Parpola 1981b and 1994, but challenged by Bronkhorst, who argues that the schools of Vedanta
philosophy attached themselves to the Piirva Mimamsa ‘in order to provide speculations about
Brahma with the solid underpinning of serious Vedic interpretation’ (2007b:77). Aklujkar 2009,
in turn, refutes Bronkhorst’s arguments.
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While some Vedantic interpreters''? produced detailed commentaries on individual
Upanisads, most, if not all, of the most significant Vedantic interpreters based their
interpretations not just on the Upanisads themselves (or, more accurately, on specific
passages from them), but also on the BS, attributed to Badarayana.'” These schools
adopted a hermeneutic process referred to in the BS as samanvaya, ‘coherence’ or
‘reconciliation’'", in order to find in the Upanisads consistent and authoritative
teachings, particularly about the ultimate principle. BS 1.1.1 makes clear that the
purpose of the text is brahmayijiasa, the enquiry into, examination of, or desire to know,
brahman, so that, as Nakamura rightly notes, the BS approaches its enquiry by setting
up an entity called brahman as the absolute and then tries to interpret Upanisadic
passages which appear to contradict that idea as in fact using apparently competing

terms as synonyms for brahman.'”

Despite this emphasis on coherence, the different schools of Vedanta, which developed
over many centuries, differ radically in some of the interpretations which they place on
the teachings of the Upanisads with regard to the ultimate principle and its relation both
with the individual self and with the world of material reality. Indeed, these particular
differences of interpretation largely characterise the differences between the schools of
Vedanta. The BS itself expressly takes into account and refutes the views of other early
exegetes, indicating that controversies over Upanisadic interpretation were known at
this relatively early stage, and the attempts to systematise the teachings of the Upanisads
in the BS too met with widely differing interpretations, for, as Hiriyanna notes, the BS

is in many respects even ‘more ambiguous than the Upanisads’."''

"2 Notably Sankara.

'3 The date of the BS is uncertain: arguments have been advanced for the second century BCE
(Radhakrishnan 1960:22) and for a date as late as 450 CE (Jacobi, cited both at Radhakrishnan
1960:22n5 and in a summary of some of the theories about the date of the BS contained at
Adams 1993:7-9).

"4 BS 1.1.4: tat tu samanvayat (referring to the idea that hrahman is the main purport of all
Vedantic texts). The first chapter, or adhyaya, of the BS is sometimes referred to as the
samanvaya adhyaya. The main thrust of the BS is towards finding both samanvaya and avirodha
(‘non-contradiction’).

"> Nakamura 1983:430.

""® Hiriyanna 1995:151. We can speculate whether it is the terse sitra style of the BS, the
divergent theories of the Upanisads themselves, or the sheer difficulty of expressing coherent
ideas about the subject matter, which has led to such a plethora of different interpretations of the
BS, and thereby of the teachings of the Upanisads as mediated by the BS. Dasgupta believes, as
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Radhakrishnan summarises the arguments of twelve Vedantic interpreters, though there
are suggestions that there were several more.'"” Of these twelve, perhaps the five most
significant schools deriving authority from the BS whose teachings have come down to

us are the Advaita associated primarily with Sankara''®

, the Visistadvaita associated
primarily with Ramanuja''”®, the Bhedabheda of (amongst others) Bhaskara'*’ and
Nimbarka'?', the Dvaita of Madhva'?, and the Suddhadvaita of Vallabha.'>> While
Sankara perhaps did the best job in drawing a coherent philosophical system from the
Upanisads, this is not the same as saying that the Upanisads teach Sankara’s system. As
Ghate says in his useful summary of these five schools, the Upanisads are ‘nothing but

s 124 and

free and bold attempts to find out the truth without the slightest idea of a system
that, when the exponents of the five systems try to show that theirs is the only

philosophical system taught by the Upanisads

‘... and attempt to explain passages, even when directly opposed in tenour (sic)
to their doctrine, in a manner so as to favour their doctrine, the artificiality and

the unsatisfactory character of the attempt is at once evident’.'*”

The exegetical methods of the different schools in many cases involved lengthy,

complex and, one might argue, tendentious textual analysis.'*® For the Advaitins, the

I argue in this thesis, that the source of the disagreements amongst later commentators was the
fact that the ideas on which they were commenting ‘were still in the melting pot, in which none
of them were systematically worked out’ ([1922] 1988 (1):50.). Nakamura 1983 discusses at
length the development of early Vedanta philosophy before Sankara, looking at the relationship
between Sankara and the commentators who came before him as well as his contemporaries.

""" Radhakrishnan 1960:26.

'8 Traditionally 778-820 CE (Ghate 1926:17), though now generally thought to have been
earlier (see the discussion at Suthren Hirst 2005:25-26).

" Traditionally 1017-1137 CE (Lipner 1986:1).

120 Circa eighth/ninth century (Nicholson undated).

2! Perhaps mid-14" century (Dasgupta [1922] 1988 (vol.3):420).

122 Traditional dates 1199-1278 CE (Hiriyanna 1995:187).

' Traditional dates 1478-1530 (Barz 2012:448).

12* Ghate 1926:9.

' Ghate 1926:10-11. Or, as Hock (2007:11) puts it: ‘While... philosopher commentators such
as Sankaracarya, Ramanuja, and Madhvacarya provide unified accounts of the transcendental
principle underlying the phenomenal world, the early Upanisads present a state of flux, in which
different theories are juxtaposed and compete with each other.’

1% For a useful discussion of the Advaitin approach to Upanisadic exegesis, see Suthren Hirst
2005 generally, and Chapter 3 in particular, Rambachan 1992, and Clooney 1992.
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purpose of their exegesis was to show that the ultimate principle, in the form of
brahman, was a single undifferentiated reality, with which the individual self, or arman,
was ontologically identical, and that apparent difference was exactly that - apparent, but
not ultimately real. Knowledge of this fact was itself conducive to liberation, and the
only valid means of acquiring the requisite knowledge of brahman was through
scripture, mediated by an appropriate teacher. Almost by definition, this idea pre-
supposed consistent and harmonious interpretation, via the process of samanvaya, of the
texts, which the Advaitins considered eternal and authorless. The challenges of squaring
such an approach with the diversity of Upanisadic teachings, which even Advaitin
commentators acknowledged, led to the adoption and adaptation of the sophisticated
exegetical techniques of the earlier Mimamsakas in ways which, when we consider the
Upanisads as literature, seem highly imaginative, and in which certain Upanisadic
passages, such as Yajiavalkya’s ‘neti... neti...” in the BU and Uddalaka Aruni’s ‘zar
tvam ast in CU 6 were creatively interpreted to provide support for the requisite non-

dual conclusion.

Scriptural exegesis was also the cornerstone of the theology of Ramanuja, usually
described as ViSistadvaita (‘qualified non-dualism’). Also relying on the Upanisads, as
well as the BhG and BS, Ramanuja saw a personal god as the ultimate principle, while
nevertheless retaining a place for brahman, and differed from the Advaitins in seeing the
material universe as real. Unlike the Advaitin idea that material reality was no more
than an illusory manifestation of brahman, for the ViSistadvaitins, the ‘final Upanishadic
teaching’ was that brahman, the individual soul, and the physical world ‘... are all
different and equally eternal’ yet ‘... at the same time quite inseparable’.'”” When,
therefore, the Upanisads identify the world or the self with brahman, they are simply
stating their mutual dependence and inseparability, rather than their ontological identity.
Many of the same Upanisadic statements relied on by the Advaitins to support their

conclusions were also relied on by Ramanuja in support of his.

The Bhedabhedins too saw brahman as the ultimate principle and, like Ramanuja,

posited a ‘kind of identity-in-difference’'* between brahman and individual selves. In

">’ Hiriyanna 1995:178.
2 Mohanty 2000:90.
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their eyes, however, brahman actually differentiated itself into individual, finite entities
without in the process jeopardising its integrity. While individual selves cannot exist
without brahman, they are at the same time different from it. The Dvaita doctrine
associated with Madhva involved not just belief in a personal god, but also a pluralistic
view of reality. Individual souls are distinct from each other: statements such as faf tvam
asi indicate not an identity, but merely a resemblance.'” Vallabha, on the other hand,
argues for a pure theistic non-dualism (Suddhadvaita) in which brahman is identified

with Krsna who is ‘at once the one and the many’."’

For each of these philosophical schools, the scriptural authority of the Upanisads was an
important root of their teaching. Yet each of them came up with a markedly different
way of explaining the nature of reality. As we have already seen, this is because, in fact,
the Upanisads set up questions and provide terminology for an analysis of the ultimate

principle, but in them there are

‘... many divergent views, as the Upanisadic sages struggled to discover the
underlying reality of macrocosm and microcosm... There is no single account of
ultimate reality, of the means by which it may be realized, of its relation to the
self of the individual... Rather, each commentator tried to show how the
interpretative framework of his teaching tradition made best sense of scriptural

diversity’."!

As van Buitenen says in a different context, ‘It is always difficult to prove one’s case by

calling on the upanisads as witnesses: they are at once too willing and too evasive’.'”

1.8 Interpreting the Upanisads: in Western Academia

No doubt influenced by the Indian quest for ‘coherence’, many early Western
Upanisadic scholars from the late 19" century onwards (as well as some more recent

scholars) also operated from an assumption that the Upanisads represented a coherent

'* Hiriyanna 1995:192.

1% Mohanty 2000:90.

3! Suthren Hirst 2005:61.
132 Van Buitenen 1957a:21.
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body and presented a single, consistent philosophical doctrine (what Stephanie Jamison,

133

in a slightly different context, calls interpretation at a ‘very macro’ level). ”” This was

most frequently aligned with the teachings of the strictly non-dualistic Advaita Vedanta
school, and in particular with its emphasis on the ontological identity of 4fman and
brahman."”* Paul Deussen was perhaps the most prominent early example of this
approach, which was also followed by, amongst others, Moritz Winternitz."> Other
early Western scholars also viewed the Upanisads as a more or less homogeneous
group, some considering them to contain not so much ‘high philosophy’ as a form of

2136

‘primitive mysticism’ " - Hermann Oldenberg considered them ‘ein eigenartiges

Gemisch von Kunstlosigkeit und Kunst, hilflosem Gestammel und Inspiration des

9137

Genius 138

- and others to be mysticism of the highest development.

" Jamison 2004:237. There were a few honourable exceptions: as early as 1913, Bhandarkar
noted that ‘... a close examination will show that [the Upanisads] teach not one, but various
systems of doctrines as regards the nature of God, man and the world and the relations between
them’ ([1913] 1980:1); Keith described Deussen’s idea that the Upanisads contained a ‘definite
doctrine of idealism’ as ‘contrary to all probability and reason’ (1925:593).

13 As I shall explore in Chapter 2, that identity is in fact rarely expressly and unambiguously
made in the Upanisads themselves

133 Examples include ‘...the fundamental thought of the entire Upanishad philosophy may be
expressed by the simple equation:- Brahman = Atman.” (Deussen [1899] 1906:39); “... die
Grundlehre, die sich durch alle echten Upanisads hindurchzieht, und welche in dem Satze
zusammenfassen liBt: ‘Das Weltall is das Brahman, das Brahman aber ist der Atman.”’.
(Winternitz 1907:210) (°...the fundamental doctrine, which runs through all the true Upanisads,
and which allows them to be brought together doctrinally: ‘The universe is brahman, but
brahman is atman.”), though, to be fair to him, at 1927:266 he sees the ‘real value’ of the
Upanisads in their presentation of what he describes as the ‘wrestling’ of their thinkers in search
of truth; the Upanisads have ‘a general tendency’ to search for ‘a single unitary principle’
(Edgerton 1916:199); ‘From the earliest Upanisad we have, the view is clear that there is a
unity’ (Keith 1925:516); ‘In general, each Upanishadic teaching creates an integrative vision, a
view of the whole which draws together the separate elements of the world and of human
experience and compresses them into a single form” (Brereton 1990:118); ‘It is well known that
the central theme of the Upanisads is the identity between atman and brahman’ (Cohen
2008:289). To be fair to Cohen, she also acknowledges that: ‘The older Upanisads do not
present a unified world view; these texts differ significantly from one another in their teachings.
Often, one Upanisadic text will invoke concepts and ideas that are completely absent in another’
(2008:39) - yet, later, she says: ‘There are hundreds of texts called Upanisads, all dealing with
the same central theme - the mystical identity between the cosmic force brahman and the
immortal inner self of a living being, atrmam’ (Cohen 2018a:1). See also Hanefeld 1976:9-10.

13 Hanefeld 1976:3.

37 ¢A peculiar mixture of artlessness and art, helpless stuttering and inspiration of genius’:
Oldenberg 1915:148.

1% See the discussion at Hanefeld 1976:5.
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What these early Western approaches to interpretation have in common with the Indian
philosophical schools is a starting point in which passages which support the
preconceptions of the interpreter are emphasised to the exclusion, or at least
marginalisation, of apparently contradictory passages. In many places certain, often
questionable, assumptions are made, or interpretations offered, in order to support the
basic premises."”” This is perhaps most obvious in the equating of dfman and brahman,
which frequently proceeds on the basis of assumptions about, or interpretations of, other

terms.'*°

These interpreters also generally paid scant attention to the methods of presentation of
the teachings, most notably the use of narrative to set frameworks for teachings. It was
only as the 20" century progressed and moved into the 21* that much of Western
academia began to pay greater attention, first, to the diversity of teachings which the
Upanisads contain'*'; secondly, to what Timm calls ‘... the crucial task of assessing the
authenticity of inherited presuppositions’'**; and, thirdly, to the ways in which the
Upanisads present their teachings.'*’ In this later period, however, many (though not all)
Western commentators, perhaps in reaction to the idea of ‘coherence’, preferred either
to see the Upanisads as anthologies of unrelated, or only loosely related, teachings, or to

focus on detailed analyses of individual texts or parts of texts, sometimes as small as

individual words or phrases (in Jamison’s terminology, the ‘very micro’ level).'"* While

1% As Sawai says of the Indian schools: ‘The scriptural interpretation in the Vedanta religious
traditions is not the mere explanation of the Upanisad texts, but rather a creative interpretation
of the texts in that the interpreters provide the meanings of the scriptures through their own
views’ (2006:147).

140 See in particular my discussion in Chapter 4 of the famous phrase ‘zat tvam asr .

141 “We cannot accept uncritically the Indian commentaries, written so many centuries later. ..
which... force all these texts into the narrow framework of absolute monism’ (Renou 1957a:38);
‘Even though this equation [i.e. between atman and brahman] played a significant role in later
developments of religion and theology in India... it is incorrect to think that the single aim of all
the Upanisads is to enunciate this simple truth.” (Olivelle 1998a:27); ... the Upanisads present
several different, and sometimes conflicting, teachings about the nature of the self...” (Black
2007:1).

2 Timm 1992:2.

13 Brereton 1990; Olivelle 1999b; Grinshpon 2003; Black 2007; and Lindquist 2008 are
prominent examples of this approach.

'* Jamison 2004:237. There are far too many examples to list exhaustively here, but, for
representatives of this approach to Upanisadic scholarship, see Hauschild 1927 and Johnston
1930 (on the SU); Thieme 1965 (on the IU); Smith 1975 and 1976 (on the SU and MuU);
Morgenroth 1970 (on CU 6); Oberlies’ work on the SU, culminating in Oberlies 1988;
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this latter approach is hugely valuable in aiding detailed understanding of the texts, it
can easily lead to a tendency to marginalise such consistency, or, just as important,

development, of speculation and thought as the Upanisads as a group do display.

I believe that neither the ‘very macro’ nor ‘very micro’ approach really takes us to the
heart of what the Upanisads bring to the discussion of the ultimate principle in Indian
thought. The Upanisads’ continued importance in Indian religious and philosophical
traditions, and a close reading of the texts themselves, suggests that there is more to
them than a random bunch of stories, even if attempting to find ‘coherence’ in their
teachings is a futile task. Reading the Upanisads (or sections of the Upanisads) as
unstructured anthologies or in isolation from each other runs the risk of losing sight of
how the texts, both individually and as a genre, develop ideas of the ultimate principle. I
will instead argue for a ‘middle path’ approach, in which I acknowledge the Upanisads’
diversity, yet at the same time show how their overriding concern with identifying and
analysing the ultimate principle reflects in the raising of a number of specific questions
about the functions of that principle. As a result, we start to see some distinct
progressions, as well as variations, in the way in which those questions are answered,

and some clear trajectories in the Upanisads’ teachings.

The idea of exploring the development of ideas of the ultimate principle in the
Upanisads is not in itself a new one: Robert Hume in the 1920s and Erich Frauwallner
in the 1950s adopted a similar exegetical approach. However, Hume focussed primarily
on the usage of the term brahman, arguing that its meaning shifted from indicating a
creative principle, to standing for ‘the all’, to eventually being identified with the more
personal principle arman. Accepting that the Upanisads did not teach a single coherent
system, he traced a progression of ideas about the ultimate principle from mythical
cosmologies through a ‘realistic materialism’ to a ‘speculative idealism’ '**, while at the

5146

same time dismissing much of the Upanisads’ speculation as ‘childlike’ ™ or ‘guesses at

Bodewitz 1985 (on the KaU), 1991/92 (on CU 6.13), and 2001 (on CU 6.8-16); Brereton 1986
(on CU 6) and 1988 (on BU 1.5); Slaje 2001 (on BU 2.4.12); Hock 2002 (on the BU) and
Freedman 2012 (on TU 2).

"> Hume 1921, especially at 69.

' Hume 1921:1.
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truth’.'”” In Frauwallner’s analysis, the Upanisads developed theories about the ‘ Tréger
des Lebens’ (the ‘carrier’ or ‘vehicle’ of life) first as water, ‘... a life-carrying element’
which became ‘... clothed in the mysterious symbolism of the sacrificial mystique’'**
but ‘did not turn out to be very fruitful’'*’; secondly as wind (or breath), which also
faltered because, although it could explain life, it could not satisfactorily account for
knowledge or consciousness; and thirdly as fire, a doctrine which metamorphosed, not

entirely convincingly, into a doctrine of brahman (‘the all-supreme World-Soul’) as the

ultimate principle."’

While both Hume and Frauwallner put forward some interesting ideas about the
Upanisadic approach to investigating the ultimate principle, I do not find either of their
analyses entirely convincing. Hume, while acknowledging the etymological background
of the term brahman, does not develop the implications of that etymological background
sufficiently, and ends up caught in the Advaitin brahman = atman identity. Frauwallner
rightly notes some of the earlier Vedic ideas of the ultimate principle as a natural force
or element, but does not adequately address some of the ideas which particularly the
later Upanisads put forward. Neither Hume nor Frauwallner had the benefit of the
extensive Upanisadic scholarship of the last fifty or so years, and neither of them paid
great attention either to the questions asked, as opposed to the theories presented, or to
the context or methods of presentation of the Upanisads’ teachings, most specifically to
their use of narrative. I will show in this thesis that paying attention first to the specific
underlying question and then to the context and method of presentation of teachings can
demonstrate certain trajectories of thought perhaps overlooked by those earlier

commentators.

7 Hume 1921:9.

148 Frauwallner [1953] 1973:38.

149 Frauwallner [1953] 1973:41.

"0 Frauwallner [1953] 1973:54. Frauwallner’s individual theories are analysed in Schneider
1961 (the  Wasser-Kreislauf-Lehre’, or cycle of water doctrine); Hanefeld 1976 (the  Feuer-
Lehre’, or fire doctrine); and Bakker 1982 (the ‘ Afem-Lehre’, or wind/prana doctrine). Bakker
argues persuasively (1982:120) that Frauwallner’s conclusions about the demise of the prana
doctrine should be reconsidered and that it remained influential in later theories of
consciousness. See also the criticisms of the fire doctrine at Connolly 1992:49 and Killingley
1997:7.
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1.9 The Narratives of the Upanisads

One of the most compelling characteristics of the Upanisads, particularly the early ones,
is their use of narrative episodes to elaborate their teachings. In general, narrative plays
a minor role in the earlier Vedic texts, and, except perhaps towards the end of the
Brahmana period, tends to be set in a more ‘cosmic’ realm, with its chief characters
being gods, demons and their respective entourages."”' The Upanisads display a
significant shift in rhetorical style by including many instances, especially in the early
Upanisads, in which important teachings are presented by ostensibly human characters
in realistic narrative situations.lszAlthough, for reasons explained in the Introduction,
this is not a narratological study, I will focus much of my analysis in Chapters 3 and 4
of the development of teachings about the ultimate principle within and around some of
these narratives. I do not suggest that they record actual historical events, but I do
believe that certain of the literary devices employed in them provide useful frameworks
in which to consider the texts’ teachings. I also argue that the questions which the
Upanisads raise about the ultimate principle may in some cases drive the structure and
content of the narratives themselves and the relative positioning of the narrative
episodes within the texts in their redacted quasi-canonical forms. As Patton suggests in
the context of dialogue and narrative presentations of teachings more generally, the
Upanisadic narratives serve as ways both of making the listener ‘sit up and listen better’
and of ‘establishing religious authority’.'”> However, I suggest that the Upanisadic
narratives operate less as ‘dramatic enforcers of doctrine’"**, but rather, as Lindquist
suggests, that they operate as processes in which what are often later perceived to be
central doctrinal concepts are in fact the objects of questioning and enquiry and may be

‘defined differently or contested in any given context’.'”

! There are a few exceptions, e.g. RV 7.103, discussed in Patton 2015.

132 The CU is particularly rich in ‘stories’. With the notable exceptions of Naciketas’ story in the
first part of the KaU, and the frame story of six brahmins coming to Pippalada for teaching in
the PU, the later Upanisads do not employ narrative to any meaningful extent.

'3 Patton 2015:25. See also the observations at Bronkhorst 2016:409-412.

13 Patton 7bid.

"% Lindquist 2018¢:7.
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In his study of narratology, Ong emphasises the importance of narrative in the
dissemination of knowledge in oral cultures (such as that of the Upanisads). In societies
in which other methods of disseminating knowledge are absent, ‘Oral cultures... use
stories of human action to store, organize, and communicate much of what they

know’ ", largely because the use of narrative makes the knowledge communicated more
readily accessible and more easily memorable than that communicated through, for
example, the medium of recitation of specialist ritual material. As he says, ‘In primary
oral cultures, where there is no text, the narrative serves to bond thought more

massively and permanently than other genres’."’

However, despite this important point, and despite the conviction of BSBh 3.4.23-24
that the Upanisadic narratives were designed to illuminate the teachings of the texts, it
was common in early Western exegesis largely to ignore the ‘story-telling’ of the
Upanisads when trying to extract philosophical teachings and religious doctrine.
Commentators tended to treat the narratives as an ‘adornment’ to the texts’
philosophical teachings'®, and assume that they were most likely later embellishments

‘destined for inferiority’."” As Grinshpon put it as recently as 2003:

‘The attention of the world has focused on the great and abstract philosophy

expounded in the Upanisads, while the stories themselves have been under-read.
Scant attention has been paid to the context of transmission of knowledge...’.'®

Grinshpon identifies two ‘modes of under-reading’: ... neglecting the subtext and

details of the story’ and ‘discarding the story as irrelevant in pursuit of the ‘teaching”’.'®’

However, in his view, ‘The Upanishadic story is indispensable to learning about the

1% Ong 2002:137.

"> Ong 2002:138. We should also bear in mind that narratives disseminated in a way which
promote the positions or viewpoints of a dominant group, such as the brahmins, may also
‘generate counter-myths or retellings of myth that reverse imposed orders’. (Hawthorne
2017:261).

18 Lindquist 2011a:35.

" Grinshpon 1998:373.

1% Grinshpon 2003:vii. Black and Geen also note (2011:25) that: ‘... the Upanisads... have been
mined for their philosophical content, yet not enough attention has been paid to how they
present their ideas’.

'*" Grinshpon 2003:103.
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nature of Upanishadic knowledge’'®

, a view shared by Lindquist who argues that it is
‘... a fundamental mistake to disassociate the philosophical argumentation from the

grander narrative it is a part of”.'*

In this thesis, I too argue that reading teachings through the lens of their narrative
presentations helps show how the quest for the ultimate principle developed. In doing
so, | take as a premise that the fact that the texts have achieved quasi-canonical status in
the forms which they have is important, following Hacker’s approach to the ‘historical
exploration’ (geschichtlichen Erforschung) of ancient Sanskrit texts. Hacker argues that,
while the texts as we have them may well be made up of pieces which had once stood
alone, the fact that we have them in the form in which we do should be considered
significant. Study of those texts should accordingly also concern itself with the
historical, cultural and intellectual reasons why an individual text ended up in the form
in which it did.'** In other words, even though the Upanisads as they have come down to
us are undoubtedly in many cases composite, the final redaction of the texts is as it is for
a reason, and the narratives accordingly represent an integral part of them. The
Upanisads should not be considered ‘loosely structured collections of assertions,
observations and aphorisms about the nature of things’.'® Rather, they should be read in
a way which ‘accentuates the connections between the parts of the dialogue, and...
assumes that the passage should be seen as a coherent composition’.'*® This is an
approach which Grinshpon calls ‘Good-Enough Reading’'”’: the narratives should be

considered as integral parts of the teachings. I would go further and argue that the

teachings communicated through the medium of narrative, which are more easily and

12 Grinshpon 2003:116.

19 Lindquist 2008:407. In recent years, more attention has been paid to the stories of the
Upanisads, especially by scholars such as Olivelle, Brereton, Grinshpon, Lindquist and Black,
who have begun to look more closely at how the narrative detail assists in understanding the
argument or teaching of the narrative in question.

1% Hacker 1961. See also Halbfass 1995:5, where he notes Hacker’s approach to philology
which is ‘not restricted to dissection’, and his idea that ‘... changes and transformations [in
texts] themselves have to be explored as meaningful historical processes’. As Olivelle puts it
(1999b:47), “The story is told not just in the oldest [version] but in the changes we can see from
the older to the newer.’

19 Brereton 1997:3n7.

¢ Ibid.

'*” Grinshpon 2003:1, where he says: ‘The Upanishadic story is never offered for its own sake.
Nor are the sublime messages delivered context-free.’
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readily remembered than those communicated in other ways, should, as Ong implies, be

considered to be the most important teachings of the Upanisads.'®®

This approach to the texts also implies that the narratives, even if of diverse origins,
have been placed in the order in which they appear deliberately. It is accordingly a
legitimate enquiry to consider the development of ideas from a narrative which appears
earlier in a text to one which appears later, rather than simply studying each narrative in
isolation. Reading the texts in this way also allows us to look critically and inter-
textually at situations where the same character appears in more than one story, and at
situations where what is substantially the same narrative appears in more than one place.
Doing so highlights what the, often subtle, differences in the presentation of that
character, or that situation, can tell us both about the religious, philosophical or social
standpoints of the compiler or editor of the particular narrative incident, and,
importantly, about the apparent development of the teachings attributed to that
character. '® A literary study of the texts which is mindful of the development of
characters and narrative episodes, whether within the same text or between different
texts, enables one to consider the progression of ideas within the contexts in which they
were being presented to a much greater extent than is allowed by the simple mining of

the texts for ‘nuggets’ of philosophical teaching isolated from their context.

As explained earlier, the Upanisads also reflect the traditions of different teachers,
lineages, and Vedic schools. The literary presentation of Upanisads which come from
different scholarly traditions (and perhaps different geographical areas) may very well
imply different underlying agendas, perhaps set up in competition with each other in

what Black calls a ‘competitive marketplace of ideas’."” In his detailed analysis of the

1% Hawthorne (2017:248), drawing on the work of Foucault and others, also highlights the use
of myth as a strategy to legitimise and preserve social structures, in our case the pre-eminence of
the brahmins.
1% This does not imply that the characters are necessarily historical figures, or that the episodes
in which they feature accurately record historical events, but rather that, putting teachings into
the mouths of certain characters carried a particular message. In Chapter 4, I will argue that
reading the various Upanisadic narratives involving Uddalaka Aruni in this way illuminates his
teachings about the ultimate principle, which find their final expression in the well-known
narrative of CU 6.
79 Black 2012:12. As Lincoln says (2006:127): ... we need to ask [when reading religious
texts]: Who is trying to persuade whom of what in this text? In what context is the attempt
situated, and what are the consequences should it succeed?’
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“Young Svetaketu’ story which appears in more or less similar forms in BU 6.2, CU
5.3-5.10, and KsU 1'"", Olivelle emphasises the importance of the different literary

presentations of the story in the three Upanisads in which it appears. As he points out:

‘Close attention to language, style, narrative strategy, and choice of words helps
us understand what the author is aiming to do, what message, subtle or

otherwise, he is attempting to impart...”."”

Olivelle highlights a number of subtle differences between the three presentations of
what is ostensibly the same story (probably deriving from one or more common
sources). By looking in particular at the narrative contexts, he detects throughout the BU
a motif of ‘humiliations of proud Brahmins, especially the learned Brahmins from Kuru-
Paiicala, the ancient center of brahmanical culture’ and ‘a literary effort to establish
Videha as a rival center of theological learning, with Yajnavalkya as leading

theologian’ .'” From the same analysis, he sees the CU, on the other hand, as presenting
on the whole a more conservative approach, with Kuru-Paficala brahmins such as

Uddalaka Aruni playing a prominent role.

It is also part of the Upanisads’ attraction that characters in them - from Raikva
scratching himself'™, to Svetaketu, the arrogant brahmin boy, to Maitreyi, the confused
wife - in general bring with them a degree of verisimilitude. It is not difficult to
visualise Svetaketu in CU 6.1.2 returning proudly to his father and being brought down
to size, nor Yajiavalkya in debate with the Kuru-Paficala braAminsin BU 3. The
characterisations which the texts employ add greatly to the dramatic impact of the
narratives, helping to set context and to prepare the listener for the teachings which
follow. A number of the characters we meet in the Upanisads have appeared in earlier
Vedic texts'”, often as revered teachers, so that their appearance in the Upanisads would

have carried a message to the well-prepared listener, which, as we see in Olivelle’s

1 Olivelle 1999b. I will discuss the underlying narrative in more detail in Chapter 4.
172 Olivelle 1999b:47.

'3 Olivelle 1999b:65.

"¢ Bakker (1982:119) memorably describes Raikva as ‘the itchy ascetic’.

'”> Especially in the SB.
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Young Svetaketu study, may have been related to the political or theological standpoint

of the text in which the character appears.

As part of the recent trend towards studying the narratives, a number of scholars have
either studied individual characters in depth'’®, or explored more generally certain types
of character in their narrative context.'”” However, the verisimilitude of the Upanisadic
characters does not mean that they were genuine historical figures nor that the episodes
in which they appear actually took place or, even if they did, that they are accurately
recorded. We must also be cautious about assuming that the Upanisadic stories teach us
anything significant about life in their period, for, as Schopen reminds us, surviving
‘sacred’ texts tend to be ‘literary expressions of normative doctrine’, rather than any sort
of historical record.'”® The narratives are literary techniques, rather than journalistic
reporting, which fact emphasises their positioning in the texts in order to assist in

understanding what the texts are telling us.

1.10 Important Narrative Themes

In the final part of this Chapter, I will discuss briefly certain of the most important
literary devices found in the Upanisads. There are a number of these which feature

sufficiently commonly, and/or are given sufficient prominence, to be noteworthy. In his

17 Lindquist has focussed much of his work on one Upanisadic character, Yajfiavalkya, from his
discussion of BU 3.9.28 in 2004, through his 2008 study of women in the BU (the two most
important of whom, Gargi and Maitrey1, both appear in dialogue with Yajiiavalkya), to his
consideration of the historicity of Yajfiavalkya in 2011 and his complete book on Yajfiavalkya
(forthcoming). Other characters have been analysed in works such as FiSer 1984, Reinvang
2000, Hock 2002, and Witzel 2003b (all on Yajiavalkya); Findly 1985 on Gargi; Bodewitz
2001 on Uddalaka Aruni; Black 2011b on Svetaketu; and Lindquist 2011a on Sakalya. Although
now somewhat dated, Macdonell and Keith 1912 contains a useful encyclopaedia of Vedic
characters. Ruben 1947 contains some more detailed (though rather speculative) studies of
individual Upanisadic ‘philosophers’ set in their textual contexts, Olivelle 1998a:478-486 a
useful list of Upanisadic characters, and Lindquist 2018b an overview of some of the more
important individuals.

"7 Notably Black 2007. Grinshpon (2003:vii.) argues that the Upanisadic narratives are
‘narratives of crisis’, whose characters are ‘awakened to their inferiority’ and suffer
‘metaphysical (or ontological) weakness’, the transcendence of which is ‘the crux of
Upanishadic storytelling’.

'8 Schopen 1997 discusses the primacy given to textual sources over archaeological and other
evidence in western Buddhist studies, arguing that one source of this tendency may lie in the
Protestant Christian emphasis on scripture over external religious symbols (relics, statues etc.).
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analysis of the Young Svetaketu story, Olivelle highlights three of these: first, the motif,
especially in the CU, of teachings being presented in the context of teacher and student;
secondly, the motif of secrecy'”; and thirdly the presentation of important teachings as

coming from ‘unorthodox’ sources, whether human, such as the non-brahmin Raikva'®;
animals and birds'®'; or inanimate sources such as fire.'® These literary devices, as well

as the motif of debate between brahmins, serve a number of important contextual

purposes.

By the time of the early Upanisads, Vedic studentship, brahmacarya, appears to have
been an established social procedure open (unlike in its later formulations in the
Grhyasiitras and the dharma texts) to adults as well as adolescents.'® It had a distinct

184 This formalised

ritual element, generally requiring formal initiation (upanayana).
transmission of Vedic knowledge not only helped preserve the Vedic texts and ritual
practices, and ensure a ready supply of trained brahmins, it gave the teachings
transmitted greater religious authority.'® The teacher/student relationship is probably
the most common social relationship which we see in the Upanisads. Its appearance is
generally signposted by the formulaic approach of the candidate brahmacarin to the
intended teacher with words such as upaimyaham (‘1 come to you as a student’)'*® or
brahmacaryam vatsyami (slightly loosely translated by Olivelle as ‘I have come for

187

brahmacarya’)®' and, sometimes, by the offering of firewood by the intended student to

the proposed teacher.'®® Narrative episodes set in this framework are not mere

7% QOlivelle refers in particular to the reluctance of many Upanisadic teachers to impart their
teachings, even to initiated students, and the tendency of teachers to give half answers, imposing
a burden on the student both to recognise the half answers and to be persistent in his quest for
the full truth. The story of Indra and Virocana at CU 8.7-12 is probably the clearest example of
this.

% CU 4.1-3.

'8 E.g.in CU 4.5-8.

%2 CU 4.6.

"> See SB 11.5.4.

'8 Though, at this stage, the initiation process was probably much simpler than the complex
form which developed later: see, e.g., the discussion at Bronkhorst 2016:140ff.

'8 “The reproductive mechanism of [the Vedic] tradition was the regimen of brahmacarya,
which sanctified the teacher-pupil relation as a spiritual filiation, and ensured the preservation
and expansion of the texts and practices...’. (Lubin 2005:92)

186 BU 6.2.7 (from the verbal root Vupe).

""" CU 4.4.3. Hume has the syntactically more accurate ‘I will become a pupil [of yours] .

'%8 The tending of the teacher’s fire was one of the roles of a brahmacarin.
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‘adornment’, nor simply an obvious pedagogical device, but a way of investing
teachings with the religious and social significance inherent in the process of initiation
and the institution of Vedic studentship. This, at least on the face of it, locates them
firmly within Vedic tradition, however radical their contents and even though frequently

done in a way critical of traditional hereditary brahmanism.'®

The story of Satyakama Jabala brings in another narrative motif, namely the placing of

teachings into the mouths of ‘unorthodox’ teachers (here a bull, a fire, a wild goose and

a water-bird)."”

Black puts forward two suggestions about this motif: first that the
‘unorthodox’ teachers might represent ‘other cultural traditions’ or, secondly, that they
may be demonstrating that it is possible to learn about ultimate reality through

observation of natural phenomena."’

While these suggestions are not mutually
exclusive, I believe that the first of them is the key to understanding the narratives in
which teachings are transmitted by ‘unorthodox’ teachers: the motif of the ‘unorthodox’
teacher indicates a teaching which has come, in whole or in part, from outside the

traditional ritually dominated brahmanical environment.'**

In the Young Svetaketu story, Svetaketu is sent by his father, Uddalaka Aruni, to
substitute for him at a ritual to be performed in the king’s court.'”” The king asks the
young man a number of questions about, amongst other things, the different paths taken
by the dead. Svetaketu, unable to answer the questions put to him by ‘that excuse for a

194

prince’ (rajanyabandhuh)", returns angrily to his father, chiding him for not having

189 As, e.g., in the stories of Satyakama Jabala in CU 4.4-9 and of Svetaketu in CU 6 (the latter
discussed in more detail in Chapter 4). See also Tsuchida 1991 for a discussion of the
development of ‘Brahminhood’, though in a period a little later than the CU, and Lindquist

201 1c for a discussion of the motif of non-familial teaching taking precedence over familial
teaching: as he says, speaking of the Upanisads in general, ‘proper knowledge trumps traditional
filial standards’ (2011c:36). Grinshpon 2003:101-103 also discusses CU 6.1, especially some of
its ‘hidden messages’. We should also not overlook the extensive lists of teachers which feature
in three different places in the BU (2.6, 4.6 and 6.5), emphasising the importance of teachings
being transmitted through lineage. These lists have been studied by Bronkhorst (2007a:219ff),
and in Lindquist 201 1c and Black 201 1c.

PO CU 4.4-4.9.

I Black 2007:55.

192 Nevertheless, the conservative agenda of the CU still required that teaching to be confirmed
by a brahmin, as a way of demonstrating its incorporation into the Vedic tradition.

'3 At least in the version in the KsU, though the reason for his visit to the king is less explicit in
the BU and CU.

PP CU5.3.5.
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educated him properly. Uddalaka admits that he too is unable to answer the king’s
questions, so takes himself to the court to seek teaching from the king. Not only does
this prominent narrative, which I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 4, highlight adult
brahmacarya'®, it also places its teachings in the mouth of a ksatriya, rather than a
brahmin. While this serves similar purposes to the broader motif of the ‘unorthodox’
teacher in highlighting novelty or radicalism, the fact of the teacher being specifically
presented as a ksatriya, here and in narratives such as those in BU 2.1.1, where Balaki is
taught by AjataSatru, king of Kasi, and CU 5.11-5.24, where Uddalaka Aruni and five
companions are taught by king Asvapati Kaikeya, adds an additional layer." In the BU
and CU versions of the Young Svetaketu story,'”’ Pravahana Jaivali welcomes Uddalaka
Aruni with due reverence and formality, before expounding to him a doctrine
concerning the paths of the dead and the cyclical nature of life which, he says, has up to

that point ‘never reached brahmins .'®

15 At least in the BU and KsU versions. Asvalayana Grhyasiitra 1.22 contemplates the re-
initiation of one who has previously been initiated, which may explain why adult brahmins in
the Upanisads (who had probably already gone through some form of adolescent upanayana)
had no qualms about offering themselves as students.

"% Tt has also been suggested that both Sanatkumara, who teaches Narada in CU 7.1-7.26, and
Yama, god of death, who instructs Naciketas in KaU 1-3, are ksatriyas. (Deussen [1899]
1906:18; Black 2007:48)

7BU 6.2 and CU 5.3-5.10. In his discussion of these two versions of the narrative, Renou
(1955:100) concludes that neither is the original, but that both probably derive from a common
third source. S6hnen has suggested that the similar, though shorter, story, which appears with a
different king at KsU 1, may be earlier than the version in either BU or CU (S6hnen 1981,
doubted at Olivelle 1999b:48; see also Killingley 1997:4). Killingley suggests (7bid.) that Citra
Gangyanani, the teacher in the KsU, may not be a ksatriya, though that seems debatable as he is
expressly referred to as the patron of an intended sacrifice, with power to select the officiating
priests, a role generally assumed by a ksatriya. Olivelle (1998a:582) and Cohen (2018£:279)
both note that in some manuscripts of the KsU he is referred to as ‘Gargyayani’, suggesting a
connection to the Gargya lineage and potentially making him a brahmin. However, he is
referred to as para by Uddalaka Aruni in KsU 1.1, which Olivelle translates as ‘outsider’,
suggesting that he is not a brahmin.

"8 CU 5.3.7: ... yatheyam na prak tvattah purd vidya brahmanan gacchati.... See also BU 6.2.8.
In the CU, the exclusive knowledge of the doctrine by ksatriyas is presented by the king as the
justification for government being the preserve of ksatriyas (CU 5.3.7: ... tasmad u sarvesu
lokesu ksatrasyaiva prasasanam abhid iti ...). In CU 1.8, we meet Pravahana Jaivali again,
taking part in a discussion about the High Chant, and teaching his interlocutors, Silaka
Salavatya and Caikitayana Dalbhya. Here Jaivali is not explicitly presented as a king, but as a
man ‘who had mastered the High Chant’ (udgithe kusala babhiivuh), which might suggest a
brahmin of the SV. However, the reference in CU 1.8.2 to his interlocutors using the dual form
brahmanayoh (i.e.‘the two brahmins’) is usually taken as implying that Jaivali is a non-brahmin,
and therefore possibly the same character as in CU 5.3 (see, e.g., Radhakrishnan 1953:350).
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The significance of the ‘ksatriya teaching’ motif has been extensively debated. While
the Dharmasiitras specifically allow brahmins to study with non-brahmins ‘in times of

distress’'”’

, the Upanisads do not present their ksatriya teachings in this context. Relying
on the fact that some of the doctrines imparted by ksatriyas appear particularly radical
and innovative, notably the notions of cyclical existence and karmically conditioned
rebirth which feature in the Young Svetaketu story”, it has been argued either that the
Upanisads as a genre may be of ksatriya authorship; or that the narratives in which
ksatriyas teach brahmins are of ksatriya origin; or, at the least, that the doctrines
presented as being put forward by ksatriyas to brahmins were of non-brahmanical,

though perhaps not ksatriya, origin.*"'

Frauwallner has argued that the motif of ksatriya
teaching ‘is evidently taken out of the actual life itself’, on the basis that it would not
otherwise have featured in texts propagated by brahmins.*”> He suggests that the
brahmin sacrificial priests ‘never felt at home’ in Upanisadic philosophical speculations,
so that it made sense for them to attribute some of the more radical speculations to non-

brahmin sources, perhaps as a kind of defence mechanism in case the teachings failed to

win acceptance. Frauwallner does acknowledge, however, that attributing to ksatriyas

1 See the sources cited at Scharfe 2002:194-5.

% Though note the teaching of conditioned rebirth by Yajfiavalkya, a brahmin, to Artabhaga in
BU 3.2.13. As Bronkhorst has pointed out (2007a:120), there is no suggestion that Yajiiavalkya
learned this doctrine from a ksatriya source, which he uses to argue that Janaka’s brahmodya is
a later story than the Young Svetaketu story. See also Hock 2002.

! Garbe argued that these stories and teachings showed a ksatriya recognition of ‘the
hollowness of the sacrificial system and the absurdity of its symbolism’ and opened ‘a new
world of ideas’. (Garbe 1897:78, first published in German in 1873). Garbe’s argument is
prefaced by a virulent attack on brahmins as grasping, corrupt and morally depraved and is
generally characterised by a strong anti-clericalism, as when he says that ‘Intellectual
enlightenment is opposed by its natural enemy, the priesthood, until it has become too strong in
the people to be successfully opposed any longer. Then the priest, too, professes the new ideas,
and tries to harmonise them as far as possible with his hollow shams.” (1897:79). In 1899,
Deussen concluded that the ‘doctrine of the atman’ was in all probability ‘taken up and
cultivated primarily not in Brahman but in Kshatriya circles’, was ‘transmitted in a narrow circle
among the Kshatriyas to the exclusion of the Brahmans’ and ‘was fostered and developed by the
Kshatriyas in opposition to the principles of the Brahmanical ritual’. (Deussen [1899] 1906:19-
20. See also Deussen [1897] 1980:8 and 18-19.) Winternitz (1927:227) also supported the
notion that some of the ‘early sceptics and thinkers’ were not brahmins, on the basis that
brahmins were too entrenched in ritual. Edgerton, however, as early as 1916, dismissed the idea
of ksatriya authorship as a ‘strange theory... now... rejected by practically everyone’
(1916:202).

22 “The Brahmanas, who have handed down the text, would hardly think of contriving this sort
of thing, if in actuality there would have been no basis for it.” (Frauwallner [1953] 1973:34).
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‘the chief role’ (my emphasis) in expounding the speculations of the Upanisads
‘remains. .. problematic’.””” Dasgupta, in 1922, took a more ‘middle path’, arguing that
certain ksatriyas were philosophical enquirers who influenced the teachings of the

Upanisads. In his view, the Upanisads were

‘not the production of the growth of Brahmanic dogmas alone, ... non-
Brahmanic thought as well must have either set the Upanisad doctrines afoot, or
have rendered fruitful assistance to their formulation and cultivation, though

they achieved their culmination in the hands of the Brahmins’.***

Given the greater cross-fertilisation of ideas in the early Upanisadic period, putting
teachings into the mouths of ksatriyas may indeed have been a coded way of
incorporating teachings which originated outside the Vedic fold. However, this does not
necessarily mean that they were, as Frauwallner suggests, in fact the teachings of
ksatriyas (though the Buddha and Mahavira were both ksatriyas), nor that any parts of
the Upanisads were actually of ksatriya authorship. The Upanisads, whatever the origins
of their teachings, continued to be propagated in brahmin circles in forms which include
the motif of the ksatriyateachers. As Lindquist says, ‘Given the preponderance of
positive portrayals of Brahmin dominance in the Upanisads... this self-critique does not
suggest any radical questioning of Brahmin hegemony.’*” Olivelle persuasively
suggests that the ksatriya motif may have been a deliberate literary device aimed at
aligning new doctrines to the burgeoning class of urban, often court based, brahmins, in
contradistinction to their more conservative rural counterparts, so emphasising the
‘modernity’ of the teachings and the development of ideas within the brahAmin fold.**

He stresses that the reasons for propagating the teachings in this way may have been

293 Frauwallner [1953] 1973:35.
% Dasgupta [1922] 1988(1):31.
*% Lindquist 2018a:85.
2% QOlivelle 1992:38 and 41. Thapar goes further and suggests, in an argument which
presupposes the non-brahmin origin of these teachings, that they were propagated by ‘dissidents
seeking alternative philosophies’ (1994:310) and that ‘the brahma-ksatr hierarchy was reversed
in the acquisition of mystical knowledge’ (1994:313). In line with his general anti-clericalism,
Garbe, also noting the propagation of these teachings in braAmin texts, questions whether the
brahmins at the time even appreciated their significance (1897:78).
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driven not just by literary factors, but also by political and social driving forces. The
relationship between brahmins and kings was always to some extent a symbiotic one,
and was becoming more so in the light of northern India’s changing socio-political
landscape, where the stature and authority of the king were on the rise*”’, and where
kings needed brahmins both in order to conduct the ever more complex traditional
rituals and to add spiritual authority to their growing temporal authority.*”® Brahmins,
particularly urban brahmins, needed the patronage of kings as a source of income and
reputation (a point emphasised in the relationship between Yajnavalkya and Janaka
throughout the middle parts of the BU).*” The presentation by brahmins of kings as
teachers may well, therefore, have operated as a form of flattery which enhanced the
status of those brahmins at court and in society, and potentially their wealth.*" It also
helped the kings by portraying Upanisadic knowledge as a key facet of royal power and
authority. In other words, ‘ brahmin composers had nothing to lose, and a lot to gain, in
portraying ksatriyas as the authors’.*'' Putting teachings into the mouths of ksatriyas
potentially, therefore, fulfilled a two-fold purpose: as with the other ‘unorthodox’
teachers, a literary one, in emphasising the ‘modernity’ and radicalism of the teachings,
but also a socio-political one, in helping to preserve and develop the symbiotic

brahmin/ksatriya relationship in an increasingly urban society.>"

27 As reflected in the royal consecration ceremonies depicted in the Brahmanas.

% And perhaps to validate their knowledge and/or to provide a religiously justified basis for
their secular power: see Black 2007:129, Bhattacharya 1983. As Aitareya Brahmana 8.2 points
out: ‘Brahma and ksatra are established on each other’ (... brahmani khalu vai ksatram
pratistitham ksatre brahmatho samna eva sayonitayai). This may also be a reflection of the
symbiotic relationship which pertained in early Vedic times between humans and gods. Olivelle,
while acknowledging this symbiotic relationship, makes the point that, at another level, the
brahmins and kings were ‘rivals for power and prestige’ (1998a:11).

99 See Black 2007 Chapter 3.

19 As Scharfe says: ‘Flattering a ruler and attributing one’s own work to him was routine at
princely courts.” (2002:196)

! Black 2007:129.

*12 Killingley has pointed out (1997:4) that, not only is it the case that radical teachings in the
Upanisads are at least as likely to be put into the mouths of brahmins as ksatriyas (e.g. Uddalaka
Aruni’s teaching in CU 6), but also that the motif of ksatriya teaching has appeared prior to the
Upanisads, in particular at SB 11.6.2, where Janaka teaches Yajiiavalkya and is said thenceforth
to have ‘become a brahmin’. Janaka is also presented as teaching Yajfavalkya, Uddalaka Aruni
and others at JB 1.22-25. As Olivelle points out (1998a:12), ‘What is important... is not whether
a particular doctrine originated among the ksatriyas, but that the new religious climate in
northern India, of whih the Upanisads were a part, was created through the intellectual
interaction among ‘new thinkers’ within both groups’ (i.e. ksatriyas and brahmins).
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Upanisadic teachers, whether brahmin or ksatriya, human or otherwise, often appear
reluctant to impart their knowledge freely. Teachings are frequently presented as
‘secret’, or couched obliquely or obscurely; and persistence of enquiry is sometimes,
though not always, rewarded. The Upanisads themselves emphasise these motifs: BU
4.2.2 and AU 1.3.14 both teach that ‘the gods in some ways love the cryptic’.”"” As
Ganeri stresses, however, the Upanisadic teachers are not ‘covert’ or ‘insincere’, nor do
they resort to ‘trickery’. Rather, their ‘coyness’ reflects a respect for the power of the
teachings, and an acknowledgment of the importance of transmitting them only to
suitably qualified recipients.”’* As Lorea notes, ‘The most precious truth is hidden
underneath layers and layers, not because it is transgressive, but because it is highly

cherished and valued.’.?"

These ‘secret’ teachings can be further divided into those which are relatively freely
given to the limited audience considered worthy of receiving them, and those which
have to be ‘extracted’. In BU 3.2, Jaratkarava Artabhﬁga, the second of the eight
brahmins who debate with Yajiavalkya at Janaka’s court, asks Yajnavalkya to explain
what happens to a person at death. Famously, Yajiiavalkya declares that ... we cannot

talk about this in public... let’s go and discuss this in private’*'°

, whereupon he imparts
the apparently radical teaching that ‘A man turns into something good by good action

and into something bad by bad action.’.*'” Although this teaching is imparted by

13 paroksapriya iva hi devah. Black (2011a:104) suggests that the Upanisads ‘revel in their own
secrecy’.

1 Ganeri 2007:13. Ganeri explores secrecy and the reluctant teacher motif in some depth in
Chapter 3 of Ganeri 2007. As he says: ‘Good use is made of the trope of the reluctant sage by
the Upanisadic storyteller: to engender in the reader a sense of respect for the profundity of the
wisdom about to be imparted, as well as to convey the idea that a gift is about to be given and a
very precious one at that.” (Ganeri 2007:14). Black 2011a also focusses on this motif. He
identifies two types of ‘secret’ information: that which by its nature is not observable or
immediately apparent, and that which is intentionally concealed. Although the first category
takes us to the philosophical core of the challenge of defining ultimate reality - teachings are
couched in metaphor, paradox and contradiction, at ‘the shadowy edge of experience’ (Ganeri
2007:37), which demonstrate the conceptual difficulties of expressing the ultimate principle
using words, whatever questions the aspirant asks - it is the second category, teachings
presented as intentionally concealed, which is more significant in a discussion of the literary
presentation of ideas.

1 Lorea 2018:8.

*1BU 3.2.13: ... avam evaitasya vedisyavah na navetat sajana ...

*'"BU 3.2.13: ... punyo vai punyena karmana bhavati papah papena. ..
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Yajnavalkya ‘in private’, it appears to have been volunteered readily enough,
presumably after Artabhaga had convinced Yajfiavalkya of his suitability to receive it,
either through his earlier questioning or in another forum. He does not have to push
Yajnavalkya to impart the teaching, nor, aside from his reluctance to do so in public,

does Yajfiavalkya appear unwilling to share it.>'"®

We can contrast this with the reluctant teacher, seen most clearly in the story of
Naciketas in the KaU. Sent by his father to the realm of Yama, god of death, Naciketas
is given three wishes as compensation for having been kept waiting three nights on his
arrival. While the first two are granted freely, when Naciketas asks about the fate of a
person after death, Yama seeks to persuade him to ask for another boon, and to release
him from his promise to answer, offering Naciketas ‘sons and grandsons who’d live a
hundred years... Plenty of livestock and elephants, horses and gold... a wide expanse of
earth... lovely girls... unobtainable by men’ and even immortality. When Naciketas
declines all of these tempting offerings, Yama still prevaricates before eventually

imparting his teaching.*"”

*!® This raises the question of why Yajiiavalkya was not willing to impart this teaching before
the whole assembly. Presumably he felt that some of his audience - the other (more
conservative) brahmins? King Janaka? A wider audience? - were not ready or suitable to receive
it. Perhaps he was only willing to share it with a fellow YV brahmin, as Cohen suggests
(2008:77-78). Lincoln sees it as identifying the teaching as ‘a sacred secret, a mystery reserved
for the private conversations of the most elevated sages’ (1986:123), though without offering
any explanation why that might have been the case or why Artabagha was a more ‘elevated
sage’ than any of Yajfiavalkya’s other interlocutors. Black has argued that Yajiavalkya’s taking
of Artabagha’s hand is indicative of Yajfiavalkya intending formally to initiate Artabagha as a
student before imparting the teaching (2007:77 and 2007:184n31), though that seems to me
rather speculative.

19 1 discuss this narrative further in Chapter 5. We see similar examples of the reluctant teacher
and persistent student elsewhere. In CU 8.7-8.12, Indra is repeatedly fobbed off by Prajapati
with false or incomplete teachings about afman until he has lived with Prajapati as a student for
101 years. Prajapati’s tactic was to ‘feed’ Indra a ‘preparatory doctrine’ and wait for Indra to
work out for himself the falsity of that doctrine, so that Indra’s final understanding was the
result of his own ‘personal investigation and discovery’. Ganeri sees this ‘graded teaching’ as a
successful ‘pedagogic narrative’ in its own right, in which ‘progressively more sophisticated
accounts of the self are presented as the grudging concessions of a recalcitrant god’. As he says,
‘Indra could not begin even to appreciate the virtues of the less obvious doctrine... had he not
already understood as wrong the more obvious idea...’. (Ganeri 2007:18-19). In CU 4.1-4.3,
Raikva refuses Janasruti’s initial entreaties, only conceding to teach on receipt of ‘a thousand
cows, a gold necklace,... a carriage drawn by a she-mule,... a wife,.. and the village’ where he
lived (CU 4.2.3-4); in CU 4.4.4-9, Satyakama Jabala is sent off to tend his teacher’s ‘most
skinny and feeble cows’ for ‘a number of years’; the six students of the PU are required in PU
1.2 to live with Pippalada for a year practising ‘austerity, chastity and faith’ (fapasa
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As with the brahmacarya motif, the tropes of secrecy and persistence emphasise the
importance of teachings. They also perhaps serve to present the teachings of the
tradition presenting them as ‘superior to those of competing traditions’.** In addition,
they confer on the teachings a degree of exclusivity, and a suggestion that they are for
an élite audience.”' In Ganeri’s view, they also indicate a shifting of the responsibility

222 The concealment of the truth

for receiving and acting on the teaching onto the student.
is not just a way of emphasising the importance and/or exclusivity of the teaching, it
also promotes in the student who knows which questions to ask a quest for self-
knowledge. These motifs too, therefore, highlight the importance which the Upanisads
place on seeking the truth through questioning and enquiry, rather than through

traditional rote learning and ritual.

It would be wrong to ignore the fact that the Upanisads suggest that it is possible to be
foo persistent. In places, they use the threat of a burst, or shattered, head*” to bring an
end to debate. Although this might be thought of as a metaphor’**, we see in the story of
Vidagdha Sakalya in BU 3.9 an apparent example of a head actually bursting, when

Sakalya is unable to answer one of Yajiiavalkya’s questions in the debate in Janaka’s

brahmacaryena sraddhay3) before he will even hear their questions. Note the use of the word
brahmacarya, here translated by Olivelle, Hume and Radhakrishnan as ‘chastity’. At the outset
of the year, Pippalada can only promise to answer the students’ unknown questions if it
transpires that he himself knows the answers. Scharfe (2002:236) points out that testing students
through means such as setting impossible tasks, putting them through extreme deprivations, or
posing them ethical dilemmas was also a common motif in the MBh.

20 Black 2011a:102. Black argues in a number of places in 2011a that secrecy in the Upanisads
may be an indicator of the rivalry between Vedic traditions (see especially 2011a:115-118).
Cohen also sees the secrecy motif as a claim to ownership by the $2kA2 with which the
particular Upanisad is affiliated (2008:11; 2018d:26): as she says, ‘... the air of secrecy creates
boundaries...” (2018d:26). The motif of secrecy is intertwined with the word ‘upanisad’ itself,
discussed above. It could be argued, therefore, that secrecy is the very hallmark of the
Upanisads’ teachings.

! Which Bronkhorst suggests was in itself not conducive to ‘coherent systems of thought’
(2016:272).

> Ganeri 2007:14. He argues that the Upanisads often present ultimate reality as hidden ‘in
order to make possible a project of self-discovery’, noting (2007:22) that it must not be hidden
too deeply ‘or the viability of that very project will be undermined’. Cobley (2001:12-14) points
out that, in order to be effective, narrative must entail some impeding of the progress of the
story, in order to give greater significance to its climax.

223 Olivelle notes that the verb generally used (vi+Vpaf) can mean “fly off in many directions’ or
‘burst asunder’ (1998a:491).

** See the observations at Olivelle 1998a:491.
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court.””

However, head bursting (or, at least, the threat of it) is not just reserved for
losers in debate: in the same debate, Gargi is also threatened with it by Yajnavalkya if
she ‘asks too many questions’.*** Witzel argues that the need for the threat demonstrates
the pre-eminence of Gargi above Yajhavalkya’s other interlocutors, as she is the only
one to receive this threat as a result of her persistent questioning.””” However, we might
also ask why persistent questioners in other Upanisadic stories, such as Naciketas and
Indra, got away with their questioning without attracting any threat: indeed, they often
received the final teaching only as a result of their persistence.””® Whatever the
explanation (and, despite the threat, Gargi later returned to ask Yajiiavalkya more

questions), we see in Gargi’s example that persistent questioning was not always

immediately rewarded with élite knowledge.

The debate in Janaka’s court in BU 3 is one of the longest and most prominent
Upanisadic narratives, and I will analyse some of its contents in Chapter 3.** It is by
some distance the clearest example in the Upanisads of formal debate between
brahmins, though, in CU 5.11, the five householders who take their questions to
Uddalaka Aruni and then, with him, to ASvapati Kaikeya, are said to have ‘got together’

to conduct a ‘deep examination’ of afman and brahman.”® Similarly, the whole of the

2 BU 3.9.26. Lindquist 201 1a interprets the whole Sakalya episode as intimately tied into the
discussions about death in BU 3, and therefore as central to understanding the teaching, rather
than merely a narrative ‘adornment’. Note also that death is the topic of Yama’s reluctance
when addressing Naciketas’ third wish in the KaU (see Chapter 5).

26 BU 3.6.1: ... matipraksih ma te miirdha vyapaptat. ..

27 Witzel 1987a:406. Sﬁkalya, on the other hand, received the threat for not knowing the answer
to a question, rather than asking too many questions. The ‘shattered head” motif is also
discussed in Insler 1989-90.

2 One explanation could be that being female was thought to render Gargi unworthy of
receiving the ‘élite’ teachings, at least in the context of a royal brahmodya. Elsewhere in the
BU, Yajnavalkya seems to have had no qualms about teaching Maitreyi, though in private rather
than in a public brahmodya. Perhaps it reflects the ‘sakha propaganda’ of this part of the BU in
wishing to present Yajfiavalkya with exalted status as a teacher, and not wishing to address the
possibility that he would either be shown as not knowing the answer to Gargi’s likely next
question, or that there would be no answer to the next question, with the result that Gargi would
have defeated Yajiiavalkya in debate. Lindquist (2011a:47) suggests that it may have been a
way of bringing abstract discussions back down to earth. It is worth noting too that the
persistence of Naciketas and Indra led to them receiving teachings from gods, not from human
teachers.

% In the specific context of the debate motif, it is discussed in detail in Chapter 3 of Black
2007. See also Brereton’s analysis of the structure of the debate in Brereton 1997.

20 CU 5.11.1: ... sametya mimamsam cakruh ko na atma kim bhahmeti,
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PU is set within a frame story of a group of six brahmins who together approach
Pippalada as students, with a strong inference that we are to understand that they had
been debating their questions amongst themselves.”' The fact that ‘learned brahmins’
are shown discussing such matters amongst themselves, especially in a setting with no
ritual context, emphasises again the questioning nature of the Upanisads: other than in a
ritualised setting, there would be no need to debate teachings already well established in

Vedic thinking.””

What the debate motif speaks to most is ‘the interactive and competitive nature of
Upanishadic philosophy’***: not just the different concerns of different Vedic schools,
but also the fact that ideas of the ultimate principle were still fluid. The answers to
questions about the ultimate principle were neither universally known nor universally

understood, and needed to be extracted and tested in the competitive environment of

discussion and debate. The lengthy presentation of the BU 3 debate, which results in

1 Olivelle (1998a:456) suggests that the setting of the PU is borrowed from that of CU 5.11,
though the names of the brahmins and their questions are quite different - see Chapter 5.

232 Debates between brahmins also feature in the SB, where we see Uddalaka Aruni in two
debates, both featuring a single opponent and no audience: he is victorious in one, but defeated
in the other (see Black 2007:63-67; Witzel 1997a:366). The BU 3 debate itself is set within a
frame story (Janaka’s sacrifice) also found in the SB. Different forms of debate between
brahmins (brahmodya) have a history going back to the Samhitas, especially to the Vajasaneyi
Samhita of the YV. Thompson, drawing on the work of Renou in 1949, notes the distinction
between the Samhita brahmodyas, which appear as fixed, scripted liturgical dialogues, and the
debates of the later Brahmanas and Upanisads, which tend to be more fluid and ‘improvised’
(1997:13). He also draws a distinction within the earlier brahmodyas between shorter ‘riddles’
(which tend to juxtapose two sets of names, one known and ordinary and the other unknown and
secret, to test the respondent’s command of ‘the set of equations’ which they demonstrate) and
longer ‘scripts’, which invite from the respondent a ‘self-assertive’ response, in which the
respondent asserts his own knowledge (1997:20). Cf. the brief story in CU 4.3.6 which
originates from JUB 3.2.2 and has the quality of a rudimentary brahmodya (Renou 1955:101).
The key defining feature of both liturgical and improvised brahmodyas is that they comprise a
series of questions and answers, sometimes in riddle form, which highlight the verbal dexterity
of the participants. Brereton notes similarities in some of the Gathas of the Zoroastrian tradition.
He analyses the structure of the BU 3 debate extensively, noting certain repetitive features
which ‘recall the repetitive framework of the [early Vedic] rite’. (1997:3). Black (2012:24)
suggests that some of the arguments of Yajfiavalkya’s interlocutors appear similar to the
‘scripted statements’ of early Vedic ritual texts. Bronkhorst suggests that what he refers to as
‘rational’ debates at royal courts in ancient India may have originated from Greek traditions of
debate (2016:271); he acknowledges the existence of debates recorded in the Brahmanas and
early Upanisads, but points out (with some justification) that those debates ... cannot in any
way be called rational’, for the ‘winner of a debate... is not the one who knows better, but the
one who knows more’ (2016:272, citing Ruben 1928).

¥ Black 2007:100.
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Yajnavalkya’s triumph over the other Kuru Paicala brahmins, is on one level a way of
privileging the more ‘modern’ eastern tradition, represented by the BU, over the
‘conservative’ western tradition(s). At the same time, as with the brahmacarya motif, it
provides a literary mechanism to anchor the BU’s teachings into Vedic tradition,
through the presentation of the debate in the context both of a royal sacrifice and a more

or less structured brahmodya, albeit in the more ‘improvised’ form.***

All of the motifs discussed above draw attention to the fact that the Upanisads’
teachings about the ultimate principle are not settled dogma, but are the subject of
ongoing enquiry. This is emphasised particularly in the setting of teachings within the
framework of debate and in the motifs of secrecy and persistence. At the same time, the
setting of teachings within the ritualised framework of Vedic studentship and/or of the
brahmodya, the secrecy with which some teachings are clothed, and the need for
persistence to acquire the true teaching, all emphasise both the importance of the
teachings and their ‘élite’ or ‘exclusive’ quality. The brahmacarya and brahmodya
settings ostensibly ground seemingly novel teachings in Vedic religious and cultural
tradition, distinguishing them from other ‘unorthodox’ teachings, and conferring
authority on them through apparent orthodoxy, whatever the reality of their actual
origins. The unorthodox teachers, including the several ksatriya teachers, highlight the
novelty of the teachings, as well as indicating the possible influence of ideas from
outside the brahmin fold and/or developed through the ‘modern’ urban brahmins, and
(in the case of the ksatriyas) locates the social context of the teachings in the

increasingly symbiotic relationship between certain urban brahmins and their patrons.

When looking at these devices, it is important to keep in mind the social and political
milieux in which the narratives were developing, and the apparent underlying religio-
political standpoints of the individual texts, or even of teachers within individual texts.
Rather than being ‘adornments’ to the Upanisads’ philosophical teachings, the narrative

contexts of those teachings, and the literary devices used to set those contexts, are

2% We should also note the association of the brahmodya with the White YV, both in the riddles
of the Vajasaneyi Samhita and in the more improvised hrahmodyas in the SB and the BU. None
of Yajfiavalkya’s interlocutors represent Yajiiavalkya’s own school, the White YV: five
(probably) come from the tradition of the RV, two from the Black YV, and one from the SV
(Cohen 2008:74 and 80).
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important tools in understanding those teachings. Indeed, the importance which the
Upanisads clearly give to the narrative presentation of teachings strongly suggests that
teachings set in narrative contexts should be considered more significant than those

which are not.
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APPENDIX A

Upanisad Part of
Brhadaranyaka Satapatha Brahmana
Chandogya Chandogya Brahmana
TaittirTya Taittiriya Aranyaka
Aitareya Aitareya Aranyaka
Kausitaki Kausitaki Aranyaka/Aitareya

Brahmana
Kena Jaiminiya Upanisad Brahmana
Isa Vajasaneyi Samhita
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APPENDIX B

Upanisad Veda (and branch) Possible geographical
location
Brhadaranyaka White Yajur Kosala Videha
(furthest east)
Chandogya Sama Kuru Paficala (south)
Taittiriya Black Yajur (Taittirtya) Kuru Paiicala (north)
Aitareya Rg Kosala Videha (west)
Kausitaki Rg Kuru Paficala towards
(Kausitaki/Sankhayana) Kasi
Kena Sama Matsya/Satvan
(Jaminiya/Talavakara)
Katha Black Yajur (Kathaka) Kuru Paficala (north)
Isa White Yajur (Vajasaneyi) Kosala Videha
Svetasvatara Black Yajur (Taittiriya) Possibly Kuru Paiicala
(north)
Mundaka Atharva -
Prasna Atharva Possibly Kosala
Videha
Mandukya Atharva -

Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns

71




Chapter 2
The Ultimate Principle

‘ That from which these beings are born; on which, once born, they live; and into which

they pass upon death - seek to perceive that!’*>

2.1 Introduction

It is sometimes said that the Upanisads mark the beginning of Indian philosophy.**°

However, it is wrong to think that the idea of seeking to identify an ultimate principle of
existence began, in Indian thought, in the Upanisads. Certain earlier Vedic texts clearly
contain philosophical speculation to some degree, and, as already noted, it is misleading
to read the Upanisads in isolation from the texts which preceded them. The major
contribution of the Upanisads to Indian thought is not that they 7nfroduce philosophical
speculation, but rather that they take certain existing speculative ideas about the ultimate
basis of reality, including ideas which may have originated outside the Vedic tradition,
and set in train certain specific strands of enquiry around both the identification and
characterisation of that principle. They often do this is in a rather unstructured way, and

do not arrive at consistent conclusions. As Hume rightly says,

‘The heterogeneity and unordered arrangement and even contradictions of the

material makes it difficult, indeed impossible, to set forth in systematic
exposition a single system of philosophy’.*"’

238

However, although strict philosophical method is yet to develop,™* the Upanisads

undoubtedly ‘establish a set of questions and provide a terminology for addressing these

3 TU 3.1.1: yato va imani bhitani jayante yena jatani jivanti yat prayanti abhisamvisanti tad
VIjijiasasva. ..

6 E.g. Edgerton 1965:28: ‘The Upanisads are the earliest Hindu treatises, other than single
hymns or brief passages, which deal with philosophic subjects.’

*7 Hume 1921:70.

% See Kapstein 1988:239. Larson (2016:70) argues that ‘There is hardly any ‘philosophy’ in
any of these texts in the western classical sense or European sense, or even in the later Indic
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questions that would remain influential throughout the subsequent Indian textual
tradition’.”*’ 1 argue in this thesis that it is the questions, rather than the answers, which
really define the Upanisads as a genre, and that it is looking first at the questions that

enables the reader to trace the progression of Upanisadic ideas of the ultimate principle.

Before embarking on a more detailed exploration of how these questions manifest and
are dealt with in the Upanisads, it is important, first, to question the term ‘ultimate
principle’ as I use it in this thesis; secondly, to consider earlier Vedic ideas about that
principle and how they inform the speculations of the Upanisads; and, thirdly, to look at
some of the key terminology used of that principle in the Upanisads. In this Chapter, I
will consider the most important characteristics of the ultimate principle, and will show
how early Vedic ideas of that principle were not fixed, but demonstrate both an ongoing
sense of enquiry and a noticeable development, just as I will show the Upanisadic ideas
to do in subsequent Chapters. I will also explore some of the most important
terminology which the Upanisads use to identify the ultimate principle. I will show how
the meanings of some of those terms also develop in the Upanisads, and will consider
why certain terms came to prominence and others were rejected. I will then discuss the
propensity of the Upanisads, and other Vedic texts, to analyse reality by making
correlations or connection between things. Finally, I will explore why the Upanisads

considered it important to identify the ultimate principle.

2.2 What is the ‘Ultimate Principle’?

What, then, do we mean by the ‘ultimate principle’ and what are its chief
characteristics? This is something which has tested many commentators, not least
because the use of the language of materiality imposes a limiting factor on designations
of something which, almost by definition, must be either beyond material reality or in
some way encompass all of material reality. The efforts of Western commentators have

often focussed on one or more particular aspects of the ultimate principle. Hume speaks

sense, beyond the most elementary speculative intuitions...”. See also Bronkhorst 2016:271-
272.
> Black 2007:4.
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of the ‘unitary world-ground’**, suggesting a single foundation of the origin or creation
of the universe. Gonda refers to ‘... a sustaining principle,... a... firm and ultimate

9241

ground of existence’”"’, emphasising not just origin, but also the ongoing role of the

ultimate principle in maintaining the existence of the cosmos. Olivelle talks about ‘the

ultimate and basic essence of the cosmos’**

, which he relates to Varuna’s teaching in
the TU that one should seek to know ‘That from which these beings are born; on which,
once born, they live; and into which they pass upon death’***, drawing attention to the
ongoing role of the ultimate principle in directing existence, as well as its possible role

as a post-mortem destination.

What these commentators and the questions of the Upanisads make clear is that the
ultimate principle is not simply either a personified creator or an abstract creative
principle, though creation of the universe, or at least being the impetus for its creation,
is one of its functions. It must also support and sustain existence on a continuous,
ongoing basis, accounting for continuity within an apparently changing cosmos; it must
be the principle which animates and directs human activity; and it must underpin human
consciousness. Whether of necessity it must also be a post-mortem destination, as
suggested in TU 3.1, is a more moot point, though knowledge of the ultimate principle
certainly ends up influencing post-mortem destination. At the ultimate level, it must also
be a single principle, even though some of its functions may be performed by different
products or parts of that single principle.*** Reflecting these concerns, therefore, for the
purposes of this thesis, I propose a working definition of the ultimate principle as the
single entity, power, or principle which creates, animates, supports and sustains all of

existence.

An immediate concern is whether that single entity, power or principle is material or

abstract. Some of the earliest ideas in the Upanisads consider it to be a material element,

% Hume 1921:9.
*! Gonda 1950:43. Gonda argues that ‘... the ancient Indians were deeply concerned about a
firm and ultimate ground to rest upon, an imperishable and immovable support of existence’
(ibid.).
*2 Olivelle 1998a:26.
* TU 3.1: yato va imani bhiitani jayante yena jatani jivanti yat prayanti abhisamvisanti.
** See Chapter 4.
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such as water, or a material force, such as wind or breath®®, raising the inevitable
question of what, if anything, might be the underlying ‘ground’ of that element or force.
This is a challenge which dominated much of the early speculation about the ultimate
principle which we find in the RV. In other places, such specific materialistic ideas are

246 Often, terms

rejected in favour of a generic form of ‘being-ness’, generally called sat.
which may previously have had more concrete meanings, notably brahman and atman,
are employed to designate the ultimate principle, eventually developing into abstract
terms of art.**’ Some Upanisadic teachers, in order to surmount the difficulty of giving
the ultimate principle materiality, or even attempting to limit it in any way through the
medium of language, see it as totally abstract, by definition beyond definition or
description. One of the most accomplished of Upanisadic teachers, Yajiiavalkya, resorts
(at least arguably) in several places to defining the ultimate principle by exclusion as

neti neti (‘not... not...”).**®

Others resolve the question by attributing some or all of the
functions of the ultimate principle to personified deities, notably Prajapati, and, in the

SU, Rudra.?”

I will explore a number of these trajectories of thought in this and subsequent Chapters.
For now, I simply highlight their diversity, a diversity which Brereton emphasises when

he argues that, while the

* E.g. BU 5.5.1, CU 7.10.1 (the waters); CU 4.3 (wind).

6 E.g. CU 6, discussed in detail in Chapter 4.

7 See further below. Nakamura (1983:104-6) has identified fourteen putative ideas of the
ultimate principle in the Upanisads. As he rightly notes, the mutual relations between these
principles form the central problem of the interpretation of the Upanisads by the later
philosophical schools.

¥ BU 2.3.6, 3.9.26, 4.2.4, and 4.4.22. Black argues that the repetition of this teaching gives it ‘a
rhetorical force’, even if the passages in which it appears may originally have come from
separate texts (Black 2012:14, cf. Brereton 1997, Hock 2002). Slaje (2010:10) suggests that its
later prominence in Indian thought derived from ‘the obscurity of the phrasing’, and argues
(developing an earlier theory put forward by Hillebrandt and Geldner) that, rather than either the
traditional rendering as ‘not... not...” or ‘not so... not so...’, it should be read as a double
negative, with the result that it does not define the ultimate principle by exclusion, but rather
emphasies atman as the ultimate principle, translating it as ‘nothing is not in that way’. As he
points out, afiman in the Upanisads, aside from these passages, is rarely, if ever, defined by
negation, but is generally given a range of positive characteristics (76id.:34). He also notes that
Buddhist commentators - who might have been expected to have picked up on a description of
atman characterised by negation - did not highlight the neti neti passages (1bid.:45).

** 1 discuss theistic trends in the Upanisads in more detail in Chapter 5.
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‘broad theme that encompasses much of [the Upanisads’] thought... [is] an
integrative vision, a view of the whole which draws together the separate
elements of the world and of human experience and compresses them into a
single form... the Upanisads differ among themselves in the shape they give to

that vision of totality and the means by which they create it’.>*

In other words, although the Upanisads generally accept that there 7s an ultimate
principle, there is no consistency about precisely what that principle is. I believe that
Brereton’s view that this ‘integrative vision’ is created, in general, by ‘each Upanishadic
teaching’*' is too sweeping and falls into the trap of over-generalisation. However, I do
agree with his analysis that, when they do seek to create the ‘integrative vision’, the
Upanisads do so by ‘identifying a single, comprehensive and fundamental principle
which shapes the world’, a principle which, in the Upanisads overall, is probably most
commonly called brahman.>> However, as Brereton perceptively highlights, brahman in
the Upanisads is fundamentally °...the designation given to whatever principle or power
a sage believes to lie behind the world and to make the world explicable’.*>® That
principle or power might be the wind or water, might be sound, might be the individual
self, might be God, or might indeed be beyond identity other than through the term

‘brahman’.

This is an extremely important point. While the term brahman in the Upanisads is
generally interpreted by later philosophical schools as always referring to a separate
ontological entity, an abstract form of universal principle in its own right, there are
many places in the Upanisads where another principle, or a set of factors such as those

in TU 3.1.1, is identified with, or as, brahman. Developing Brereton’s argument, and in

0 Brereton 1990:118-9.

251 Ibl d

»? ‘Among all the varied formulations of the First and Supreme Principle, none recurs more
constantly throughout the late Vedic texts than the brahiman’ (Edgerton 1965:23).
Muralidharan’s researches indicate that the term brahman appears in the Upanisads about 20
fewer times than the term atman (2003:144-146), but, as explained below, neither term
necessarily always designates the ultimate principle.

> Brereton 1990:118. Edgerton (1916:199) argues that the Upanisads have a ‘general tendency’
to search for a ‘single unitary principle... on the basis of which, in some way or other, the
multifariousness of the world as it presents itself to us’ may be explained, though, as he also
points out, to say this is ‘scarcely more than to say that they are interested in filosofic (sic)
problems’.
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opposition to some of the later interpretive tradition, particularly that of the Advaita
Vedanta philosophers, I argue that such statements are not necessarily statements of
identification, but rather of predication. In other words, in many places in the
Upanisads, ‘brahman’ should be read as, in effect, a place-holder term to refer to the
ultimate principle. Statements such as ‘one should venerate x as brahmarn’ should in fact
be read as statements that x is the ultimate principle, rather than positing an identity
between two concepts.” The tendency of many later Upanisadic interpreters always to
translate terms such as brahman and atman in exactly the same way has, in my view,
clouded the interpretation of the Upanisads’ investigation into the ultimate principle.
Both terms, as well as other key terms involved in the analysis of the ultimate principle

are, as we shall see, susceptible to a number of different meanings.*”

The Upanisads also employ a number of different methods to identify the ultimate
principle, however it may end up being described or defined. Brereton also addresses
the Upanisads’ methodology for embarking on this quest. He presents five paradigms
which he sees the Upanisads’ teachings on the ultimate principle as following,
describing each of the five as ‘a method or pattern through which the Upanishads
construct a totality out of the multiplicity of the world’.*** These five paradigms
represent a useful hermeneutic framework when looking at the philosophical teachings
of the Upanisads, and I will refer to them from time to time in my own analysis. In

summary, they are:

e Correlation: the identification of correspondences among things belonging to
different domains, for example between parts of the body and aspects of the
universe, and therefore ultimately between the individual ‘self’ and the universal

reality.

»* As, for example, in CU 3.19.4: sa ya etam evam vidvan adityam brahmeti updste. ..or the
several suggestions made by Narada to Sanatkumara in CU 7. I am grateful to Dr. Theodore
Proferes (personal communication) for first highlighting this.

5 Halbfass (1995:4) notes Hacker’s criticism of the idea of konsequentes Ubersetzen
(consistent translation) of terms used in ancient Indian texts, with particular reference to his
challenge to the approach of Thieme, Liiders, and Schmidt. See also Gonda [1961] 1975:10 and
16.

% Brereton 1990:119.
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e Emergence and resolution: the idea of the material world emerging from a single
reality at creation, and returning to that single reality on destruction, as a spider

spins out its web and ultimately draws it back into itself.

e Hierarchy: the setting up of a system of levels, which shows that certain powers
are included in, or dependent on, other powers, with the aim of identifying the

single fundamental power or principle on which all others are established.

e Paradox: the connection of a single principle to apparently opposite and
mutually exclusive objects, with the implication that the single principle

therefore comprehends everything else in the universe.

e Cycles: the consolidation of the natural events of life, such as life and death, the
seasons, and the divisions of time, into ever-recurring cycles. Unlike the other
four, however, this paradigm ultimately had to be rejected in order to allow for

the possibility of escape from the cycle of constant death and rebirth.>’

These paradigms do not just provide a helpful hermeneutic framework. They also serve
to highlight both the diversity of the methods of presentation of the Upanisads’
philosophical teachings and the fact that the Upanisads do not offer a ‘one size fits all’
explanation for reality. Rather, different Upanisadic teachings emphasise different
characteristics of the ultimate principle, and use different methodologies to attempt to
resolve the key questions about the single entity, power, or principle which creates,
animates, supports and sustains all of existence. As Brereton explains, the Upanisads
‘... are not catechisms of direct answers to religious questions, which obviate the need
for any further reflection. Rather, they stimulate thought and challenge interpretation’.**®

Or, as I suggest throughout this thesis, they provide questions and suggest possible

answers, rather than promulgating dogma.

*7 The five paradigms are explained more fully, with examples from the Upanisads, at Brereton
1990:119-133.
% Brereton 1990:117.
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2.3 ‘Architectural, Generative and Sacrificial’: the Ultimate Principle

in Early Vedic Texts

If, as I argue, it is important not to read the Upanisads in isolation from the earlier Vedic
texts, we should also assess how those earlier texts looked at the ultimate principle.
While it is likely that ideas from outside the Vedic tradition were influential in certain
strands of Upanisadic enquiry, and that some of the Upanisads’ narrative presentation of

their teachings serves to signpost these ‘external’ ideas™’

, the questions and answers
about the ultimate principle which we find in the Upanisads did not arrive there
suddenly, as if planted completely from outside. As Witzel has stressed, the Upanisads
‘do not break with tradition but rather continue it, influenced by the current and local
religious background’, which included interaction with other religious and philosophical
traditions.”® While the Samhitas and Brahmanas are not primarily renowned for their
philosophical speculation, it would be wrong to assume that they are devoid of serious
enquiry about the ultimate principle. As with the Upanisads, they do not reach
consistent answers, but they do highlight some of the challenges inherent in trying to
identify a single sub-stratum of the universe, not least the question of whence that single
sub-stratum itself originated. In this context, the principal concern, at least of the RV,
was to identify the creator of, or the force behind the creation of, the universe: its ideas
were ‘architectural, generative and sacrificial’.”®" Yet, as with the progression of ideas in
the Upanisads which we will see developed in subsequent Chapters, the Samhitas too
show a broad trajectory of thought about the ultimate principle in which the other

essential characteristics of the ultimate principle also play a role, even if a relatively

marginal one.

22 the elements and forces of the natural world

In certain early Upanisadic speculations
were considered candidates for the role of ultimate principle. This no doubt reflected the
fact that several of the prominent early Vedic deities were deified forms of those natural

elements and forces, for example Agni (fire), Vayu (wind), and Strya (sun). It also

»? See Chapter 1.
20 Witzel 2003a:83.
*! Hume 1921:10.
%62 See Chapter 3.
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showed an appreciation that a key quality of the ultimate principle was its inherent
power. Propitiation of those deities through sacrificial ritual with a view to securing
both earthly prosperity and eventual immortality represented an effort to control or
harness the power of those deities and contained an inherent acknowledgment of the
power of the natural world both to create and to sustain the cosmos - as, for example, in
rain and sun causing seeds to germinate and plants to grow - as well as to destroy it, as
by fire, wind or lightning. The self-reference paradox involved in attributing creation to
any created being or worldly action (even one as powerful as the sun or the wind) is
obvious, and this clearly concerned the early Vedic thinkers. Just as in the Upanisads
these materialistic ideas were eventually rejected, in the Sambhitas no single one of those
deities, powerful though they may have been, assumed absolute status. The elemental
forces, with their ability to sustain and direct the functioning of the universe, were a
product of creation: none of them was itself the ultimate principle. However, while the
Upanisadic speculations in general characterise their quest as a search for a more
generic underlying power which could also account for creation, the early Vedic sages
were generally more concerned to identify the ultimate creator of these diverse

elemental forces.”®

There was, however, no consistent identification of that creator. In the RV, cosmogony
was variously attributed to deities such as Indra, ViSvakarman (the ‘Maker of
Everything’), or Tvastr (the divine builder or architect and, in places, father of Indra)**,
or to the product of divine parenting by Dyaus (father heaven) and Prthivi (mother
earth).” Yet even the attribution of creation to a single deity left questions unanswered.

In RV 10.81/82, the creator is Vi§vakarman, described by Doniger O’Flaherty as ‘the

artisan of the gods’.”*® However, the challenge of identifying the ultimate source of the

263 T will show in Chapter 3 how the speculations of the early Upanisadic narratives quickly
moved beyond a concern simply to establish a creator.

% See RV 3.55.19, 10.110.9, 1.160.4, 10.81.

¥ RV 1.160.2, 6.70.2.

*% Doniger O’Flaherty 1981:34. He is also referred to in RV 10.81.7 as Vacaspati, the ‘Lord of
Speech’, reflecting the importance of speech and sound in Vedic cosmogony which I will also
discuss below.
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materials which Visvakarman used in creation remained: as RV 10.81 itself asks, “What

was the wood? What was the tree? - out of which they fashioned heaven and earth...’.*"’

In places, the RV attempts to deal with this conundrum by seemingly assuming that the
material constituents of the universe had existed eternally in a kind of primeval chaos,
sometimes characterised as ‘the waters’.**® In order to create the universe, this primeval
chaos needed re-arranging and giving shape and form, as, for example, by Indra in his
conquering of Vrtra and releasing the waters of creation in RV 1.32.>*° However, even
this relatively late hymn does not directly address the question of the origin of the
primeval waters themselves, nor, indeed, of Indra or Vrtra: here, the real creation of the
universe lay in the secondary act of organising something which already existed, the
‘differentiation of an amorphous primordial whole’.””’ Indeed, many early Vedic
cosmogonies tend not to be creation myths in the strict sense, for they often pre-suppose

271

certain pre-existing components', or, resort, as in the early hymn RV 6.24, to the idea

of a deity, here Indra, making the existent out of non-existence.”’?

Certain late hymns of the RV clearly show a shift towards a more abstract idea of

ultimate reality. In RV 10.121, the world came about through the appearance, again

9273

probably from the ‘lofty waters’="”, of a ‘golden embryo’ (hiranyagarbha) which, once

born, was the ‘king of the breathing, blinking, moving world’*™*, but RV 10.121

2T RV 10.81.2: kim svid dsid adhisthanam arambhanam katamat svit kathdsit yato bhiimim
janayan visvakarma vi dyam adrpon mahing visvacaksah; RV10.81.4: kim svid vanam k& u séa
vrksa asa yato dyavaprthivr nisrataksih manisino manasa prehatéd u tad yad adhyatisthad
bhuvanani dharayan. In this thesis, translations from the RV are, unless otherwise indicated,
from Jamison and Brereton 2014.
268 The idea of creation coming about from a kind of ‘watery chaos’ was a common idea in
ancient thought. See, e.g., the Babylonian and Hebrew creation myths discussed in Hawthorne
2017.
% Though Indra’s weapon was a thunderbolt fashioned for him by Tvastr, who must, therefore,
have already existed and had access to thunderbolt making materials. Cf. BU 5.5.1: ‘In the
beginning only the waters were here. Those waters created the real, the real created brahman,
that is, Prajapati, and Prajapati created the gods.’ (dpa evedam agra asuh ta apah satyam asrjanta
satyam brahma brahma prajapatim prajapatir devan.)
1 Kuznetsova 2007:8.
7! Kuiper 1983:10.
2 RV 6.24.5: anyad adya karvaram anyad u sv6 &sac ca san mlhur acakrir indra. This idea
also appears in RV10.72.2 but is directly refuted in CU 6.2.1-2 (see Chapter 4).
7 If one takes the hiranyagarbha of RV 10.121.1 to be the same as the garbha of 10.121.7.
74 RV 10.121.3: yah pranat6 nimisaté mahitva éka id raja jagato babhiiva.

81
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



repeatedly questions the ultimate source of that creation by asking ‘Who is the god to
whom we should do homage with our oblation?’*”> In RV 10.121.10, that god is
identified as Prajapati, but it is widely believed that this verse is a later addition®’® and
that the repeated refrain is more likely a rhetorical question with no direct answer,
accepting that, as RV 10.82.7 puts it: “You will not find him who gave birth to these

9277

things’~"’, and in fact signposting a move away from attempting to identify the ultimate

principle as a single personified creator deity.””

RV 10.121 uses paradox as it seeks to explain creation - in RV 10.121.7 the embryo
emerges from the waters, yet in RV 10.121.9 the creator deity creates the waters.””
Paradox, a technique which flows into the Upanisads and one of Brereton’s five
interpretive paradigms®*, is also employed in another important RV creation myth. In
RV 10.90, where the primeval man (purusa - himself paradoxically said to give birth to

Vir3j and to be born of Viraj**'

) is sacrificed by the gods in order to create the manifest
world, the sacrificial act itself is given the cosmogonic qualities of an ultimate principle:
RV 10.90 concludes with the paradoxical statement yajfiéna yajiidm ayajanta devas tani
dharmani prathamani gsan (‘With the sacrifice the gods performed the sacrifice for

themselves: these were the first foundations’).”

Eventually, the RV comes to acknowledge that the fundamental quest is not so much to
identify a personified, deified, creator as to identify the underlying force or power

behind the universe, even if the primary function of that power remains cosmogonic. It

215 kasmai devaya havisa vidhema.

76 Brown 1965:25; Proferes 2007:138n301; Jamison and Brereton 2014:1592 (citing
Oldenberg).

27 RV 10.82.7: na tam vidatha ya ima jajana...

8 T will nevertheless argue in Chapter 5 that Vedic thought never entirely gave up the idea of a
personified deity as the ultimate principle. When, however, that idea returns to prominence in
the later Upanisads, the focus is much less on the creative role of the ultimate principle and
much more on its broader power to sustain and direct the functioning of the universe.

29 RV 10.121.7: apo ha yad brhatir visvam ayan garbham dadhana janayantir agnim...; RV
10.121.9: ... Yas capds candra brhatir jajana ... Jamison and Brereton (2014:1593) note
Thieme’s assertion that 10.121.9 may also be a later addition to the hymn.

%9 As he points out at 1990:130: ‘... perhaps even paradoxically, paradoxes can also create a
unified vision’.

21 RV10.90.5: tasmad vira/ ajayata virajo adhi puriisah. Purusa itself becomes an important
term, both in Indian philosophy generally and in places in the Upanisadic search for the ultimate
principle. See Chapter 5.

2 RV10.90.16.
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is this force or power which is the key both to the creative role of Visvakarman and to
the efficacy of the sacrifice of RV 10.90, and Brown has argued that the Indra/ Vrtra
myth of RV 1.32 may be interpreted allegorically as a ‘symbolic representation of
Potentiality striving with Inertia, and overcoming Inertia through the aid of the Power or
Energy existing in the universe’.”* He argues that this may make this myth ‘the first
recorded philosophical speculation in India’,”* though, in making this suggestion,
Brown overlooks the philosophical speculation of the probably earlier RV 6.24.5.>%
However, the idea of creation coming about through the operation of an inherent ‘Power
or Energy’ within the universe is, I believe, an important factor in the development of

ideas of the ultimate principle, which require that principle to have the power not only

to create, but also to sustain and animate.

The RV highpoint in the shift of speculation away from a personified to a more abstract
form of ultimate principle is probably RV 10.129. Doniger O’Flaherty describes this
important hymn as ‘conceptually extremely provocative’ and ‘meant to... raise
unanswerable questions, to pile up paradoxes’.**® Brereton considers it ‘engagingly
obscure’ in its narrative and ‘tantalizingly opaque’ in its aims.**’ It is worth quoting RV

10.129 in its entirety:

10.129.1 nasad asin n6 sad asit tadanim nasid rajo n6 vyoma paro yat
kim avarivah kiiha késya sarmann ambha’ kim asid gahanam gabhiram

‘The nonexistent did not exist, nor did the existent exist at that time. There
existed neither the airy space nor heaven beyond. What moved back and
forth? From where and in whose protection? Did water exist, a deep depth?

10.129.2  na mytylr asid amptam né tarhi na ratrya ahna asit praketas
anid avatam svadhaya tad ékam tasmad dhanyan na parah kim canasa

Death did not exist nor deathlessness then. There existed no sign of night
nor of day. That One (‘ad ekam) breathed without wind by its independent
will. There existed nothing else beyond that.

283 Brown 1965:24.

284 Ipid.

285 See above.

¢ Doniger O’Flaherty 1981:25.
287 Brereton 1999:248.
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10.129.3  t&ma asit tamasa gul/ham agre apraketém salilam sé&rvam a idam
tuchyénabhiz apihitam yad asit tapasas tan mahingjayataikam

Darkness existed, hidden by darkness, in the beginning. All this was a
signless ocean. What existed as a thing coming into being, concealed by
emptiness - that One was born by the power of heat.

10.129.4  kamas tad agre sam avartatadhi manaso rétas prathamém yad asit
satd bandhum asati nir avindan hydi pratisya kavayo manisa

Then, in the beginning, from thought there evolved desire, which existed as
the primal semen. Searching in their hearts through inspired thought, poets
found the connection of the existent in the non-existent.

10.129.5  tirascino vitato rasmir esam adhah svid asid upéri svid asit
retodha asan mahimana asan svadha avastat prayatis parastat

Their cord was stretched across: did something exist below it? Did
something exist above? There existed placers of semen and there were
greatnesses. There was independent will below, offering above.

10.129.6 ko addha veda k& iha pra vocat kuta gjata kata iyam visrstih
arvag deva asya visarjanena atha ké veda yara ababhiiva

Who really knows? Who shall here proclaim it? - from where was it born,
from where this creation? The gods are on this side of the creation of this
(world). So then who does know from where it came to be?

10.129.7  iyam visrstir yata ababhiiva yadi va dadhé yadi va na
yo asyadhyaksak paramé vyoman so angé veda yadi va na véda

This creation - from where it came to be, if it was produced or if not - he
who is the overseer of this (world) in the furthest heaven, he surely knows.
Or if he does not know...?’

Although the primary focus in this hymn remains on the creation of the universe, we see

that ‘that One’ (fad ekam), which was in place before both the existent (saf) and non-

288

existent (asaf)™°, came to life through its own potentiality, born ‘by the power of heat’

(tapasas), breathing ‘without wind’ (avatam) through its own ‘independent will’

2 Cf. RV 6.24.5.
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(svadhaya). It was not a god, for 10.129.6 makes clear that it existed before the gods.
And, although RV 10.129.1 appears explicitly to reject the idea of existence arising
from non-existence, it also speculates on the now familiar possibility of primeval
waters, ‘a deep depth’, and, in 10.129.3, suggests that water (the ‘signless ocean’) may

in fact have been the first existent.”®

RV 10.129’s identity of this single, un-named unitary principle (‘that One’) with its
inherent power has had a powerful influence in later discussions of cosmogony in
Indian thought. Brereton argues that cosmogonies from the SB to Manu via the MBh

‘interpret or reconfigure’ it**

, and Maurer points out its influence on the radically
different philosophical schools of Samkhya and Advaita Vedanta.”' However, as
Brereton also rightly notes, it is ‘remarkably contrary’ for a cosmogony, and ‘is really
an anticosmogony’***, for it in fact rules out the possibility of identifying the material

cause of the world.

Maurer and Brereton have both analysed RV 10.129 in detail. Maurer sees 10.129.4 as
the key to an understanding of the hymn’s ideas about the ultimate principle. He argues
that it is thought (manas) which, producing desire (kama), operated as the ‘primal
semen’ (refas) which gave rise to creation. Preferring to translate ‘zad ekanr’ as ‘that
alone’, rather than the more common ‘that One’, he argues that the ‘thought’ of
10.129.4 is the ‘that’ of 10.129.2. Brereton develops this idea and ultimately agrees with
Maurer’s conclusion, as does Gonda.*” Seeing 10.129.4 as an ‘axis’ on which the hymn
turns, and noting the relationship between the ‘One’ and heat (zapas) in 10.129.3,
Brereton suggests that the hearer of the hymn would likely go on to equate the ‘One’
and heat with the thought and desire of 10.129.4, observing too that later Vedic

294

cosmogonies frequently link desire and heat.” This is a relationship which continues

% Cf. BU 1.2.1 where death, as the creator, emanated water from himself through ‘liturgical
recitation’ (arc).
% Brereton 1999:248.
*! Maurer 1975:220.
2 Brereton 1999:249.
*»> Gonda 1983:38.
* Brereton 1999:254-5. Brereton refers specifically, by way of example, to Taittirlya Samhita
3.1.1.1, where Prajapati, desirous of producing offspring, ‘heated himself* (prajapatir
akamayata praja srjeyéti sa tapo tapyata).
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into the Upanisads, for example in BU 1.2.6 and TU 2.6.1. And, in CU 6.2.3, which |
discuss in Chapter 4, heat is the first product of saf, when sat decides (presumably as a
result of some desire) to propagate itself. As Brereton also points out, the remainder of
10.129.4 supports the argument that ‘thought is the first creative activity’ when it refers
to the poets’ discovery of the bond between the existent and the non-existent through
‘inspired thought’ (manisa).”” In presenting its teaching in what is, in effect, a series of

riddles, the hymn returns its listeners to thought itself:

‘... if its function is to create thinking through questioning, then the poem must
avoid a final resolution which would bring an end to questioning and an end to
thought... it must leave its readers between knowledge and ignorance... the
openness of the poem points to the process of thinking as an approximate answer

to the unanswerable riddle about the origin of things.”**°

Although the Upanisads ultimately deny manas as the ultimate principle*’, I believe that
this hymn potentially influences the speculations about the ultimate principle in the
Upanisads in five ways. The first is its identification of a single, somewhat abstract,
ultimate principle, not a deity and distinct from the various deities of early Vedic
thought. Second is the idea of a svadha, an ‘independent will’, or, as Brereton translated

it in 1999, an ‘inherent force >

, operating within zad ekam and, by extension, within the
universe. This highlights the function of the ultimate principle as a universal ‘Power or
Energy’ underpinning material reality, at both the creative and sustaining levels, and
foreshadowing the greater emphasis which the Upanisads place on the ongoing power of
the ultimate principle. Thirdly, we see again the speculative nature of early attempts to
identify the ultimate principle, and the importance placed on questioning. At the same
time, this raises the argument that the speculation occurs not simply as a result of lack of

knowledge, but because the very act of speculating draws the speculator back to the idea

of the thought process itself being the ultimate principle, even though this ends up

25 Brereton 1999:255.
2% Brereton 1999:258.
27 E.g.in BU 3.7.20 and CU 7.5.3.
2% Brereton 1999:256.
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begging the question of who or what created the thinker. The fourth is the highlighting
of the identification of the ultimate principle as being an ‘unanswerable riddle’: its
identity is simply beyond human capacity to explain, as in Yajiiavalkya’s celebrated via
negativa descriptions of the ultimate principle in the BU as ‘not..., not...” (neti neti).””
Finally, the emphasis on thought sets the stage for the Upanisads’ shift of focus from

ritual to knowledge as the primary means of understanding the ultimate principle.

We can see, therefore, that, while early ideas of the ultimate principle in the RV tended
to focus on attempts to identify ‘a more remote active agent than any assumed in other

2300

theories’”™", which tended to founder on the requirement to identify not just the origin of

1 at least

that agent itself but also the origin of the components on which the agent acts,
by the time of RV 10, more abstract ideas had begun to grow up. The early Vedic sages
had begun to speculate about the idea of a single inherent power underlying the

universe. Brown sums up the RV ideas about the ultimate principle as follows:

‘... the personal anthropomorphic demiurge of the Indra-Vrtra myth was
replaced in various ways by a definitely specified supreme deity operating
within a dualistic universe... This was succeeded, ideologically speaking, by a
view of the sacrifice as supreme, again in a dualistic universe... Finally,... there
developed the notion of a monistic basis for the universe, impersonal in

character, neuter, mechanistic in operation....”*"

Although most of the RV speculations about the ultimate principle focus chiefly on its
cosmogonic role, there is one important later Samhita passage which instead emphasises
the ultimate principle’s important quality as the ongoing sustainer, and perhaps director,
of existence. That passage is AV 11.4, in which prana (lifebreath or, in more abstract

form, ‘life force’ or energy) is offered homage as ‘the lord of the all, on whom the all is

*° Though see note 248 above for an alternative interpretation of neti... neti.

% Brown 1965:27.

' T will discuss later how the Upanisads in places use a similar approach, e.g. in Gargi’s
questioning of Yajfavalkya in BU 3.6.

% Brown 1965:28.
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supported’.*” Prana, ‘the lord of... all that breathes, and does not breathe’, ‘clothes the
creatures, as a father his dear son’.’™ It is identified as the energy which nourishes
plants and gives them fragrance, and which brings forth rain, an important part of the
cycle of existence which we shall see drawn out in the Upanisadic narratives of BU 6.2
and CU 5.3-5.10.” In pranais all ultimately established ( prane sarvam pratisthitam).*®
Although a cosmogonic function is not stressed, in Ewing’s analysis prana here is
clearly ‘the primeval cosmic principle’®”’, but with an emphasis on its sustaining and
directing powers (giving plants fragrance, bringing rain etc.). Prana maintains an

important role as a sustainer of existence in the Upanisads, and it has been argued that,

at least in CU 7, it assumes the role of the ultimate principle more generally.*”

The shifts of emphasis which we see brought to the fore first in RV 10.129 and then in
AV 11.4 are important in the development of the Vedic enquiry into the ultimate
principle. First, they indicate a movement away from seeing that ultimate principle as
either a material element or force or a personified deity, accepting the paradoxical
nature of any attempt to explain the ultimate principle, and resorting in the end to a

neutral, though clearly monistic, designator. As Belvalkar and Ranade put it:

“This ‘One’ which belongs to the last phase of Vedic cosmogony was not
considered as a person, nor was He endowed with definite characteristics... the
Vedic poets delight to leave Him in a nebulous condition, assigning Him

contradictory qualities and uncertain functions.”*”

Secondly, while the ultimate principle must always have power, there is an increasing
emphasis both on that power being inherent within the ultimate principle (and perhaps,

as a result, immanent within the universe) and on the functions of that power as not just

33 AV 11.4.1: pranaya namo yasya sarvam idam vdse yo6 bhiitah sarvasyesvaré ydasmint sarvam
pratiszhitam. Translations of AV 11.4 are from Bloomfield 1897.

3% AV 11.4.10: pranéh praja anu vaste pita putram iva privam prané ha sdarvasyesvaré yac ca
prandti yac ca né.

% See Chapter 4.

36 AV 11.4.15.

7 Cited at Connolly 1992:16.

3% Connolly 1992:65-66. More commonly, however, it tends to be subsumed in, or seen as
subordinate to, atman.

3% Belvalkar and Ranade 1927:23.
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creating the universe, but also sustaining and directing that universe. When we come to
explore the ideas of the ultimate principle in the Upanisads, we will see a similar
progression from the cosmogonic to the sustaining and directing functions of that

principle.

2.4 Sound and Power: brahman and aksara

When we consider the term brahman, perhaps the most commonly used designator of
the ultimate principle in the Upanisads, we see a broadly similar progression from the
material to the abstract and from the creative to the sustaining. Brahman is a term with a
strong association with the power of sound, especially in the form of speech. In Vedic
thought, speech plays a significant role in the quest to identify the ultimate principle. In
the RV, speech is considered in places to have a cosmogonic function’'’, and the
importance of speech is reflected in the Upanisads not just in the prominence of terms
related to sound being used to denote the ultimate principle, notably brahman and
aksara, but also in the importance given to teachings passed orally from teacher to

student and propagated through debate.’"’

The etymology of the word ‘ brahman’ has been the subject of much debate.
Traditionally, it has often been thought to derive from Vhrh (to ‘grow’, to ‘be great’ or
to ‘burst forth’, with obvious connotations of inherent power).”* However, this idea is
strongly criticised by Thieme, who prefers to see its derivation in \brah (to ‘form’ or
‘arrange’), emphasising the idea of brahman (braéhman in Vedic Sanskrit) as a verbal
‘formulation’ rather than something which ‘bursts forth’. "’ Nevertheless, the
connotation of power is important whatever the actual derivation of the word itself.*'*
The fact that a derivation from VArh was pretty much taken for granted in Indian circles

suggests that a ‘popular etymology’ involving the idea of power may well have

*19 See further below.

I See Chapter 1.

312 This was Sankara’s suggested etymology (Suthren Hirst 2018:107). See also, e.g., Miller
1974:46, Hiriyanna 1993:54, Ram-Prasad 2010:724.

1 Thieme 1952:125.

1 As pointed out by Gonda 1950:58; [1961] 1975:28.
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developed’"”, and Thieme too accepts that, even if not ‘powerfully bursting forth’, the
Vedic brahman as a ‘formulation’ had an inherent power: ‘ Die Formulierung wirkt...’

(‘The formulation has an effect.”).>'

Certainly by the time of the Upanisads, and
probably earlier, the meaning of brahman is more nuanced than is indicated by simple

reliance on either the N brh or \brah derivations.

The fact that the Vedic texts, including the Upanisads, are traditionally considered sruti,
‘that which is heard’, itself suggests that speech has within it some innate power
transmitted to the hearer.”” Indeed, the idea of speech as powerful underpins much of
Vedic ritual belief. The Vedic priestly tradition was an ‘emphatically verbal one’, in
which ‘preoccupation with language’ was all pervasive.’'*As Jamison and Brereton put

it, an

‘... important aspect of Vedic ideology is the belief in the power of the word:
words make things happen... it is the skillfully crafted, properly formulated

hymn, the verbal portion of the ritual, that makes the liturgical acts effective.”*"

Although ultimately the hymns of the RV ‘hardened’ into the ‘thoughtfully arranged

’320 which became canonical, the early Vedic brahman was a specifically

collection
created formulation for a particular purpose, and ‘the contemporary religious system of
the Rgveda required ever-new formulations of the truth’.**' There is no suggestion that
the composers of these formulations necessarily subscribed to any unitary worldview.
As Jamison and Brereton note: ‘To force the hymns into the straitjacket of a unitary

view of the world underestimates the power and originality of the poets...".””

The composition of these formulations by the Vedic priests, and, later, the accurate

recitation of the Vedic hymns, was a key element of Vedic sacrificial ritual, considered

> Gonda [1961] 1975:27.

316 Thieme 1952:103.

17 See too the observations of Ong about the power of narrative in oral traditions (page 52
above).

*'* Thompson 1997:21.

1% Jamison and Brereton 2014:8.

20 Witzel 1997:261.

2! Jamison and Brereton 2014:23.

322 Jamison and Brereton 2014:9.
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to have the power to attract the gods. This, in turn, became linked to a broader priestly
power: for the Vedic priests, control over speech and thought formed the ‘basis of their
religious authority and status’.** This is reflected in the association between the terms
brahman - the formulation itself - and brahman (in later Sanskrit brahmana and
eventually Anglicised as ‘brahmin’ , which is the form I use in this thesis) to designate
the formulator of the brahman, the ‘priestly poet’.** Priestly ‘ownership’ of the
recitation of the Veda was an essential component in cementing the authority of the
brahmins within Vedic society: it was therefore in the interests of the brahmins to
promote speech as an important concept at the cosmic level as well as the worldly level.
As aresult, Elizarenkova is able to argue that, in the RV ‘...metrical speech ... was
regarded as the supreme cosmogonic force, linked to sacrifice and mediation between
gods and men’.*” That the formulations were also seen as powerful in the worldly realm
is exemplified by RV 2.2.10, where the poets invoke their ‘sacred formulation’

(brdhman) as an aid to distinguishing themselves beyond other men.3?

In early Vedic texts, speech was often deified, usually in the form of Vac. In SB
5.5.5.12, Vac is seen as the very creatrix of the Veda®’; in JB 2.244, the world is
effectively spoken into existence by Prajapati’s releasing of speech’; and, as
Brereton’s analysis of RV 10.129 emphasises, RV 10.129.4 and 5 refer to kavis -

poets’”

- and the thought (manas) which he, Gonda and Maurer suggest as the real
ultimate principle identified in that hymn is etymologically related to the word mantra.
Visvakarman too, in RV 10.81.1, is portrayed not just as a creator of the universe but

also a Hotr priest, who, in RV 10.81.7, is referred to as Vacaspati, ‘Lord of Speech’.

333 Brereton 1999:255, citing as examples RV 10.71, 1.20.2, 9.68.5, and 5.42.4.

2% Created, significantly, from the mouth of the dismembered primeval man in RV10.90. See
Bodewitz 1983 and Brereton 2004, and sources cited there, for a discussion of the relationship
between brahman and the brahmin. In later Vedic ritual, the brahmin was, perhaps
paradoxically, a largely silent participant. Bodewitz argues that, by this later stage, the role of
the brahmin was defined not by his production of powerful verbal formulations but by his
knowledge of brahman as a ‘cosmic principle’ (1983:40-41 and 49).

¥ Elizarenkova 1995:111.

326 RV 2.2.10: vayam agne arvata va suviriyam brahmana va citayema janam ati. ..

27 SB 5.5.5.12 (Madhyamdina): ... vacah prdjatam yadesa trayo védastatsahasrera ...

% JB 2.244: prajapatir va idam agre dsit. nanyam dvitiyam pasyamanas tasya vag eva svam asid
vag dvitiya sa aiksata hantemam vacam visrje. iyam vavedam visrsta sarvam vibhavanty astatiti.
Cf. the Gospel of John 1.1: ‘In the beginning was the Word... .

%% Brereton 1999:257.
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Of the three RV hymns specifically addressed to Vac*™, RV 1.164 is the most
significant. This is a lengthy and complex hymn, which, in its opening, makes clear that
it is speculating about a form of ultimate principle, asking first in RV 1.164.4 ‘where is
the life, blood, and breath of the earth?’ (bhimya asur asrg atma kiva svit) and then, in
RV 1.164.6, ‘What also is the One in the form of the Unborn... that has propped apart
these six realms (of heaven and earth)?’.”*' The hymn contains numerous references to
speech, both in its deified form as Vac, and in the context of poetic metre, before, in RV
1.164.41, Vac is identified with a buffalo-cow (gauri) which, while lowing, created the
‘tumultuous floods’ (salilani).** ‘One-footed and two-footed, she is four-footed, having
become eight-footed and nine-footed: she has a thousand syllables in the highest
heaven’.*? Out of her the seas flowed in all directions, with the result that the whole
universe came into existence from the ‘syllable’ that flows from her.”** The power of the
brahmins is emphasised in RV 1.164.45, where speech is ‘measured in four feet’ that
the ‘Brahmins of inspired thinking know’, only one of which parts is spoken by ‘the
sons of Manu’***, before RV 1.164.46 finally identifies speech as the ultimate principle,

albeit with several different names:

‘They say it is Indra, Mitra, Varuna, and Agni, and also it is the winged, well-

feathered (bird) of heaven [=the Sun]. Though it is One, inspired poets speak of

it in many ways. They say it is Agni, Yama, and Matari$van.’**

#ORV 1.164, 10.71 and 10.125.
31 RV 1.164.6: vi yas tastdmbha sa/ ima rajamsi ajasya ripé kim api svid ékam.
2RV 1.164.41. ‘Tumultuous floods’ is Brown’s translation (1968b:395); Jamison and Brereton
have ‘oceans’; Griffith has ‘water-floods’. Facetiously, we could argue that RV 1.164.41 sees
creation as coming from a ‘big moo’, rather than a ‘big bang’.
333 RV 1.164.41: gaurir mimaya salilani taksati ékapadi dvipadi sa catuspadr astapadi navapadi
babhavlst sahasraksara paramé vioman. The reference to ‘feet’ is also a pun: the word padais
used to refer to a metrical foot as well as to the physical foot of the buffalo-cow.
334 RV 1.164.42: tAsyah samudra adhi vi ksaranti téna jivanti pradisas catasraj tatak ksarati
aksaram tad visvam Gpa jivati.
% Le. the ‘ordinary’ people. RV 1.164.45: catvari vak parimita padani tani vidur brahmana yé
manisipah gha tripi nihita néngayanti turiyam vaco manusya vadanti. As Thompson points out
(1997:15) “... in Vedic... there is a basic metalinguistic distinction between what is called ‘the
language of the gods’ and ‘the language of men’’.
3 RV 1.164.46: indram mitram varuzam agnim ahur atho divyah sa suparné gartiman ékam
sad vipra bahudha vadanti agnim yamam matarisvanam ahuh.
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Brown describes Vac in RV 1.164 as ‘... the final apotheosis of the power of spells,

chants, incantations’*"’

, with the power of sacred speech (reposing in the brahmin
priests) clearly seen as having cosmogonic creative force. RV 1.164.49 then introduces
the deity Sarasvati as a sustaining force, inviting her to bring her ‘breast, which is ever
full’ (stanah sasayah) for the world’s nourishment, and introducing a dichotomy
between the creating and sustaining functions of the ultimate principle which re-surfaces
in the Upanisads, especially in the teachings of Uddalaka Aruni.**® Eventually that
dichotomy is resolved by the deified Vac, around whom little mythology or speculative

enquiry develops™, blending into the more prominent Sarasvati.**’

Even though neither Vac (in her deified form) nor Sarasvati plays any direct role in the

341

Upanisads,™ the importance of speech in these early Vedic speculations is reflected in
some of the Upanisads’ early ideas of the ultimate principle. BU 1.2.1 sees the world as
having originally been empty of creation, covered by death, with creation originating
through death’s undertaking of ‘liturgical recitation’ (arc).*** In BU 1.5.3, speech (vac),
together with mind (manas) and breath (prana), form the three component parts of the
atman.** In addition, as we have seen in Chapter 1, several of the Upanisadic
speculations about the ultimate principle are either set in the context of debates between
brahmins in which verbal dexterity is a key skill in determining which of the brahmins
prevails, or derive from the making of etymologically based correlations between

objects.** We see both the significance of speech and the use of this word play in CU

3.12.1: “Whatever there is, this entire creation... is the Gayatri [a form of poetic metre].

7 Brown 1968b:393-4.

338 See Chapter 4.

39 Brown (1968b:393) says that she is ‘... so devoid of anthropomorphic qualities as to lack
even a minimum of mythology’.

0 See, e,g, SB 3.9.1.7-9.

! Save in BU 6.4.27, which quotes RV 1.164.49 in slightly altered form, in the context of a
post-birth rite for a child, not obviously related to speculation about the ultimate principle.

2 BU 1.2.1: naiveha kimcanagra asit. mrtyunaivedam avrtam 3sit...so rcann acarat tasyarcata.
apo’jayanta arcate. ..

¥ BU 1.5.3: ... etanmayo va ayam atma vanmayah manomayah pranamayah. See Brereton
1988 for a detailed discussion of this passage, which he considers reflects similar ideas in RV
1.164.45 and Sankhayana Aranyaka 7.22.

** Olivelle 1998a:25-26 discusses the making of connections by reason of phonetic similarity
between words, which he describes as occurring ‘with an almost annoying frequency’,
especially in the CU. See also Brereton’s five paradigms, discussed above.

93
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



And the Gayatri is speech, for speech sings (gayati) and protects (&rayate) this entire
creation.”*” After the Upanisads, philosophical schools such as the Ptirva Mimamsa and
Advaita Vedanta continued to see verbal testimony, particularly that of the Veda, as a
key pramana, or method of acquiring knowledge: indeed, for Advaita Vedanta,
scriptural authority (mediated by a teacher) was the only valid pramana for brahman.**®
The school of Sphotavada, associated with Bhartrhari and others, from perhaps the sixth
or seventh century CE, identified the essence of word or speech with the absolute, the

sabdabrahman.

I believe that the prominence which the term brahman eventually acquired derives from
its use to designate an inherently powerful speech act being called into service by the
originators of those inherently powerful speech acts in the context of a search for the
broader underlying power which is a key component of the ultimate principle. The early
Vedic brdhman was a formulation specifically put together by the Vedic priests for a
particular creative purpose in the context of the ritual in which it was used**’: as Renou
and Silburn put it, it was not a ‘ formule banale’, but rather a verbal formula with special

39 it does not

spiritual force, or even magical power.”** Despite Renou’s reservations,
seem to me a huge leap from the idea of a verbal formulation with inherent spiritual
power used in a ritual context to a broader, more generic attribution (perhaps self-
attribution) of that spiritual power to the ritual priests, so that brahman assumed the
meaning of ‘priestly power’. This, in turn, led to other derivatives, such as brahmodya
(the ‘utterance of a brahman’), a term used for the often formulaic debates between

brahmins - often about brahman - which appear in the Samhitas and, in less structured

form, in the Brahmanas and Upanisads, in which, again, verbal dexterity was an

¥ CU 3.12.1: gayatri va idam sarvam bhiltam yad idam kim ca vag vai gayatri vag va idam
sarvam bhiitam gayati ca trayate ca.

6 See Suthren Hirst 2005:49-52. As it was also for Ramanuja: Lipner 1986:4.

*7 Brereton 2004:326, citing with approval Thieme 1952 and Mayrhofer 1996. Renou speaks of
the ‘puissance incommensurable’ (‘immeasurable power’) of the word in the RV (1955a:1).

¥ William Graham (1987:64-65) points out, with examples from Christianity, Islam, ancient
Egypt and tribal societies of South America and Africa, that ‘The sense of word as power and as
overt act is especially vivid in the cosmogonic myths of diverse peoples, ancient and modern, in
all parts of the globe’ and that ‘The generative power of the spoken word is apparently one of
the most basic and widespread of religious themes’.

** Renou and Silburn 1949:9.
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important feature and in which the brahmins, through the force of their words, could

display their power over their rivals.**

The association between brahman as a creative principle and the brahmins as a priestly
order is brought out clearly in BU 1.4.10-15: in BU 1.4.10 and 1.4.11, the world in the

beginning ‘was only brahmam’ ' In 1.4.11, brahman (referred to also as tad ekant™)

created ‘the ruling power’*>

, and, a little later, is described as ‘the womb of the ruling
power’.”>* In the latter case, Olivelle translates brahman as ‘priestly power’, a translation
justified by the clear references in 1.4.12, 1.4.13 and 1.4.15 to the other layers of society
(varnas) identified in RV10.90. From brahman as priestly power, it is a straightforward
step to brahman in texts promulgated by the holders of that power coming to signify a
wider, more generic power, akin to the ‘inherent force’ with which fad ekam breathed in
RV 10.129.2, and, eventually, becoming a way of denoting the ultimate creative and
sustaining power behind the universe: ‘the connective energy that lies between
apparently (and naturally) disparate elements and makes efficacious the ritual action that
forges those elements into unity’.”> This power is frequently itself equated with

wholeness or completeness, as in BU 1.4.10, where brahman, as the original existent

which knew only itself, ‘became the Whole’.**®

The different semantic possibilities of the word brahman are noticeable throughout the
Upanisads. I do not suggest that brahman in the Upanisads is never used to indicate an
ontological principle, but I do not believe that it should always be interpreted in that

way. As Gonda notes, translating ‘important Sanskrit terms by one single modern

%0 See Thompson 1997 generally, and specifically at 1997:20.

31 BU 1.4.10: brahma va idam agra asit. The same words begin BU 1.4.11.

32 Cf. RV 10.129 (see above).

33 BU 1.4.11: ... tacchreyo rilpam atyasrjata ksatram...

¥4 BU 1.4.11: ...ksatrasya yonir yad brahma.

> Smith 1989:72.

36 BU 1.4.10: brahma va idam agra asit tad atmanam evavet. .. tasmat tat sarvam abhavat. ..
Here atman is almost certainly used as a simple reflexive pronoun, rather than with any more
extended meaning. Or in CU 3.14.1: sarvam khalvidam brahma. See also BU 5.3.1, which
identifies the heart with Prajapati, brahman and sarvam. Proferes (2007:143) has argued that this
idea may have origins in metaphors of kingship, where the king was identified with his whole
dominion; Gonda (1955 [1975]: 504-5) argues that it may relate to notions of personal health, or
‘completeness’, so that brahman is ‘that which is whole’ rather than indicating that ‘everything
in the universe is brahman’. See also Bodewitz 1983:41.
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European word’ leads to a ‘strong a priori probability that the conclusions at which the
authors arrive are to some extent erroneous’.>>’ Rather, its meaning depends on context.
In places, reflecting Thieme’s derivation, brahman appears to retain a meaning as an
‘explanation of the ultimate principle’, or, in Olivelle’s words, a ‘formulation of
truth’**®, rather than explicitly designating a principle in its own right. We see this, for
example, in BU 2.1.1, where Olivelle persuasively translates Balaki’s offer to AjataSatru
- brahma te bravani - as ‘Let me tell you a formulation of truth’ rather than, as
contended by Radhakrishnan and Hume, ‘I will tell you about brahman’*®, and in BU
3.4.1 and 3.5.1, where Usasta Cakrayana and Kahola Kausitakeya both ask Yajiavalkya
to explain (in Olivelle’s translation) ‘the brahman that is plain and not cryptic’.’®
Similarly, the expression ‘the highest brahman’ (param brahman), which is the goal of
the six seekers of the PU, could easily, in the context of the replies which they receive
from Pippalada, be interpreted as ‘the highest [or most profound] explanation of the

ultimate principle’, rather than indicating a ‘highest’ form of ultimate principle.*®’

In some cases, therefore, the identification of some entity or other ‘as brahman’ in fact
amounts to no more than an attempt to give that entity the status of ultimate principle,
because it is considered to have satisfied the relevant criteria for that status, notably its
power. In other words, identifying something as brahman is simply a way of identifying
that thing as the formulation of the ultimate principle, commensurate with ‘ultimate
principle’ as a concept, rather than as an entity in and of itself. This argument is

supported by Ram-Prasad, who points out that the primary function of brahman in the

*7 Gonda [1961] 1975:10.

% Which, as Olivelle acknowledges (19982a:498), is a direct translation of Thieme’s  Wahrheits-
Formulierung’ .

9 Olivelle points out (7bid.), following Thieme 1952:119n3 and implicitly doubting both
Radhakrishnan and Hume, that brahman is the direct object of this sentence. Note too in this
context that, in TU 1.8, brahman is directly equated with the syllable OM (aum iti brahma). 1
discuss BU 2.1.1 in more detail in Chapter 3.

30 BU 3.4.1 and 3.5.1: saksad aparoksad brahma (translated by Hume as ‘the Brahma present
and not beyond our ken’ and by Radhakrishnan as ‘the Brahman that is immediately present and
directly perceived’).

%1 If their quest was for the highest form of the ultimate principle, the suggestion of ‘lower’
forms of brahman, as in PU 5.2 (param caparam ca brahma) or MuU 1.1.2 (paravaram - usually
translated as ‘the higher and the lower’, though possibly ‘the earlier and the later’), or in SU
1.12 (the ‘threefold brahman’ or trividham brahmam), makes a strict non-dualist interpretation
difficult: the idea of different levels of knowledge about that ultimate principle would be at least
as logical an interpretation. See also Olivelle 19982a:629 (on MuU 1.1).
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Upanisads is ‘to stand for some ultimate wholeness which can integrate all existence’
(my emphasis)*** or, in Brereton’s description which we have already seen, to be *...the
designation given to whatever principle or power a sage believes to lie behind the world
and to make the world explicable’.* Geib too refers to brahman as a ‘kind of blank
formula in order to express the ultimate cause of all creation’.’* I believe that keeping
open the possibility of interpreting brahman in this more neutral way will help cast light

on how Upanisadic explanations of the ultimate principle develeop.

Even when brahman does designate a principle in its own right, there is confusion about
the precise role which it plays, a confusion which goes to the root of the different
interpretations offered by the different schools of Vedanta.’® For example, do the
entities which populate the manifest world emanate from brahman as separate entitites,
are they part of brahman, are they pervaded by brahman, or are they ontologically
identical to brahman? Not only do the Upanisads display tension between giving
brahman the epistemological function of explaining why reality is as it is and the
ontological function of denoting a ‘principle of experience’**®, even where they clearly
use the term brahman with that ontological function their ideas about it are often
confused and unclear: in many cases they ‘fell back... into the old cosmologies which

this very Brahma-theory was intended to transcend’.*®’

Brahman, therefore, in the Upanisads is not a fixed concept. Just as Upanisadic ideas
about what precisely is the ultimate principle shift, so too does the meaning of brahman.
In those places where it clearly does denote a principle of existence, its precise functions
and relationship to the manifest world are also not a given: if they were, the various,
often contradictory, ideas and speculations about its role would not need to be recorded
and explored in such detail.”® I do, however, believe that the key to the development of

brahman from its early meaning as a ritual hymn or formulation into a widely-used

%62 Ram-Prasad 2010:724.

363 Brereton 1990:118.

%% Geib 1975-6:225.

365 See Chapter 1.

366 Ram-Prasad 2010:724-5.

7 Hume 1921:15.

% As Jamison and Witzel (1992:70) point out ‘If early Vedic religion had possessed a detailed,
agreed upon cosmogony, speculation would not have been necessary.’
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designator of the ultimate principle lies in the notion of power inherent both in the

various usages of the word, and in the perceived power of speech more widely.

The term aksara, like brahman, also developed from a phonetic meaning, as ‘syllable’**,

to be a designator of an abstract ultimate principle. Its etymological roots are thought to
lie in the negative of ksara (‘melting away’, ‘perishing’, or ‘flowing’)’”’, hence its later
common translation as ‘imperishable’, or ‘the imperishable’. As van Buitenen has
persuasively argued, when aksara is used in the RV, the meaning ‘syllable’ is to be
preferred, on the basis that ‘imperishable’ generally makes no logical contextual
sense.”’' However, the syllable, as the smallest unit of speech, was seen as the ultimate
repository of the power of sacred speech’, and, even though there clearly carrying the
meaning ‘syllable’, van Buitenen argues that, as early as the Vac hymn in RV 1.164.41-
2, it is in fact aksara which ‘claims the position of a supreme principle’.””> The word
aksara appears frequently in the Upanisads, but often in a context discussing metre
and/or analysing individual words or chants, in which a translation as ‘syllable’ seems
more appropriate.’’* By no later than the JUB and the CU, aksara had become associated
with one specific syllable, namely the otherwise apparently meaningless OM*”*, which
in the KaU and MaU takes on qualities of the ultimate principle and which, in TU 1.8.1

is said to be Arahman and described as ‘this whole world’.*’

When aksara is used without any obvious reference to speech or sound, the more
abstract translation ‘imperishable’ or ‘indestructible’ has generally been favoured. Van
Buitenen, in two articles’”’, has discussed this separation of meaning in depth,
questioning whether it is in fact justified, or whether, when aksara is used in a way
which denotes the ultimate principle, it should be read as referring to the syllable OM,

rather than either as a synonym for brahman or atman or as a separate principle in its

% See, e.g., the views of Bergaigne and Oldenberg cited at van Buitenen 1955-6:215n3.
" Van Buitenen 1955-6:205; Mayrhofer 1996: I Band Lieferung 1 42.

! Van Buitenen 1959:176.

372 See the discussion at Jamison and Brereton 2014:352-353.

7 Van Buitenen 1959:177. See also Elizarenkova 1995:111.

" E.g.BUS5.3,5.5.1-4, 5.14.1-3, CU 1.3.6-7, 2.10.1-4.

P Or ‘AUM’. JUB 1.1; CU 1.1.1: aum ity etad aksaram...

7 TU 1.8.1: aum iti brahma aum itidam sarvam...

77 Van Buitenen 1955-6 and van Buitenen 1959.
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own right.””® He emphasises that speculations about aksara began, as I have explained
above, in milieux ‘intensely preoccupied with the sacred Word which rules and supports
the sacrificial order of the universe’.””” OM undoubtedly appears in discussions of the
ultimate principle in the Upanisads, for example in TU 1.8.1 where it is referred to as
brahman and equated with ‘this whole world (aum iti brahma aum itidam sarvam),
though the term aksara is not used here. In KaU 2.15-16, OM is the ‘syllable that is

brahman*®

, while MuU 2.2.2 also refers to ‘aksaram brahma’, here often translated as
‘the imperishable brahman’, but also capable of being translated as ‘the syllable [which
is] brahman’ ** OM is described as the aksara which is the whole world in MaU 1°%,
and the MaU generally provides an analysis of OM which equates it with Zzman.*®’ In
BhG 8.3 too, aksarais equated with brahman, and Modi has argued that the frequent use

of the term aksarain the BhG, where it appears in 14 passages, suggests that the reader

should be taken to be aware that it has a particular significance.”™

However, as with the idea of a fixed interpretation of brahman, necessarily equating
aksara in the Upanisads with OM is in my view at best speculative. Its principal usage
as a designator of the ultimate principle in the early Upanisads is in BU 3.8.8-11, where
there is no obvious connection to sound, speech or the syllable OM. Here, Yajnavalkya,
at the culmination of his dialogue with Gargi, puts forward aksara as the ultimate
principle ‘at whose command the sun and the moon stand apart’*®, and beside which
‘there is no one that sees, no one that hears, no one that thinks, and no one that
perceives’.* Despite the absence of any obvious relationship to sound or speech, an
argument could be made that Yajiiavalkya is in fact suggesting to Gargi that the ultimate

principle is a ‘syllable’, presumably OM, and it is noteworthy that Sankara, in BSBh

378 Raising the question of who, if the ‘syllable’ is to be the ultimate principle, articulates the
syllable.

*” Van Buitenen 1955-6:213.

¥ KaU 2.15-16: aum ity etat. etadd hy evaksaram brahma. ..

31 Cf. MuU 2.2.4 where OM (or pranava) is described as the bow which projects the arrow of
atman toward the target of brahman (pranavo dhanuh Saro hy atma brahma tal laksyam...).

¥ MaU 1: aum ity etad aksaram idam sarvam. ..

3 MaU 8: so’yam atmadhyaksaram...; MaU 12: ... evam aumkara atmaiva.

¥ Modi 1932:5, though cf. BhG 3.15 (see page 101 below).

* BU 3.8.9: etasya va aksarasya prasasane gargi sarydcandramasau vidhrtau tisthatah.

¥ BU 3.8.11 (see note 387 below). Van Buitenen (1955-6:204-5) argues that this is the only
place in the Upanisads where aksara is unequivocally used to designate the ultimate principle,
though see below on its use in the SU.
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1.3.10, goes out of his way to refute the suggestion that Yajfiavalkya is here referring to
OM. However, such a conclusion would be out of character with the other teachings
attributed toYajiiavalkya. Yajnavalkya’s aksara is more often considered synonymous
with arman, on the grounds, first, that 2rman is the most common designation of the
ultimate principle associated with Yajfiavalkya, and, secondly, that his description of
aksarain BU 3.8.11°* is similar to his description of 4tman in BU 3.7.23.°% I believe
that identifying Yajhavalkya’s aksara with OM is difficult to support, and that
interpreting it somewhat neutrally as ‘the imperishable’ makes more sense in the context

both of BU 3.8 in particular and Yajfiavalkya’s teachings more generally.*®

By the time of the SU, aksara has clearly becomes divorced from any obvious
relationship to sound or the ‘syllable’. Nevertheless, it is still used both to designate and
to describe the ultimate principle, which here takes the form of a personified God™, as
well as to refer to a component part of that universe which, together with the ksara, or
‘perishable’, is ruled over by that God.*' In SU 1.7, aksara designates one part of a
triadic view of the universe in contra-distinction to the personal self and the manifest
universe.*”> God is not specifically referred to in SU 1.7, so that the interpretation of
aksara as God needs to be inferred from context, but I believe that that inference is fairly
clear’”, and that aksara is accordingly used here, without more, to refer to the ultimate
principle.*** This view is also supported by SU 1.10, where aksarais used as an epithet

to describe Aara, which later became a name of Siva, as the ‘one God’ who rules over

37 BU 3.8.11: “This is the imperishable, Gargi, which sees but can’t be seen; which hears but
can’t be heard; which thinks but can’t be thought of; which perceives but can’t be perceived.
Besides this imperishable, there is no one that sees, no one that hears, no one that thinks and no
one that perceives’ (tad va etad aksaram gargi adrstam drastr asSrutam srotr amatam mantr
avijaatam vijAatr nanyad ato’sti drastr nanyad ato’sti srotr nanyad ato’sti mantr nanyad ato’sti
vijaatr ...).

38 BU 3.7.23: ‘He sees, but he can’t be seen; he hears, but he can’t be heard; he thinks, but he
can’t be thought of; he perceives, but he can’t be perceived. Besides him, there is no one that
sees, no one that hears, no one that thinks and no one that perceives’ (adrsto drasta asrutah srota

¥ 1 discuss the narrative of BU 3.8 in more detail in Chapter 3.

3% See Chapter 5.

¥ SU 1.8: samyuktam etat ksaram aksaram ca vyaktavyaktam bharate visvam isah.
2 SU 1.7: ... svapratisthaksaram ...

A view supported by Olivelle, citing Rau 1964:44, at 1998a:616.

% Cf. the view of van Buitenen referred to in note 386 above.
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both the ‘perishable’ and the 2rman.*> Whether or not Aara is actually intended here to
indicate Siva is a matter of debate®®, but it seems clear that Aara is here intended to refer
to the God which takes on the qualities of the ultimate principle in the theistic SU and
who is decribed as avyaya, also meaning imperishable, in SU 3.12 and as nitya (eternal)

in SU 6.13.

Both brahman and aksara developed from terms with a specific relationship to sound or
speech into designators of the ultimate principle. This development reflected the
inherent power of sacred sound in early Vedic India and the role of the brahmins, as
well as foreshadowing later philosophical schools, such as that of Bhartrhari. Why these
two terms should have developed in this way to the exclusion of other sound related
terms, such as vac or mantra, is a question which has been raised by Renou™’ and
answered by Thieme and van Buitenen.” Van Buitenen relies on the derivation of
brahman from brh which, he argues, has, even if shown to be inaccurate by Thieme,
been a common belief. As a result, the idea of ‘powerfully bursting forth’ helped lead to
brahman assuming a meaning as a powerful utterance, and hence, eventually, an
ultimate power or principle. He argues that the derivation of aksara from a+ksara (the

399

‘imperishable’) had a similar result’™, though he stops short of equating the two terms

with each other, pointing out, for example, their juxtaposition in BhG 3.15, where

0 Thieme believes, as I do,

brahman derives from aksara (brahmaksarasamudbhavam).
that the key is creative power: the fact that each brahman as a sacred formulation was
specifically produced or ‘made’ by the priests, at least until the RV became ‘hardened’
into its canonical form, in order to create a specific effect or result is essential to its
meaning, and thence to its importance in the broader creative context of the ultimate

principle.*”’

What neither Renou nor Thieme or van Buitenen answers is why brahman assumed an

importance in the Upanisads (and beyond) denied to aksara. In my view, the answer to

3 SU 1.10: ...amrtaksaram harah ksaratmanav isate deva ekah.
3% See Chapter 5.

%7 Renou 1949:7.

** Particularly in van Buitenen 1959.

% Van Buitenen 1959:187.

* Van Buitenen 1959:185.

*' Thieme 1952:101-103. See also Brereton 2004:326.
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this is twofold. It lies first in the stronger connotations of power within the term
brahman even in its early usages. We have seen that inherent cosmic power was, either
allegorically or more directly, the subject of early Vedic speculation about the ultimate
principle, and the progression from brahman as a ritually powerful utterance to a
broader generic cosmic power does not seem far-fetched. Although ‘imperishable’, and,
as the ‘syllable’, an important component part of the power of speech, aksara did not
have the generative force which brahman did. Secondly, it lies in the close etymological
relationship between brahman and brahman. The brahmins were not only the custodians
of the oral tradition of the Upanisads, but also the custodians of brahAman, the powerful
formulation, itself, and perhaps saw the championing of this term as conducive to
increasing their status and power. Imperishability may be an important aspect of the
ultimate principle, but this quality speaks neither to the necessary power of the ultimate
principle, nor bears any semantic relationship to those who propagated the teachings
about it. Perhaps, therefore, for this reason brahman attained a superiority denied to

aksara.

2.5 Body and Lifebreath: atman and prana

Speculation about the ultimate principle in early Vedic texts tended, in general, to focus
on the cosmos as a whole, eventually perhaps extrapolating the ultimate principle of the
cosmos into the realm of the individual. A similar trend continues into the early
Upanisads, with the enquiry into the ultimate principle commonly taking place from the
outside inwards, from the universal power to the particular, seeking first to understand
what underpins and sustains the whole of creation and then, as a result, what underpins
and sustains each individual part of that creation. However, in other places, the enquiry
begins by seeking to identify the creative and animating force of the individual, and
extrapolating outward in search of the animating force of the universe. When this latter
trajectory is followed, the term most commonly used to denote the ultimate principle is

atman.

As with brahman, the etymology of armanis complex. In its earliest usages, it was

either simply a reflexive pronoun, or meant ‘body’ or ‘torso’ in a straightforward
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corporeal sense, a meaning which it retains in places in the Upanisads.*” It is also

3 and is often

thought by some to have etymological connections to \an (to breathe)
found in close association with prana, a term originally denoting breath or vital air. ***
Prana developed into a broader designator of the energetic force underpinning and

animating human existence, and, as we have seen, was lauded as an important cosmic

force in AV 11.4.

Whether or not etymologically related toV an, atman, when used in the RV, has
sometimes been translated as ‘breath’. One example is RV 10.168.4 where Vata, the
wind deity (whose association with breath will be obvious), is described as arma
devanam, translated by Jamison and Brereton and by Doniger O’Flaherty as ‘breath of
the gods’.*” However, both Renou and Elizarenkova have argued that afman in the RV
signifies something other than either the physical body or the physical breath.
Elizarenkova argues that, when used in the RV, arman already indicated ‘something
internal’ which, through assimilation with the reflexive pronoun, came to be used as a
designation of the ‘Self’.*”* She suggests that, in at least three RV passages, 1.162.20
and 10.16.3 (where Jamison and Brereton use the translation ‘lifebreath’) and 10.97.11
(where they prefer ‘the very self’), afman indicates something less specific than breath
which is ‘situated inside’, in other words some form of broader animating principle.*”’
In drawing this conclusion, she is implicitly following Renou, who draws attention to

d*® and, as with

the use of atmanvantin the RV, which he translates as ‘animate
brahman, hints at the idea of some sort of force or power being a key feature in the

development of names of the ultimate principle.

42 As, e.g., in BU 1.1.1 where the 4fman (i.e. physical body) of the sacrificial horse is equated
with the year.

493 E.g. Cohen 2008:39.

“%* Though, as Black notes (2007:9), the body (4tman) cannot exist without the breath (prana),
which may be a more satisfactory way of explaining the frequent inter-relationship of the two
concepts than looking for etymological relationships.

5 See also RV 10.92.13 where the same deity, Vata, is described (in Jamison and Brereton’s
translation) as ‘the lifebreath’ (atmanam vasyo abhi).

% Elizarenkova 2005:133.

*7 Elizarenkova 2005:123.

% Renou 1952:153.
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Renou sees arman in the RV as denoting ‘something which is at the base of the
‘animated’ character of living beings’.*” He too notes its relationship with wind in RV
1.34.7,10.92.13, 7.87.2 and 10.168.4, considering it at this stage ‘akin to’, but not the
same as, pranad’’, and points out that, in RV 1.73.2 and 1.162.20, it is actually opposed
to the physical body.*'' He argues that, by the time of the AV, the association of atman
with wind or breath has begun to take a back seat, and that it is only at this point that it
begins to acquire the sense of a reflexive pronoun. He suggests that it is only in the
Brahmana period that it starts to denote the body, as, for example, in SB 10.5.1.5, where
the agnicayana altar is identified with the afman of the sacrifice, and in SB 6.6.4.5,
where different parts of the sacrificial altar are homologised with different parts of the
body.*'? Interestingly, in SB 2.2.2.8, we even find the statement that ‘he who is mortal’

(martya) ‘is without atman’ (anatmana).
Atman in the early Vedic texts is clearly a fluid term. As Renou notes, it is:

‘... not at all [a] unitary or simple notion. It is not the body, nor the person, nor
the soul, nor the breath, but something participating in all these elements. It is

something which completes a given element, as the whole completes the

parts.’*"

Similarly, in the early Upanisads, the different meaning possibilities of atman are

414

superimposed on each other. It can mean physical body™", or can operate as a reflexive

pronoun*'®, while, in places, it clearly indicates a broader ‘foundational reality

underlying the conscious powers of the individual *'°,

a ‘Self’, with the wider sustaining
and animating qualities of an ultimate principle. This idea seems to arise from a desire

to discover ‘the central essence of the individual as distinguished from the physical

49 Renou 1952:151.

1 Ibid.

' Renou 1952:152.

12 Renou 1952:154-5. He describes the introduction of a ‘cosmic aspect’ to 4tmanin SB
10.6.3.2 as an ‘unexpected exaltation’ (ibid.:156).

13 Renou 1952:156.

4 E.g.in BU 1.1.1 and BU 1.4.1.

5 E.g. in BU 1.4.10.

#® Radhakrishnan 1953:74. Though, as Olivelle points out (2009:48), even when used in this
sense, there is not necessarily agreement on what actually constitutes that ‘foundational reality’
or, as he puts it, ‘ultimate core’.
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frame with which he is associated’.*"” A#man can also have cosmogonic properties, as in
AU 1.1 which opens with the words ‘In the beginning this world was the self (a#man),

8 Here, it makes little

one alone... He thought to himself: ‘Let me create the worlds
sense to translate afman either as a reflexive pronoun or as the physical body, and
perhaps only marginally more sense to read it as referring to physical breath. Rather, it
seems to be a more abstract, though conscious, creative principle. As with brahman, it is
not always apparent which meaning is to be preferred, and Olivelle rightly argues that it
is anachronistic to interpret afman in the Upanisads as always ‘referring only to some
‘spiritual’ core of a human being’.*"® As he notes, ‘the image of the physical human
body is present even when the Upanisads are attempting to isolate that core’**’:
Upanisadic efforts to identify the ‘Self’ are often characterised by positing then
rejecting different functions of the body and/or mind as being component parts of the

Self, but not themselves constituting the Self.**!

Although by the later Upanisads (for example the PU), afman and prana have clearly
been separated**, the association between the two remains strong. This suggests that, as
with prana, a key element within atman is its power to animate, and, as with brahman, 1
believe that the prominence which aftman achieved also has roots in the connotations of
power or energy inherent in it, whether via association with prana, or as a more generic
animating force, along the lines of Renou’s ‘something which is at the base of the

‘animated’ character of living beings’.

7 Hiriyanna 1993:55. Black (2012:11) goes so far as to consider it ‘the primary focus of
philosophical speculation in the Upanisads’.

Y8AU 1.1: atma va idam eka evagra asit. .. sa aiksata lokan nu srja iti. Like brahman, therefore,
it can be an active principle, as also, for example, in its role as the ‘inner controller’ in, e.g., BU
3.7.23. Cf. also the idea of afman ‘shaped like a man’ as the solitary original existent in BU
1.4.1 (atmaivedam agra asit purusavidhah) which created humanity by splitting itself into two,
or atman as the source of creation in TU 2.1.

19 Olivelle 1998a:26.

0 Ibid.

2! One of the most prominent examples of this is BU 4.1, where Yajfiavalkya rejects the
faculties of speech, breath, sight, hearing, the mind and the heart as having absolute qualities.
See also some of the ‘rejected’ ideas put forward in the narratives discussed in Chapter 3.

2 E.g. in PU 3.3 where pranais said to ‘arise from’ atman (atmana esa prano jayate). Cf. also
BU 1.5 where prapa is just one component of a threefold arman, together with speech (vac) and
mind (manas), created by Prajapati, and homologised with a threefold universe, as well as with
other triads.
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In certain places, the Upanisads come to the well-known conclusion that arman =
brahman. The clearest examples of this equation are probably Sandilya’s teaching in CU

9423, and

3.14.4: “This self (atman ) of mine that lies deep within my heart... is brahman
in the analogy of arman as ‘the honey of all beings’, which is ‘the immortal; it is
brahman, it is the Whole’ in BU 2.5.14.*** However, this equation is less common than
some later interpreters would have us believe*”, and its prominence in later Indian
thought has obscured the fact that it is by no means the universal result of the
Upanisads’ enquiries.”* Even when the equation is made, its meaning is ambiguous. As
I have already questioned, are we looking at a predication of two distinct concepts or, as
the Advaitins contended, an ontological identification? Does saying that atrman is

brahman in fact amount to nothing more than saying that afman is the ultimate

principle?

2.6 Correlations, Connections, and the Identity of 2fman and

brahman

Even though I argue that the equation ‘atman = brahman’ should not necessarily be
considered a statement of ontological identity, the Upanisadic identification, in certain
places, of the individual atman with the universal brahman reflects a common trope in
Vedic thought of using connections or identities between seemingly different objects as
a way of explaining reality. This in itself reflects the likely original meaning of the word
upanisad, discussed in Chapter 1, as referring to a ‘hidden connection’. One of
Brereton’s five paradigms ‘through which the Upanishads construct a totality out of the

d, 427

multiplicity of the worl is that of ‘correlation’, in other words the displaying of

3 CU 3.14.4: ... esa ma atmantar hrdaye etad brahma...

4 BU 2.5.14: ayam atma sarvesam bhiltanam madhu. .. idam amrtam idam brahma idam
sarvam.

# E.g. Deussen’s idea that *... the fundamental thought of the entire Upanishad philosophy may
be expressed by the simple equation:- Brahman = Atman’ (Deussen [1899] 1906:39).

26 See, e.g.. Olivelle’s view that: ‘Even though this equation played a significant role in later
developments of religion and theology in India and is the cornerstone of one of its major
theological traditions, the Advaita Vedanta, it is incorrect to think that the single aim of all the
Upanisads is to enunciate this simple truth.” (1998a:27). See also Black 2007:32-33.

7 Brereton 1990:119. See also Olivelle 2009:46-47.
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‘correspondences among things belonging to different domains’ as a way of
‘demonstrating unity behind apparent diversity’.*”* As he points out, this technique is
not new to the Upanisads, but has roots in earlier Vedic ways of analysing reality.
Indeed, Olivelle has argued that the ‘central concern of all vedic thinkers... is to
discover the connections that bind elements of” the ritual, cosmic and human spheres to

each other.*”

The finding of connections is a particularly important concern of the Brahmanas. There,
in general, the connection or correlation (often referred to as bandhu) tends to be
between the ritual domain and the cosmic domain, in order to explain some esoteric
meaning of a particular ritual or aspect of ritual which made that ritual effective. While
many of the correlations seem to our eyes to have little, if any, obvious basis, knowing
them was, by this stage in the development of Vedic thought, seen as key to the efficacy

of the rite.”® As Gonda says,

‘The belief in the efficacy of the rites is focussed on the conviction that it must
be possible to establish and maintain beneficial relations with the supra-
mundane sacred order...’, as ‘... an aspect of the universal idea that all things

and events are connected with each other’**'

and this focus on finding and understanding correlations in order to ensure the efficacy
of the rite may well be the source of the Upanisads’ frequent use of the correlation

paradigm.**

Given the importance of the correlation paradigm in certain later Upanisadic
interpretations, I will sketch here a brief outline of its use in the Upanisads. Yet, while
the correlation paradigm is undoubtedly important in the Upanisads, and clearly
influential in the drawing of the arman/brahman equation, it is important to remember

that, in certain Upanisadic narratives, it is itself discredited in favour of the

% Ibid. See also Kapstein’s discussion at 1988:240 ff.

9 Olivelle 1998a:24. See also Heesterman 1993 Chapter 8.

9 As Edgerton says, translating Oldenberg ‘The knower, precisely thru the fact that he knows -
not because thru his knowledge he acts skilfully and correctly... possesses power over the entity
or event known’ (1929:99).

! Gonda 1965b:5.

2 As suggested by Kapstein (1988:240).
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identification via one or more of Brereton’s other paradigms of a single, unitary,
abstract sub-stratum to the universe. In others, the correlation paradigm is used, but

stops short of a conclusion of identity between the correlates.

Olivelle identifies three principal ways in which the Upanisads use correlation: the first
is the common injunction to venerate x as y.*> As he points out, when ‘a text states that
someone venerates X as Y, the meaning is that he recognizes the hidden connection or
homology between the two’.*** The example he gives is CU 1.2.10-14, where a number
of sages ‘venerated’ the High Chant as the breath within the mouth, before the text
reveals the ‘hidden etymologies’ of the names of the sages. As Olivelle concludes: °...
anyone who comes to know such a hidden homology becomes himself identified with
the things whose homology he has recognized’.*”” Although Olivelle does not here
emphasise the point, this veneration allied to the requisite knowledge also leads to

certain positive results - here, power to ‘secure desires through singing’.**

The second method of establishing correlations is through the use of phonetic
similarities between the two correlates. Here, Olivelle’s example is from CU 1.3.1,
where the connection between the High Chant and the sun is based on the phonetic
similarity between udgitha (the name of the High Chant) and udyan (‘rising’).*”” While
these similarities often appear strained or far-fetched, Olivelle refuses to dismiss them
as ‘folk etymologies’, pointing out that they were propagated in the Upanisads by
learned brahmins, who otherwise display a sophisticated knowledge of Sanskrit

grammar.

The third method of establishing correlation is by presenting something within this

world as, in effect, a map of a more cosmic correlate. The classic Upanisadic example

3 Olivelle 1998a:24-26. A fourth, highlighted by Gonda and others, is numerical
correspondences (see, e.g., Gonda 1965b:6, Smith 1994:13). The verbal form upa+\/£s,
translated by Olivelle here as ‘venerate’, is often translated as ‘meditate’, reflecting the later
Advaita Vedanta usage of the term (and its cognate forms, such as upasana.) However, this
seems anachronistic here.

4 Olivelle 1998a:24.

3 Ibid.

8 CU 1.2.14: agata ha vai kamanam bhavati ya etad evam vidvan aksaram udgitham upasta...
BT CU 1.3.1: ... ya evasau tapati tam udgitham upasitodyan... Another example is CU 1.3.2
where breath and the sun are related through two meanings of the word svara (translated by
Olivelle as ‘sound’ and ‘shine’).
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of this is in BU 1.1 where different parts of the sacrificial horse are equated with aspects
of the world.** As Brereton says, BU 1.1 ‘reduces the whole world to the form of the
horse, and by doing so, it makes the world a single, comprehensible object’**’: the horse
becomes the map of the territory which is the world. In the Upanisads overall, the
human body is probably the most common of these maps. Cosmogonically, we see this
in AU 1.1.3, where, in atman’s creation of the worlds, speech and fire sprang from the
mouth of the first human, out-breath and wind from his nostrils, sight and the sun from

his eyes, and so forth, before each re-entering into the human to complete a cycle of

corre spondence .

When expressing ideas through the paradigm of correlation, the primary concern of the
Upanisads shifts from the ritual/cosmic correlations beloved of the Brahmanas to
establishing correlations or connections between the human entity or human activity and
the cosmic realm. This reflects an underlying assumption that ‘the universe contains a
web of relations, that things that at first sight appear to stand alone and apart are, in fact,
connected to other things’.** In some, the perceived connection, particularly between
the human body and the cosmos, is a relatively obvious one (e.g. between the eye or
sight and the sun, or between breath and the wind); in others, as we have seen, the
connection seems to be made for no stronger reason than that the words denoting the
two concepts are etymologically similar. As already noted, the use of the correlation
paradigm brings us back to the likely original meaning of the word upanisad itself as a
‘hidden connection’, and it is easy to see how the identification of the physical human
form with aspects of the cosmos developed into an identification of the ultimate essence
of the individual with the ultimate essence of the cosmos through the arman = brahman
equation. The progression involved in drawing the correlation paradigm to this
conclusion is emphasised by Kaelber, who argues that ‘By meditating on progressive

identities, one is led, in a process of ongoing reduction, to the final identity of self and

8 B g. the horse’s head with the dawn, its sight with the sun, its body (atman) with the year, its
intestines with the rivers, its urination with rain etc.

439 Brereton 1990:120.

40 Olivelle 2009:47.
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cosmos, Atman and Brahman’.**' In a similar vein, the development of the correlation

paradigm from earlier Vedic roots is summed up thus by Brian Smith:

‘Taken together... the bandhus of ancient Indian ritualistic philosophy

theoretically can account for and hook together everything in the universe. Such
high ambitions can indeed be witnessed within Vedic texts, culminating perhaps
in the Upanisads with... the equation of the microcosm (afman) and macrocosm

(brahman).”**

However, while the idea of finding correlations as a way of explaining an intrinsic unity
may help explain why certain Upanisadic sages and certain later interpreters looked to
equate atman and brahman, it is important to emphasise again that it is not the only
paradigm which the Upanisads use to explore the ultimate principle. In many of the
Upanisads’ speculations about the ultimate principle, the notion of correlation plays no
part. It also does not necessarily follow that, just because a correlation is made between
entities, whether etymologically or through veneration or representation, a conclusion of
ontological identity is the result. It may well be that the appropriate conclusion is simply
one of resemblance and/or mutual dependence, and the correlation may be made for
simple pedagogical reasons. Treating, therefore, the dominant quest of the Upanisads as
one to identify the identity between arman and brahman is, in my view, to misrepresent

the variety of ways in which the Upanisads explore the ultimate principle.

2.7 Knowledge as Power: the Importance of the Ultimate Principle

Finally in this Chapter, we should ask why identifying and understanding the ultimate
principle is such an important topic of Upanisadic speculation. The key to this lies in the
developing importance of the soteriological power of knowledge in contradistinction to
the power of mechanically performed ritual. At the beginning of the MuU, Saunaka

asks: ‘What is it... by knowing which a man comes to know this whole world?’.*** For

! Kaelber 1989:95.
42 Smith 1994:12.
* MuU 1.1.3: kasmin nu bhagavo vijiate sarvam idam vijaatam bhavati.
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Angiras, answering that question at length, the conclusion was that a person who knew
‘the highest brahman’ himself became ‘that very brahmarn’, and thereby passed beyond

sorrow and evil into immortality.***

Even before the Upanisads, the Brahmanas had begun a shift towards emphasising
knowledge, with their focus on ‘understanding’ the bandhus which gave access to an

understanding of the esoteric meaning(s) of the rite. Geen points out that:

“The SB is filled with references to ritual actions that need to be performed with
the correct knowledge either of the equivalences between the sacrificial elements

and the macrocosmic world... or the mythological significance of the act’**

perhaps, as Geen has also argued, as a way of creating for the brahmins who knew (or
claimed to know) the bandhus an exalted niche as ‘indispensable ritual aficionados’.**
The words ‘ya evam veda’ (‘he who knows that’) are a common refrain in the
Brahmanas and the Upanisads as a way of introducing some sort of desirable end, with
the ‘that’ often referring to one of the bandhus, or ‘hidden connections’. In the

Brahmanas the person ‘who knows that’

‘... has an insight into the correspondences between the mundane phenomena
and the immutable and eternal transcendent reality and into the meaning of the

ritual manipulations by which man can benefit by that knowledge’*"’;

by the time of the Upanisads:

4 MuU 3.2.9. Earlier, BU 1.4.9 had raised the question: ‘Since people think that they will
become the Whole by knowing brahman, what did brahman know that enabled it to become the
Whole? (yad brahmavidyaya sarvam bhavisyanto manusya manyante, kim u tad brahmavet
Yyasmat tat sarvam abhavad). As Klostermaier points out (1989:190), throughout the Upanisads
answering Saunaka’s question presented the sages with a difficult challenge: the challenge of
‘interpreting and communicating this knowledge through concepts whose validity is negated by’
the very knowledge itself, in other words through the use of name and form. Again, the term
brahman here need not designate a separate ontological principle: the answer might simply be
that one needs to know the ultimate principle.

5 Geen 2007:98.

4 Ibid.

*7 Gonda 1965b:6.
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‘In virtue of special insight, gained by means of asceticism or ritual acts, the
teachers of the... Upanisads asserted to be able to discover connections which
otherwise are beyond human understanding and thanks to this knowledge they

believed themselves masters of their own destiny.”***

While the word ‘Veda’ itself is etymologically related to ‘ vidya’ (knowledge)**, and

while knowledge was important even in the Vedic ritual context*

, knowledge is often
presented in the Upanisads in contradistinction to the performance of external ritual
more privileged in earlier Vedic tradition. The requisite knowledge is an understanding

of metaphysical truths rather than the simple acquisition of learning.*"

While perhaps
the most direct attack on Vedic ritualism occurs in the relatively late MuU, this theme
was already beginning to emerge in the early Upanisads, notably in the teaching of the
two paths of the dead which appears in broadly similar terms in BU 6.2.15-16 and CU
5.10.1-7. Here, those who ‘win heavenly worlds... by offering sacrifices, by giving gifts

and by performing austerities’**

pass through a cycle from which they are eventually
reborn, while those who ‘know this’ (i.e. the earlier teaching of the ‘five fires’ doctrine,
or paficagnividya), and ‘venerate truth as faith’*” pass through a cycle leading to the
‘worlds of brahman’ from which they do not return.** Similarly, in the brahmodya in

BU 3, Yajiavalkya, answering Gargi, says that

‘Without knowing the imperishable,... even if a man were to make offerings, to

offer sacrifices, and to perform austerities in this world for many thousands of

¥ Gonda [1954] 1975:367 (my emphasis).

9 Edgerton (1929:103) notes that vidya can mean ‘magic’ as well as ‘knowledge’.

9 Consider, for example, the emphasis on ‘deep thought’ in RV 10.129.

#! Delight in which, according to TU 9, leads to ‘still blinder darkness’.

2 BU 6.2.16: ye yajiiena danena tapasa lokan jayanti.

3 BU 6.2.15: te ya evam etad viduh ye cami aranye Sraddham satyam updsate.

#* CU 5.10.1-3; BU 6.2.15-16. In both of these passages, the path founded on knowledge also
presupposes the knower being ‘in the wilderness’ (aranya) rather than in village society,
suggesting that the all-important knowledge is gained through solitariness, and perhaps internal
practices such as meditation. BU 1.5.16 also presents rites and rituals as the way to win ‘the
world of ancestors’ (pitrioka) but knowledge as the way to the more desirable ‘world of gods’
(devaloka).

112
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



years, all that would come to naught’.*”

The MuU distinguishes two levels of knowledge. The first is a lower (apara)
knowledge, consisting of knowledge of the Samhitas, phonetics, ritual science,
grammar, etymology, metrics and astronomy, which is contrasted with a higher (para)
knowledge consisting of knowledge of ‘that by which one grasps the imperishable’.**®
The MuU is particularly scathing about those who favour external ritual, describing

457

them as ‘fools’ or ‘imbeciles’ (midhah)™’, who will be reborn ‘to this abject world’

458

(lokam hinataram)™”, while the person ‘of tranquil mind and calm disposition’, with a

teacher ‘well versed in the Vedas’, will acquire the knowledge of brahman by which he

understands ‘the true, the imperishable’.*”

The Upanisads repeatedly emphasise that knowledge of something either leads to
certain desirable ends, or (as in the case of Sﬁkalya’s burst head in BU 3.9.26) leads to
the avoidance of undesirable ends. Geen points out that, in the BU alone, ‘... there is an
almost bewildering variety of ... ‘units’ of efficacious knowledge and things for which
they are efficacious’.*” In places, knowledge itself is seen as a desirable end: brahma
varcasa, which Olivelle translates as ‘the lustre of sacred knowledge’, arises commonly
in the CU, TU and KsU as the result of certain forms of veneration, or certain partial
understandings of ultimate reality. In AU 3.3, knowledge (here prajAa) is brahman. And
throughout the narrative episodes of the Upanisads, emphasis is placed on the
transmission of knowledge and the role of the teacher. Edgerton, reasonably, argues that
‘the instinctive and unquestioning belief in the inherent power of knowledge’ underlies

‘the whole intellectual fabric of the Upanisads’.*"

3 BU 3.8.10: yo va etad aksaram... aviditvasmimlloke juboti yajate tapas tapyate bahiini
varsasahasranyantavad evasya tad bhavati.

Y MuU 1.1.5: atha para yaya tad aksaram adhigamyate.

7 MuU 1.2.7-10.

% MuU 1.2.10.

9 MuU 1.2.13: tasmai sa vidvan upasanndya samyak prasanta-cittdya samanvitya yenaksaram
purusam veda satyam provaca tam tattvato brahmavidyam.

9 Geen 2007:99.

*! Edgerton 1929:97.
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While in places in the early Upanisads the knowledge which is praised is what we may
call ‘limited” knowledge - with correspondingly limited results*** - ultimately the most
important knowledge in the Upanisads is knowledge of some form of the ultimate
principle. Although, as noted above, Upanisadic knowledge was sometimes presented as
important for its own sake, more commonly it was presented as having a definite goal.*”*
As Edgerton stresses, in Vedic literature, knowledge of a thing implies control of it,
with the result that, even in the predominantly ritual context of the Brahmanas, the
actual results which accrued to the participant arose not as a result of performing the
action itself, even closely delineated ritual action, but by reason of knowledge of the
esoteric meanings of the action.*** The logical conclusion of the idea that knowledge of
something leads to its control is that knowledge of the self must lead to control of the
self, and accordingly to some form of control over one’s post-mortem destiny. *** One of
the most prominent examples of this idea in the early Upanisads appears in one of the
dialogues in the BU between Yajnavalkya and Janaka, where Yajiiavalkya speaks of the
‘person embraced by the self consisting of knowledge’ (prajienatman), who becomes
‘oblivious to everything within or without’ and in whom ‘all desires are fulfilled’.**°
That person, as a result, moves beyond duality and reaches the blissful ‘world of

brahman’ (brahmaloka).*’

2 Such as in CU 1.7.9, where one who sings the High Chant with knowledge of the correlation
between ‘the person down here’ and ‘the person up there in the sun’ has ‘the power to fulfil
desires by singing’ (... esa hy eva kamaganasyeste ya evam vidvan sama gayati...)

463 Edgerton argues that: ‘Abstract truth for its own sake, as an end in itself, has never for a
moment been conceived by Indian philosophers as a proper objective for their speculations.
Their intellectual quests have always been associated in their minds with practical ends.’
(1929:102).

% The negative impact of the development of this mode of thinking on the survival of complex
and expensive ritual performance will be obvious: as Edgerton points out, it is ‘impressive...
that despite their absorbing interest in the rites, the Brahmana texts frequently do not shrink
from drawing this conclusion’ (1929:99). In contrast, the exegetical school of Pirva Mimamsa
may have developed at least in part with the aim of helping preserve the karmamarga.

463 Kaelber (1989:73) speaks of the ‘increasing prestige of knowledge’ eventuating in ‘an
imperialism which declares mystical or esoteric knowledge alone to be religiously efficacious’.
Y6 BU 4.3.21: ... evam evayam purusah prajiienatmana samparisvakto na bahyam kim cana
veda nantaram. tad va asyaitad aptakamam atmakamam akamam. ..

*7 BU 4.3.32. Note here that knowledge of arman leads to brahman: it is not suggested that the
requisite knowledge is of the identity of the two.
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The precise result of knowledge of the self varies, but is generally couched in terms
either of becoming brahman or reaching the brahmaloka.**® In some places, perhaps
harking back to earlier ideas, the result is couched in terms of immortality, for example
in the culmination of the AU which describes the result of knowledge of arman - here
equated with brahman, Indra and Prajapati - as the fulfilment of all desires in the
heavenly world and thence immortality.*® Later, in the SU, immortality (amrtatva) is
the result for one who knows arman to be ‘distinct from the impeller’ (i.e. God) in SU
1.6, and the SU describes knowledge itself as ‘immortal’ (SU 5.1: amrtam tu vidya), but
ruled over by God, the ‘knower of all’.*’”’ In TU 2.1.1, knowledge of brahman leads the
knower to the rather ambiguous ‘supreme’ (brahmavid apnoti param), while, in the
culmination of Yajhavalkya’s dialogue with Janaka in BU 4.4.22-24, one who knows
the ‘immense, unborn self’ (mahan aja atman) as ‘the one consisting of perception...
among the vital functions’ (vijianamayah pranesu) becomes a ‘sage’(muni), and the one

who knows that self as beyond verbal description (neti... neti...)

‘becomes calm, composed, cool, patient and collected. He sees the self... in just
himself... and all things as the self. Evil does not pass across him, and he passes
across all evil. He is not burnt by evil; he burns up all evil. He becomes a

Brahmin... He is the world of brahman.’*"

In places, reaching the destination of brahman or the brahmaloka explicitly leads to the
release of the knower from the cycle of death and rebirth. We see this in the case of

Upakosala Kamalayana in CU 4.15.5 for whom knowledge of the arman, which here is

8 See also KsU 1 for a detailed description of the journey to the world of Arahman undertaken
by the one with knowledge of brahman. Here brahman is represented as a king seated on a
throne, and KsU 1.6-7 sets out a series of questions and answers used by this personified form
of brahman to test the seeker, one of which requires the seeker to identify himself with brahman,
(yas tvam asi so’ham asmi) who is, in turn, identified both as the ‘self of every being’ (bhittasya
bhiitasya tvam atmasi) and with ‘this whole world’ (idam sarvam) (KsU 1.6). Proferes
(2007:144) discusses this passage in the context of the metaphor of kingship.

Y9 AU 3.4: ... svarge loke sarvan kaman aptvamrtah samabhavat...

410 SU 6.16: ... visvavid... The role of God in the SU is discussed in Chapter 5.

"' BU 4.4 23: ... iti tasmad evamvit santo danta uparatas titiksuh samahito bhitva
atmanyevatmanam pasyati sarvam atmanam pasyati nainam papma tarati sarvam papmanam
tarati nainam papma tapati sarvam papmanam tapati vipapo virajo vicikitso brahmano bhavati
esa brahmalokah. .. Radhakrishnan translates ‘This is the world of braAman.’.
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equated with brahman'", results in being led by ‘a person who is not human’
(puruso’manava) to brahman and to not returning ‘to this human condition’.*” The idea
of the possibility of release from this cycle through knowledge comes to the fore in the
teachings of the two paths of the dead in BU 6.2.15-16 and CU 5.10.1-7, and this
particular result of knowledge of the ultimate principle eventually assumed paramount

importance in the teachings of later Indian schools of philosophy.

The later Upanisads develop the idea of knowledge, as well as the means of acquiring
the requisite level of knowledge, further. In places, they stress that it is more than
simply knowledge which leads to the desirable goal. As early as TU 3.2, Bhrgu, son of
Varuna, is taught by his father that the way to know brahman is through the practice of

austerities (fapas).*”’*

Here, austerity is equated with brahman, as well as being the
means to acquire knowledge of brahman. The KeU, while considering knowledge
(almost certainly of the ultimate principle in the form of an abstract brahman) to lead to

immortality*”

, also considers the limited knowledge of brahman which comes to those
who think they ‘know it well’, exhorting reflection on the ‘unknown part’ of it if the
goal is to be reached.”’® The MuU encourages meditation as the way to see ‘the partless
one’, after one has purified one’s being ‘through the lucidity of knowledge’.*”” The KaU
also devotes space to the means of acquiring the necessary knowledge, with its
references to yoga practice and its conclusion that Naciketas, described as ‘one yearning
for knowledge’ (vidyabhipsina) in KaU 2.4, ‘became free from aging and death’
through both the ‘body of knowledge’ imparted by Yama and ‘the entire set of yogic
rules’.*’”® The need for something in addition to knowledge has roots back in the ritual

context of CU 1.1.10, where it is emphasised that only ritual performed with knowledge

(vidya), faith (sraddha), and ‘awareness of the hidden connections’ (upanisad) is ‘truly

Y2 CU 4.15.1: ... etad brahmeti. ..
Y3 CU 4.15.5: ... imam manavam avartam navartanta. ..
45 KeU 2.4: ... vidyaya vindate amrtam.
4% KeU 2.1: yadi manyase suvedeti dabhram evapi niinam tvam vettha brahmano rijpam
yadasya tvam yadasya devesu atha nu mimamsyam eva te.. ..
" MuU 3.1.8: ... jAdna prasadena visuddhasattvas tatas tu tam pasyate niskalam dhyayamanah.
% KaU 6.18: mrtyuproktam naciketo 'tha labdhva vidyam etam yogavidhim ca krtsnam
brahmaprapto virajo’bhiid vimrtyur anyopi. ..
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potent’ (virya).”” By the time of the PU, the ‘highest course’ (pardyana) which leads to
immortality, freedom from fear, and liberation from the cycle of rebirth, requires
austerity, chastity and faith, as well as knowledge.** In the IU, both knowledge and

ignorance must be ‘known’, if the knowledge is to lead to immortality.**'

Even if the early steps sometimes seem a little tentative, and the movement gradual, the
Upanisads undoubtedly represent the culmination of a shift away from the more
liturgical functions of the Samhitas, and from the efforts of the Brahmanas to explain
the mystical significance of ritual, to the idea of a liberating path of knowledge. *** The
required knowledge is generally knowledge of some form of the ultimate principle, and
the results of acquiring it range from the apparently mundane, to immortality in the
realm of brahman and the overcoming of the cycle of death and rebirth. It is this inward
shift of orientation, foreshadowing, and then perhaps complemented by, the practices of
yoga and meditation, which explains the importance of the Upanisads’ exploration of
the nature of ultimate reality: however the ultimate principle may be perceived, the
soteriological impact of knowledge of it is all-important. The significance, therefore, of
identifying and understanding that ultimate principle will be self-evident, and, arguably,

understanding its functions is more important than the name given to it.

2.8 Concluding Observations

This Chapter has covered a broad range of topics, primarily with the intention of setting
context for my more detailed discussion of the Upanisadic search for the ultimate
principle in subsequent Chapters. As Brereton’s helpful hermeneutic paradigms show,

there are several ways in which the Upanisads develop their enquiry into the ultimate

49 CU 1.1.10: yad eva vidyaya karoti Sraddhayopanisada tad eva viryavattaram bhavatiti.

0 PU 1.10: ... tapasa brahmacaryena sraddhaya vidyaya...

®UTU 11: vidyam cavidyam ca yas tad vedobhayam saha avidyaya mrtyum tirtva vidyayamryam
asnute.

2 Sometimes characterised as a shift from karmamarga to jianamarga (see, e.g., Klostermaier
1989:185, Kaelber 1989 chapter 5). Thapar (1994:307) summarises the shift thus: ‘... from the
acceptance of the Vedas as revealed and as controlled by ritual to the possibility that knowledge
could derive from intuition, observation, and analysis’. Kaelber (1989:79) says that ‘The
significance of knowledge is dramatically enhanced by the new worldview and soteriology first
articulated in the early Upanisads’.

117
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



principle. Mindfulness of this, as well as of the ways in which the meanings of key
terms used of the ultimate principle shift and develop over time, is an essential starting
point for my analysis of specific Upanisadic passages in Chapters 3 to 5. In those
Chapters, I will show how the Upanisads, particularly through their use of narrative,
address the questions about the ultimate principle which I have set up in this Chapter:
first, what qualities does the ultimate principle necessarily possess?; secondly, is there a
single principle or power which possesses those qualities?; thirdly, is the possessor of
those qualities material or abstract?; fourthly, how does the key terminology used in the
Upanisads to refer to the ultimate principle help inform an exploration of it?; and,
finally, why is the search for the ultimate principle important, and what are the results of

knowing the ultimate principle?

One of my purposes in this Chapter has been to demonstrate that the idea that the
Upanisads show progressions of thought around these questions is neither new nor
unique to the Upanisads. The earlier Vedic texts too show a similar, though not
identical, on-going sense of enquiry. While their primary focus, especially in the RV,
was cosmogonic, they nevertheless speculated about the source of that cosmogony, with
ideas moving from the material to the theistic to the abstract, and, by the time of the
AV, were speculating about the power which sustained and animated worldly existence.
A similar trajectory is also reflected in the rise of the term brahman, which progresses
from reflecting the creative power of sound or speech, specifically in a ritual context, to

becoming ultimately an abstract term for the ultimate principle.

I have proposed a working definition of the ultimate principle as the single entity,
power, or principle which creates, animates, supports and sustains all of existence. In
this Chapter, I have shown that perhaps the most unified aspect of this definition
throughout the early Vedic texts and the development of the Upanisads’ terminology for
their enquiry into the ultimate principle is the notion of power. We have seen this in the
power of Indra releasing the waters of creation, the power of the sacrifice in RV 10.90,
the inherent power of fad ekamin RV 10.129, the power of the brahmins’ ritual speech
which underpins the term brahman, and the power of the animating force within the

individual, sometimes called prana, which is closely related to afman. In subsequent
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Chapters, we will see how the Upanisads investigate and analyse both the source(s) of

that power and the way in which it functions in the universe.
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Chapter 3

Three Narratives in Search of a Principle

‘By whom impelled, by whom compelled, does the mind soar forth? By whom enjoined
does the breath march on as the first? By whom is this speech impelled, with which

people speak? And who is the god that joins the sight and hearing?’**’

3.1 Introduction

In Chapter 2, I proposed a working definition of the ultimate principle as the single
entity, power, or principle which creates, animates, supports and sustains all of
existence. | noted that, while later philosophical schools which relied on the Upanisads
as primary sources for their teachings often identified that principle as an abstract entity
which they called brahman, brahman in fact in the Upanisads is a more nuanced term,
which does not necessarily always indicate an abstract form of ultimate principle as a
separate ontological entity. I also observed that, while the idea of finding connections is
an important aspect of Upanisadic thought, entwined with the etymology of the word
upanisad itself, the idea that a teaching of identity (however characterised) between a
universal brahman and an individual 4fmanis a universal, or even a common, teaching

of the Upanisads is misplaced.

In this Chapter I look at the three most prominent narrative episodes in the BU which
address the question of the ultimate principle. It is immediately noteworthy that,
although the terms brahman and atman feature in these narratives, brahman plays a
minor role and in none of them is there an unambiguous teaching that an abstract
brahman is the ultimate principle, nor is any explicit identity made between brahman
and arman. To reach, as those later interpreters did, either of those conclusions requires
giving brahman a meaning which the texts do not necessarily justify, coupled with

either the drawing of inferences from the narratives themselves (e.g. that in presenting a

* KeU 1.1: kenesitam patati presitam manah kena pranah prathamah praiti yuktah kenesitam
vacam 1mam vadanti caksuh Srotram ka u devo yunakti.
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teaching about afman in the context of a question about brahman, the identity of the two
must be taken as read) or the making of assumptions that certain other terms (e.g.

aksara) are intended to be synonymous with brahman.

While it could be argued that the narratives proceed on an underlying assumption that
the reader/hearer understands brafiman to have a certain meaning and/or braiman and
atman to have a certain relationship, so that the texts do not need expressly to say so,
such a general underlying assumption seems hard to justify. First, we have seen in
Chapter 2 both the variety of pre-Upanisadic ideas of the ultimate principle, which do
not necessarily give brahman a dominant role, and the fluidity of meaning of the terms
brahman and atman. Secondly, the amount of time devoted to attempting to identify and
explain the ultimate principle in the Upanisads militates against making any such
general assumptions. What in fact reading these narratives makes clear is that the more
that one analyses the narratives of the early Upanisads the stronger appears to be
Brereton’s idea that brahman in the early Upanisads (unlike in its later usages in the
Vedanta schools) ‘remains an open concept’ and is no more nor less than ‘...the
designation given to whatever principle or power a sage believes to lie behind the world

and to make the world explicable’.***

The question, therefore, which I address in this Chapter is whether the arrangement of
these three narratives in the BU, if not intended to put forward an abstract brahman as
the ultimate principle or to demonstrate a particular relationship between atman and
brahman, shows any other organisational purpose, at least so far as their teachings about
the ultimate principle are concerned.*® To begin with, through the questions which they
raise, and the potential answers which are put forward and then dismissed, each of the
narratives makes clear that the identity and nature of the ultimate principle are topics for
discussion, rather than a subject of settled dogma. However, reading the narratives

together will also demonstrate that each of the three focusses on a different function of

4 Brereton 1990:118. In the BU taken as a whole, that principle or power is most commonly
called arman.

* There may be other editorial reasons for the arrangement of the narratives in the BU (see,
e.g., the arguments of Brereton in Brereton 1997 and of Black in Black 2007 Chapter 2), but
those do not necessarily override the possibility that the teachings on the ultimate principle also
played a role.
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the ultimate principle, as I have defined it for the purpose of this thesis. A close reading
of the three will show that, while they display a typically Upanisadic fluidity in
answering them, there is a noticeable progression in the questions which they address.
The first clearly focusses on the creativerole of the ultimate principle, and does so in a
manner which effectively debunks some of the earlier Vedic speculations about the
roles and functions of the Vedic deities. The second pays scant attention to creation: its
concern is to understand how the created universe is sustained, in other words how the
various elements of the created universe are established and maintained in their
respective places. The third also pays little attention to creation and refers to the
ultimate principle’s sustaining function only peripherally: it devotes its attention to the
need for the ultimate principle to animate and control creation on an ongoing basis. A
useful (if imperfect) analogy is that of a puppet, which needs, first, a manufacturer;
secondly, a set of strings to keep it together and to control its actions; and thirdly a
puppeteer to manipulate those strings. The strings cannot control the puppet unless the
puppet already exists; the puppeteer has no function until the puppet exists and the
strings are in place - as well as all three functions being necessary, the order of creation,
sustenance, animation is also important. A monistic ultimate principle must fulfil all
three roles; alternatively, the ultimate principle must somehow differentiate itself so that

different aspects of it perform different functions.

As I have argued in Chapter 1, the placing of teachings in the context of dialogue and
narrative should not be considered ‘accidental’, with the narratives as mere

‘adornment’*%¢

to the Upanisads’ philosophical teachings. Rather, the narratives should
be read as integral parts of the texts, and the purpose of placing certain teachings in the
context of narrative and dialogue should be considered, if we are to achieve Grinshpon’s
‘Good-Enough Reading’.**’ In the editorial process of compiling the early Upanisads,
particularly the BU and CU, the presentation of teachings in narrative appears to have
been a conscious ploy to give those teachings prominence. It follows that the placing of

narratives, even though they may have originated independently, in a particular order,

and in juxtaposition with other narratives, should also be considered as a conscious

* Lindquist 2011a:35.
*7 Grinshpon 2003:1.
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editorial decision. It is accordingly a legitimate enquiry to consider the development of
ideas from a narrative which appears earlier in a text to one which appears later, rather

than simply looking at the teachings of the individual narratives in isolation.

By reading these three narratives together, the reader is drawn to consider what are the
principal functions of the ultimate principle. Indeed, it could be argued that the main
thrust of the three narratives is to establish those functions, rather than to identify the
ultimate principle itself. It is clearly not enough for the ultimate principle simply to
create, as the first narrative suggests. The results of that creation need to be organised so
that they function in the world, as the second narrative makes clear. Even that, however,
is not a complete picture: that functioning in the world needs to be directed, if the world
is to operate in anything other than a random way, as the third narrative explains. It is
important to stress that I am not making any claims about the origins or chronology of
the original versions of the three narratives. Nor am I suggesting that their relative
positioning in the BU is solely a function of the ways in which they approach the
ultimate principle. However, there does seem to be some significance in a relative
positioning which highlights this progression in establishing the essential qualities of

the ultimate principle.

3.2 Narrative 1: Balaki and Ajatasatru

The first narrative involving human characters to appear in the BU is the dialogue
between Balaki and Ajatasatru in BU 2.1. This appears shortly after the cosmogonic
speculation of BU 1 in which the world in the beginning was portrayed as a ‘single body

(atman) shaped like a man’**

which populated the universe, initially by splitting himself
into two, male and female. A very similar narrative to that of BU 2.1, both in content
and structure, appears in KsU 4, though there the character of Balaki is presented
differently, and the final teachings are also somewhat different. It is impossible to state

which of the two versions is the earlier; however, the KsU as a whole is generally

considered later than the BU and there are certain features of the KsU narrative which

"8 BU 1.4.1: armaivedam agra asit purusavidhah. Radhakrishnan has ‘the self in the shape of a
person’.
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suggests that it may be later than that of the BU.”™ They may both derive from a

common third source.
3.2.1 The characters and literary motifs

In the BU, Balaki is introduced as ‘a learned Gargya named Drpta Balaki’.*° The use of
the adjective aniicana, often associated with Vedic learning, suggests that he is a
brahmin, which is confirmed later in the narrative at BU 2.1.15. The name or epithet
drpta (‘proud’) is omitted in the KsU, where he is simply ‘Gargya Balaki’, a learned and
widely travelled (or famous) man®', who is said to have lived in several of the
important centres of Vedic India, including Kuru, Paficala, Kasi and Videha. Olivelle
notes that Gargyas ‘are mentioned as teachers of liturgy and grammar’, suggesting that

Balaki ‘comes from a distinguished family’**

, probably of ritualists. The description
‘drpta’in the BU, which, together with the omission of the information about his travel,
presents him in a less favourable light than in the KsU, sets him up for the purpose of
the narrative as arrogant, almost to the point of buffoonery. This enables the BU to
present its teachings in a manner critical of ‘proud’ ritualists, thereby signposting their

novelty and importance.

Ajatasatru, on the other hand, is a ksatriya, the king of Kasi.*” A king by the name
Ajatasatru is also well known in Buddhist circles: conventional dating theories for the

44 that the two are not the same,

BU and KsU would support the generally held view
though Bronkhorst, despite referring to Ajatasatru in the BU as ‘clearly legendary’, has
used the presumed identity of the two to support his suggested later date for the BU.*”

In both versions, Ajatasatru is presented in a favourable light, shown as a generous king,

¥ Such as the longer list of ‘people’ put forward by Balaki, and the substitution of sarira for
atman to refer to the physical body (see further below).

0 BU 2.1.1: drptabalakir hanicano gargya asa.

Y1 KsU 4.2.1: atha ha vai gargyo balakir aniicanah samspasta dsa. Olivelle (1998a:594) notes
that the word samspasta (or samsprsta) is ‘obscure’, and that his translation as ‘widely travelled’
is conjectural, and follows Frenz’ translation ‘ vielgereister at 1968-9:121. Radhakrishnan and
Hume translate it as ‘famous’ and ‘famed’ respectively.

#2 Olivelle 1998a:480.

3 Black (2007:119) notes that Ajatasatru ‘employs several metaphors explicitly connecting his
discourse to his position as a king’, including martial analogies.

4 Olivelle 1998a:478, MacDonell and Keith 1912(1):13.

3 Bronkhorst 1993:118. See also Kosambi 1970:103.
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willing to offer a thousand cows for Balaki’s teaching, also highlighting the symbiotic
relationship between brahmin and ksatriya. As discussed in Chapter 1, the notion that a
ksatriya teacher implies a ksatriya origin for the teachings is now widely discredited:
more likely, putting them into the mouth of a ksatriyais a literary way of highlighting
their innovative nature, and possible non-Vedic origins, and, when presented in
contradistinction to the traditional, and (in the BU) arrogant, presentation of Balaki, a
dismissal of traditional brahmin learning. As Black has noted, Balaki’s ideas consist ‘of
a series of rehearsed statements all following the same formula’, while Ajatasatru
dismisses that formulaic approach in an effort really to ‘explain processes of the body
and mind’.**® During the narrative, Balaki asks to become Ajatasatru’s student. Given
Ajatasatru’s acknowledgment in BU 2.1.15 that it would be ‘a reversal of the norm’
(pratiloma) for him to have done so, it seems unlikely that he formally initiated Balaki.
Nevertheless, the very fact of the request being made represents a ‘humbling’ of Balaki,

and, once again, emphasises the narrative’s critique of traditional, ritualist brahmins.

3.2.2 Balaki’s offer

In both versions, Balaki approaches Ajatasatru with the words brahma te bravani. As we
have seen in Chapter 2, these words can be translated in different ways. Olivelle,
following Thieme’s etymological derivation of brahman, translates them as ‘Let me tell
you a formulation of truth’, on the grounds that brahman appears to be the direct object
of the sentence, rather than, as contended by Radhakrishnan and Hume in their
translations of BU 2.1.1, ‘I will tell you about brahma/n].**’ It is worth noting,
however, that, in their translations of KsU 4.1, both Hume and Radhakrishnan offer the
arguably more syntactically accurate ‘Let me declare brahman to you’, making brahman
once again the direct object, though begging the question as to its meaning. Frenz also

translates the phrase as ‘Ich will dir das Brahman erkliren’ .***

Whichever translation one adopts, it is strongly arguable that, in making his offer to

AjataSatru, Balaki is using brahman as a neutral denominator for the ultimate principle,

¢ Black 2012:23.
#7 Olivelle 1998a:498.
*% T wish to explain the brahman to you’ (Frenz 1968-9:121).
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rather than setting up brahman as an entity in its own right.*”” His offer could easily be
analogous to a statement such as ‘Let me tell you a secret’, where the word ‘secret’
describes a quality of what is about to be revealed, rather than being an entity in and of
itself. This argument is supported by Balaki’s suggestion of several ‘people’ which he
considers to be [the] brahman, which implies that he does not see the ultimate principle

as an impersonal abstract entity, in the way brahman was often later interpreted.’”
3.2.3 Balaki’s ideas of the ultimate principle
Balaki’s series of ‘people’ (purusa) which he venerates as brahman (brahmopasa) begins

with ‘the person up there in the sun’, and continues through 11 (in the BU) and 15 (in

the KsU) further ‘people’.”" As noted above, each is put forward in a highly formulaic

9 Brereton’s ‘designation given to whatever principle or power a sage believes to lie behind the
world and to make the world explicable’ (1990:118) or Geib’s ‘kind of blank formula in order to
express the ultimate cause of all creation’ (1975-6:225).

3% Balaki’s motive for making his offer is unstated: it is reasonable to assume that hope of
reward from the king may have been at least part of it. Ajatasatru is clearly keen to hear what
Balaki has to say, as he offers him a thousand cows for his speech and suggests (perhaps
sarcastically) that, for such a speech ‘People are sure to rush here, crying ‘Here’s a Janaka!
Here’s a Janaka™ (BU 2.1.1: janakah janaka iti vai jana dhavanti. See also KsU 4.1.). The
references to Janaka have been used to suggest that the Balaki narrative post-dates the narratives
in BU 3 and 4 which present king Janaka of Videha in a favourable light, and that AjataSatru is
trying to emulate Janaka and/or that Balaki is presenting himself as a ‘second Yajiavalkya’.
(See, e.g., Hume 1921:16, Cohen 2008:84). Hock in particular (2002:282) has argued,
developing the argument in Brereton 1997, that the Balaki narrative is one of the outermost
layers of a ring composition, probably added relatively late in the day. Cohen (2008:84)
suggests that Balaki’s ideas ‘obviously owe much to the great Yajfiavalkya’ but that Balaki has
missed the point of Yajfiavalkya’s teachings; Ruben (1947:265), on the other hand, describes
Ajatasatru as a ‘getreuer Anhinger (‘faithful supporter’) of Yajiiavalkya, implicitly aligning
Balaki with Janaka. Janaka is also presented as a wise and generous king and a teacher in SB
11.6.3, and I believe that the contents of this dialogue suggest that it may be read as a relatively
early attempt to characterise the ultimate principle, so that Yajfiavalkya’s teachings later in the
BU may be read as a refinement of Ajatasatru’s ideas, a view shared by Acharya (2013:18). I
read Ajatasatru’s comment not as referring to himself, but as a sarcastic reference to Balaki. It is
also possible that the references to Janaka are later interpolations. Even if this whole episode
were a later interpolation into the BU, its positioning in the received version of the BU as the
first significant narrative exploration of the ultimate principle involving ostensibly real life
characters suggests that it is intended to be read as an early effort at enunciating the ultimate
principle, and I believe that its contents support such a reading.

> See Table 3.1 for a list of those proposed in the BU. The KsU omits the ‘person in the
quarters’, and adds thunder (stanayitnu), separates sound (sabda) and echo (pratisrutka),
includes the ‘person who roams about in dreams’ (purusah suptah svapnaya carati), and the
persons in the right and left eyes (daksine ’ksi and savye ’ksi). There is no suggestion that
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way, perhaps reflecting (or, for the purposes of the narrative, parodying) ritual

recitation®”, and is rejected by Ajatasatru as no more than a partial brahman, with

positive, but limited, results accruing to the person who venerates that particular purusa

as [the] brahman. Rather than set out Balaki’s suggestions and AjatasSatru’s refutations

at length, I have listed those from the BU in Table 3.1 below, which I will follow with

some general observations.

Table 3.1

BU reference

‘Person’ venerated

Result of venerating
(according to Ajatasatru)

2.1.2 aditye purusa (person in the Become the most eminent of all

sun) beings... their head and king.

2.1.3 candre purusa (person in the Have Soma pressed for him

moon) every day, and his food will
never decrease.

2.1.4 vidyuti purusa (person in Become radiant, and have

lightning) radiant children.

2.1.5 akase purusa (person in space) | Be filled with children and
livestock, and his children will
not pass away from this world.

2.1.6 vayau purusa (person in the Become victorious and

wind)

invincible, and... triumph over
his adversaries.

Balaki’s ideas are presented in a hierarchical order, nor that any of them is dependent on any
other(s). Olivelle (1998a:26) notes the common usage in the Upanisads of the formula
‘venerating x as y’, which he suggests indicates a recognition of a (possibly hidden) connection
between x and y. As he stresses, however, recognising a connection, however esoteric, between
x and y does not necessarily imply an identity between them. See also note 433 above in relation
to the usage of upa+Vasand its derivatives.
> Black (2012:23-4) notes that Balaki’s ideas appear similar to ‘scripted statements’ of Vedic

ritual texts.
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2.1.7 agnau purusa (person in the Become irresistible, and so will

fire) his children.
2.1.8 apsu purusa (person in the Obtain only what resembles
waters) him and not what does not

resemble him; and one who
resembles him will be born

from him.
2.1.9 adarse purusa (person in a Shine, his children will shine,
mirror) and will outshine everyone he
meets.
2.1.10 yantam pascat Sabdonidi Live his full lifespan in this
(sound drifting behind a man as | world, and his lifebreath will
he walks) not leave him before the

appointed time.

2.1.11 diksu purusa (person in the Always have a companion, and
quarters) will never be cut off from his
entourage.
2.1.12 chayamaya purusa (person Live a full life in this world,
consisting of shadow) and death will not approach him

before the appointed time.

2.1.13 atmani purusa (person in the Come to possess a body, and so
body) will his children.

The idea that a ‘learned’ brahmin such as Balaki can offer 12 (in the BU: 16 in the KsU)
‘people’ whom he venerates as brahman is a clear indicator, at least for the purposes of
the narrative, that the identity of the ultimate principle, or, at the least, how it manifests
in the everyday world, was not clearly or universally understood in traditional brahmin
circles. Although the order varies slightly between the BU and KsU, Balaki’s initial
suggestions in both cases begin with correlates of old Vedic deities: sun, moon, thunder
and lightning, wind and fire. The fact that he venerates ‘the person in...” each of these
clearly implies an association with the personalised, deified forms of these natural
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elements: in Gonda’s memorable phrase the ‘departmental deities’ of the early Vedic
tradition.” From water (seventh in the BU series and eighth in the KsU) onwards, none
of Balaki’s suggestions feature in either of the other narratives discussed in this
Chapter.”™ Nevertheless, the compilers of the BU and the KsU considered them worth
including, either to emphasise that Balaki was ‘clutching at straws’ in his efforts to
identify the ultimate principle, or perhaps to refute ‘old-fashioned’ ideas whose
currency was already low and which were not deemed necessary of consideration in the

other narratives.

Balaki’s final proposition in the BU, beyond which he offers no further ideas, is atrmani
purusa.”” Olivelle and Hume both take tman here as referring to the physical body,
which seems correct. Radhakrishnan’s ‘person who is in the self” seems tendentious and
less convincing, given the context. This interpretation is supported by the fact that, in
the equivalent verse of the KsU, arman is replaced by sarira, and rejected as being
equivalent ‘only’ to Prajapati.’” The idea of the ‘person in the dtman’ being rejected as
brahman is noteworthy in the light of the later interpretations which identify atman and
brahman: the substitution of sarirain the KsU may suggest that, if indeed the KsU
version is later than the BU, the rejection of atmani purusa carried some sensitivity,

even at this early stage.
3.2.4 Ajatasatru’s response
After Ajatasatru’s rejection of atmani purusa as [the] brahman in the BU, and of

Balaki’s final suggestions of the person in the right eye (daksine ksini purusa) and the

person in the left eye (savye ksini purusa) in the KsU”, both versions of the narrative

%% Gonda 1965a:136. The term purusa, which later became extremely important in Samkhya
philosophy, literally means ‘man’ or ‘person’. However, as early as the RV, it also carried a
connotation of something more than simply the physical person, perhaps with a connotation of
animating power: see, e.g., RV 10.51.8 which refers to the ‘purusa’ of plants (purusam
causadhinam), translated by Jamison and Brereton as ‘the ‘man’ of the plants’. I discuss the idea
of the ultimate principle as a ‘person’ further in Chapter 5.

%% The person seen in a reflection and the person seen in the dream state are also false ideas of
brahman put forward by Prajapati to Indra in the narrative in CU 8.7-15.

% Cf. BU 1.4.1°s atman ‘shaped like a man’ (purusa).

2% KsU 4.16: prajapatir iti va aham etam upasa. ..

7 KsU 4.17-18.
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show him rather dismissively asking ‘Is that all?’ (etavan nu).”*® While, in the BU,
AjataSatru simply says that ‘It isn’t known with just that’ (naitavata viditam), in the KsU
he is, if anything, more dismissive, accusing Balaki of engaging him in conversation in
vain. Bringing to mind ViSvakarman, the Vedic ‘divine craftsman’, in the KsU he goes
on to tell Balaki that the person one should seek to know is ‘the maker of the persons
you have talked about... whose handiwork they are’.’” In other words, for Ajatasatru in
the KsU, the key to understanding the ultimate principle, or the ‘formulation of truth’, is
to know the creator of all of the component parts of the universe, at both macrocosmic
and microcosmic levels. Although this explicit reference to the ‘maker’ of Balaki’s
persons is omitted at this stage of the dialogue in the BU, AjataSatru’s exposition of the
ultimate principle in the BU also, as I shall explain below, focusses on the creative
aspect of the ultimate principle. The reference in the probably later KsU to the ‘maker’

of Balaki’s persons may be a way of re-inforcing the BU’s conclusion.

In both versions, Balaki approaches Ajatasatru and asks to become Ajatasatru’s pupil.”"

Ajatasatru acknowledges ‘the reversal of the norm’ which would be involved in taking
Balaki as his student, and in neither version is he expressly said to have initiated
Balaki.’'' Nevertheless, he offers to ensure that Balaki perceives clearly
(tvajgnapayisyami), leads Balaki to a sleeping man, addressed as ‘Soma, great king
dressed in white’ (brhan pandaravasah soma rajan), and asks Balaki about the state of
the person when asleep.”’* Here the two versions diverge. The BU sets out a teaching
about the ‘person consisting of perception’ (vijianamaya purusa) gathering the
cognitive power of the body’s vital functions (prana) into his own cognitive power and

5513

resting in ‘the space within the heart’””, analogised with the state of oblivion

% BU 2.1.14, KsU 4.19.

9 KsU 4.19: yo... purusapnam karta, yasya vai tat karma. In Chapter 5, I will suggest that the
idea of seeking the ‘maker’ of Balaki’s ‘persons’ is indicative of a trend to personalise the
ultimate principle, arising from the Vedic ‘departmental deities’ and never entirely lost behind
the more abstract ideas of brahman and atman.

>1% In the KsU he does so in the traditional formulaic way ‘carrying firewood in his hands’ (KsU
4.19: ... samit panih praticakrama upayaniti).

> Though both say that he took Balaki by the hand, which Black (2007:77) has argued in
another context may signify an intention to initiate.

12 BU 2.1.15-16, KsU 4.19. The reference to Soma, an important component of much early
Vedic ritual, may also indicate that this is an early narrative.

> BU 2.1.17: ... yatraisa etat supto’bhilt esa vijianamayah purusah tad esam prananam
vijianena vijianam adaya ya eso ’'ntar hrdaya akasah tasmifichete... The space within the heart
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encountered in deep sleep or sexual bliss, before concluding that ‘all the vital
functions..., all the worlds, all the gods, and all beings spring from’ the armam’"*, whose

‘hidden name’ (upanisad) is ‘the real behind the real’ (satyasya satyam).’"

I have taken the BU version to end at this point. Although it is not completely clear,
there seems no obvious reason to treat the enigmatic teachings of BU 2.2 as part of the
same narrative.”' What is clear is that, for all the rejection of atmani purusa (‘the person
in the body’), in Ajatasatru’s teaching the brahman is that from which everything
‘springs’ ( vyuccaranti), in other words the creative source of the universe. For
AjataSatru, that source is aftman, possibly equated with the vijaanamaya purusa, the
‘person consisting of perception’.’"’ Perhaps surprisingly, given Balaki’s initial offer,
Ajatasatru does not explicitly say that this afman is brahman, which one might have
expected if the thrust of the narrative was to teach an identity between two concepts,
rather than simply setting up afman as the ‘formulation of truth’. It could be argued that
such an equation is implicit, as Ajatasatru is responding to Balaki’s offer, but its
absence, in what appears to be an early exposition of the ultimate principle, is

striking.”"®

is a relatively common ‘home’ for the self in the Upanisads: see, e.g., CU 3.12.7-9 where the
‘space within the heart’ is directly equated with brahman as ‘the space outside [the] person’.

>4 Here interpreted as the metaphysical ‘self’, rather than the physical body.

S BU 2.1.20: ... evasmad atmanah sarve pranah sarve lokah sarve devah sarvani bhiitani
vyuccaranti. tasyopanisat satyasya satyam iti prand vai satyam tesam esa satyam. Acharya
(2013:16-17) sees this stanza as an interpolation, on the basis of its focus on afman rather than
purusa.

316 Acharya agrees with this. However, he sees BU 2.1 and 2.3 as forming one single discourse
(Acharya 2013).

317 Cf. the notion of thought as the ultimate principle in the interpretation by Brereton and others
of RV 10.129 (see Chapter 1).

1% The final teaching in the KsU also refers to prana, here in the singular, as the /ocus of the
senses in sleep. Prana is expressly identified with ‘the self consisting of intelligence’ (here
prajiiatman), which penetrates the ‘bodily self” (sarira) ‘up to the very hairs of the body, up to
the very nails’. To this prajaatman ‘cling the other selves’ (also 4atman), ‘as to a chieftain, his
own people’ (KsU 4.20: sa esa prana eva prajiatmedam Sariram atmanam anupravista
alomabhya anakhebhyah tam etam atmanam eta atmano 'nvavasyante yatha sresthinam svas...).
Although Olivelle argues that these ‘other selves’ are the vital functions referred to elsewhere as
prana (Olivelle 1998a:596; cf. also the various ‘selves’ of TU 2), this may also be a reference to
the various ‘people’ venerated by Balaki. The notion of multiple ‘selves’ all referred to by the
term atman is troublesome for those seeking an unequivocally non-dualist interpretation of this
teaching. Although it is difficult to be certain, it seems that the KsU, while acknowledging some
form of primacy for the prajiatman, also accepts a multiplicity of ‘selves’, with the prajAatman
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3.2.5 Characteristics of the ultimate principle

Hume, at least implicitly, also sees this narrative episode as an early exposition of the
ultimate principle. He describes Ajatasatru’s teaching as ‘... the first in the Upanishads
where the conception of Brahma is subjected to a regressive analysis leading to a
conclusion which obtains throughout the remainder of the Upanishads...’, namely that
the ‘world-ground cannot be the substrate of only certain particular phenomena’.’"
While Hume’s conclusion about the universality of the ‘world-ground’ speaks to an
essential quality of the ultimate principle, I take issue with his suggestion that ‘the
conception of Brahma is subjected to a regressive analysis’ in this narrative. Although
Balaki’s ideas do move from the external to the internal, they are not presented as being

interdependent in the way that we will see below in Yajnavalkya’s attempt to explain

the ultimate principle to Gargi.

Rather, the key characteristic of the ultimate principle in this narrative is its function as
the source or origin of the various ‘people’ put forward by Balaki, of the body’s vital
functions, and of existence generally. In a celebrated passage which closes the BU

narrative, Ajatasatru sums up his teaching thus:

‘As a spider sends forth its thread, and as tiny sparks spring forth from a fire, so
indeed do all the vital functions..., all the worlds, all the gods, and all beings

spring from this self (atman)’.>*

This is reinforced in the KsU, where he makes clear to Balaki that the focus of the
enquiry into the brahman is to identify yo... purusanam karta yasya vai tat karma (‘the
maker of the persons you have talked about... whose handiwork they are’).””' Although

both versions of the narrative refer to prana, there is no specific reference to the need for

at the top of the hierarchy, not unlike one supreme deity reigning over a number of more minor
deities. It is significant too that atman, in both versions of the narrative, is said to ‘consist of’
intelligence: in other narratives, we shall see that various mental faculties, including vijianain
BU 3.7, are rejected as having ultimate qualities, which supports my argument that the Balaki
narrative is an early attempt to explain the ultimate principle.

> Hume 1921:18.

2 BU 2.1.20: sa yathornanabhistantunoccaret yathagneh ksudra visphulinga vyuccaranti evam
evasmad atmanah sarve pranah sarve lokah sarve devah sarvani bhitani.

1 KsU 4.19.
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the ultimate principle to sustain or support existence, nor to animate existence on an
ongoing basis. The positioning of this narrative, therefore, as the first in the BU to
address the question of the ultimate principle, serves to highlight the most fundamental
of that principle’s characteristics. At the same time, it sets out the BU’s stall as
developing teachings not hitherto ‘known’ to traditional brahmins, and introduces the
idea of a more abstract principle in the form of atman. This, in turn, paves the way for
the later narratives to develop this idea by addressing the other essential functions of the

ultimate principle.

3.3 Narrative 2: Gargi Vacaknavi and Yajnavalkya

The discussion between Yajfiavalkya and Gargi in BU 3.6 and 3.8 shifts the focus of the
underlying question. Here, Gargi’s concern is not to identify the maker of the universe,
or that from which the universe ‘springs’, but rather to know on what the (presumably
pre-existing) universe is ‘woven’. In other words, the focus of this narrative is not the
creative function of the ultimate principle (which, to borrow Gargi’s weaving metaphor,
we could identify with the weaver), or even the material source of the universe (the
wool), but rather the quality of the ultimate principle in supporting and sustaining the

universe (the threads of the woven cloth) and keeping it together.
3.3.1 The characters and literary motifs

This dialogue is part of the brahmodya in the court of king Janaka of the eastern
kingdom of Videha, in which Janaka offers a reward of a thousand cows’ >, each with
ten pieces of gold tied to its horns, to whichever of the brahmins who had ‘flocked
there’ (abhisameta) from Kuru and Paficala was ‘the most learned in the Vedas’.’>

Yajiiavalkya immediately claims the cows, before being challenged and questioned

sequentially by eight brahmins. Gargi Vacaknavi is significant amongst the eight, both

>** Cf. the Balaki narrative discussed above.

> anidcanatama (BU 3.1.1), perhaps more literally translated as ‘best at repeating by rote’
(Killingley 2018b:126). Cf. the use of aniicana to refer to the defeated Balaki in BU 3.2.1 (see
above). The structure and content of this debate have been widely studied, notably in Brereton
1997, Hock 2002, and Black 2007.
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because she is female and because she is the only one to challenge Yajfiavalkya twice in

the debate.’**

We know little, if anything, about Garg1’s background or character. As noted above,
Gargi/Gargya appears to have been a respected family name and her authority to speak
in the debate and to address the gathered brahmins does not appear to have been
questioned.” As always with characters in the Upanisads, we need to be cautious about
treating her as an actual person who lived and debated in a real brahmodya. Putting
forward a feminine protagonist may have been a deliberate literary device employed by
the compilers of the BU: like the ksatriya AjataSatru, she is from a class theoretically

excluded from ritual knowledge.™

Yajiiavalkya is one of the most prominent characters in all of the Upanisads, as a result
of the central role which he plays in the middle section of the BU, though he appears

nowhere else in Vedic texts, apart from in the wider SB.””

Unlike the ksatriya teacher
AjataSatru in the previous narrative, he is clearly a brahmin. He appears to have
originated in the western Kuru-Paficala region’*®, and features in the middle section of
the BU as, in effect, Janaka’s court theologian. In the SB, he is generally portrayed as an
‘authority on questions of ritual’>*’; however, by the time of the BU, he has become ‘a

teacher of esoteric doctrines’>*°

, with at times a somewhat sarcastic, irascible and
irreverent persona. The placing of these teachings in the mouth of a brahmin (even a
somewhat unorthodox one, such as Yajiiavalkya) may serve to show, first, that

teachings about the ultimate principle have been assimilated into brahmin thought,

324 She is also the first to be threatened by Yajfiavalkya and the only one to get the last word in
her dialogue with him (Black 2007:150).

> Lindquist 2008:409. See also Black 2007:153. Cohen speculates about her origins at
2008:72-74, noting her possible relationship to Gargya Balaki. At 2018e:40, Cohen notes that
vacaknavi can mean ‘eloquent’ (or the ‘eloquent one’) and suggests that ‘her name evokes a
prestigious lineage of scholars and great learning’.

326 Gargi’s role, and in particular her status as a female character, has been subjected to much
scholarly analysis, e.g. Findly 1985; Black 2007:150-158; Lindquist 2008, and the reader is
referred to these studies for a deeper analysis of the significance of her femininity.

*27 And in a quotation from the SB in the Sankhayana Aranyaka (MacDonell and Keith
1912(2):189-90).

328 At least, that is the inference from BU 3.1.1.

>* MacDonell and Keith 1912(2):189-90. Witzel (2003:106) notes that he is already presented
as aged in SB 3.8.2.24-25.

> Olivelle 1998a:486.
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though the debate setting shows that they are still not fully developed, and, secondly,
that brahmin ideas of the ultimate principle are more sophisticated than those of the
ksatriya AjataSatru, in other words that the teachings of this narrative are a development

from those of the earlier one.””!

The brahmodyain BU 3 is much the clearest example in the Upanisads of the use of
debate amongst brahmins as a literary motif for presenting teachings, and its use here is
a clever way of reflecting a number of different agendas. Brereton has analysed it as a
ring composition within the frame narrative of the brahmodya setting, in which the

different challenges to Yajiiavalkya recall the ‘repetitive framework’ of Vedic ritual’

while at the same time building its teachings on the basis of ‘pairing and repetition”>*,
in which the focus shifts, within pairs of sub-narratives, from questions about life after
death to questions about the ultimate principle. Black sees it as a dramatic construction
aimed at promoting Yajfiavalkya, within a context which emphasises the rivalry
between different Vedic schools.” Both of these arguments have some force, though
neither is necessarily inconsistent with the idea that the structure of the brahmodya

narrative was also in part influenced by the progression of questions about the ultimate

principle.

Certainly, the setting of the debate, and the range of questions put by the participants,

’535’ and

speak to ‘the interactive and competitive nature of Upanishadic philosophy
again highlight the fact that the answers to questions about the ultimate principle were
neither universally known nor universally understood. At the same time, the structure of
the debate in a way which gives huge prominence to Yajiiavalkya helps serve the

apparent purpose of the BU in promoting the more ‘modern’ eastern tradition.

331 Like Gargi, Yajiiavalkya has been widely studied, both with regard to his historicity and his
interactions with characters such as Gargi, his wife Maitreyi, and king Janaka, and, again, I refer
the reader to these studies for a broader understanding of Yajfiavalkya’s background and
character. See Lindquist 2004, 2011a, 2011b and forthcoming, Fiser 1984, Reinvang 2000,
Hock 2002, and Witzel 2003b. Witzel (2003b:104), rather unfairly, argues that this extensive
study derives from the fact that he is ‘one of the few /ively people in the oldest strata of Indian
literature’.

>3 Brereton 1997:3.

>3 Ibid.:14.

>* Black 2007 Chapter 2 passim, but particularly 69-88.

>» Black 2007:100.
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Nevertheless, the fact that more or less formal debates between brahmins have a history
back to the Vedic Samhitas at least sets up a framework for considering Yajiavalkya’s
teachings as anchored in orthodox Vedic thought, and anchored into the brahmodya

tradition of the BU’s ‘home’ Veda, the White YV.
3.3.2 Gargr’s question

Gargi is the sixth of Yajfiavalkya’s eight challengers. Unlike Balaki in the earlier
narrative, she does not offer her own ideas of the ultimate principle. She notes what
appears to be a common understanding, namely that ‘the whole world is woven back

and forth on water’>*°

, then, recognising the inevitable paradox that water too requires
both a creator and something on which it is woven or sustained, asks Yajfiavalkya on

what water is woven.>®’

The reference to water here perhaps reflects the RV idea of the creation of the manifest
world from the primeval waters discussed in Chapter 2, an idea also preserved in BU

> Water is a putative idea of the

5.5.1 (“in the beginning only the waters were here’).
ultimate principle which features prominently in the RV, and is often suggested and
then rejected in the early Upanisads (see Appendix A to this Chapter). Frauwallner has
suggested that it may have been a pervasive idea for the ultimate principle in the early
Upanisads, which ‘did not turn out to be very fruitful’.”* It certainly does not appear to
be a radical or discredited idea, or at least is not treated as such by the sometimes
sarcastic Yajiiavalkya, so we may fairly assume that such a materialistic idea of the

ultimate principle, here as that on which ‘the whole world is woven’, was a respectable

theory in brahmin circles, which this narrative sets out to debunk.

36 BU 3.6.1: ... idam sarvam apsu otam ca protam ca. Cf. Frauwallner [1953] 1973:36-41.

" BU 3.6.1: ... kasmin nu khalvapa otas ca protas ca. We can deduce little about Gargi’s
motive in asking Yajiiavalkya this question. It is impossible to say whether she is intended to be
read as a genuine seeker after the ultimate principle, or simply as someone who believed that by
embarking on an infinitely regressive approach to questioning she would better Yajfiavalkya in
debate and gain the cows and gold. As with Balaki and other characters in these narratives,
however, worldly rewards are presented as an incentive for knowing the ultimate principle.

>® BU 5.5.1: apa evedam agra dsuh.

3% Frauwallner [1953] 1973:36-41.
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The terms ofa and prota used by Gargi are technical weaving terms. If, as is often the
case, they are translated as ‘warp and woof’, the question which arises is on what are
both ‘warp and woof” woven, to which the obvious answer is the loom, which may
bring with it a connotation of creativity. However, more consistent with an emphasis on
the sustaining quality of the ultimate principle, Olivelle, following Rau, has argued that
ota and protarefer to the ‘back-and-forth movement of the shuttle in the process of
weaving’. This means that ‘the third item upon which the weaving takes place... is the
warp’, which supports or sustains the movement of the shuttle and of the woof (or weft),

rather than itself being a source of creation.”®
3.3.3 Yajnavalkya’s teaching

Yajnavalkya’s initial answer in BU 3.6.1 is that water is woven on air ( vayu).
Inevitably, that provokes the question of on what is air woven. There follows a sequence
of teachings by Yajfiavalkya of the items on which each preceding item is ‘woven’.
Individual elements such as space and fire, as suggested in the Balaki narrative, are
ignored, in favour of more cosmological and even theistic ideas: the worlds of the
intermediate region (anfariksalokah), the worlds of the Gandharvas (gandharvalokah),
the worlds of the sun (adityalokah), the worlds of the moon (candralokah), the worlds of
the stars (naksatralokah), the worlds of the gods (devalokah), the worlds of Indra
(indralokah), the worlds of Prajapati (prajapatilokah), and finally the worlds of brahman
(brahmalokah).”*' Again inevitably, this provokes Gargi to ask ‘on what... are the
worlds of brahman woven?’ (kasmin nu khalu brahmaloka otas ca protas ca). This is a
question which Yajiavalkya either cannot or will not answer, and it is at this point that
he threatens Gargi that, if she asks too many questions, her head will shatter, whereupon

she falls silent and Uddalaka Aruni rises to challenge Yajiiavalkya.*

>0 Olivelle 1998a:508. See also Roebuck 2003:402n.

> Brereton (1997:11) has noted the similarities between this sequence and the stages on the
way to heaven in KsU 1.2-3.

2 See below. I have discussed the shattered head motif and the motif of persistence briefly in
Chapter 1, noting that Gargi receives this threat as a result of her persistence, rather than as a
loser in debate (unlike Vidagdha Sakalya in BU 3.9), and that, unlike other persistent
Upanisadic questioners, such as Naciketas in the KaU and Indra in CU 8, her persistence is
rewarded by a threat rather than by the teaching which she sought. Lindquist (2011a:47) has
suggested that the threat to Gargi was simply a way of bringing abstract discussions down to
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However, after Uddalaka Aruni has been silenced by Yajiavalkya, Gargi rises again.
She addresses the assembled brahmins and tells them that she proposes to ask
Yajiiavalkya two further questions, and that, if he can answer them, none of the
brahmins will be able to defeat him in debate. Drawing on a (masculine) warrior
metaphor, the sexual implications of which are touched on by both Lindquist and
Black™, she fires the questions as ‘two deadly arrows’ (dvau banavantau sapatna
ativyadhinau). In fact, she asks the same question twice, extending her enquiry beyond

the manifest universe, asking:

‘The things above the sky, the things below the earth, and the things between the
earth and the sky, as well as all those things people here refer to as past, present

and future - on what... are all these woven back and forth?’.>*

Yajnavalkya’s first answer, that they are all woven on space, is given a sarcastic
reception by Gargi, who repeats her question.’* On receiving the same answer, she
produces the inevitable follow-up ‘on what, then, is space woven back and forth?*.>*°

Yajiavalkya’s answer is that space is woven on ‘the imperishable’ (aksara).

I have discussed the etymology of the term aksara and its occasional use as a designator
of the ultimate principle in Chapter 2. Yajnavalkya describes it here in extremely

abstract terms as:

‘neither coarse nor fine; ... neither short nor long; it has neither blood nor fat; it
is without shadow or darkness; it is without air or space; it is without contact; it

has no taste or smell; it is without sight or hearing; it is without speech or mind;

earth, though, if so, it was unsuccessful, given Gargi’s return with more abstract questions in
BU 3.8. Killingley suggests that matipraksirin BU 3.6.1 should be translated not as the more
usual ‘don’t ask too many questions’ but rather ‘don’t question beyond the limits of the
knowable’ (2018e:255, see also Cohen 2008:73).

3 Lindquist 2008:417, Black 2007:151.

> BU 3.8.3: yad ardhvam... divah yad avak prthivyah yad antard dyavaprthivi ime yad bhiitam
ca bhavacca bhavisyaccetyacaksate kasmimstad otamca protamca.

>¥ BU 3.8.6.

> BU 3.8.7: kasmin nu khalvakasa otasca protasca.

138
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



it is without energy, breath or mouth; it is beyond measure; it has nothing within

it or outside of it; it does not eat anything; and no one eats it >4

before going on, in BU 3.8.9, to explain its organisational role: it is that:

‘...at whose command the sun and the moon stand apart... at whose command
the earth and the sky stand apart... at whose command seconds and hours, days
and nights, fortnights and months, seasons and years stand apart... at whose
command rivers flow from the snowy mountains in their respective directions,

some to the east and others to the west...”>*

and, in BU 3.8.11, to describe it as that ‘which sees but can’t be seen, which hears but
can’t be heard, which thinks but can’t be thought of; which perceives but can’t be
perceived’.>* At this point, Gargi again addresses the assembled brahmins, telling them
that none of them will ever defeat Yajfiavalkya in a theological debate (though this does

not prevent Vidagdha Sakalya from trying, with fatal results).’®

In common with most other commentators, including Black and Lindquist, I read
Gargt’s first questioning in BU 3.6 and her second in BU 3.8 together. They are clearly
presented as part of the same brahmodya narrative, and the absence of any definitive
answer to Garg1’s questioning in BU 3.6 justifies her continued questioning in BU
3.8.”" It could be argued that, in BU 3.6, Yajfiavalkya’s reference to the brahmalokah
means that he is effectively presenting an entity called brahman as the ultimate

principle, but he does not actually say as much. Rather, he merely tells Gargi that she

7 BU 3.8.8: asthillam ananu ahrasvam adirgham alohitam asneham acchiyam atamah avayu
anakasam asangam arasam agandham acaksuskam asrotram avak amanah atejaskam apranam
amukham amatram anantaram abahyam na tad asnati kim cana na tad asnati kascana.

8 BU 3.8.9: etasya va aksarasya prasasane. .. sirydcandramasau vidhrtau tisthata etasya va
aksarasya prasasane. .. dyavaprthivyau vidhrte tisthatah etasya va aksarasya prasasane...nimesa
muhiirta ahoratranyardhamasa masa rtavah samvatsara iti vidhrtas tisthanti etasya va aksarasya
prasasane. .. pracyo’nya nadyah syandante Svetebhyah parvatebhyah pracityo’nyah yam yam ca
disam anu...

9 BU 3.8.11: adrstam drastr asrutam Srotr amatam mantr avijiatam vijaatr.

> BU 3.9.26.

! Cohen (2008:75-76) questions, without expressing a conclusion, whether the two are
different re-tellings of the same story or a result of ‘internal character development’ in the
person of Gargi. I believe that it is more likely that the two were originally a single narrative
which the compilers of the BU separated for editorial reasons, as I discuss below.
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should not question further, and leaves open the question of whether the worlds of
brahman are indeed woven on something which he is either unwilling or unable to
disclose. The reference to the ‘worlds of brahman’ in BU 3.6 is the only mention of
brahman in either BU 3.6 or 3.8: it is noticeable that, when she reappears in BU 3.8,
Gargt does not couch her further, definitive, questions in terms of brahman, nor does
Yajnavalkya couch his answers in terms of brahman. Instead, he uses the term aksara
(the ‘imperishable’), which, as noted in Chapter 2, is a rare, and certainly the first, use

of that term in the Upanisads to refer to the ultimate principle.’>

3.3.4 Characteristics of the ultimate principle

Yajiiavalkya’s description of aksara as that ‘which sees but can’t be seen, which hears
but can’t be heard, which thinks but can’t be thought of; which perceives but can’t be
perceived’ is similar, though not identical, to his description of arman to Uddalaka
Aruni in BU 3.7.23. As I have noted in Chapter 2, this has been used as an argument to
suggest that the aksara of BU 3.8 is in fact the same entity as the arman of BU 3.7. It is
possible that this particular description of aksara has been inserted into BU 3.8 to fulfil
an overall editorial intention of the BU to set up afman as a single entity which fulfils all
of the functions of the ultimate principle. Such an intention would be consistent not only
with AjataSatru’s positing of atman as the creative source of the universe, but also with
other teachings attributed to Yajfavalkya, such as those in BU 2.4 (which appears
between the Balaki narrative and this narrative) and BU 3.9 (which appears immediately
after this narrative) which also promote atman as the ultimate principle. However,
Yajiiavalkya does not use the term afmanin BU 3.8, and I believe that the use of the
different terminology in BU 3.7 and 3.8 is significant, highlighting the different
qualities of the ultimate principle being considered. In the debate with Gargi, the key
concern is to find the underlying support of the cosmos - that on which it is woven -

while in Yajfiavalkya’s answer to Uddalaka Aruni in BU 3.7, afman is identified, as we

>>? Brereton (1997:12) has argued that the fact that Gargi’s first line of questioning ends at the
worlds of brahman and her second at aksara suggests that the two are ‘different aspects of the
same reality’. Van Buitenen 1959 has noted the common origin of the two terms in the context
of the power of speech, referencing its use in RV 1.164.41-42 and JUB 1.1, and has suggested
that aksara, at least in its later usage in MuU 2.1.1, may be seen as a kind of ‘female principle of
creation’ (1959:185).
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shall see below, not as the support of the universe, but as the ‘inner controller’ of all

beings.

Unlike the Balaki narrative, in which the whole discussion of the ultimate principle is
predicated on knowing either a brahman or about brahman, in the Gargi narratives, the
term brahman plays a peripheral role. It appears only at the end of the dialogue in BU
3.6; it does not otherwise form part of any of Gargl’s questions, and it is entirely absent
from Yajiiavalkya’s detailed descriptions of aksarain the latter part of BU 3.8. Other
than in the most peripheral way in Yajiavalkya’s description of aksara, nowhere is any
direct relationship drawn between the sub-stratum of the individual and that of the
universe. Rather, the whole line of enquiry is directed to an understanding of the
supportive sub-stratum of the universe, and it is knowledge that that sub-stratum is

aksara which, according to Yajfiavalkya, makes a man a brahmin.’>

Yajnavalkya’s aksara has a very different function from Ajatasatru’s arman. Its role as

that

‘at whose command the sun and the moon stand apart... at whose command the
earth and the sky stand apart... at whose command seconds and hours, days and
nights, fortnights and months, seasons and years stand apart... at whose
command rivers flow from the snowy mountains in their respective directions,

some to the east and others to the west....>>*

is not cosmogonic, nor as the creative source from which the universe ‘springs’: there is
no suggestion that it creates the sun and moon, or earth and sky etc. Rather, its role is an
organisational one within the cosmos, arranging (or ‘weaving’) existing elements of the
wider world into their designated places®’, and establishing their functions. This

teaching, therefore, which appears in the BU shortly after that of Ajatasatru,

>3 BU 3.8.10: ... atha ya etad aksaram ... viditvasmal lokat praiti sa brahmanah. Black notes the
use of the masculine pronoun sa here, which he argues may suggest that Gargi, as a woman, is
incapable of becoming a ‘true’ brahmin. Conversely, he also suggests that this part of the text
could be read as Yajfiavalkya ‘indirectly bestowing the status of brahmin onto Gargt’
(2007:153).

»* BU 3.8.9: see note 548 above.

> Possibly reflecting the role of the cosmogonic ‘syllable’ of RV 1.164.42 (van Buitenen
1959:177).
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demonstrates and emphasises that the functions of the ultimate principle go beyond the
merely creative: the ultimate principle must also establish and maintain the separation
between created entities, and locate them in their respective places within the created
universe. What, in this narrative, is not explained is how those entities are controlled in

their ongoing functioning.

3.4 Narrative 3: Uddalaka Aruni and Yajiiavalkya

The third dialogue is another part of Janaka’s brahmodya, and appears in BU 3.7,
between Gargi’s two sets of questions. Here, the focus of the questioning shifts again,
away from the creative and supportive/organisational aspects of the ultimate principle,
to bring into play its ongoing animating role as controller of the universe. Reasons for
its interpolation between the two parts of the Gargi narrative have not been widely
debated™, but one possibility is that the purpose of this part of the BU in promoting
Yajnavalkya is better served by putting Yajiavalkya’s own idea of the ultimate
principle in BU 3.8 after a narrative in which he merely confirms Uddalaka’s theories.
However, if I am right about the progression of questions in the narratives - from
supporting in BU 3.6 to animating in BU 3.7 - the Uddalaka dialogue could not precede
the first part of Gargi’s questioning, so that it is perhaps arguable that the interpolation
of the Uddalaka dialogue reflected a conscious editorial tactic to emphasise the
progression of the questions, while nevertheless giving Yajiavalkya the final word in

BU 3.8.
3.4.1 The characters and literary motifs

Alongside Yajfiavalkya, Uddalaka Aruni is the most prominent teacher in the
Upanisads, playing in particular a major role in the CU. Here, however, he appears as a

challenger to Yajfiavalkya’s claimed pre-eminence. Uddalaka is a brahmin from Kuru-

336 Black implies (2007:84) that perhaps Uddalaka Aruni steps in to protect Gargi after she has
been threatened by Yajfiavalkya. However, Gargi clearly has the confidence in her own
knowledge to return to the debate. Brereton (1997:3-4) ‘pairs’ the narrative of BU 3.7 with that
of BU 3.3 in his ring structure analysis of the brahmodya. However, I am not convinced that his
overall argument about the structure of the brahmodyawould be materially weakened if BU 3.8
had appeared before BU 3.7.
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Paficala®’ and, in BU 6.3.7, is presented as Yajfiavalkya’s own teacher.”® While
Yajnavalkya’s attitude towards him in BU 3.7 is hardly that of the respectful student,
Uddalaka’s attitude towards Yajfiavalkya is undoubtedly one of claimed superiority.”
We will meet Uddalaka again as a teacher in Chapter 4: for now, it is simply worth
noting that Yajfiavalkya’s apparent victory over him in debate in BU 3.7 is entirely
consistent with the purpose of the BU, or, at least, its central part, in presenting

Yajnavalkya and the eastern area as superior to the traditional western Kuru-Paficala

area represented by Uddalaka and by the CU.®
3.4.2 Uddalaka Aruni’s challenge

Uddalaka begins by recalling an episode in which he and Yajfiavalkya had been ‘living
in the land of the Madras learning about the sacrifice in the house of Pataficala
Kapya’.”®' Pataficala’s wife had been possessed by a Gandharva, Kabandha Atharvana,
who asked those assembled: ‘do you know the string on which this world and the next,
as well as all beings, are strung together?” and ‘do you know the inner controller of this
world and the next, as well as of all beings?’, explaining that ‘if a man knows what that
string is and who that inner controller is, he knows brahman...he knows the self; he
knows all’.>** Uddalaka claims to know both the string (sifra) and the inner controller

(antaryamin), and threatens Yajiiavalkya that his head will shatter if he drives away

“7SB 11.4.1.2.

538 They also appear as fellow students in the SB.

%% Black (2007:72) notes a number of other instances, particularly from the SB, where Uddalaka
Aruni is apparently presented as, if not his teacher, Yajiiavalkya’s senior and/or superior.

360 There is little to add about the literary motifs in this narrative, set as it is in the context of the
same brahmodya as the Gargi narrative. It is worth noting Uddalaka Aruni’s threat that
Yajnavalkya’s head will burst if he drives away the cows without satisfactorily answering
Uddalaka’s questions: here the threat is used, as is more common, to predict the effect of
claiming knowledge beyond that which one actually has, rather than, as with Gargi, for asking
too many questions. In addition, it is also worth noting that, rather than the teacher/student
setting of the hrahmacarin, here the teacher/student relationship is effectively reversed, with
Yajiavalkya becoming the teacher of his own (former) teacher.

' BU 3.7.1: ... madresu avasama pataficalasya kapyasya grhesu yajiiam adhiyanah.

2 BU 3.7.1: tat siltram yasminn ayam ca lokah paras ca lokah sarvani ca bhitani

samdrbdhani. .. tam antaryaminam ya imam ca lokam param ca lokam sarvani ca bhitani
yo’ntaro yamayati...yo vai tat... siitram vidyat tam cantaryaminam iti sa brahmavit sa lokavit sa
devavit sa vedavit sa bhittavit sa atmavit sa sarvavit. We may again question whether brahman
is here being used to denote the ultimate principle as an entity, or, as perhaps seems more likely,
as again simply being commensurate with ‘ultimate principle’.
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Janaka’s cows without knowing them. Yajfiavalkya protests that he does know them,

and is challenged by Uddalaka to profess his knowledge before the assembled brahmins.

There are a number of significant features about Uddalaka’s challenge to Yajfiavalkya.
The first is his motive. He is not shown as seeking teaching for his own benefit. Rather,
he professes his own knowledge of the ultimate principle and wishes to test
Yajfiavalkya’s right to the cows.”® Unlike Balaki, who volunteers a string of inadequate
ideas, or Gargi, who understands that water as the ultimate principle is insufficient,
Uddalaka nowhere offers any idea of his own.’® The second is the frame story of the
Gandharva, which also appears in BU 3.3, where Bhujyu Lahyayani questions
Yajnavalkya about an almost identical episode, except that the Gandharva’s name and
questions were different and he possessed Pataficala Kapya’s daughter, rather than wife.
It is possible that setting questions about the ultimate principle in the mouth of a
Gandharva is a way of attempting to confer some sort of celestial authority on the
answers.”® The final, and perhaps most important, point is that it is knowledge of borh
the ‘string’ andthe ‘inner controller’ which is equated with knowledge of brahman and
‘knowledge of all’.’®® This sets up consideration of two different functions of the
ultimate principle, and nowhere is it stated that there is any identity between the sitra

and the antaryamin, nor between either of them and a single absolute called brahman.
3.4.3 Yajhnavalkya’s answers

Yajiiavalkya immediately identifies the sitra as the wind (vayu):

%63 It is unclear whether he does this simply to test his former student or because he wants the
cows for himself, or indeed whether he is bluffing about his own knowledge. In other
Upanisadic episodes, both in the CU and in BU 6, he is clearly presented as a genuine seeker.
Grinshpon, following Sankara, suggests that, putting the questions into the mouth of the
Gandharva might be implying that the answers are inaccessible to brahmins, making Uddalaka
Aruni a bluffer and Yajiiavalkya, by definition, a pretender to knowledge (1998:374).

34 We will see below that, in CU 5, he is presented as not fully knowing the answer to the
questions ‘what is 4tman’ and ‘what is brahman’ and adopting a much more modest approach to
his own level of knowledge. [ will explore the connections between the various Upanisadic
narratives involving Uddalaka Aruni in Chapter 4.

°% Though in neither BU 3.3 nor BU 3.7 are we told the Gandharva’s answer to his own
questions.

% BU 3.7.1: ... sa brahmavit... sa sarvavit.
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‘It is on the string of wind...that this world and the next, as well as all beings,
are strung together. That is why people say of a dead man: ‘His bodily parts

have come unstrung’, for they are strung together on the string of wind.”>"’

It is worth noting the use of the term sitra here, translated by Olivelle as ‘string’, but
perhaps more commonly translated as ‘thread’>*, which immediately calls to mind both
the weaving metaphor of Garg1’s questioning and AjataSatru’s spider. The metaphor of
the ‘string’ or ‘thread’ here represents a similar concern to that of Gargt: identifying the
supportive or organisational, rather than the creative, aspect of the ultimate principle. >*
It is not clear why Yajnavalkya puts forward vayu as, in effect, the principle which
holds the world together, rather than the aksara which he gives a similar role in BU 3.8.
As we have seen, vayu was also his first suggestion to Gargi in BU 3.6 as that on which
water is woven, but was soon rejected. Olivelle has noted that Yajhavalkya’s initial
answers in the debate are regularly unsatisfactory: not only in both parts of the Gargi

narrative, but also in BU 3.4.2.5"°

Rather than challenging Yajnavalkya, Uddalaka accepts the answer without further
debate. There are several possible explanations for this. In SB 11.5.3.11, Uddalaka
himself teaches that, at death, all beings withdraw into the wind. Alternatively, he may
have been uncertain in his own ideas, as we see in CU 5, or wary of becoming involved
in the same infinite regression as Gargi in BU 3.6; or perhaps he felt confident that he
would better Yajhavalkya in the debate about the antaryamin. However, this lack of
debate about the sifra may have served the editorial purposes of the compiler of the BU:
the Gargi narrative had already addressed the question of the ‘thread’ holding the

universe together; the purpose of this narrative was to discuss the animating quality of

1 BU 3.7.2: vayur vai... tat siitram. vayuna vai... siitrendyam ca lokah paras ca lokah sarvani
ca bhiitani samdrbdhani bhavanti tasmad vai... purusam pretam ahuh vyasramsisatasyanganiti
vayuna hi... sitrena samdrbdhani bhavanti. “Wind’ here may be a synonym for ‘breath’ or
prana.

5% Hume, Radhakrishnan and Roebuck all have ‘thread’.

> Brereton (1997:11 n41) has drawn attention to the distinction between the unifying qualities
of the siitra, holding the world together, and Yajfiavalkya’s aksara, which is described as the
force or principle which distributes or divides the world and ‘keeps things in their separate
places’. However, the point is that they are both organisational, rather than creative or
animating.

70 Olivelle 1998a:510.
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the ultimate principle, the ‘inner controller’, a more continuously active aspect of the
ultimate principle than we have seen in either previous narrative. It is quite possible that
the original narrative contained further debate about the identity of the sidsra, which was

excised in order to serve this editorial pupose.

Yajnavalkya quickly identifies the inner controller as the immortal (amirta) atman ‘who is
present within but different from the earth, whom the earth does not know, whose body
is the earth, and who controls the earth from within...”.””" He then makes the identical
statement about twenty other Joci of dtman, from the waters to semen.”’> The words yah
prthivyam tisthan prthivya antarah, and their equivalents, are translated by Olivelle as
‘present within but... different from the earth’ (etc.) and by Hume as ‘dwelling in... yet...
other than’ the earth, clearly suggesting that 4fman has a separate ultimate identity from

2

the element in question. Radhakrishnan’s ‘dwells in... yet is within...” makes little
obvious sense. Yajiavalkya’s conclusion is that afman °...sees, but he can’t be seen; he
hears, but he can’t be heard; he thinks, but he can’t be thought of; he perceives, but he
can’t be perceived. Besides him, there is no one who sees, no one who hears, no one who

thinks, and no one who perceives.”””> On hearing this, we are told, Uddalaka Aruni fell

silent.
Table 3.2

BU reference Atman present within... but different
from..., whose body is... , who controls
the... from within

3.7.3 prthivi (earth)

3.7.4 ap (waters)

3.7.5 agni (fire)

3.7.6 antariksa (intermediate region)

3.7.7 vayu (wind)

" BU 3.7.3: yah prthivyam tisthan prthivya antarah yam prthivi na veda yasya prthivi sariram
yah prthivim antaro yamayati.

>7* See Table 3.2. Note that vayu, the sitra on which everything is strung, is the fifth element in
the list.
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3.7.8 diva (sky)

3.7.9 aditya (sun)

3.7.10 diksu (quarters)

3.7.11 candrataraka (moon and stars)
3.7.12 akasa (space)

3.7.13 tamas (darkness)

3.7.14 tejas (light)

3.7.15 sarvani bhitani (all beings)
3.7.16 prana (breath)

3.7.17 vac (speech)

3.7.18 caksus (sight)

3.7.19 Srotra (hearing)

3.7.20 manas (mind)

3.7.21 tvac (skin)

3.7.22 vijiana (perception)

3.7.23 retas (semen)

This narrative differs from the others in two significant ways. First, the debate appears

merely a test, with no new knowledge apparently being transmitted (unless Uddalaka

was indeed bluffing). Secondly, unlike Balaki with his string of false ideas about the

ultimate principle, or Yajiiavalkya’s own tactic with Gargi of presenting a hierarchical

scheme, here Yajiiavalkya uses his list of 21 items, not to reject them as ideas of the

ultimate principle, but to present atman as being ‘present within’ but ‘different from’

each of them, ‘controlling’ (yamayati) each of them ‘from within’ (antaro). In this way,

he shows that arman is both more than, and distinct from, any individual one of them,
but clearly emphasises the role of arman as controlling, rather than creating or
sustaining, the element in question. It is again a reasonable assumption that many of

these ideas represented ideas of the ultimate principle which had some contemporary

currency. The choice of ‘earth’ as the first in the list is interesting, as it is not an idea put
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forward as a putative ultimate principle in either of the other narratives we are
considering. It is, however, suggested as the ultimate principle by Uddalaka in CU
5.17°™, raising the possibility that its positioning here is a deliberate ploy to better
Uddalaka (or to present the BU as ‘more advanced’ than the CU). Although Uddalaka
nowhere admits that Yajiavalkya has given the correct answer to the question about the
inner controller, he does not re-challenge Yajiiavalkya or put forward any contrary

»575

ideas. We are simply told that he ‘fell silent’”"”, with the inference that he either

accepted Yajiiavalkya’s answer or at least had no further questions to ask.
3.4.4 Characteristics of the ultimate principle

It will be apparent that the investigation into the ultimate principle in this narrative is
once again presented at a more universal level. Two distinct qualities of that principle
are identified: the more passive quality of the ‘thread’ - perhaps even the ‘warp’ - on
which everything is strung, and, therefore, connected and held together, and the more
active character, emphasised in the narrative, of the ‘inner controller’ of the universe
with a quality of agency. While the ‘inner’-ness of the controller and its identification
with atman suggest a more individual orientation, the antaryamin of the Gandharva’s
question and of Yajiiavalkya’s answer is more accurately characterised as whatever or

>576 in other words as

whoever ‘controls [this world, the next and all beings] from within
a unitary concept of a single controller of all the elements of the universe.””” Although
brahman is not explicitly mentioned in Yajfiavalkya’s conclusion, the Gandharva had
made clear that knowledge of both the sifra and the antaryamin, in other words of the
functions of both vayu and atman, amounted to knowledge of brahman. This falls short
of positing an identity, whether between vayu and atman or between either of those and

an entity called brahman. Rather, it highlights two different functions of the ultimate

principle and suggests that those functions are performed by two different, if related,

37 See Chapter 4.

°” Or perhaps ‘gave up’: upararama (BU 3.7.23).

" BU 3.7.1: ya imam ca lokam param ca lokam sarvani ca bhutani yo’ntaro yamayat.
> Cf. the role of atmanin CU 6, discussed in Chapter 4.
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entities.””® This again, supports a more ‘neutral’ interpretation of hraAman, rather than

setting it up as a separate entity in its own right.

As Yajnavalkya’s long list makes clear, arman is ‘present within but... different from’
each of the elements of the individual and of the universe. This argues against a strictly
monistic interpretation of this teaching, which would require afman to be identical with,
rather than ‘different from’ Yajiavalkya’s various elements. Brereton has argued that,
when a pair of questions such as those in this narrative is posed in the Upanisads, the
answer to the first is frequently ‘a perceptible or imaginable object’ and the answer to
the second ‘an imperceptible or unimaginable object’. He suggests that the first then
operates as a symbol for the second, the theory being that ‘Because the first can be
imagined, the second can be understood’.””” However, although he expressly applies that
theory to this dialogue, it seems to me to ignore the different qualities of the thread,
which holds everything together, and the controller of that thread, like - to change
metaphor - confusing the strings of the puppet with the puppeteer. The maker of the

puppet, on the other hand, is not identified.

3.5 Concluding Observations

Looking at these three narratives together in this way highlights the fact that neither the
identity nor the qualities of the ultimate principle are presented as a given in the BU. It
also highlights the way in which the BU very clearly uses narrative to emphasise the
search for that principle, focussing on its essential qualities and using narrative tropes
(such as that of the ksatriyateacher) which may indicate non-Vedic, or at least non-
orthodox brahmin, influence, while at the same time attempting to anchor its teachings

into such Vedic concepts as brahmacarya and the brahmodya.

The three narratives show clear differences in the literary way in which that search is
presented, and in the way in which the ultimate principle itself is identified and

characterised. In the Balaki narrative, it is the eventual student who puts forward his

> Cf. my discussion of the teachings of CU 6, in Chapter 4.
> Brereton 1997:10 n33.
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ideas about the ultimate principle, only to have them rejected; in the other two, it is the
‘teacher’ who puts forward ideas only then to reject them himself as inadequate or
incomplete representations of the ultimate principle. The variety of terminology used is
also striking. Balaki’s clinging to his false presentations of the ultimate principle as
‘people’ (purusa) who he ‘venerates as brahmamn’ probably reflects more back to the
early Vedic personal deities than it does forward to the later teachings of Samkhya*,
though, even in AjataSatru’s teaching in the same narrative, purusa has a role to play, in
the vijianamaya purusa, which he arguably equates to atman. Purusais quite absent in
the other narratives, and even afman, which plays such a significant role in the other
narratives, is missing from Yajiavalkya’s teaching to Gargi, with its use of aksara to
designate the ultimate principle (even if we accept the argument that aksara is ultimately
intended to be read as the same entity as atman). And, while the terms atman and
brahman figure in the narratives, not only are their meanings ambiguous, but the deeper

analysis of what they signify is undoubtedly fluid.

These three narratives are the three most prominent narratives of the BU dealing with
the ultimate principle. For all their variety in presentation and content, they do not
present a completely unstructured set of teachings. Although there are clearly
inconsistencies, reading them together shows a clear progression in the qualities and
functions of the ultimate principle which they address. It must therefore be at least
arguable that, irrespective of the order of their actual composition and whatever other
literary factors may have driven the redaction of the BU into its quasi-canonical form,
the compilers of the BU edited and positioned these three narratives in this order for this
reason. The Balaki narrative begins the process by identifying the ultimate principle as
that from which ‘all the worlds, all the gods and all beings’ spring®®’, in other words it
addresses the ultimate principle as a creative source. Ajatasatru’s teaching
fundamentally addresses the question of creation: for him, atman is the source or creator
of all beings. The two part Gargl narrative goes on to emphasise that there is more to the
ultimate principle than simply a creative function: it also has to organise the elements of

creation into their respective places and establish their functions. Here, Yajiiavalkya is

> Where purusa becomes an important philosophical concept - see Chapter 5.
1 BU 2.1.20
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not concerned with the ultimate principle as a creative source, but rather as a sustaining
and organising force underpinning all beings already in existence and assigning them to
their respective stations within the universe. Finally, when Y3ajiiavalkya responds to
Uddalaka Aruni’s challenge in BU 3.7, the emphasis moves swiftly from the sustaining,
or supporting, function of the ‘thread’, to the animating role of the ‘inner controller’:
this narrative makes clear that the ultimate principle must also animate and control the
various elements of the universe on an ongoing basis.”®* Eventually, if we do choose to
read Yajhavalkya’s aksara as the same entity as atman, we find that it is one and the
same atman which fulfils all of the ultimate principle’s essential functions. However,
the narrative presentation of the teachings provides a much more effective way of
identifying and analysing the ultimate principle’s different functions, than would a

simple dogmatic statement (or set of statements) of arman’s roles.

In order to emphasise the questioning nature of the narratives, in each the identification
or understanding of the ultimate principle comes only after anything up to 21 different
possibilities have been rejected as either inadequate or incomplete. The level of overlap
between the rejected ideas in the three narratives is relatively low. In Appendix A to this
Chapter I have listed each of the ‘rejected’ ideas for each narrative: the sun, moon,
water and air are the only ones which appear in all three (though, in the Gargi narrative,
water is the starting point which Gargi herself recognises as inadequate). In certain of
the lists of rejected ideas, we can see a distinct progression towards a more abstract
notion of the ultimate principle, and, considering the lists together, we can detect some
patterns in the rejected ideas. In Balaki’s case, the initial emphasis is entirely on the
natural elements and forces lauded in early Vedic ritual, such as the sun, lightning,
wind, fire etc., with no suggestion of individual senses or mental faculties constituting
the ultimate principle. His suggestions of the person in the mirror, the sound behind the
person, and the shadow are not taken up in either of the other narratives and seem rather
to be clutching at straws. By the time of Yajnavalkya’s debate with Gargi, with its
emphasis on the sustaining qualities of the ultimate principle, the rejected ideas jump

straight from water and air to the cosmological, though still including the worlds of

%82 Although the answer to Gargi’s question only comes after the dialogue with Uddalaka Aruni,
it is the order of the questions which is more important than the order in which the answers are
given.
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prominent Vedic deities such as Indra and Prajapati. Yajfiavalkya’s long list of
incomplete ideas in his discussion with Uddalaka Aruni includes ideas from both of
these other narratives, rejecting ideas from the natural world, the cosmos, and the
individual sense faculties, as well as bringing in (and rejecting) ideas of the ultimate
principle taking mental form as manas or vijiana.”® Clearly, for Ajatasatru, who offers
a more individually oriented idea of the ultimate principle, it made sense to reject ideas
such as the shadow, or memory, mind or speech, while for Yajiavalkya, attempting to
explain a universal idea of the ultimate principle in his dialogue with Gargi, rejecting
more cosmic ideas was a priority. We see encapsulated here the two different
trajectories of exploration which characterise the early Upanisads’ search for Brereton’s
‘integrative vision’”*: on the one hand, the ultimate principle as underlying the
personal, individual ‘self’, which can then be extrapolated outwards into the universe,

and, on the other, the ultimate principle as something universal, on which all the worlds

are woven, which can be extrapolated inwardly as the sub-stratum of the individual.

Finally, it is worth noting that, within these three narratives, we have seen the common
theme, which is particularly prevalent in the BU, of ‘putting down’ traditional brahmin
learning, with its emphasis on ritual and the ‘name’. This theme is present most
obviously in the Balaki narrative, but is also a feature of Yajiavalkya’s victory over the
Kuru-Paficala brahmins. AjataSatru needed to be presented as coming from outside
traditional brahmin circles to emphasise his rejection of Balaki’s old-fashioned ideas;
and Yajfiavalkya to debate extensively with fellow brahmins who either did not know
the ultimate principle, or needed to test Yajiiavalkya’s own knowledge of it (surely
unnecessary if its identity and nature were already a given), in order to emphasise the

radicality of his conclusions and to serve the apparent agenda of the BU.

In analysing these narratives, therefore, I hope to have demonstrated the range of
different concerns which came to the fore in the quest first to identify and then to

understand the ultimate principle. Although it is impossible to express a definitive

% It is the dialogue between Yajiiavalkya and Uddalaka Aruni in the brahmodya which sees
most ideas put forward. This is perhaps not surprising given the challenge thrown down by
Uddalaka and Yajiiavalkya’s wish to prevail in the debate.

>%* Brereton 1990:118.
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opinion about the relative chronology of the individual narratives in their original forms,
or indeed about the editorial processes which brought the BU into its quasi-canonical
form, I believe that the order in which the BU presents them may not be accidental.”™
Reading them in that order, we see a progression from AjataSatru teaching Balaki about
the source of the universe (the cosmogonic aspect of the ultimate principle), through
Gargi and Uddalaka Aruni wishing to identify on what the cosmos is woven or strung
(its sustaining and organising aspect) and, in the latter’s case, what is its ‘controller’ (its
animating aspect). This progression shows that the key to reading these narratives is not
to see them as demonstrating single dogmatic teachings, but rather as setting up the key
questions which will enable the ultimate principle to be identified. They also help us see
how narrative in the Upanisads assists us to contextualise and understand the teachings
as they were put forward in the texts themselves, rather than as they were interpreted in

later religious traditions.

>% The arguments of both Brereton and Black about the composition of the brahmodya narrative
of BU 3 are persuasive. However, I do not see that either of them necessarily precludes an
editorial decision also to highlight the questions about the ultimate principle, perhaps also
through excising any discussion of the sifrain BU 3.7.
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APPENDIX A

BU 2.1 BU 3.6 and 3.8 BU 3.7
All beings sarvani bhitani
Brahman (worlds brahmalokah
of)
Breath prana
Darkness tamas
Earth prthivi
Fire or heat agni agni
Gandharvas gandharvalokah
(worlds of)
Gods (worlds of) devalokah
Hearing srotra
Indra (worlds of) indralokah
Intermediate antariksalokah antariksa
region(s)
Light tejas
Lightning vidyut
Mind manas
Moon candra candra candra
Perception vijaana
Physical body atman
Prajapati (worlds prajapatilokah
of)
Quarters diksu diksu
Self in mirror adarsepurusa
Semen retas
Shadow chayamaya
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Sight caksus
Skin tvac
Sky diva
Sound’* yantam pascat

Sabdoniideti
Space akasa akasa
Speech vac
Stars naksatra taraka
Sun aditya aditya aditya
Water ap ap ap
Wind or air vayu vayu vayu

>% “The sound behind a person as he walks.’
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Chapter 4
Uddalaka Aruni Revisited

‘In the beginning. .. this world was simply what is existent - one only, without a

second. "’

4.1 Introduction

In the previous Chapter, I showed how reading Upanisadic narratives in conjunction
with each other can help the reader see how the compilers and editors of the BU used
the narrative format both to emphasise and also to develop the major questions around
the identification of the ultimate principle. In this Chapter, I will again show how
reading narratives together helps illuminate the teachings of the Upanisads. I will not
focus on a progressive development of questions and concerns, as in the BU narratives,
but rather will investigate how reading together the narratives which feature one of the
most prominent Upanisadic teachers, Uddalaka Aruni, casts light on his teachings about

the ultimate principle.

Uddalaka Aruni is probably most widely known for the teachings which he gives to his
son, Svetaketu, in CU 6. Certain of these teachings form a cornerstone of the strictly
non-dual Advaita Vedanta philosophy, but are also significant doctrinal sources for
other schools of Vedanta which interpret them quite differently from the Advaitins. The
question which I pose in this Chapter is whether reading the various Upanisadic
episodes which feature Uddalaka Aruni as a deliberate editorial compilation casts light
on his teaching in CU 6. Rather than taking the teachings in the order in which they
appear in the texts, I will begin by looking in some detail at Uddalaka’s teaching in CU

6.”* T will then show how the teachings of this celebrated, and widely studied, narrative,

1 CU 6.2.1: sad eva... idam agra asid ekam evaditiyam.

> More or less detailed studies of all, or significant parts, of this narrative include those by
Edgerton (1915 and 1965); Ruben (1947:156-176); Renou (1955): Hamm (1968-9): Hanefeld
(1976:116-174); Chattopadhyaya (1986-7); Bodewitz (1991-2 and 2001); Bock-Raming (1996);
Visigalli (2014); and Acharya (2016). Morgenroth 1970 has conducted a linguistic analysis of
certain Sanskrit terms used in CU 6, and a number of commentators, most notably Brereton
1986, have discussed the taf tvam asirefrain (see further below). However, there has been a
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which Halbfass decribes as ‘one of the most seminal texts in the history of Indian
thought’**, might be interpreted in the light of the earlier Uddalaka narratives, including
that from BU 3.7 discussed in Chapter 3. I will, in particular, show how the editorial
positioning of the three Uddalaka narratives of the CU, signposted in the text by
Uddalaka’s own progression from apparent ignorance to incomplete knowledge to
professed confidence, demonstrates a clear development in teachings which culminates

in the teachings of CU 6.

4.2 The Characters of CU 6: Uddalaka Aruni and Svetaketu

Alongside Yajfiavalkya, Uddalaka Aruni is the most prominent teacher in the
Upanisads. However, while Yajiiavalkya’s Upanisadic appearances are limited to the
middle section of the BU, Uddalaka Aruni features in the BU, CU and KsU, though
most frequently and in the most favourable light in the CU.”° In Chapter 3, we saw
Uddalaka in the brahmodya in Janaka’s court (BU 3.7) presented as authoritative and
confident, challenging his erstwhile student Yajiavalkya to reveal his knowledge about
‘the string on which this world and the next, as well as all beings, are strung together’ ™"
and about ‘the inner controller of this world and the next, as well as of all beings, who
controls them from within’.** In the CU, however, Uddalaka is presented as much less
confident in his own learning: in CU 5.3-10 (as in the similar narratives in BU 6.2 and

KsU 1) he acknowledges the limitations of his own knowledge, to the point of being

willing to approach king Pravahana Jaivali as a student; in CU 5.11-24 he is described

tendency in western scholarship to study the narrative independently of its broader narrative
context. Although Brereton 1997, Hock 2002, and Black 2007 have explored the Yajiiavalkya
stories in the BU as ‘a deliberate composition, rather than simply an episodic series of stories’
(Hock 2002:279), I am not aware that anyone has explored the Uddalaka Aruni narratives of the
CU in a similar way. Bronkhorst (2016:147-155) briefly discusses all three, but only from the
point of view of a specific discussion of the upanayana elements; he does not deal with
questions of the ultimate principle.
>% Halbfass 1992:26, where he also notes that ‘... it is by no means representative of Vedic
thought about being, or even of the Upanisadic way of dealing with being’.
% He is also referred to in KaU 1.11 (see Chapter 5), and appears later in the MBh (see Black
2018:189).
' BU 3.7.1: tat siitram yasminn ayam ca lokah parasca lokah sarvani ca bhiitani samdrbdhani. ..
%2 [bid.: tam antaryaminam ya imam ca lokam param ca lokam sarvani ca bhitani yo ntaro
Yyamayati...
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as a student of ‘this self here, the one common to all men’>”

, unwilling to attempt to
answer the questions of five brahmins about atman and brahman, again because of
concern about his own incomplete knowledge.’** In the CU, it is only in CU 6 that he
presents himself as a knowledgable and authoritative teacher about the ultimate
principle, and I will argue that this progressive shift in the way in which his character is

presented is a deliberate editorial device to signpost the development of his teaching.

Despite these apparent self-doubts about the extent of his knowledge, Uddalaka Aruni is
clearly an important and respected figure in Vedic texts. As well as being presented as
Yajfiavalkya’s teacher in BU 6.3.7, he has a similar role in Sankhayana Aranyaka 15>,
and also appears in SB 11.4.1.2 as a learned brahmin from the more traditionally
oriented Kuru-Paficala region. In KsU 1, he is an important enough ritualist to be chosen
as the officiating priest for Citra Gangyanani’s sacrifice (and apparently self-important
enough to send his son in his stead); in CU 5.3.6, he is received ‘with respect’ by king
Pravahana Jaivali’®; and, in CU 5.11, he is acknowledged by the five brahmins as a
learned student of the self, even if he professes his inability to answer their questions
fully. The placing of the teachings of CU 6 in the mouth of Uddalaka Aruni can be read
as giving what might be considered a somewhat radical set of teachings the authority of
tradition.””” At the same time, the development of his character in the CU from one with

limited knowledge to an authoritative teacher highlights the shift from a role as a

prominent ritualist to a purveyor of important esoteric doctrine.

The other character in CU 6, Uddalaka’s son Svetaketu, is also a prominent character in
Vedic literature. In SB 11.6.2.1 he, along with Yajiiavalkya, is seen in discussion with
Janaka about the agnihotra; in Kausitaki Brahmana 26.4 he is presented as an authority

on the duties of the sadasya priest.””® He appears in later literature as ‘a wise sage and

% CU 5.11.2: armanam vaisvanaram adhyeti.

% CU 5.11.3: tebhyo na sarvamiva pratipatsye.

>% Where he is also presented as the teacher of Kausitaki (Macdonell and Keith 1912(1):88).

%6 CU 5.3.6: tasmai ha praptayarham.

7 As Black notes (2007:40) *... this dialogue rejects the authority of Svetaketu’s traditional
teachers, while at the same time it authorizes Uddalaka’s teaching by equating it with the Vedic
tradition’.

5% Macdonell and Keith 1912(2):409. Bronkhorst (1996:598) argues that Svetaketu’s renown as
a Vedic scholar in these texts strengthens the criticism of him in the Upanisads.

158
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



seer’™”, though, as Olivelle notes, in the Upanisads he is younger and ‘depicted as a

2600 or ¢...as the

haughty young man contrasting sharply with the humility of his father
Vedic equivalent of a spoiled little brat’.®' This image has lingered in some later literary
traditions, and may be seen as a veiled criticism of his earlier presentation as a ritualist.
In CU 6, however, he is, aside from the early reference to his arrogance (stabdha) in CU
6.1.2, which does not recur in the narrative, portrayed as, in Olivelle’s words, a ‘good

student’, ‘able to confess his ignorance and learn from his teacher’ .

4.3 The Narrative Context of CU 6

CU 6.1 opens with Uddalaka despatching Svetaketu off to become a Vedic student “for
there is no-one in our family... who has not studied and is the kind of Brahmin who is
so only because of birth’.*” This is a significant literary opening to the narrative:
although the CU is generally seen as traditionally inclined, there is a clear criticism here
of brahmins who assert their status by reason of birth rather than knowledge, a signpost
that the teachings which are about to follow emphasise personal enquiry and are going
to be somewhat outside the ‘traditional’ ritualist brahmin syllabus. This emphasises the
Upanisads’ general trend of favouring knowledge over blind ritual action, and aligns the
teachings which follow with a more ‘progressive’ view of the role of the brahmin.

Svetaketu departs at the age of 12°**, returning at 24 ‘swell-headed, thinking himself to

% Olivelle 1998a:484. See, e,g., his portrayals in MBh 1.48.7 and 2.7.10.

5% Olivelle 7bid.

! Olivelle 1999b:46.

52 Olivelle 1999b:67. Olivelle’s lengthy study of Svetaketu in the context of the five fires
narratives in the BU, CU and KsU (see further below) discusses his characterisations in various
narrative episodes in some detail and highlights a number of later texts in which Svetaketu is
presented as arrogant or haughty.

93 CU 6.1.1: na vai... asmatkulino ‘naniicya brahmabandhuriva bhavati.

604 Perhaps curiously not studying with his father, even though Uddalaka asserts that he has
himself ‘studied’. Cf. CU 5.3.4, where Uddalaka is presented as Svetaketu’s teacher. Grinshpon
(2003:121) has pointed out that 12 was, if we are to take the (admittedly later) Dharmasitras at
face value, somewhat late for a hrahmin boy to begin his studies, and questions whether any
significance would be attached to this in the mind of a contemporary hearer, perhaps as an
indication that Uddalaka has refused to teach his son, and/or has rejected him (2003:128). An
alternative explanation might be that Uddalaka has begun Svetaketu’s education but not felt able
to complete it until Svetaketu has been away to study with others. In MBh 3.132-34, Uddalaka
is said to have bestowed all his knowledge on his student Kahoda, to the exclusion of Svetaketu,
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be learned, and arrogant’.®” At this point, his father brings him down to size by asking if
he has learned the rule of substitution (ddesa)®® ‘by which one hears what has not been
heard of before, thinks of what has not been thought of before, and perceives what has
not been perceived before’.*”” Svetaketu initially appears unsure, asking for more
information about how that adesa - through which by understanding the nature of clay,

copper, iron etc.*”

one understands all objects made of that material - works, before
finally admitting that ‘those illustrious men’ (bhagavanta) who had taught him cannot
have known the adesa, for they did not teach it to him. At this point, Svetaketu invites

his father to teach him and the teachings begin.*”

Uddalaka’s teachings, which I will discuss further below, both look back to earlier
Vedic views of the ultimate principle, particularly their ideas of the, sometimes deified,
natural elements and forces of the world playing a role in analysing reality, and forward
to later philosophical ideas, most notably those of the Samkhya school with its idea of

the universe unfolding from the single undifferentiated reality of milaprakrti. What is

which may be a retrospective attempt to explain the suggestion that Svetaketu was not originally
taught by his father.

5 CU 6.1.2: mahamana andcanamani stabdha. ..

6% The precise meaning of the term adesain the Upanisads has been the subject of debate.
Deriving from Z+Vdis, (sometimes translated as to ‘indicate’ or ‘point out’), most early
Upanisadic translators, such as Bohtlingk, Senart, Oldenberg, Hume and Radhakrishnan,
rendered it, following Sankara, simply as ‘teaching’ or ‘doctrine’. However, Thieme 1968,
relying heavily on the use of the term in Paninian grammar, brings in the connotation of
‘substitution’, which Olivelle, as he explains at 1998a:501, follows, in his translation as ‘rule of
substitution’, with (in the Upanisadic context) a connotation of secrecy. Thieme describes the
use of adesa, a relatively frequently used term in the Upanisads, in this passage as the
‘...terminologische/n] Angelpunkt eines bedeutenden geistesgeschichtichen Umschwungs’. (°...
terminological hub of a significant turning point in the history of thought’)... (1968:722). See
also van Buitenen 1958:299, where he describes an adesa as ‘... the indication in a few words of
an esoteric thesis about a great cosmic connection’. Slaje (2010:23-27) criticises Olivelle’s
translation as ‘rule of substitution’, preferring instead to interpret it in the early Upanisads
generally as indicating a ‘substitute term’, though acknowledging that in CU 6 it indicates a
‘method of substitution’ (2010:27). Cf. Acharya 2017, who argues persuasively that Thieme’s
interpretation places too much emphasis on Paninian grammar, and that, when used in the early
Upanisads (which in general precede Panini), 4desa does not necessarily have its later
connotation of ‘substitution’, but should rather be interpreted as an ‘indication’, specifically °...
to indicate the ultimate omnipresent reality through a particular entity’ (2017:565).

%7 CU 6.1.3: yenasrutam Srutam bhavati amatam matam avijadtam vijadtam...

5% Note the craft metaphors again, akin to the weaving metaphor of BU 3.6 and 3.8.

%% Whether or not the series of teachings which follows in CU 6.2 to 6.16 forms a coherent
whole is a matter of considerable debate, which I will discuss below (with particular reference
to the analysis of Hanefeld at 1976:142-167, summarised also in Bock-Raming 1996).
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particularly innovative is that, unlike the BU narratives discussed in Chapter 3, he does
not simply posit (and reject) individual natural phenomena, such as wind or water, as
the ultimate principle, and look to replace them by a wholly abstract concept, but rather
analyses reality through empirical observation of the phenomena of nature. This is an
important shift in approach from other early Upanisadic teachings, which, in the quest
for the ultimate principle, tend to reject the material world often favoured in earlier
Vedic thought. The narrative of CU 6, particularly the practical examples which appear
in CU 6.9 to 16, shows a ‘... shift from acceptance of the Vedas as revealed and as
controlled by ritual to the possibility that knowledge could derive from intuition,

9610

observation and analysis’” ", resulting in a more materialist approach to ascertaining the

ultimate principle, grounded more in ontology than epistemology.

Indeed, the narrative context of CU 6 demonstrates well the tension between the ‘new’
teachings of the Upanisads and the older Vedic tradition in a number of ways. Not only
are ‘brahmins by birth’ criticised, so too is the traditional knowledge imparted to a
brahmacarin, even by ‘illustrious’ teachers, which apparently is insufficient or
inadequate to explain the real nature of things. However, unlike in narratives where
radical teachings have been put into the mouths of ksatriyas, or other unorthodox
teachers, here the CU places the teachings firmly into the mouth of a respected and

apparently authoritative brafmin.®"

Chattopadhyaya has highlighted ‘the strenuous effort of the Indian orthodoxy to read a
single or monolithic view out of the entire corpus of the Upanisadic literature’ (even
though there are competing ideas between different ‘orthodox’ schools about what that
single view is). He sees this effort reflected in a reluctance to find inconsistency in texts
considered to be ‘revealed’, and argues that this has influenced the traditional
interpretations of Uddalaka’s teachings, so that the shift towards a more ‘scientific’

analysis of the ultimate principle has been marginalised.®'> He speaks of the ‘tenacious

619 Thapar 1994:307.

5! Even though, as I suggest below, a reading of the Uddalaka Aruni narratives together, rather
than as individual episodes, suggests that they may, at least in part, be presented as having
ksatriya origins. As discussed in Chapter 1, this is more likely a literary device than a reflection
of actuality.

%! Chattopadhyaya 1986-7:40.
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attempt to force [Uddalaka’s] teachings into the general mould of the Brahman-atman
metaphysics alleged to be the exclusive philosophy of the Upanisads’.®" I agree with
this argument. As I stress throughout this thesis, the ‘Brahman-atman metaphysics’ is by
no means the sole teaching of the Upanisads, nor is it the only way in which Uddalaka’s
teachings have been interpreted by later schools. However, it is undoubtedly the case
that CU 6 has been harnessed as an important teaching to support that metaphysic by
certain Upanisadic exegetes, with the result that Uddalaka’s teachings have been forced

into a box into which, as I show in this Chapter, they do not easily fit.

Bronkhorst also acknowledges the shift to a more scientific analysis of reality.
However, he rejects out of hand the idea that CU 6 attempts any sort of reconciliation
between traditional knowledge and radical teachings. In his view, it is a ‘foreign

intrusion into the Vedic tradition’®"

, even though some years earlier he argued that all
of the Svetaketu narratives use Svetaketu as a tool to ‘ridicule... the claims of
traditional learning’.615 Frauwallner too, who describes Uddalaka’s teachings as ‘almost

scientific’®'®

, argues that Uddalaka’s doctrine is ‘an entirely original doctrine’ not
otherwise found in the Upanisads.®"” I do not agree with either of these views: although
Uddalaka’s final teachings are somewhat novel in Upanisadic terms, reading CU 6 in
the light of the other narratives in which Uddalaka features will reveal that the roots of
certain of those teachings can be found in those other narratives, and that Uddalaka’s

teachings in fact represent a further development in the progression of ideas about the

ultimate principle.

63 Chattopadhyaya 1986-7:41.

614 Bronkhorst 2007a:120.

615 Bronkhorst 1996:597.

8¢ Frauwallner [1953] 1973:70.

57 Frauwallner [1953] 1973:69, where he argues that ‘... had not this one text remained
preserved for us, nobody would have assumed or even conjectured a similar thought-process in
this period’ ([1953] 1973:68), even though many years earlier (1926:1) he had considered it to
be a complex product of different teachings (‘... ein ziemlich kompliziertes Produkt
veschiedener Lehren....).
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4.4 Uddalaka’s Empirical Cosmogony

Uddalaka opens his teaching in CU 6.2 with the simple statement that ‘In the
beginning... this world was simply what is existent [saf] - one only, without a
second.’®"® He dismisses out of hand any idea that the world was created ex nihilo, from
the empirically implausible ‘what is non-existent’ (asat), even though this appears to
have been a relatively common idea in earlier Vedic times: see, for example, RV
10.72.2-3 and AV 17.1.19, as well as BU 1.2.1, CU 3.19.1, and TU 2.7.°" However,
while this, superficially at least, appears to be a simple and unequivocal statement of the
ultimate principle, it is incomplete, as it fails to address both the mechanics of creation
and the sustaining and animating qualities of the ultimate principle which we have seen

concerned Uddalaka in BU 3.7.

Uddalaka’s sat appears to be a single undifferentiated cosmogonic principle which, at
least to begin with, was not necessarily immanent in all things. The question of who or
what created sat, or from what sat itself arose, is not addressed, so that sazis, in effect,
‘the self-created creator’.®* Sat on its own is not a particularly common concept in the
Upanisads. Where sat does feature, it generally does so in conjunction with either fyam
or tyatin a typically Upanisadic wordplay, as one part of a bipartite reality described

using the term satyam. This bipartite presentation of reality is significant: it is implicit in

18 CU 6.2.1: sad eva... idam agra asid ekam evaditiyam.

19 CU 6.2.2: kutastu khalu... evam syat... katham asatah sajjayeteti sat tveva... idam agra asid
ekam evaditiyam. Cf. BhG 13.12. Sat and asat also frequently occur as a pair, as, for example,
in RV 10.129.4, where the ‘poets found the connection between’ sar and asat (satdo bandhum
asati nir avindan hydi pratisya kavdyo manisa) or in AV 10.7.10. Later, in SU 4.18, the ‘Benign
One’ (Siva) is said to have existed alone when there was neither safnor asat (yada... na sanna
casacchiva eva kevalah). Olivelle suggests (1998a:547) that asatin these cosmologies ... in all
likelihood, refers to a state of affairs where the distinct parts of the universe, especially the
separation of earth, atmosphere, and sky, had not yet emerged and where the totality was in a
state of chaotic confusion’. We have seen in Chapter 2 that early Vedic ‘cosmogonies’ were
frequently not cosmogonies in the strict sense of explaining the creation of the universe: rather
they often assumed the existence of the material components of that universe and focussed more
on explaining the organisation of those components. Acharya (2016:861) describes asat as ‘a
state beyond perceptible phenomenal existence’, in the course of his argument that Uddalaka’s
cosmogony in fact originally derived from asat, and that the derivation from saf was a later
emendation (7brd.:8471t.)

%29 Van Buitenen 1957b:105.
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it that there is more to the ultimate principle than is encompassed by saralone.”®' In BU
2.3.1, satis the fixed, mortal and stationary form of brahman; juxtaposed with fyam as
the non-fixed, immortal and mobile form.*** These two together form satyam, which,
just to confuse matters, in BU 5.5.1 was created by the primeval waters and in turn
created brahman, in the form of Prajapati.®” Sarin BU 2.3 is identified on the cosmic
level with ‘everything other than the air and the intermediate region’®** and, at the
human level, with the mortal, corporeal body®*, while fyam is identified with ‘air and

the intermediate region’**°

and with the immortal, here said to consist of breath (prana)
and space (dkasa).®” BU 2.3.6, which concludes the teaching on sarand tyam, also
introduces a ‘rule of substitution’ (4desa), here ‘neti... neti...’, for ‘there is nothing
beyond this ‘not’’ before concluding that ‘he’ (probably the ultimate principle) is ‘the

real (satyam) behind the vital functions’.®*®

In TU 2.6, creation emanates from the desire of an unidentified ‘he’ to multiply
himself.®”® In order to achieve this, he ‘enters’ (anupravisya) the world®° and becomes
‘in turn saf and tyat, the distinct and the indistinct, the resting and the never resting, the
perceived and the non-perceived, the real and the unreal’.””' In becoming ‘the real’

(satyam), ‘he’ became ‘everything that is here’, which is why ‘people call all this sar.’*

62! Van Buitenen (1958:300) suggests that when sat and fyat appear in juxtaposition yat should
be understood as referring to asat.

622 BU 2.3.1: dve vava brahmano rupe... sacca tyacca.

62 BU 5.5.1: apa evedam agra dsuh ta apah satyam asrjanta satyam brahma brahma prajapatim
prajapatirdevan.

4 BU 2.3.2: ... yad anyad vayoscantariksacca. ..

62 BU 2.3.4: ... etan martyam etat sthitam etat sat. ..

626 BU 2.3.3: ... vayuscantariksam ca. ..

27 BU 2.3.5: ... efad amrtam etad yate tat tyam...

628 BU 2.3.6: ... athata adesah neti neti na hyetasmad iti na ityanyat param asti atha
namadheyam satyasya satyam iti prana vai satyam tesam esa satyam.

629 Cf. the desire of satin CU 6.2.3. It is arguable from surrounding context that ‘he’ might be
intended to be read as aftman (though cf. TU 2.7, discussed below). Radhakrishnan, without
using the word afman, glosses ‘he’ as ‘the supreme soul’ (1953:548).

639 As, in Uddalaka’s own teaching, sat ‘enters’ (also anupravisya) heat, water and food ‘with’
atman (CU 6.3.2) - see further below.

81 TU 2.6.1: ... so’kamayata bahu syam prajayeyeti... idam sarvam asrjata... tat srstva tad
evanupravisat tad anupravisya sac ca tyac ca abhavat niruktam caniruktam ca nilayanam

%2 TU 2.6.1: ... satyam abhavat yad idam kim ca tat satyam ity acaksate. Note Olivelle’s
translation of ‘fat satyam ity acaksate’as ‘people call all this saf rather than ‘satyan’. Hume and
Radhakrishnan both have ‘That is what they call the real.’; Roebuck ‘folk call it ‘reality’’.
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TU 2.7 goes on to explain that arman was ‘made by’ sat, though here sat arose from

asat.®®

KsU 1.6 too differentiates saf and tyam, where satis ‘whatever is other than the
gods and the lifebreaths’, again together forming satyam as ‘the full extent of this whole

world’, here identified with a personalised brahman.**

I will show below that a bipartite approach to the functions of the ultimate principle, as
perhaps reflected in the distinctions drawn between saf and fyam, is an important part of
Uddalaka’s own doctrine in the CU, as it was in his debate with Yajnavalkya in BU 3.7.
In all of the extracts mentioned above, satis (initially at least) the fixed or tangible
aspect of reality, while ¢£yam (or tyat) represents that which is not fixed, which, at least
in the BU and the KsU, is directly associated with the animating force of prana. This
differentiation between the fixed unitary reality of saz and the animating aspect of the
ultimate principle (in Uddalaka’s teaching provided by arman) is, I will suggest, central

to an understanding of Uddalaka’s teachings in CU 6.°%

Sat apparently had consciousness, for it thought to itself ‘Let me become many’*,

whereupon it emitted heat, which in turn emitted water, which in turn emitted food. That
this idea of creation derived from empirical observation is apparent from CU 6.2.3-4,
where the justification for water deriving from heat is given as the production of sweat
when it is hot, and the justification for the production of food from water is given as the

abundance of food when it rains.”’ Again, it is empirical observation which leads to the

3 TU 2.7.1: asad va idam agra 3sit tato vai sad ajayata tad atmanam svayam akuruta. . .Cf.
Uddalaka’s atman, which is also a product of sat (CU 6.3.2).

634 KsU 1.6: ... yad anyad devebhyasca pranebhyasca tat sad atha yad devasca pranasca tat tyam
tad etaya vacabhivyahriyate satyam iti etavad idam sarvam. ..

635 T acknowledge that nowhere in CU 6 does Uddalaka present his sar as part of a bipartite
entity with a counterpart called fyam or tyat. in fact he expressly says that it is ‘one only,
without a second.” However, satyam does appear frequently in CU 6 as a synonym for atman,
which, as we shall see below, is, in Uddalaka’s cosmogomy, a product of safand the animating
force of creation.

836 CU 6.2.3: tad aiksata bahu syam prajayeyeti. Lipner (1986:82) describes this as one of
Ramanuja’s de facto mahavakyas. Acharya (2016:844-5) uses the apparent consciousness of sat
to suggest that satis a ‘divine being capable of self-reflection, resolve, action, and penetration’,
which is consistent with the references elsewhere in CU 6 to safas a devata.

87 CU 6.2.3-4: ... tasmadyatra kva ca socati svedate va purusah tejasa eva tad adhyapo
Jjayante...tasmad yatra kva ca varsati tad eva bhityistham annam bhavati adbhya eva tad
adhyannadyam jayate. Brereton (1990:123) notes the progression from ‘Being, which is
imperceptible,... to heat, which can be felt... to water, which can be felt and seen, and finally...
to food, which can be felt, seen and tasted” with food connoting ‘full materiality’.
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identification of three sources of life in CU 6.3: eggs, living beings, and sprouts, which
have been correlated respectively with heat, water and food.*** Van Buitenen describes
CU 6.2 as “... the first attempt of an Indian theologian to use logic in reforming a

9639

doctrine’®”, and Uddalaka has been seen as a materialist, or near-materialist, by such

scholars as Jacobi, Barua and Ruben.®*

It is at this point that sat ‘enters’ each of heat, water and food with the living arman

(jivenatmana)®"'

in order to establish ‘the distinctions of name and appearance’. In doing
s0, it makes each of them in turn threefold®??, each divided into red, white and black
appearances.®” Significantly, afman only appears after sat has emitted heat, water and
food, which suggests that arman does not here have ultimate qualities, and is not
ontologically identical to sat. Uddalaka again provides examples from the manifest
world: the red appearance of each of fire, the sun, the moon, and lightning is in each
case the appearance of heat; the white appearance of fire, the sun, the moon and

lightning is the appearance of water; and their black appearance is the appearance of

food.®** As a result of this analysis

‘So vanishes from the fire the character of fire - the transformation is a verbal

handle, a name - while the reality [even of things sometimes elsewhere argued to

be the ultimate principle] is just, “It’s the three appearances”.”®*

6% Edgerton 1965:171n3; Olivelle 1998a:558.

%% Van Buitenen 1958:300, though there is also a degree of empirical enquiry in Yajfiavalkya’s
analysis of atmanin BU 4.3.

640 Chattopadhyaya 1986-7:47; Thieme 1968:722-3.

4! Described by Hanefeld (1976:148) as °... ein neuer, nicht erklirter Begriff...” (‘a new,
unexplained concept’).

2 CU 6.3.2-3: seyam devataiksata hantaham imastisro devata anena jivenatmana anupravisya
namartpe vyakaravaniti. tasam trivrtam trivrtam ekaikam karavaniti. ..

643 Cf. SU 4.5. See also van Buitenen 1957b:89-93.

4 CU 6.4.1: yad agne rohitam rilpam tejasastad rilpam yacchuklam tad apam yat krspam tad
annasya... (and similarly for the sun, moon and lightning in CU 6.4.2-4).

satyam (and similarly for the sun, moon and lightning in CU 6.4.2-4).
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In summary, everything red is considered to be an indication of the quality of heat,
white of water, and black of food, and everything indistinct a combination of the

three.*

The phrase vacarambhanam vikaro namadheyam in CU 6.4.1, and in its earlier
appearances in CU 6.1.4-6, has been much debated. Van Buitenen, in particular, has

devoted two essays to it

, in the later of which he attempts to show some form of
cosmological relationship to vac (speech). I agree, however, with Olivelle**® that this
interpretation seems forced and that it makes sense to translate vacarambhanam as
Olivelle, following Edgerton, translates it, as a ‘verbal handle’: in other words, a name
with which conventionally to identify the fire (etc.), but not going to the ultimate reality
of the fire itself. As Olivelle neatly summarises the teaching of CU 6.4, ‘... one gets at
the reality of fire not by saying, ‘It’s a fire’, but by saying, ‘It’s the three
appearances’.’*” However, as van Buitenen (with whom, on this point, Olivelle agrees)
stresses, nowhere is it suggested that fire (sun, moon, lightning) in these examples is not
real, simply because its form as a transformation of the red, white and black
appearances of the three ripas of heat, water and food is described as a ‘verbal handle’:
it is nevertheless a real product of heat, water and food, which, in turn, are the product

of sat®°

Similarly, as Acharya stresses, it is not a complete transformation, for heat
clearly remains even after water is produced and water remains after food is produced,

and so on for each ‘secondary’ production.®"

646 CU 6.4.6-7: yadu rohitam ivabhiditi tejasas tad rilpam iti tad vidam cakruh yadu suklam
1vabhiditi apam rilpam iti tad vidam cakruh yadu krsnam ivabhiditi annasya rijpam iti tad
vidam cakruh. yad avijaatam ivabhiditi etasam eva devatanam samasah iti tad vidam cakruh. ..
This idea seems to foreshadow later Samkhya ideas of the three gunas: see van Buitenen 1957b
for a detailed discussion of the relationship between the three rijpas of CU 6 and the
development of the gunas, where he suggests that the application of the three colours to
Uddalaka’s doctrine may be a later interpolation. See also Senart 1925:285-7, who argues that
the ‘formula’ created the doctrine, rather than the other way round (“...c 'est moins la doctrine
qui a créé la formule que la formule qui a peu a peu suscité la doctrine’).
7 Van Buitenen 1955 and 1958.
% Olivelle 1998a:558.
9 Olivelle 1998a:559.
%50 Van Buitenen 1958:297; Olivelle 1998a:559. Olivelle disputes van Buitenen’s translation,
but agrees with him on this point, implicitly accepting van Buitenen’s argument that apagat has
the meaning of ‘issues, goes forth, arises’ (van Buitenen 7bid.).
%1 Acharya 2016:841.
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In CU 6.5 and 6.6, Uddalaka goes on to relate this teaching to the human existence.
Consumed food is seen as breaking down into three parts (faeces, flesh and mind)**, as
is consumed water (urine, blood and breath)®>, and ‘consumed’ heat (bones, marrow
and speech).* In each case, the animan (the ‘finest part’) ‘rises to the top’ (ardhvah
samudisati): mind (/manas), in the case of food, breath (prana) in the case of water, and
speech (vac) in the case of heat. Uddalaka analogises this process to that of butter rising
to the top when curd is churned®”, so that, as the butter is a separate entity from the curd
(even though owing its origin to the curd), the animan is a separate entity produced from
the element in question. Again, in CU 6.7, Uddalaka uses an empirical example: he asks
Svetaketu not to eat for fifteen days, pointing out that, so long as he drinks water, he
will remain alive, as breath/prana are, in Uddalaka’s scheme of things, the direct
product of consumed water. After the fifteen days, Svetaketu returns to his father and is
asked to recite the Vedas, which we know that he has learned in his time as a
brahmacarin, but he is unable to remember them. After he has taken food, he is able to

answer ‘everything that his father asked’**

, thus proving the relationship between food
and mind.*”’ In CU 6.8.4, food is described as the ‘root’ (miila) of the body, water as the
root of food, heat as the root of water, and sar as the root of heat, before concluding that
‘The existent... is the root of all these creatures - the existent is their resting place, the

existent is their foundation.”.%*

62 CU 6.5.1: annam asitam tredha vidhiyate. ..

63 CU 6.5.2: apah pitas tredha vidhiyante. ..

4 CU 6.5.3: tejo sitam tredha vidhiyate. .. ‘Consumed’ heat may indicate the eating of cooked
food: see the note at Olivelle 1998a:559.

85 CU 6.6.1: dadhanah... mathyamanasya yo 'nima sa ardhvah samudisati tat sarpir bhavati. CU
6.6.2: evam eva khalu... annasyasyamanasya yo 'nima sa irdhvah samudisati tan mano bhavati.
(And similarly for water/breath and heat/speech.) Cf. the similar triad which emerges from asat
in JB 3.360-361 (see Acharya 2016:858).

66 CU 6.7.4: ...tam ha yat kimca papraccha sarvam ha pratipede.

57 See Geib 1975-6 for a discussion of the symbolism of food in the Upanisads generally. Geib
notes, amongst other things, the identification of brahman with food in TU 3.1.2 (denied in BU
5.12.1 where food is presented in a symbiotic relationship with prana) and of Prajapati as food
in PU 1.14. At 1975-6:233, he describes Uddalaka’s approach to food in CU 6 as ‘a realistic
materialism’.

% CU 6.8.6: ... san miilah... imah sarvah prajah saddyatanah satpratisthah. Gonda (1950:47)
notes the importance for the possibly semi-nomadic people of the time of the CU to have a ‘firm
ground to rest upon’, remembering too that the Veda itself is characterised as a ‘support’ in SB
6.1.1.8.
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This is also consistent with the final element of this section of Uddalaka’s teaching in
CU 6.8, namely the involution which comes with sleep and, particularly, death. In sleep,
one is ‘united with sar (implying that one had previously been separated from it)**; at
death, speech (a product of heat) merges back into mind (a product of food); mind into
breath (a product of water); breath back into heat, and heat into ‘the highest deity’,
assumed to be a reference back to sat, which is referred to as a ‘deity’ (devata) in CU
6.3.2.%° This process too, reminiscent of all beings withdrawing into the wind at death
in Uddalaka’s own teaching in SB 11.5.3.11%', seems informed by empirical
observation for, as Edgerton has pointed out, a dying person generally first loses the

power of speech, but remains conscious; then loses consciousness, but remains

breathing; then stops breathing, but remains warm for some time.*"

CU 6.8 closes with the refrain sa ya eso 'nima etadatmyam idam sarvam tat satyam sa
atma tat tvam asi svetaketo, a refrain which then appears at the end of each succeeding
section of the narrative, which Olivelle translates as ‘The finest essence here - that
constitutes the self of this whole world; that is the truth; that is the self (afman). And
that’s how you are, Svetaketu’.®*® I will discuss this famous and controversial refrain in
more detail below: for now I simply note that its relationship with the emergence and
resolution paradigm of what has gone before in CU 6.8 seems tenuous, for nowhere else
in CU 6.8 does Uddalaka speak of a unitary animating force, an animan or an atman. If
he were really making an important ontological point here, he would surely have drawn
a more direct relationship between either or both of these terms and the saf which is

otherwise the subject of CU 6.8.

9 CU 6.8.1: ... sat... sampanno bhavati...
0 CU 6.8.6: ... asya... purusasa prayato van manasi sampadyate manah prane prianas tejasi
tejah parasyam devatayam.
5! Note also the idea of wind as the ‘string’ on which all beings are strung together in BU 3.7.2
(see Chapter 3 and below).
%62 Edgerton 1965:175n1.
%3 See the observations of Brereton at 1986:98-99 with regard to the sandhi of
eso ‘nimaitadatmyam in this refrain.
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In this empirical way, Uddalaka explains the whole of creation. Although the argument
that satis synonymous with brahman underpins certain later interpretations of CU 6°*,
it seems clear that, for Uddalaka in CU 6, the ultimate principle, at least so far as relates
to its role as the ‘foundation’ of all beings, is an undifferentiated material ‘existent’
rather than any abstract concept or principle, such as brahman. Nowhere does he relate
satto brahman, nor even use the term brahman either to designate his view of the
ultimate principle or to describe what he is expounding, as in the ‘formulation of truth’
translation.®® Uddalaka rejects out of hand the idea of a ‘non-existent’, and Barua
argues of Uddalaka’s sat theory that ‘... nothing is more certain than that it is on the

"6 which, Ruben notes, is a similar idea to that of

whole a physical conception
millaprakrti in later Samkhya philosophy.®®” The cosmogonic saf, while initially a single
entity, ‘becomes many’, and there is no suggestion that the results of that division are
not ontologically real and distinct from sat, even if they ‘unite with’ sar during sleep and
merge back into it at death.®® The very ideas of x ‘uniting with’ or ‘merging with’ y
suggest the coming together of two distinct entities: otherwise, one might have expected

to have seen a statement of realisation of identity, rather than the more active language

of union or merger.

Although Uddalaka’s teaching in CU 6 is often considered to be radical in its ‘scientific’
and rational approach and its dismissal of more abstract speculative ideas of the ultimate

principle®®, his emphasis on the three basic building blocks of heat, water and food

4 Both Radhakrishnan and Deussen seem to take this as read, as, for example when
Radhakrishnan (1953:448) says that “The logical priority of Brahman to the world is brought out
by the statement that Being alone was this in the beginning.” See also Deussen [1899] 1906:148.
665 As Chattopadhyaya (1986-7:46) notes, if Uddalaka had intended sat to be equated with
brahman, and brahman was so important, why did he neither use the term brahman nor make a
direct equation between the two?

666 Barua 1921:132.

57 Ruben 1947:157: ‘ Die Grundlage der Ontologie des Uddalaka und des Samkhya (sic) ist die
Vorstellung, dal3 es einen realen Urstoff gibt. Uddalaka nannte ihn das Seiende.” (‘The basis of
the ontology of Uddalaka and of Samkhya is the idea that there is one real primal substance.
Uddalaka calls it ‘being’.”) See my further discussion of the relationship between the Upanisads
and Samkhya in Chapter 5.

668 See Olivelle 1998a:559.

69 Chattopadhaya, in an interesting article in which he argues that Uddalaka, rather than Thales,
was the world’s first real ‘natural scientist’, suggests that the omission of any reference to
brahman anywhere in the CU 6 narrative was a deliberate way of emphasising Uddalaka’s
scientific approach, and of avoiding any metaphysical associations of the term ‘brahmarn’,
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harks back to some of the early ideas of the ultimate principle itself as a natural element,
which we have seen considered and dismissed as inadequate in the narratives discussed
in Chapter 3. As I shall show later in this Chapter, this idea also has precursors in an
earlier CU narrative involving Uddalaka. The difference here is that Uddalaka appears
to understand that no one of them can itself be the ultimate principle: they must each
derive from something more generic. He is nevertheless much closer to retaining a link
between the ultimate principle and the realm of nature than some of the teachers of more

abstract ideas of the indescribable.

Uddalaka’s ideas also reflect forwards into later Indian thought, not only in the apparent
similarity between sat and milaprakrti but also in the triadic division of reality which
comes to the fore in Samkhya as the three giinas, purity (sattva), energy (rajas) and
darkness (zamas). Like Uddalaka’s heat, water and food, in Samkhya the three ginas
originate in a primeval undifferentiated material mass and are distributed in varying
proportions in the various constituents of the universe. Also like Uddalaka’s heat, water
and food, the giinas are ascribed colours (rajas as red, sattva as white and tamas as
black). “” In Samkhya too, each constituent of the universe, as a product of prakrti, is
ontologically distinct, and, at dissolution, merges back into the undifferentiated prakrti,

much as the constituents of Uddalaka’s universe merge back into sat.’”'

4.5 Animanand atman

Once the cosmogonic ultimate principle sat has decided to ‘establish the distinctions of
name and appearance’ of the beings in the world, and after it has produced heat, water

and food, it ‘enters’ heat, water and food (the ‘three deities’ - tisro devata) ‘with the

despite that term being ‘...greatly in vogue in the general intellectual climate to which he
belonged’ (1986-7:56; see also 7bid.:41). Barua (1921:124) says that ‘With Uddalaka Aruni
Indian wisdom seems to have taken a turn which may, for want of a better expression, be called
systematic.’

7°Van Buitenen (1957b:104) sees Uddalaka’s sat as influential in the etymological development
of the word sattva.

! In Chapter 5, I will discuss how ideas which find reflection in classical Samkhya come
increasingly to the fore in the later Upanisads
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living self’ (/Tvena'tmané).672 The question arises, therefore, of how to interpret the

instrumental form ‘jivenatmana in relation to sat.

The first thing to note is that CU 6.3.2 does not simply say that safentered the three
deities, or even that sar as, or in the form of, atrman entered the three deities, as one
might expect if Uddalaka were putting forward an unqualifiedly monistic worldview.
Rather, in introducing arman through the use of the instrumental jivenatmana - ‘with’ or
‘by means of” the living arman - Uddalaka appears to be saying that arman is something
other than the undifferentiated sat, though presumably a product of, or perhaps even a
part of, sat, if sat is the ultimate source of all reality. Van Buitenen describes saf here as

9673

‘an original creator with an armanto it’°", also suggesting that atman is a part or

function of sa#; Renou describes the relationship of sar with individual beings described

here as one of ‘penetration’®”*

, again implying that some part or product of sar
performed the penetrative function. Frauwallner too emphasises the entry of atman into
the products of creation®”, in a way which reflects the way in which Yajiavalkya
describes atman as being ‘present within but... different from’ his long list of entities in

his dialogue with Uddalaka in BU 3.7.%7

In the refrain sa ya eso’'nima etadatmyam idam sarvam tat satyam sa atma tat tvam asi
Svetaketo, which appears at the end of each of CU 6.8 to CU 6.16, it seems clear that
atman is identified with an animan, translated by Olivelle and Hume as ‘finest essence’,
and by Edgerton and Radhakrishnan as ‘subtle essence’, which operates in the whole

world (idam sarvam).””

A similar relationship appears in TU 2.7.1, where atman is even
more clearly producedby sat, and is also referred to as an ‘essence’ (here rasa, which, as

Olivelle notes, may have connotations of ‘semen’).®”® We have seen that, in CU 6.6, the

72 CU 6.3.2: ... jivenatmana anupravisya.

57 Van Buitenen 1957b:104.

67 Renou 1957a:131.

57 Frauwallner 1926:14.

676 BU 3.7.3-23.

677 See the observations of Brereton at 1986:99, and also Bodewitz 2001:295n1 on the adjectival
form atmya (discussed further below). Cf. also CU 4.17.1 where Prajapati, after ‘incubating the
worlds’ (lokan abhyatapat) extracted their ‘essences’ (rasa) - here, fire, wind and sun - before (in
CU 4.17.2) extracting their ‘essences’ in turn, in order to create the ‘triple Veda’.

78 Olivelle 1998a:576. TU 2.7.1: asad va idam agra asit tato vai sad ajdyata tad atmanam
svayam akuruta tasmat tat sukrtam ucyate. yad vai tat sukrtam raso vai sah. Note that here satis
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animan (the ‘finest’” or ‘most subtle’ part) of food, water and heat (in the forms
respectively of manas, prana and vac) is said to ‘rise to the top’, like butter from
churned curd. The animan which is equated with dfman could therefore be considered as
the ‘finest part’ of saz, but, just as butter is distinct from curd, so the mind is not food
but, rather, is nourished by food; breath is not water, but is sustained by water (as
Uddalaka has already explained in CU 6.7); and atman is not sat, but is a product of

sat®”

In CU 6.11 to 6.13°*, Uddalaka explains how this essence operates, and does so in a
way which is instructive about the relationship between saf and atman. True to form, he
uses observation of natural phenomena to explain to Svetaketu how the world (and,
therefore, Svetaketu) operates as a result of this essence. In CU 6.11, Uddalaka uses the
analogy of the life-giving sap in a tree, which he refers to as the jivarman of the tree.
This sap brings life to the individual branches of the tree which, in turn, wither away
when the essence which is the sap departs. The sap is not the tree, nor is it the origin of
the tree. Rather, it is that which permeates the tree and gives it life. As Uddalaka points
out to Svetaketu, if one were to hack away at any part of the tree, the sap would flow;
the tree dies when it loses its jiva, even though that jiva/arman does not itself die.*®' In
the same way, it seems to follow, the atman is not Svetaketu, but (as Uddalaka has

established in BU 3.7) is the animating force which gives him life.

In CU 6.12, in response to Svetaketu’s request for further instruction, Uddalaka explains

that the life-giving essence need not be as tangible as the sap in the tree: he uses the

a product of asat, in the manner specifically denied by Uddalaka in CU 6.2.2. Olivelle translates
atman here as ‘body’; Hume and Radhakrishnan both have ‘soul’.

7 Whether 4tman should here, and in CU 6.3.2, be given an ‘abstract’ interpretation, as a
metaphysical ‘Self’, or take on a more materialistic form, has not been much debated, though
Morgenroth (1970:38) notes with approval Ruben’s observation that a purely abstract atman, as
contended for by Sankara, does not fit easily in the overall materialistic context of Uddalaka’s
teaching.

680 Because of their importance in this Chapter, I have set out CU 6.11 - 6.13 in full as Appendix
A.

1 CU 6.11.1-2: ... asya... mahato vrksasya yo mille ‘bhyahanyat jivan sravet... (and similarly
for the middle and top of the tree); ... sa esa jivenatmananuprabhiitah pepiyamano modamanas
tisthati. asya yad ekam sakham jivo jahati atha sa Susyati... Note that the presence of the ‘sap’ is
implicit in ‘jivan sravef (literally ‘its life would flow’), translated by both Hume and
Radhakrishnan as ‘it would bleed’.
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analogy of the invisible essence within a banyan seed which brings life not just to the
seed itself, but sustains life in the huge tree which originates from the seed. Svetaketu is
asked to dissect a banyan fruit to extract the seed, and then to dissect the seed, noting
the absence of anything within, other than an invisible essence (animan) on account of
which ‘this huge banyan tree stands here’.°®* Again, the invisible essence is not equated
with the seed, or the fruit, or the tree, but is described as the source of the tree’s ability
to exist. Finally, in CU 6.13, again in response to Svetaketu’s request for further
instruction, Uddalaka emphasises the all-pervasiveness of the essence by reference to
the all-pervasiveness of salt in salt water: imperceptible, but nevertheless present in all
parts of the water. He demonstrates this by asking Svetaketu to put salt in water, then,
next day, to taste the water and to bring him the salt, which of course Svetaketu is
unable to do, even though its presence (or, perhaps, its essence) is evident in the salty
taste. Once again, there is no suggestion that the salt and the water are ontologically
identical: Svetaketu is instructed to come back later, when he finds that ‘the salt was

9683

always there’®™, usually taken to imply that the water has evaporated to reveal the salt

again, **

These three examples clearly show that the animan which is the atman is, in Uddalaka’s
teaching, a sustaining and animating force within the universe. Like butter from curds, it
is to be understood as a product of sat, but not the undifferentiated sat itself, supporting
my interpretation of jivenatmanain CU 6.3.2.°° They clearly show that, in Uddalaka’s

thinking, the sustaining and animating functions of the ultimate principle are performed

82 CU 6.12.2: ... etam animanam na nibhalayase etasya vai...eso 'nimna evan mahan
nyagrodhas tisthati. . .
3 CU 6.13.2: ... tacchasvat samvartate.
684 Bodewitz (1991-2), Edgerton (1965), and Olivelle (1998a) all argue for this interpretation.
The salt in water analogy also appears in Yajiavalkya’s teaching in BU 2.4.12, as a way of
demonstrating the ubiquity of the ‘Immense Being’ (mahad bhiita), here probably also the
atman. Yajiavalkya, however, does not develop the analogy in the same practical way as
Uddalaka.
%85 1t is worth noting that, in some versions of CU 6.13.2, we find the word sat or tat
immediately preceding the taf tvam asi refrain, in the phrase ‘... atra vava kila sat... na
nibhalayase’traiva kila’ . Olivelle, who has tatrather than sat, sees this as a simple pronominal
reference back to Svetaketu’s inability to perceive the salt; Hume and Radhakrishnan both give
sat the technical meaning which it has in other places in CU 6 as ‘Being’ and ‘Pure Being’
respectively. Both interpretations are correct, for Svetaketu did fail to perceive both the salt and
the ‘existent’ of which the salt was a product.
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by a different entity than the creative function of the ultimate principle. At the end of
each of these three sections of CU 6 (as at the end of CU 6.8 to 6.10 and 6.13 to 6.16),
we find sa ya eso’nima etadatmyam idam sarvam tat satyam sa atma tat tvam asi

Svetaketo, and the question which now arises is how to interpret that refrain.

4.6 The tat tvam asi controversy

The refrain mentioned above is one of the best known statements in the Upanisads. Its
repetition at the end of each of CU 6.8 to 6.16 clearly gives it an enhanced rhetorical
force which has contributed to its importance in later hermeneutics.®* In particular, the
statement faf ftvam asi Svetaketo in the refrain, historically commonly translated as ‘that
art thou, Svetaketu’®®’, has been the subject of detailed interpretation and explanation in
the later philosophical schools of Vedanta: as Gupta and Wilcox say: ‘... the
interpretation given to this statement to a large extent determines the ontological and
epistemological perspectives of the various schools of Vedanta’.®*® Both Sankara and
Ramanuja, for example, adopt highly sophisticated and complex hermeneutic strategies
in order to interpret the statement. For Sankara’s Advaitins, this leads to an
understanding of ‘as/’ as an assertion of absolute ontological identity between the
atman, or essential self, of Svetaketu and zat, interpreted as synonymous with brahman,
an interpretation described by Gupta and Wilcox as ‘the edifice on which their entire

philosophy is based’.*®

In Ramanuja’s Visistadvaita, on the other hand, taf tvam asi is not a statement of
ontological identity, but one of co-ordinate predication. The ‘zaf’ and the ‘fvamr’ signify
an underlying unity, but one in which the two elements are qualitatively different; ‘asr’

demonstrates both difference and non-difference, in which brahman is the only ultimate

6% A point stressed at Brereton 1986:106 and Black 2012:14.

587 This is the rendering adopted by all of Deussen, Hume, Edgerton and Radhakrishnan.
Edgerton goes so far as to render it in capital letters wherever it appears.

5% Gupta and Wilcox 1984:88. I do not propose to discuss in any depth the philosophical
questions around what it means to state an identity between two things: Gupta and Wilcox 1984
explores this in detail, with particular reference to the taf fvam asi statement. See also Deutsch
1973:49-50.

%% Gupta and Wilcox 1984:88. See, € g., Suthren Hirst 2005 passim, but especially at 141-143,
for further discussion about the interpretation of the phrase in Advaita Vedanta.
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reality and the tman of Svetaketu is different from, but wholly dependent on, brahman,
as the body is dependent on the soul, or sparks are on a fire (or, in the context of CU 6,
butter is on curd). For Ramanuja, a statement of absolute identity would be a clear

contradiction of saf's express desire to ‘become many’ in CU 6.2.3.

Irrespective of their precise interpretation of zaf fvam asi, both Advaitins and
Visistadvaitins take the ‘zar of the refrain to refer to brahman, despite the marked
absence of that term from CU 6.°° However, in recent years, western scholars have re-
visited the refrain, and the interpretations given to CU 6 by the later schools have been
subjected to critical questioning, perhaps most especially in the detailed analysis by
Hanefeld of the structural integrity of CU 6%!, while the ‘traditional’ translation as ‘that
art thou’ was thrown into question by Brereton’s 1986 article * 7at Tvam Asi in
Context’. As Grinshpon rightly notes, these three words, although ‘the gem of Indian
wisdom’, have become ‘detached from their immediate textual environment’**: he sees
their extrication and isolation from the context of the underlying narrative as a classic
example of ‘under-reading’ and of ‘the most aggressive textual essentialism
imaginable’.*” If we look more closely both at the contexts in which this phrase appears
in CU 6, and the information provided by the other narratives which feature Uddalaka,

we may find some pointers to a clearer understanding of their meaning in the overall

context of Uddalaka’s teachings about the ultimate principle.

Each of CU 6.8 to CU 6.16 contains a metaphorical teaching relating to ultimate reality.
To that extent, therefore, as well as in their concluding refrain, they share a similarity.
However, the metaphors do not contain one uniform subject of teaching. Rather, they
move from teachings about the nature of sleep and death in CU 6.8 and 6.15, to an

explanation of the importance of a teacher in CU 6.14, and trial by ordeal in CU 6.16,

5% Van Buitenen (1955:9n3) calls this a ‘disputable equation’.

! Hanefeld 1976, especially at 142-167. See also Bock-Raming 1996 and Bodewitz 2001.
Hanefeld deconstructs the narrative of CU 6 in an effort to find the several individual original
component parts of the narrative; Brereton (1986:104) argues, with some justification, that he
‘underestimates the thematic unity’ of CU 6. Acharya (2016:835) too argues that he
deconstructs the narrative too much, and that at least CU 6.1-6.7 form a coherent single
narrative.

%2 Grinshpon 2003:119.

%3 Grinshpon 2003:115.
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and they demonstrate subtly different approaches to the relationship between individual

reality and the universal sat.

We have already seen that CU 6.8 discusses sleep and death. In sleep, the person is
‘united with® saf**; at death, by a process of involution, the person ‘merges into’ sat.*”’
Hanefeld, in my view rightly, reads CU 6.9 and 6.10 as developing these ideas: in CU
6.9 the merging of all creatures (not just humans) back into satis analogised with the
merging of the nectars of different trees into the homogeneous honey; in CU 6.10 with
the merging of individual rivers into the ocean. These appear to be clear and
straightforward examples by Uddalaka to Svetaketu supporting his theory of saras the
origin and resolution of all individual beings, a theory which applies to Svetaketu as it
does to all other living creatures: they do not equate the nectar or the rivers with the
honey or the ocean - rather they suggest the coming together of previously separate
entities - nor do they address the question of what force or principle animates or controls
life. Other than in the refrain, the animan, the ‘fine essence’ of Olivelle’s translation, is
not referred to in any of CU 6.8, 6.9 or 6.10; the refrain could only conceivably make
sense here if the animan to which it refers were synonymous with the satinto which
everything merges, but such an equation is not made, even on the first occasion on
which the refrain appears, and nowhere is sat itself described as an ‘essence’. Rather, as
we have seen, the animan is presented as a product of safin the immediately preceding
sections of CU 6. I agree with Hanefeld that it seems a conceptual jump to equate sar
with animan in these passages, and that the refrain in these sections looks like a later

interpolation.®®

I have already outlined the contents of CU 6.11, 6.12 and 6.13, which are clearly
somewhat different to CU 6.8, 6.9 and 6.10. Hanefeld describes them as putting forward
a ‘ Theorie der Lebenskraft (a ‘Theory of Vital Force’), and considers them both

structurally and contextually unconnected to what has gone before in CU 6.*7 Unlike

4 CU 6.8.1: ... sampanno bhavati.

95 CU 6.8.6: ... purusasya prayato van manasi sampadyate manah prine prianas tejasi tejah
parasyam devatayam.

%% Brereton (1986:104) agrees with Hanefeld on this: ... 6.8-10 is not the context in which to
interpret the refrain’.

%7 Hanefeld 1976:161.
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CU 6.8, 6.9 and 6.10, these sections do, as we have seen, speak to an idea of a ‘fine
essence’: likened first, in CU 6.11, to the visible living essence (jivatman) which, in the
form of sap, pervades a tree and gives it life; then, in CU 6.12, to the invisible essence
which causes the seed of a great tree to grow; and, finally, in CU 6.13, to the presence
of salt flavouring water, which does not cease to exist, simply because it has dissolved
and can no longer be seen. Here, the refrain works: the animan which operates in these
ways within both the world and the individual is the invisible but nevertheless present
atman. Depending on the interpretation of taf tvam asi, Svetaketu either is ontologically
that essence, or he functions as a result of that essence, pervaded, and influenced
qualitatively, by the invisible animan which is the atman. The latter clearly seems the
better interpretation, for the whole thrust of CU 6.13 seems to be to demonstrate that the
salt pervades, and flavours, the water, yet continues to exist as a separate entity from the

water: the salt does not become the water nor the water the salt.

In Hanefeld’s analysis, CU 6.14, 6.15 and 6.16 each puts forward a separate teaching.
CU 6.14 stresses the importance of a teacher in finding one’s way: the faf tvam asi
refrain in CU 6.14.3 seems completely unrelated to CU 6.14.1-2. In CU 6.15, we find a
re-iteration of Uddalaka’s theory of death, namely the involution of voice/speech into
mind, mind into breath, breath into heat, and heat into ‘the highest deity’. Here the
refrain could more easily be interpreted as equating the animan with that ‘highest deity’
(sat), though CU 6.15 works perfectly well without the refrain, and a sat/ animan
identification is not explicitly made. In CU 6.16, the animan is identified with whatever
prevents an innocent man being burned by a heated axe in a trial by ordeal, but is not

further elaborated on.*®

The above brief analysis supports the view taken by Hanefeld, Brereton and Bodewitz

that the refrain about the animan only fits neatly to CU 6.11 to 13%°, so that in

5% Note that here there is no reference to animan: it is simply ‘what... prevents him from being
burnt’ (sa yatha tatra na dahyeta) which is equated with the arman. Brereton (1986:104) argues
that CU 6.16 is probably a later addition to the remainder of CU 6, though believes (1986:107)
that CU 6.14 and 6.15 should be read together, as if the refrain were omitted at the end of CU
6.14. As Radhakrishnan (1953:467) notes, Madhva resolves the sandhi of CU 6.16.3 as °... sa
atma atat tvam asi...’.

% Brereton 1986:104; Hanefeld 1976:162-163 (‘ Der SchiuBsatz... gehort eindeutig nur zu diese
Lehrer vom Lebens-Atman, also den Abschnitten 11, 12 und 13" - “The conclusion. ..
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interpreting it particular attention should be given to their contents. As Brereton and
Hanefeld have both noted’”, the refrain is in fact only essential to the sense of CU 6.12;
although it is not inappropriate in either, both CU 6.11 and 6.13 could stand
comfortably without it. As a result, Brereton argues persuasively that the refrain
originally began life at the end of CU 6.12 and over time was added to CU 6.8 to 6.11
and 6.13 to 6.16, either in an attempt to emphasise an underlying theme in Uddalaka’s

teachings and/or as a simple marker of the end of each section of those teachings.”'

This structural argument plays an important role in Brereton’s re-analysis of the
traditional ‘that art thou’ translation of fat tvam asi. As far back as the BSBh’*, Sankara
asserted that the word fafreferred back to the single reality of saf (and, therefore, in his
view, to brahman), rather than to the animan, so that tat tvam asi is a statement of
Svetaketu’s identity with sat. As we have seen, although interpreting the nature of the
identity differently, Ramanuja also gave faf this meaning. Brereton, however, argues
that, even if that interpretation might be justifiable philosophically, it cannot be
sustained syntactically, on the basis that a demonstrative pronoun should agree with its
predicative nominative, subject nominative or appositive. Accordingly, the neuter
pronoun fat cannot stand in apposition to the masculine fvam, even if the pronoun’s
antecedent is the neuter term, sat. As Olivelle summarises Brereton’s conclusion: ‘... if
the author had wanted to assert the identity between ‘that’ and ‘you’, he would have

used the masculine of ‘that’; the phrase would then read sa tvam asi.”™”

Clearly, if the refrain did originate in CU 6.12, then animan must refer to ‘the finest

704

essence’ on account of which the banyan tree exists™, not to sat, which plays no direct

role in CU 6.12. However, even if Uddalaka had wanted to posit an identity between

unambiguously only belongs to this teacher of the life-self, therefore to sections 11, 12 and
13.%), citing Morgenroth and Hillebrandt for support. Bodewitz (2001:289) questions whether it
even fits to CU 6.11.

7 Brereton ibid.; Hanefeld ibid.

" Brereton 7bid. Hanefeld (1976:142) too sees the refrain’s extension to other parts of CU 6 as
an attempt to bring unity to the disparate teachings of CU 6.8-6.16. Cf. also Brereton’s analysis
of RV 10.129 in Brereton 1999, where he highlights the central stanza of that hymn as the
‘climax’ of the hymn’s meaning. See also Bodewitz 2001:289.

72 BSBh 1.1.4.

% Olivelle 1998a:560.

" CU 6.12.2: ... yam vai... etam animanam na nibhalayase etasya vai... eso’nimna evam
mahan nyagrodhas tisthati. ..
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Svetaketu and the animan, he would, following Brereton’s analysis, still have needed to
use the masculine form sa fvam asi. Instead, Brereton concludes, the analogical nature
of CU 6.12 (and 6.11 and 6.13) supports the interpretation that Svetaketu °... like the

*7% and that tat should accordingly

tree and the whole world, is pervaded by this essence
be read adverbially, meaning ‘in that way’. The refrain, therefore, in CU 6.12, should be
interpreted as a statement that Svetaketu, like the great banyan tree, is animated by an
invisible essence, which is atman. What it cannot, however, do as a matter of Vedic
syntax is to identify Svetaketu with that essence, or with atman, or with the cosmogonic

706

ultimate principle, sat.”™" Brereton’s argument is strongly supported by Olivelle, who,

emphasising the animating function of the animan, concludes that

‘The phrase, therefore, does not establish the identity between the individual and
the ultimate being (saf), but rather shows that Svetaketu lives in the same
manner as all other creatures, that is, by means of an invisible and subtle

essence.”’"’

Brereton’s analysis has not found universal acceptance elsewhere, provoking a debate
about the extent to which it is acceptable hermeneutic practice to use later philosophical
interpretations of texts, especially those with such weight of tradition and focus on
scriptural authority as the Advaitin and ViSistadvaitin interpretations of tat tvam asi, to
help clarify the text’s meaning. Richard Cohen, for example, cites Nietzsche’s
observation ‘Shouldn’t philosophers be permitted to rise above faith in grammar?’. 7"
Ganeri too argues that philosophical interpretations can justifiably be called on to
override syntactical rules.”” And, in a spirited, if partial, article, Brereton’s own

colleague, Stephen Phillips, also argues against Olivelle’s translation - ‘that’s how you

7% Brereton 1986:109.
7% Brereton points out that the word fad, which appears immediately before the refrain in CU
6.9.3 and 6.10.2, probably does refer to saz, with which I agree, but that this does not help the
refrain, which should still use the masculine form of demonstrative pronoun. As already noted,
the relevance of the refrain to CU 6.9 and 6.10 is, at best, marginal, though perhaps greater if far
is read adverbially, as Brereton suggests.
7 Olivelle 1998a:560-1.
7% Cohen 2006:28.
% Ganeri 2012:32n16.
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are, Svetaketu’. Phillips accepts that ‘the classical authors are sometimes
oversystematic, finding coherence among views across Upanisads that seems
superimposed’”'?, but believes that ‘an effort to determine an old meaning should not
come at the cost of closing off a text’s profundity as judged by a whole tradition of
Sanskrit "hearings" and understandings’.”"! There is something of an element of Phillips
trying to have his cake and eat it in this conclusion. It is unfortunate that he bases his
critique on Olivelle’s translation and brief note, rather than on Brereton’s detailed
analysis, which curiously does not feature in his bibliography and only merits a passing
mention in a footnote, as some of his reasons for disagreeing with Olivelle are in fact

directly addressed in Brereton’s original article.

On a close reading of CU 6, I find Brereton’s argument convincing. Given the
undeveloped state of systematic philosophy in the early Upanisads, I strongly
sympathise with his view that ‘At least for the Vedic period, it is never wise to use
philosophy to explain syntax...”.”"> Additionally, we have seen in Chapter 2 the
importance of ‘the word’ in Vedic times: the strict grammatical rules of Vedic Sanskrit
tended to be followed closely, and Brereton supports his interpretation both by reference
to this particular rule of apposition being almost always followed in the CU, including
elsewhere in CU 6 itself’”®, and by a number of other examples from the CU and the BU
where the ta- pronoun is used adverbially, notably in the commonly found sentence tad
esa slokobhavanti.”"* 1 have also argued throughout this thesis that interpretation of the
texts must begin with what the texts themselves actually say, rather than how they have
been interpreted in later schools, however authoritative those later schools may have

become.

In addition, just as the zat tvam asi refrain itself is emphasised by repetition, so too in the
refrain is the use of pronouns. The refrain begins with the pronoun sa: sa ya eso’nima...

(brought out more clearly in Hume’s translation as ‘That which is the finest essence...’

719 Phillips 2008:171.

" Ibid.

712 Brereton 1986:102n14.

1 Brereton 1986:100.

1 Roebuck (2003:423), on the other hand, argues that rules of syntax are sufficiently frequently
broken in the Upanisads that this does not really hold water.
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than in Olivelle’s ‘The finest essence here...”); each succeeding statement within the
refrain begins with a pronoun: etadatmyam idam sarvam... tat satyam... sa atma. ..
(with efad and fat taking neuter form from their referents idam sarvam and satyam
respectively and sa taking masculine form from its referents animan and atman) before
the concluding tat tvam asi svetaketo. Given this almost metrical emphasis on the
pronouns in the refrain, and the conscious shifting between neuter and masculine
referents, it seems highly unlikely that the composer or editor of CU 6 would not have
appreciated the need for Svetaketu to have been referred to using a masculine pronoun if
some form of identity, whether with atman, animan or sat, had been intended. There
must, therefore, be an alternative explanation for faf, and that offered by Brereton makes
compelling sense. The use of the adjectival form armyam in relation to idam sarvam
also suggests a similarity of mode of operation, rather than an identity, as suggested in
Bodewitz’ preferred translation of the first part of the refrain (borrowed from Geldner):

‘ Was dieses feine Ding ist, derartig ist die ganze Welt.’, which he translates as ‘As this

fine thing is, so is the whole world’.”"

The refrain should therefore be interpreted not as a statement of ontological identity
between Svetaketu and either sar or animan. Rather, it should be seen as a teaching
about how Svetaketu, and all other beings, operate in the world, through the animating
power of an invisible and all-pervasive essence, which essence is equated with the
atman. While Svetaketu is himself a product of sat, via the three ripas of heat, water and
food, the essence/atman which animates him is not sa¢, but it too is a product or function
of sat. As 1 will now show, this conclusion, which differentiates the creative and
animating functions of the ultimate principle, can be supported by the other Upanisadic

narratives in which Uddalaka Aruni appears.

4.7 Other Narratives

Although Uddalaka’s teachings in CU 6 are in certain respects, especially in his

emphasis on empirical observation, quite radical, I disagree with Bronkhorst’s view of

15 Bodewitz 2001:295n1.
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them as a ‘foreign intrusion into the Vedic tradition’.”" I also disagree with Edgerton’s
opinion that CU 6 ‘stands quite by itself in the Upanisad, without any connection with

the preceding or following parts thereof”.”"” I prefer instead to believe that the structure
of the CU, which places three narratives in which Uddalaka plays a prominent role

"8 is as it is for a reason. Whatever the

consecutively without any intervening material
chronology of their actual origins or the reality of the events and characters, in using the
name of Uddalaka Aruni in three consecutive narratives which show a progression from
lack of knowledge to incomplete knowledge to confidence in his own knowledge, the
compilers of the CU must have intended the three narratives to be read together. I
suggest that reading CU 6 in the light of those other two narratives, and the dialogue
between Uddalaka and Y3ajnavalkya in BU 3.7, can help inform an understanding of the

teachings of CU 6.

4.7.1 CUS.3t05.10

The narrative of CU 5.3 to 5.10 appears in very similar form in BU 6.2, and, in rather
different form, in KsU 1. Olivelle has analysed the three versions in considerable detail
in Olivelle 1999b, particularly from linguistic and philological standpoints.””* Although
there are subtle differences between the narrative which begins at CU 5.3 and that in BU
6.2, and larger differences between these two and that of KsU 1, those differences,
while instructive in colouring our approach to reading the different versions of the
narrative, are of less importance for the purposes of a discussion of Uddalaka’s

approach to the ultimate principle. In this Chapter, I will focus primarily on the CU

716 Bronkhorst 2007a:120.

"7 Edgerton 1965:170. Olivelle (1999:66) has also argued that CU 4-5 and CU 6-7 form
separate sections of the Upanisad.

% The ‘five fires’ narrative of CU 5.3-5.10; the visit to ASvapati Kaikeya in CU 5.11-5.24; and
the teaching of Svetaketu in CU 6.

% As noted above (see note 197), Renou (1955:100) argues that neither is the original, but that
both probably derive from a common third source, and S6hnen has suggested that the similar,
though shorter, story, which appears with a different king at KsU 1, may be earlier than the
version in either BU or CU (Schnen 1981, doubted at Olivelle 1999b:48; see also Killingley
1997:4). Bronkhorst, who also argues for a common earlier source, suggests that the CU version
may be earlier than that in the BU, primarily because (unlike the BU version) it actually answers
the questions put to Svetaketu (1996:594). As Killingley also notes (1997:9-12), the teachings
given by the king in the BU and CU versions reflect similar teachings in the SB and JB.
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version of the narrative, which sets up both the ‘emergence and resolution’ "’ approach
to creation and existence which is key to Uddalaka’s cosmogony in CU 6 and the three-
stage development of heat, water and food which we see in his explanation of the

propagation of satin CU 6.2.3-4.
4.7.1.1 The characters and literary motifs

Aside from Uddalaka Aruni and Svetaketu, the only character in the narrative is
Pravahana Jaivali, who appears to be king of Paficala.””' In all three versions of the
narrative, Uddalaka admits himself unable to answer a set of questions put by the king
to Svetaketu, so takes himself to the court to seek teaching from the king. The BU and
KsU versions of the narrative both place the king’s teachings in the context of adult
brahmacarya, and, in both versions, he only receives teaching after requesting it using
722

the required formula ‘I come to you, my Lord, as a pupil’ (upaimyaham bhavantam).

The CU version omits any mention of Uddalaka formally approaching the king for

720 See the five paradigms in Brereton 1990.

1 CU 5.3.1. In the BU, he is referred to as Jaivali Pravahana; the king in the KsU version is
named as Citra Gangyanani (see note 197 above). Macdonell and Keith (1912 (2):40-41)
suggest that he may be the same character as Jaivali in JUB 1.38.4. Again as noted above (see
note 198), Pravahana Jaivali also appears as a teacher in CU 1.8, where he takes part in a
discussion about the High Chant; the reference in CU 1.8.2 to his interlocutors as ‘the two
brahmins’ is usually taken as implying that Jaivali is a non-brahmin, and therefore possibly the
same character as in CU 5.3 (see, e.g., Radhakrishnan 1953:350).

2 BU 6.2.7. As if to emphasise the motif, BU 6.2.7 says, ‘With just these words did the people
of old place themselves as pupils under a teacher.” (it vaca ha smaiva piirva upayanti). Olivelle
(1999b:61) suggests that this statement may have been included in the BU to explain a
procedure which may otherwise have appeared ‘odd’. While this may be so, it might also be
possible that it was included not so much to expl/ain the fact of a learned brahmin placing
himself under the tutelage of a ksatriya as to emphasise that point. Olivelle also notes
Bronkhorst’s suggestion that this statement may have been included precisely because it is
omitted in the CU (1999b:61n49). In the KsU, Uddalaka appears voluntarily to have approached
the king as a formal student: he approaches Citra ‘carrying firewood in his hand’ (samitpani); in
the BU he is portrayed as requesting teaching without any of the traditional formalities, until the
king calls on him to request it in the correct manner (tirthenecchasa). More recently, Bronkhorst
(2016:149) has suggested that the reference to brahmacarya in the BU (and, presumably, KsU)
versions of the narrative are later additions to the original story. He rightly points out the
incongruity of Uddalaka in the BU approaching the king ‘as a student’, when the king had
already offered Uddalaka ‘a wish’ (BU 6.2.4: ... varam bhagavate gautamaya dadma... ; cf. CU
5.3.6: ... manusasya... vittasya varam vrnitha...).
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instruction - rather he simply asks the king to tell him what the king had earlier told

Svetaketu.”?

All three versions highlight once again the motif of ksatriyas teaching brahmins, most
prominently in the CU version, where Pravahana Jaivali tells Uddalaka Aruni that the
doctrine which he is about to expound has up to that point ‘never reached the

brahmins ."** Exclusive knowledge of the doctrine by ksatriyas is the justification for
government being the preserve of ksatriyas.”” Whether or not this statement is intended
to be taken literally, it clearly serves to emphasise that the teaching about to be given is

both significant and of some novelty.
4.7.1.2 Pravahana Jaivali’s questions

The narrative begins with Svetaketu coming into Jaivali’s court. The reason for this is
unclear: in the KsU version, Uddalaka has sent Svetaketu to substitute for him as
officiating priest at a royal sacrifice’*, but this is not explicitly stated in the CU. In
response to Jaivali’s question, Svetaketu claims to have been taught by his father, but is
then unable to answer a series of questions put to him by the king about the fate of a
person after death, which highlight the idea of two paths taken by the dead, one to the
gods and the other to the ‘fathers’, or ancestors.’””” ‘Deeply hurt’ (2yasta), Svetaketu
returns to Uddalaka, chiding his father for not having taught him properly.””® Uddalaka
confesses himself also unable to answer any of Jaivali’s questions, so takes himself to
Jaivali’s court, where he is received with due reverence (suggesting that he is to be read
as a man of some status). Refusing the king’s offer of ‘a gift of human riches’
(manusasya... vittasya vara), Uddalaka asks to be told what Jaivali had told

Svetaketu.”

" CU 5.3.6: ... yam eva kumarasyante vacam abhdsathah tam eva me brihi ti ...

" CU 5.3.7: ... yatheyam na prak tvattah pura vidya brahmanan gacchati. ... See also BU 6.2.8.
" CU 5.3.7: ... tasmad u sarvesu lokesu ksatrasyaiva prasasanam abhiid iti ...

726 KsU 1.1.

7 CU 5.3.2-3.

7 CU 5.3.4: ... ananusisya vava kila ma...abravit anu tvasisam...

7% In fact, at this stage in the narrative, there is no suggestion that the king has actually taught
Svetaketu anything, as opposed to simply asking him questions which Svetaketu could not
answer. It may be that a more formal approach by Uddalaka to the king has been excised.
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Svetaketu’s assertion in CU 5.3.1 that he has been taught by his father may imply that
the events portrayed take place later than the teachings of CU 6. However, both the
contents of this narrative and its placement within the redacted version of CU 6 strongly
suggest that it is intended by the compilers of CU 6 to be read as if having taken place
earlier. As noted above, the apparent late age at which Svetaketu is despatched off to
other teachers by his father in CU 6 may suggest that Uddalaka had begun Svetaketu’s
education, but felt unable to complete it satisfactorily, perhaps because of Uddalaka’s

own uncertainty about the extent of his own knowledge.
4.7.1.3 Pravahana Jaivali’s teaching

The questions which Jaivali puts to Svetaketu, and which neither he nor Uddalaka can
answer, do not directly address the ultimate principle. However, the teaching which
Jaivali gives to Uddalaka, often known as the doctrine of the five fires, or

paficagnividya, analyses the world through a cyclical paradigm.

In CU 5.4 to 5.8, Jaivali presents, first, the ‘region up there’ (asau...lokah) as a fire

(agni), into which the gods offer faith (sraddha), from which is produced King Soma

730

(somoraja).”” The gods then offer King Soma into the second fire, the rain-cloud

731

(parjanya), from which is produced rain (varsa).”" The rain is offered into the fire of the

earth (prthivi), from which is produced food (anna);** food into the fire of man

(purusa), producing semen (refas);”” and semen into the fifth and final fire of woman

734

(yosa), producing the foetus (garbha).””” While there is no identification here of any
form of ‘existent’ as a cosmogonic principle, creation is nevertheless presented as a
cycle of transformation through which the fire (heat) into which Soma is offered in
Vedic ritual transforms Soma into water (in the form of rain) and the fire into which the

rain is offered transforms the rain into food which, in turn, allows new life to be created

Y CU 5.4.2: tasminn etasminn agnau devah sraddham juhvati tasya ahuteh somo raja
sambhavati.

V' CU 5.5.2: tasminn etasminn agnau devah somam rdjanam juhvati tasya ahutervarsam
sambhavati.

72 CU 5.6.2: tasminn etasminn agnau devah varsam juhvati tasya dhuterannam sambhavati.
3 CU 5.7.2: tasminn etasminn agnau deva annam juhvati tasya ahute retah sambhavati,

% CU 5.8.2: tasminn etasminn agnau deva reto juhvati tasya ahutergarbhah sambhavati.
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- exactly the same order as that in which saf propagates itself in CU 6.2.3.7° In CU 5.9,
a dead person is taken ‘to the very fire from which he came’ (... agnaya eva haranti yata
eveto yatah sambhiito bhavati), completing the cycle, in much the same way as the dead

person merges back into satin CU 6.8.6.

Jaivali goes on to explain that ‘the people who know this’ (zad ya ittham viduh), and
who ‘venerate austerity as faith’ (sraddha tapa iti upasate), on death follow a path,
described as the ‘path leading to the gods’ (devayanah pantha) at the end of which a
‘person who is not human’ (puruso’manavah) leads them to brahman.”® This is
contrasted with ‘those in the villages’ (ime grama) who make ‘offerings to gods and
priests’ (istapirte dattam iti upasate) (i.e. ritualists) who take a path ultimately leading
to the moon, before eventually returning to earth in a re-birth the form of which is

determined by the quality of their behaviour in the previous life.””’

4.7.1.4 Relation to CU 6

Although put into the mouth of the ksatriya Jaivali and critical of ritualism, this
teaching purports to ground itself in Vedic ritual symbolism’®, yet at the same time
draws heavily on empirical observation of the cycle of the seasons. The ritual offerings
of Soma into the heat of the sacrificial fire are considered to produce rain, which helps
produce food, which nourishes man, who is then able to have sexual intercourse, and
thereby propagate the human species; evidence for this cycle may also have been found
in the fact that the heat which precedes the north Indian monsoon season sets off the
cycle of rain, with similar effects.”” There is no suggestion that the various ‘products’
of the offerings are intended to be considered as ontologically identical to what is being
offered: rather, they appear to be very real transformations of that which is offered and

serve both to sustain and to uphold life.

33 Cf. also food as the ‘root’ of the individual in CU 6.8.4.

36 CU 5.10.1-2. See also CU 4.15.5.

37 CU 5.10.3-7. This is one of the earliest references to the doctrine of conditioned re-birth, and
is much more clearly spelled out in the CU version of the narrative than in the BU version.

7% As Killingley (1997:6) points out in relation to this narrative ‘The motif of analysing a
phenomenon by identifying parts of it with parts of the ritual is a common one...’, citing CU
2.13 and BU 6.4.3 as other examples.

7% Van Buitenen 1957b:91-92.
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This teaching emphasises the relationship between heat, water and food, presenting
them in the same order as Uddalaka does in CU 6. Like the teachings which Uddalaka
gives in CU 6, the teaching of the five fires appears both to be grounded in empirical
observation, and to see the development of life as cyclical. The idea of life (and time) as
a cycle, albeit one which can ultimately be broken, eventually takes a central position in
Indian thought, and CU 5.10.7 gives us one of the earliest statements of the idea of
karmically conditioned rebirth. For present purposes, however, the essential point is that
the ideas of heat or fire giving rise to water, and water giving rise to food, are clearly
reflected in the teachings of CU 6, albeit there from the starting point of the existent sat,
rather than the ritual of offering Soma.”* The presentation of Uddalaka as ignorant of
the answers to Jaivali’s initial questions highlights this narrative as the starting point of
Uddalaka’s own exploration, which culminates, for the purposes of the CU, in the more
refined and less ritually oriented version of the teaching which he ultimately gives
Svetaketu in CU 6. The reference to the teaching having never before been given to
brahmins, which is absent in the versions of the narrative in the BU and KsU, may also
have been inserted to explain why Svetaketu’s ‘traditional’ teachers in CU 6 were

unable to teach him about the ‘rule of substitution’.”*!

4.7.2 CUS5.11 to 5.24

Jaivali’s teaching mentions neither atman nor brahman. However, CU 5.11, which
follows immediately after the Jaivali narrative, tells the story of five ‘extremely
wealthy’ (mahasala) and ‘immensely learned’ (mahasrotriya) householders who had
been conducting a ‘deep examination’ (mimamsa) of the questions ‘What is arman?

What is brahman?’.'** The five determine to seek out Uddalaka Aruni, who was said to

9 Jaivali’s idea of the ultimate principle - if he had one - is not clear. Frauwallner suggests that
the ultimate principle here is water ([1953] 1973:36), supported by Bodewitz in Bodewitz 1973,
and tentatively supported by Olivelle in Olivelle 1999b, though this view is criticised at
Killingley (1997:7), where he correctly points out that it ignores the fact that the first offering is
not water but faith.

' CU 6.1.3.

™ CU 5.11.1: ... te he ete mahasala mahasrotriyah sametya mimamsam cakruh ko na atma kim
brahmeti.
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be ‘studying this self here, the one common to all men’ (atman vaisvanara)."” Uddalaka
apparently felt concern at his ability ‘to answer their questions in a complete way’’** so
went with the five to ASvapati Kaikeya, who was also apparently studying the atman
vaisvanara. (The fact that both were said to be ‘studying’ the self may again indicate

that the identity and/or nature of that self were not at this stage a fixed doctrine.)

ASvapati welcomed the six brahmins ‘with due honour’, and offered them gifts equal to
what he was intending to pay the officiating priests at a sacrifice which he was about to
perform. The brahmins persuade him to speak about the atman vaisvanara, and approach
him the next day ‘carrying firewood in their hands’. ‘Without even initiating them as

students’, ASvapati begins to question them.”®
4.7.2.1 The characters and literary motifs

Of the five brahmins who accompany Uddalaka Aruni we know relatively little. Their
names are given as Pracinasala Aupamanyava, Satyayajfia Paulusi, Indradyumna
Bhallaveya, Jana Sarkaraksya and Budila Asvatarasvi. Four of them appear in a similar
narrative at SB 10.6.1-11, which features Aruna Aupavesi, possibly Uddalaka Aruni’s
father, rather than Uddalaka Aruni, and where Mahasala Jabala appears instead of
Pracinasala Aupamanyava. " The narrative in SB 10.6.1-11 contains teachings about
agni vaisvanara rather than atman vaisvanara: in the RV, vaisvanara is an epithet of the
deified Agni who, in RV 6.7.7, ... extends himself around all creatures’ (pari yo visva

747

bhiivanani paprathé).”" The PU is also located in a similar frame story, though with

™ CU 5.11.2: atmanam vaisvanaram adhyeti.

™ CU 5.11.3: tebhyo na sarvam iva pratipatsye.

™ CU 5.11.7: ... te ha samitpanayah piirvahne praticakramire tan hanupaniyaivaitad uvica. It is
possible that the notion of a ksatriya initiating a group of brahmins was too much for the
compilers of the CU, though it is curious in that case that the CU emphasises both the formulaic
approach and the failure to initiate. There does not seem to be any suggestion that it would have
been unthinkable for ASvapati to have initiated the group. Perhaps emphasising his not doing so
is another literary way of suggesting that the teachings which he was to deliver were innovative
and potentially arose from outside the ‘traditional’ brahmanic fold.

746 Budila Asvatarasvi also appears in the Aitareya Brahmana, and Satyayajfia Paulusi in the
JUB.

77 The differences between the SB and CU narratives are summarised at Black 2007:113-114.
Findly 1982 discusses the etymology of the word vaisvanara and surveys its usage in the RV,
which devotes 13 hymns to it, in places identifying it with the sun (RV 3.2.14), as well as in
other places in the SB, where it is equated with the year (i.e. the annual solar cycle - SB
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different characters, sometimes thought to be modelled on this one. Olivelle’s
translation of mahasala (literally ‘great householder’) as ‘extremely wealthy’ assumes

that ‘greatness’ here implies wealth, which does not seem unreasonable.

Other than a thirst for knowledge, the motive of the five for seeking out Uddalaka is
unstated, though their identification as, at least in Olivelle’s translation, ‘extremely
wealthy’ perhaps designates them as objective seekers after the truth, rather than
susceptible to worldly rewards, and delivers an implied criticism of Yajiiavalkya’s
concern with cows and other rewards in the BU. Nevertheless, ASvapati offers them
dhana: in effect, he offers to pay for the privilege of teaching them, seen by Black as an
offer to pay simply for the perceived benefit of the presence of learned brahmins in his

court.”®

Asvapati Kaikeya is, according to Olivelle’”, known only from this narrative and its
counterpart in SB 10.6.1. As is generally the case with kings in the Upanisads, he is
presented favourably. He is apparently king of the Kaikeyas, a north-western people,
and presents himself in CU 5.11.5 as a virtuous king, in whose kingdom there are ‘no

thieves, no misers, no one who drinks, no one without learning or a sacrificial fire, no

»750 751

lecher, much less a whore’”" and, as with other kings in the Upanisads™, is shown as
generous to visiting brahmins. The narrative again serves to highlight the
brahmin/ksatriya relationship, as well as, perhaps, suggesting that ASvapati’s teachings
are somewhat radical. Nevertheless, in CU 5.18.2, Asvapati identifies aspects of the
vaisvanara self with aspects of the sacrifice, including the sacrificial enclosure ( ved)),
the sacred grass (barhi), and three of the sacrificial fires, and it seems clear that this, as
well as the use of the term varsvanara, represents, as with the previous narrative, an

effort to anchor ASvapati’s teaching in the Vedic sacrificial tradition.

1.5.1.16). In BU 1.1.1, agni vaisvanara is equated with the ‘gaping mouth’ (vyarta) of the
sacrificial horse.
™ Black 2007:113.
™ Olivelle 1998a:478.
7% CU 5.11.5:na me steno janapade na kadaryo na madyapah nanahitagnir navidvan na svairi
svairini kutah.
7! E.g. Janaka, Ajatasatru, Pravahana Jaivali.
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We also see in this episode a suggestion of a brahmodya, in that the five brahmins are
said to have been debating their questions among themselves. We are not told that this
was in any formal context but, as with the BU 3 brahmodya, we do have a clear
inference that different ideas about the ultimate principle were being discussed and that
none had been universally accepted. We also see a clear setting of ASvapati’s teaching
in the context of brahmacarya. While Asvapati did not initiate the six brahmins, the fact
that they approached him carrying firewood suggests that the brahmins themselves saw
no reason why they should not offer themselves to a ksatriya as adult students, or, at

least, that to present them as having done so served the purposes of the redactor of the

CU.752
4.7.2.2 The brahmins’ enquiry

The five brahmins’ original debate among themselves was ‘What is arman? What is
brahman?’ . This is then focussed down to an enquiry about ‘this self here, the one
common to all men’ (atman vaisvanara), the specific subject of study of both Uddalaka
Aruni and Asvapati Kaikeya. Brahman plays no further part in the narrative. Olivelle
argues that ‘the parallel between the self and the vaisvanara fire, especially in its

reference to the sun, runs through this entire section’”

, though without explaining why
he considers this significant. Findly derives vaisvanara from visvanara, which she
translates as ‘possessing all the (cosmic) vital strength’, again hinting at the underlying

power which is a necessary feature of the ultimate principle.”*

The juxtaposition of the two questions ‘What is atman? What is brahman?’ in CU 5.11.1
could either be read as implying that afman and brahman are two distinct subjects of
enquiry, or simply as indicating that 4tman is the ultimate principle, with brahman again
assuming its ‘placeholder’ role. It could also suggest some sort of identity, or
relationship, between the two, but there is no suggestion of any such identity or
relationship in the narrative itself, which is focussed purely on arman. If the original
version of the narrative contained any discussion of brahman, that discussion has been

excised. As we know from CU 6.3 and BU 3.7, atman features much more prominently

72 In the SB counterpart of the narrative, he does formally accept the enquirers as students.
73 Olivelle 1998a:556.
7% Findly 1982:6.
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in Uddalaka Aruni’s formulations of the ultimate principle than Arahman, with a role as
the ‘inner controller’ or animating force of the universe. The emphasis on 4fman in this
narrative suggests that, having established the cyclical emergence and resolution
paradigm of creation in the Jaivali narrative, the focus of Uddalaka Aruni’s enquiry now

shifts to the other principal function of the ultimate principle.
4.7.2.3 Asvapati Kaikeya’s response

ASvapati begins by asking each of the six in turn what he ‘venerate[s] as the self’

(atman).”’

Their replies, in turn, are the sky (diva), the sun (aditya), the wind (vayu),
space (akasa), the waters (ap), and (from Uddalaka Aruni) the earth (prthivi). Each of
their ideas is acknowledged by ASvapati as part of the vaisvanara self - that which is
‘brightly shining’, is ‘dazzling’, ‘follows diverse paths’, is ‘ample’, is ‘wealth’ and is
‘the firm basis’ - and knowing the self in this way is said to lead to desirable ends (e.g.
veneration of space as the self leads to ‘ample children and wealth’”®). Each of them,
however, is rejected by ASvapati as only a partial understanding of the self: as the head,
eye, breath, trunk, bladder and feet of the self respectively, and each of the brahmins
receives an admonishment related to his presentation of the self, that, had he not come
to ASvapati, his head would have shattered, or he would have gone blind, or his breath
would have left him, his trunk crumbled to pieces, his bladder burst or his feet withered

away.”’ This is probably a way of emphasising that, as Yajfiavalkya has explained in

BU 3.7, atman is a monistic principle, greater than any single bodily part or function.

In CU 5.18, ASvapati draws a distinction between those who know the atman vaisvanara
as ‘somehow distinct’, in other words in the partial sense put forward by the brahmins,

who are said to ‘eat food’”®, and the one who ‘venerates this self here, the one common

3 CU 5.12.1: kam tvam atmanam updssa.

56 CU 5.15.1: tasmat tvam bahulo’si prajaya ca dhanena ca.

?7CU 5.12-17.

7% A relatively common metaphor for having power over others, in contrast to being food for
others. See Geib 1976. In BU 5.9.1 the ‘fire common to all men’ (agni vaiSvanara) is ‘the one
within a person, the one through which the food he eats is digested (yo 'yam antah puruse
yenedam annam pacyate yad idam adyate) ’. Ability to hear the ‘crackling’ of that fire is given
as an indicator of life.
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*73 who ‘eats food

to all men, as measuring the size of a span and as beyond all measure
within all the worlds, all the beings, and all the selves’.”® Reflecting some of the ideas
put forward by the brahmins, he goes on to identify certain aspects of the fire sacrifice
as bodily parts of the arman vaisvanarain CU 5.18.2. It is noteworthy that ASvapati
does not in terms say that afman is the ultimate principle - this conclusion has to be

inferred from the subject(s) of the five brahmins’ initial debate among themselves.

In CU 5.19 to 5.24, ASvapati branches out into a teaching about the offering of food to
the five pranas - prana, vyana, apana, samana and udana - emphasising the importance
of ‘satisfying’ (&rpyati) each of them as a way of satisfying both individual sense
faculties (sight, hearing, speech, mind, wind) and cosmic elements (sun and sky, moon
and quarters, fire and earth, rain and lightning, wind and space). It is knowledge of these
‘cosmic connections’ which allows a person to make ‘an offering in that self of his

which is common to all men’”®"

, Whereas offering the daily agnihotra sacrifice without
the knowledge of the roles of the pranas would be ‘... as if he had removed the burning
embers and made his offering on the ashes’.”** This teaching does not immediately
appear related either to the brahmins’ questions or to the teaching about the atrman
vaisvanara, save only in its conclusion about making an offering in the atman

vaiSvanara, and it may be an addition to the original narrative for reasons which I will

suggest below.

Although this narrative implies that afman is the ultimate principle, with the same
quality of all-pervasiveness as the inner controller arman of BU 3.7, nowhere in his
teaching does ASvapati directly emphasise any single quality of the ultimate principle as
creator, sustainer or controller of the universe. However, CU 5.19-24, which form a

significant proportion of the narrative, contain one of the earliest discussions of the five

7% A teaching which Ruben (1947:141) refers to as ASvapati’s ¢ Weltbild des Riesen und
Zweges’ (‘worldview of the giant and the dwarf’), and a good example of the Upanisads’ use of
paradox to describe what is ultimately indescribable.
0 CU 5.18.1: yas tvetam evam pridesamatram abhivimanam atmanam vaisvanaram upaste sa
sarvesu lokesu sarvesu bhiitesu sarvesvatmasvannam.
' CU 5.24.4: tasmad u haivamvid yadyapi candildyocchistam prayacchet atmani haivasya tad
vaiSvanare hutam syaditi. This ‘internal’ form of ritual offering, usually referred to as the
pranagnihotra, is discussed in detail in Bodewitz 1973.
72 CU 5.24.1: sa ya idam avidvan agnihotram juhoti yathargaran apohya bhasmani juluyat
tadrk tat syat.
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pranas. The primary function of the pranas is animation, and the inclusion in the
narrative of this description of the offerings to the five pranas, coming immediately after
ASvapati’s description of the arman vaisvanara, suggests a clear connection between the
pranas and arman.'”® While there is no suggestion that prana itself here has any absolute
quality, it seems likely that, by including CU 5.19-24 as part of the narrative, the
compiler wished to emphasise the sustaining and animating qualities of afman as the
next step in Uddalaka Aruni’s personal enquiry into the ultimate principle, following the

enquiry into its creative qualities in the previous narrative.
4.7.2.4 Relation to CU 6

Especially if we accept the view of Brereton and others about the origin of the zar tvam
asi refrain in CU 6.127%, so that Uddalaka’s fundamental conception of the role of
atman is as an invisible life-giving, or animating, ‘essence’, the emphasis in this
narrative on the five pranasin the context of a discussion of afman is significant.’®
Questions of creation have been addressed in the Jaivali narrative, but that narrative did
not address the question of the animation or control of created existence: the purpose of
this narrative is to address that other significant characteristic of the ultimate principle.
When, therefore, we come to CU 6, we can see the influence, first, of the Jaivali

narrative in Uddalaka’s empirical cosmogony, and, secondly, of this narrative in the

life-giving role of the invisible ‘essence’ which is atman.

The conclusion of this narrative, in which the person who offers the agnihotra with

knowledge of the roles of the five pranasis said to make an offering ‘within all the

»766

worlds, all the beings, and all the selves’ ™, also connects the teaching back to the five

fires doctrine. The five pranas play a significant symbolic role within the agnihotra

1767

ritual™’, and the specific use of vaisvanara as a designator of the arman being

763 Cf. the later PU, the frame story of which is sometimes thought to be modelled on this
narrative, where pranais a direct product of atman - PU 3.3: atmana esa prano jayate. ..

76* See above.

7% The reference to the five pranas does not feature in the similar narrative in the SB.

766 CU 5.24.2: atha ya etad evam vidvan agnihotram juhoti tasya sarvesu lokesu sarvesu bhiltesu
sarvesu atmasu hutam bhavati.

77 See JUB 1.1-2 and Bodewitz 1973, especially at 243. See also SB 8.1, in which each of the
five pranas is identified with a different layer of bricks in the building of the agnicayana altar
and directly associated with a specific bodily function.
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investigated by Uddalaka, with its clear connection both to the RV and to the agni
vaisvanara of the SB precursor of this narrative, could also be read as a reference back
to the fires which played such a prominent role in Jaivali’s teachings. In this way, a link
is created between the cyclical existence put forward by Jaivali and the atman of the
ASvapati narrative, and between the cyclical cosmogony and the animating function of
atman which we have seen presented in CU 6. It is also worth noting in passing that
Uddalaka’s suggestion for atrman vaisvanara, when quizzed by ASvapati, is the earth

768

(prthivi)™, a suggestion consistent with an empirical approach to determining reality in

general or an appreciation of the importance of food in particular, even if not on all

fours with Jaivali’s teaching and rejected by ASvapati as ‘only the feet of the self’.”

4.7.3 BU 3.7

I do not propose to repeat here my discussion of the narrative of BU 3.7 in Chapter 3. It
is impossible to know whether that narrative is of earlier or later origin than that of CU
6: the absence of any reference to empirical observation in BU 3.7 may suggest that it is
earlier; the presentation of Uddalaka as confident in his own knowledge (which, of
course, he would have to be in competition with Yajiiavalkya) may suggest that it is
later. Either way, however, the discussion about afman between Yajfiavalkya and
Uddalaka either foreshadows or confirms Uddalaka’s own ideas of arman in CU 6, as
something within each individual which animates and controls that individual, but
which is not necessarily the ultimate ground of that individual’s existence. As we have
seen in Chapter 3, Yajfiavalkya describes atman in this narrative, in its role as the inner
controller, as being ‘present within’ (zisthan) but ‘different from’ (antara) no fewer than
21 putative forms of the ultimate principle, in each case controlling that entity from

within (antaro yamayati).””® As 1 have argued in Chapter 3, this clearly implies that

% CU 5.17.1.

"9 CU 5.17.2: ... padau...atmanah. Chattopadhyaya (1986-7:40) has suggested that Uddalaka’s
identification of earth as, in effect, the ultimate principle in CU 5.17.1 might have been a way of
showing his indifference to the idea of a more ‘mystical’ ultimate principle.

7% 1t is worth recalling the two different possible translations of antara here. Where it first
appears in each of BU 3.7.3-23, Olivelle, Hume and Roebuck favour ‘different from’ or ‘other
than’, while all translating antaro yamayati as ‘controls from within’. Contextually, this makes
sense. Radhakrishnan’s translation of the first anfara as ‘within’ (as in, e.g., ‘dwells in the water,
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atman is greater than any one of those individual entities: what it also makes clear is that
those entities are not afman, but are ‘different from’, i.e. ontologically separate from,
atman, even though penetrated and controlled by it in a very similar way to that in

which Uddalaka’s arman ‘enters into’ individual entities in CU 6.

They, and arman, are also ‘different from’ that which holds the universe together. The
BU 3.7 narrative also reflects Uddalaka’s concern with the different functions of the
ultimate principle. Although Uddalaka, unlike in the CU, does use the term brahman in
this narrative, knowledge of brahman is available only to one who knows both the string
(satra) on which this world, the next, and all beings are strung and the inner controller

(antaryamin).”"'

Uddalaka claims to know both, and does not demur when Y3ajiavalkya
identifies the string as the wind (vZyu), and the inner controller as afman.””> As 1 have
stressed in Chapter 3, nowhere is an identity drawn between the string and the inner
controller. Rather, both must be known if brahman - here again perhaps a placeholder
term for, rather than a name of, the ultimate principle - is to be known. As in the
questions of the five brahmins in CU 5.11, the possibility remains open, therefore, of
there being in Uddalaka’s worldview two distinct aspects to the ultimate principle,

determined by function: that which holds the world(s) together and that which controls,

or animates, the beings within the world.

The Uddalaka Aruni of BU 3.7 is not presented as either ignorant or unsure of his
knowledge, even though he nowhere puts forward his own ideas about the ultimate
principle, raising the possibility that he is bluffing (a possibility which the BU has an
interest in suggesting) in the competitive public context of the brahmodya. Uddalaka’s
purpose in this narrative is not to teach nor to present himself as a learner, but to put
Yajiiavalkya on the spot, and the message of the BU is served by presenting Uddalaka’s
own student, Yajiiavalkya, as at least Uddalaka’s equal in esoteric knowledge. Whether
this narrative should be interpreted as confirming Uddalaka’s pre-existing knowledge or

putting forward new teachings in the mouth of Yajiavalkya is for present purposes less

yet is within the water’), which he employs in each of BU 3.7.3-22, seems tautologous:
curiously, in BU 3.7.23, he departs from this and translates the first antara as ‘other than’.
771

BU 3.7.1.
72 In BU 3.7.2 and 3.7.3-23 respectively.
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important: the significant point is that the role which Yajiiavalkya gives to afman as the

inner controller is entirely consistent with that of the ‘invisible essence’ of CU 6.

4.8 Reading the narratives together

What, then, do these other narratives tell us about the ideas of the ultimate principle

which the compilers of the CU and BU put into the mouth of Uddalaka Aruni? Reading

the narratives together, rather than as isolated and unrelated episodes, tells us the

following:

first, that he is more concerned with identifying, and describing, the ultimate
principle through empirical observation of the cycles of nature and of natural
events than he is with giving it a mystical or theological identity - the corollary

of this is that he is more likely to conceive of his ultimate principle in material

terms;
e secondly, that he is shown, at least in the CU narratives, as a thinker and

enquirer’ ", not necessarily confident in his own knowledge, or in that

transmitted by traditional brahmins, but rather open to new ideas ostensibly

originating from outside the traditional brahmin fold;

e thirdly, that he accepts the notion of a single animating or guiding force within

the universe, which he is happy to call afman and which may have some

relationship to the five pranas,

e fourthly, that, while that animating force may be universal, it is not necessarily

equated with the ultimate sub-stratum of the universe as a whole.

The progression in Uddalaka’s state of knowledge - from ignorance, to studentship with

incomplete knowledge, to confidence in his own knowledge - serves as a set of

signposts to the teachings of CU 6. These signposts indicate that the teachings of CU 6

should be read in conjunction with the earlier narratives, by which they can clearly be

7 Ruben (1947:176) describes him as an ‘optimistic research scientist’ (‘ein optimistische

Forscher).
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seen to have been influenced. At the same time, Uddalaka’s ignorance in CU 5.3, and
his concern about the extent of his knowledge in CU 5.11, serve as literary devices to
emphasise the novelty of the teachings which he is about to receive, as does their
placing in the mouths of ksatriyas. The juxtaposition of the three narratives in CU 5 and
6, coupled with the apparent ignorance of Svetaketu’s other teachers, also suggests that
the esoteric knowledge which Uddalaka shares with Svetaketu in CU 6 is intended to be
read as connected to the teachings which he has received from the two ksatriyas, Jaivali

and Asvapati.””*

4.9 Concluding Observations

It is an interesting exercise to read CU 6 without the sa ya eso 'nima etadatmyam idam
sarvam tat satyam sa atma tat tvam asi svetaketo refrain at the end of CU 6.8 to 6.10 and
6.14 to 6.16. Doing so not only gives support to Hanefeld and Brereton’s arguments, but
also emphasises the importance in Uddalaka’s teaching of the ‘emergence and
resolution’ paradigm identified elsewhere by Brereton’”, in which everything is
presented as a product of sat, and ultimately returns to sat, as the nectar from different
trees merges into the homogeneous honey, or the individual rivers (a product of the
generic rain) merge into the ocean. While that may indeed be ‘how Svetaketu is’, it does
not necessarily follow that the safinto which all merges is ontologically identical with

Svetaketu or with atman, which in CU 6.3 appears itself to have emerged from sat.

A more justifiable interpretation of Uddalaka’s teaching is that he addresses the two
most important functions of the ultimate principle separately. The first part of CU 6 - up
to CU 6.10, and re-iterated in CU 6.15 - emphasises the ultimate principle’s creative

function by identifying a universal existent from which all emerges at birth and into

774 In making this suggestion, I am conscious that the characterisation of Svetaketu in CU 5.3 as
having been taught by his father might imply that this narrative is to be read as a later
occurrence than that of CU 6, though, as I have suggested in note 604 above, there is a possible
argument that Uddalaka began Svetaketu’s education but failed to complete it. The two
narratives’ contents, and the characterisation of Uddalaka in them, suggest that CU 6 is the later,
and more developed. As I have stressed throughout, I am not arguing that the narratives reflect
actual events, but rather that the compilers of the CU deliberately put the narratives together in
this way, despite this possible chronological inconsistency.

7 Brereton 1990:122-124.

198
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



which all re-merges at death. In contrast, CU 6.11 to 6.13, and to some extent CU 6.16,
emphasise a universal essence, or animan, equated with arman as ‘the self of this whole
world’, which enters into, supports, animates and sustains each individual being during
life, as the sap in the tree or the invisible essence of the seed, and which is always

present, even if not separately discernible, as the salt in the water. While this armanis a

product of sat, it is not the undifferentiated reality which is sat.

This idea of separately analysing the creative and animating qualities of the ultimate
principle finds support not only in CU 6, but also in the other narratives involving
Uddalaka Aruni. The cyclical emergence and resolution paradigm of creation is clearly
supported by Jaivali’s teaching of the five fires and the cycles of life in CU 5.3 to 5.10.
Although it does not directly identify a universal ‘existent’ or animating force, this
narrative, with its cycles of transformation of heat/fire, water/rain and food, gives us the
basis for Uddalaka’s teachings in the early part of CU 6, and clearly suggests that what
animates us emerges from, or is a product of, something else. The narrative of CU 5.11
to 5.24 also suggests a separation between brahiman and atman’’®, while highlighting the
role of the five pranas in maintaining human existence, relating these back symbolically
to the five fires of Jaivali’s teaching. This narrative posits the existence of a universal
vaisvanara ‘self... common to all men’, the knower of which ‘eats food within all the

worlds, all the beings, and all the selves’”"’

, a suggestion that afman, as at some level a
source of food, has a universal animating quality in line with the atman of CU 6.11-

13.778

In the brahmodya of BU 3, Uddalaka Aruni specifically asks Yajfiavalkya to identify
both ‘the string on which this world and the next, as well as all beings, are strung

together’ and ‘the inner controller of this world and the next, as well as of all beings,

776 The PU, whose frame story is sometimes thought to reflect this narrative, also appears to
differentiate between the creative and sustaining roles of the ultimate principle.

1CU 5.18.1: ...sarvesu lokesu sarvesu bhiltesu sarvesvarmasvannam atti.

% Geib (1975-6:224) suggests a distinction in early Vedic thought between those who saw food
as the foundation of existence, a camp in which he puts Uddalaka Aruni in CU 6, and those who
see the ‘eater’ of food as ‘the ultimate source of life’. However, I am not certain that that
distinction is as clear cut here.

199
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



who controls them from within’.””” Again, this clearly implies that the essential sub-
stratum of the universe (even if not its actual creator) and the force which controls the
beings within the universe are not necessarily identical. Yajiavalkya evidently
understands that the ‘inner controller’ is afman, which he presents as being different
from the object controlled, while identifying the ‘string’ on which the world is strung as
the wind. To take the puppet analogy from Chapter 3 a stage further, the sizfra represents
the strings of the puppet, afman is the puppeteer, and each of Yajfavalkya’s 21 rejected

ideas is an individual puppet, albeit controlled by one and the same puppeteer.

In conclusion, therefore, I argue that CU 6 should be read not as an isolated set of
teachings unrelated to the remainder of the CU, but rather as the culmination of
Uddalaka Aruni’s personal search for the ultimate principle. The stages of this search
have been seen in the earlier narratives, a fact which serves to emphasise the importance
of the teachings of CU 6. Looked at from a literary point of view, Uddalaka’s search
could also be seen as reflecting the broader search of the whole CU, and indeed of the
Upanisads as a genre, to identify the ultimate principle via a focus on its different
qualities, as we saw in the BU narratives analysed in Chapter 3. Uddalaka’s enquiries
take that search in a new direction by using observation of natural forces to help
elucidate the ultimate principle, rather than simply rejecting them out of hand as
inadequate ideas of that principle. Taking into account Hanefeld’s views on the structure
of CU 6, and adopting Brereton’s conclusions about, and Olivelle’s translation of, the
tat tvam asi refrain, I suggest that Uddalaka’s search ends with the positing as the
creative ultimate principle of a universal, invisible ‘existent’ (saf) which ‘becomes
many’, in other words from which all beings arise and into which all re-merge.
However, the function of animating those beings is performed by a universal, invisible
‘essence’ (animan or atman) which is also a product of saz, coming into existence after
the differentiation of safinto individual beings. While both of these ideas apply to
Svetaketu, as they do to every other creature, Svetaketu is neither safnor dtman: rather,

he is a product of sar whose existence is supported and directed by atman and he will re-

" BU 3.7.1: tat siitram yasminn ayam ca lokah parasca lokah sarvani ca bhiitani samdrbdhani. ..
tamantaryaminam ya imam ca lokam param ca lokam sarvani ca bhiitani yo’ntaro yamayati...yo
vai tat... sitram vidyattam cantaryaminamiti sa brahmavitsa lokavitsa devavitsa vedavitsa
bhittavitsa atmavitsa sarvavit.
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merge with sar at death. If ultimate reality is to be understood, then, like the string and
the inner controller, both saf and atman, and the relationship between them, need to be

understood.
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Chapter 5
God and ‘the Person’

“Then Vidagdha Sakalya began to question him: tell me, Yajiavalkya, how many gods

are there?’ ™

5.1 Introduction

We have seen in previous Chapters the challenges faced by Upanisadic teachers in
identifying a universal principle which satisfied all the criteria which I have suggested
as necessary functions of the ultimate principle: as a creative, sustaining, and animating
force. In many religious traditions, as in some later schools of Indian philosophy
(including those of Ramanuja and Madhva which rely on the Upanisads to support their
doctrines), the problem of locating all of the multi-faceted qualities of the ultimate
principle in a single entity is solved by giving the role to a deity, a mythical personified
‘... Supreme Being...” which is ‘... the Creator, the ruler and sustainer of the Universe,

... primal and eternal, ... invisible, omniscient’ and, importantly, ‘unique’.”

The role of God, and gods, in the Upanisads, however, is somewhat ambiguous. We
have seen in Chapter 2 that, in early Vedic literature, several deities - including Indra,
Visvakarman and Tvastr - were given roles in cosmogony, while others - such as Agni,
Vayu and Strya - were more concerned with the maintenance and sustaining of the
order of the natural world. As a result, no one personified god uniquely took on all the
functions of the ultimate principle.”® By the time of the Brahmanas and early
Upanisads, Prajapati (the ‘lord of creatures’) had begun to assume greater prominence,
primarily as a creator, but there was still no unequivocal single supreme deity, nor did

Prajapati uniquely enjoy all the qualities of an ultimate principle. In the Brahmanas, as

0 BU 3.9.1: atha hainam vidagdha sakalyah papraccha kati devah yajiavalkya iti.
8 Gonda [1968a] 1975:1.
8 As Gonda points out (1965a:136.), while the RV manifests an aim of discovering the
‘common power’ behind the Vedic deities, the ‘One’ is ‘only vaguely conceived’.
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Smith has noted, he has little control over the results of his creation”’; in the early
Upanisads, he is still just one of a number of deities, named alongside Indra and Varuna
in the invocation in CU 1.12.5, and appearing alongside Soma, Vayu, Indra, Brhaspati
and Varuna in the analysis of the ways of chanting the saman in CU 2.22, in each case
with no obvious hierarchy. In other places in those same early Upanisads, he is
explicitly subordinated to a more abstract ultimate principle, usually in the form of
brahman, as, for example, in the Yajiiavalkya/Gargi narrative in BU 3.6 analysed in
Chapter 3, or in the hierarchy of TU 2.8. Proferes has suggested that his prominence
may have come about through the desire of the early Vedic peoples to find a cosmic
justification for their increasing unification, as the old factional ‘clan’ system broke up,
with Prajapati coming to represent a ‘royal’ figure, as the cosmic ‘lord’ (or ‘father’) of

the entire Vedic ‘creatures’ (or ‘peoples’).”

The general trend in the early Upanisads was to seek to find a non-personified form of
ultimate principle through analysis of that principle’s functions. As noted in earlier
Chapters, this analysis and enquiry led to the positing of impersonal concepts such as
brahman, atman and sat as assuming some or all of the ultimate principle’s functions,
with individual deities often suggested but rejected as part of the process of enquiry.”®
However, by the time of the SU, a fully theistic notion of the ultimate principle emerges
into Upanisadic discourse. It does so in a cosmogonic and cosmological framework

17 786

which differs from the ‘architectural, generative and sacrificial’®” cosmogonies of early

Vedic speculations, and from the earlier notions of the three ‘worlds’ of earth, sky (or

>87 of sun, moon,

space) and intermediate region, directed by the ‘departmental deities
wind, fire etc. Instead, in a similar way to CU 6, it develops a more analytical
cosmological scheme, while at the same time reflecting the broader contemporary

religious environment which also produced the overtly theistic BhG.

It has been argued that the theistic conception of the ultimate principle which develops

in the SU is a radical innovation in Upanisadic thought - the SU has been described as

8 Smith 1975:318.

78 Dr. Theodore Proferes personal communication 14 November 2017.
8 As, for example, by Yajfiavalkya in BU 3.6 and 3.9.

" Hume 1921:10 (see Chapter 2).

71 have taken this term from Gonda 1965a:136.
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‘something of an enfant terrible among the Upanisads’.”® However, in this Chapter, I
will again argue that, by reading the Upanisads together, rather than in isolation from
each other, we can see trends and developments in the ideas which they present.
Although the earlier Vedic texts fall short of giving all of the qualities of an ultimate
principle to one single deity, the legacy of the early Vedic deities, the relative
prominence of Prajapati, and the roles given to Indra and other deities in the early
Upanisads, and, later, to Yama and Visnu in the KaU, are indicative of a theistic way of
thinking about the universe which was not completely overcome by the abstraction of

ideas such as brahman and atman.

As a result, we shall see that, although the SU is unique among the Upanisads in clearly
identifying its divine ultimate principle by name, the idea that the ultimate principle
may take the form of a personified deity is not in fact such a radical innovation. Rather,
it builds on ideas which occur throughout the Upanisads, and perhaps also operates as a
response to the difficulties which we have seen in finding any other single, expressible,
concept which can satisfy all the requirements of the ultimate principle. For, even
though the early Upanisads generally appear to prefer an abstract idea of the ultimate
principle which ‘sits above’ the gods, perhaps even as the origin of the gods
themselves’, in other places those same Upanisads appear to deify both brahman™ and
arman.””' Abstract notions of the ultimate principle are also sometimes given roles
which look very like those often attributed to a creator god, perhaps most obviously in
atman’s creative role in AU 1.1. Additionally, the idea of there bring a single, or

dominant, god - rather than the various ‘departmental deities’ - appears in the BU™, the

78 Cohen 1998:150.

" B.g. BU 2.1.20, where all the gods ‘spring from’ (vyuccaranti) atman, or CU 8.12.6 where
atman is ‘venerated by’ (upasate) the gods. As Pflueger puts it (2010:764), they ‘... tended to
de-emphasize any focus or development of a supreme theistic divinity in favour of realizing
ones (sic) impersonal spiritual essence’.

70 This is implicit in BU 1.4.10, which refers to ‘other deities’ than brahman. In BU 5.5.1,
brahman is explicitly identified with Prajapati (brahma prajapatim), at least in the Madhyamdina
recension (see the note at Olivelle 1998a:523).

' E.g.in BU 4.4.15. AU 3.3 explictly equates the ‘one’ which is dfman with brahman, Indra,
Prajapati and ‘all these gods’ (esa brahmaisa indra esa prajapatir ete sarve deva imani. . .).

72 BU 3.9.9: katama eko deva...
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CU™, the TU™*, and the KeU™, even if there identified with other forms of the ultimate
principle, such as brahman or sat. And, when we come to consider the later Upanisads,
the TU, KaU, MuU and PU all contain suggestions of a theistic approach to analysing

reality, even if not as unambiguously expressed as that of the SU.

As I shall identify below, there are also a number of places in the Upanisads where,
even if not explicitly divine, the ultimate principle is suggested to be a ‘person’. By the
very fact of having the qualities of the ultimate principle, that person could be
considered to be divine, even if un-named. There are numerous examples where the
ultimate principle is given personal qualities, such as ‘lordship’, and several places
where the ultimate principle is identified by the term purusa (‘person’). This is an
important term, both in the Vedic tradition and in later Indian systematic philosophy. It
appears famously in RV 10.90, where creation results from the sacrifice of the primeval
purusa, ‘the primitive anthropomorphic notion that the world-ground is an enormous

human person’”*

, and eventually played a very important role in the Samkhya view of
the world. I will also in this Chapter look at the use of the term purusa in the context of
the ultimate principle and its relationship with the development of a theistic approach to
identifying that principle. I will suggest, however, that, in the same way that we need to
be cautious about always giving atman and brahman the technical meanings which they
acquired in later systematic schools of Indian philosophy, we should also be wary of
interpreting purusa in the Upanisads in the same way that it is interpreted in classical
Samkhya. I will argue that purusa in the Upanisads may generally be better understood
as referring to a monistic ultimate principle in personal form, with the result that the
identification of the ultimate principle as a purusa also means that the idea of the

ultimate principle as a personified god in the SU is not as radical as it is sometimes

presented.

The cosmological structures referred to in some of the later Upanisads appear in many

respects similar to those of classical Samkhya. Although it is beyond the scope of this

7 CU 6.8.6; 6.15.1-2, both of which refer to a parasya devata (see Chapter 4).
7 TU 1.4.1-3, an invocation to a seemingly individual God.

" KeU 1.1: ... caksuh Srotram ka u devo yunakti.

7% Hume 1921:23.
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thesis to analyse the development of Samkhya philosophy and its relationship to the
Upanisads in any detail, I will touch briefly on the apparent similarities between some
parts of the Upanisads and the doctrines of classical Samkhya later in this Chapter.
Suffice it to say for present purposes that I will again argue that a close reading of the
Upanisads suggests that these cosmological structures are not a radical innovation in the

later Upanisads.

In their presentation of the ultimate principle as personified and/or divine, the Upanisads
often attempt, not always successfully, to reconcile those ideas with their broader
espousal of impersonal forms of the ultimate principle. What becomes apparent is that
the relationship in the Upanisads between abstract ideas such as brahman or atman and
personified ideas of the ultimate principle, whether or not overtly theistic, is frequently
less than clear.””” These ambiguities and, at times, apparent contradictions are yet
another indication of a continuing sense of enquiry about the ultimate principle and an
ongoing development of ideas, rather than either an aberration or the presentation of

radically new dogma.

5.2 God and ‘the Person’ in the Early Upanisads

As already noted, the most prominent individual deity in the early Upanisads is
probably Prajapati.””® Accepting that his role in RV 10.121.10 was most likely an
interpolation’’, it was in the Brahmana period that Prajapati began to assume particular
prominence, as, for example, the ‘most excellent of the gods’ (prajapatisreststha vai
devah) in JB 2.371, undergoing ‘... a process of gradual development and priestly
elaboration, reinterpretation and systematization’.*” In JB 2.244, the world existed as

Prajapati ‘at the beginning’ (agre) and creation was manifested by the release of

77 Gonda 1970:18 notes that, in the later Upanisads, these relations are ‘... more complicated
and problematic than they were considered to be in the preceding period’.

% Although also appearing frequently, Indra generally has a less prominent role, and, while, as
noted earlier, sometimes appearing alongside Prajapati with no apparent hierarchy, he is also
often subordinated to Prajapati, e.g. in BU 3.6, CU 8.7 and TU 2.8.

7 See Chapter 2.

% Gonda 1986:5.
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Prajapati’s speech: in the beginning, there literally was the word.*' In places a
sustaining function is also implied, as, e.g., in SB 6.3.1.9 where he is identified with
prana (though in partnership with Vac), or in JB 2.183 where he is seen as a provider of
food. However, in general, his primary role was that of creating living creatures®”, and
he is frequently either only one deity among many or subordinated to other putative
ideas of the ultimate principle. In AV 19.53.8, for example, time is the ‘father’ of
Prajapati; in SB 6.1.1.1 the universe arose from non-being (asaf) through the
functioning of seven pranas, which in turn created seven purusas, which, after merging
into a single purusa, became Prajapati; in SB 11.1.6.1 Prajapati comes from a golden

egg produced by ‘the waters’.*”

This uncertainty over Prajapati’s precise place and role in the cosmos continues into the
Upanisads. In BU 3.9.2, he is one of the 33 gods which Yajnavalkya reduces to one in
his dialogue with Vidagdha Sakalya; in CU 1.12.5 and 2.22.1 he is mentioned alongside
other gods, so fails the test of uniqueness. On the other hand, he is the ‘incubator’ of the
worlds in CU 2.23.2 and CU 4.17.1%* and the creator of creatures, through the
intermediary of ‘substance’ (rayi) and ‘lifebreath’ (prana), in the later PU 1.4; he is
equated with ‘the year’ (a common metaphor for totality) in BU 1.5.14; and has a clear
creative role in BU 6.4, even though it is not clear there whether he is creating creatures
to populate an already existing world. He is the creator of the vital functions in BU
1.5.21 and their ‘father’ (pitr) in CU 5.1.7, and the creator of pranain PU 1.4,
suggesting a role in the animation of the world. His relationship with brahman is also
ambiguous: he is clearly subsidiary to brahman in Yajiiavalkya’s teachings in BU 3.6
and 3.9, and in TU 2.8; a mere ‘doorkeeper’ of brahman in KsU 1.5; and a product of
brahman in BU 6.5. Yet in BU 5.3.1, he is equated with braAman and ‘the whole’

0V JB 2.244: prajapatir va idam agre asit nanyam dvitiyam pasyamanas tasya vag eva svam asid
vag dvitiya sa aiksata hantemam vacam visrje iyam vavedam visrsta sarvam vibhavanty esyatiti.
Cf. the role of Vac in the RV, discussed in Chapter 2.

%02 Gonda notes that, in the several creation myths involving Prajapati, the verb generally used to
indicate his creation of beings is Vsz7, to ‘let go’ or ‘discharge’, implying that the products of
his creation are separate ontological entities (1982:47, and the textual sources cited there).

%% Gonda 1986 contains a painstaking and detailed study of the role of Prajapati in the Vedic
period.

%4 CU 2.23.2 and 4.17.1: prajapatir lokan abhyatapat...
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(sarvam), in BU 5.4.1 is equated with brahman as a product of ‘the real’ (satyam)

created by the waters, and in AU 3.3 is equated with brahman, atman and Indra.

So, although Prajapati is prominent in the early Upanisads, and in different places
appears to manifest certain of the qualities of the ultimate principle, in others he is
clearly subordinated to the more abstract brahman. In places, some of his common
functions are assumed by brahman (which appears as a creator in several places) and/or
by atman, the creator in AU 1. Nowhere in the Upanisads, except perhaps somewhat
obliquely in BU 1.5.14*”, is he put forward as a clear candidate for the role of a
personified ultimate principle. Crucially, he is specifically rejected as such, both in the
version of the Balaki/Ajatasatru narrative at KsU 4.16 and by Yajiiavalkya, in debate
with Gargi in BU 3.6* and in debate with Vidagdha Sakalya in BU 3.9.5" As a result,
even though he is the most prominent deity of the early Upanisads, we cannot say that

he is at any stage unequivocally identified as the ultimate principle.

Yet, the early Upanisads clearly see personified gods as playing important roles in the
cosmos. As well as individual gods such as Prajapati, ‘the gods’ as a group feature
frequently, even if generally subordinated to an over-arching abstract ultimate principle.
For example, in the Balaki/Ajatasatru narrative of BU 2.1, the gods ‘spring from’ the
arman®®, and, in the dialogue between Yajiiavalkya and Maitreyi in BU 2.4.6, the gods
are considered to ‘reside in’ the Zrman.*” Sometimes their role is not subordinated: ‘all
the gods’ are equated with Ztman and brahman in AU 3.3.%'° In the CU, elements of the
ritual chant are associated with deities in CU 1.11 and 2.20, and the gods overcome the
demons®"" through the power of the High Chant in CU 1.2, and in its nearly identical

counterpart in BU 1.3.

%05 Where, on the night of the new moon, he ‘enters... all beings that sustain life’ (... sarvam
idam pranabhrd anupravisya...).

806 See Chapter 3.

%7 See further below.

%8 BU 2.1.20: sa yathornanabhis tantunoccaret yathagneh ksudra visphulinga vyuccaranti evam
evasmad atmanah sarve pranah sarve lokah sarve devah. ..

%9 BU 2.4.6: devas tam paradur yo nyatratmano devan veda...

$1 AU 3.1: ko’yam atmeti vayam upasmahe... 3.3: esa brahmaisa indra esa prajapatir ete sarve
deva...

8! Both described as ‘children of Prajapati’ - prajapatyah - as they are also in BU 5.2.1 and 5.5.1
and CU 2.9.4.
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In Janaka’s brahmodyain BU 3, Yajiavalkya’s final interlocutor, Vidagdha Sakalya,
asks ‘how many gods are there?’.*'* Yajfiavalkya initially answers, following a ritual
formula, that there are ‘three and three hundred, and three and three thousand’ (frayas ca
tri ca Sata trayas ca tri ca sahasra), before gradually, under the pressure of further
questioning, reducing the number to 33, six, three, two, one and a half, and finally one.
Prajapati is one of the 33, but plays no further part, and, as the number reduces,
personified gods give way to the component parts of the early Upanisadic cosmology -
fire, earth, wind, the intermediate region, sun and sky®'"’; then to the ‘three worlds’*"; to
food and breath®; the ‘purifying wind’®'®; and, finally, the one god prana, equated with,
or described as, hrahman®'’ As the conversation continues, Sﬁkalya suggests that the

ultimate god is in fact Prajapati, only for that idea to be sarcastically dismissed by

Yajiavalkya.®'®

Although this narrative dismisses Prajapati’s claim to the role of ultimate principle, it
does not deny the suggestion that that principle - here prana/brahman - is a ‘god’. This
tendency to deify the ultimate principle appears in a number of other places in the early
Upanisads. As we have seen in Chapter 4, Uddalaka Aruni’s sat is referred to as a
devatain CU 6.3.2 and as ‘the highest deity’ (parasya devata) in CU 6.8.6 and 6.15.1-2,
and Acharya has argued that the cosmogony of CU 6 sets the ground for later theistic
ideas of the ultimate principle.*" In BU 1.4.10, the world originates from brahman, and
the BU is critical of those who venerate ‘other deities’, implying that it considers
brahman a deity.*’ BU 4.4.15 explains that ‘When a man clearly sees this self (afman)
as god, the lord of what was and of what will be, He will not seek to hide from him’**',

describing this deified atman in personal terms as ‘controller of all, lord of all, ruler of

all’ (sarvasya vasi sarvasyesanah sarvasyadhipatih) lying in the ‘space within the heart’

12 BU 3.9.1: kati devah.
8 BU 3.9.7:... agnisca prthivica vayuscantariksam cadityasca dyausca...
$14 BU 3.9.8: ... trayo lokah. ..
9 BU 3.9.8: ...annam caiva pranasca. ..
1 BU 3.9.8: ... yo yam pavata...
$'"BU 3.9.9: ... prana iti sa brahma...
18 BU 3.9.18: sakalya... tvam svid ime brahmana angaravaksayanam akratd u i,
819 Acharya 2016:862.
0 BU 1.4.10: ... yo anyam devatam updste anyo’say anto’ham asmiti na sa veda...
' BU 4.4.15: yadaitam anupasyati atmanam devam afijasa isanam bhiita bhavyasya na tato
vijugupsate.
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(antarhrdaya).*” BU 5.4.1 refers to brahman as ‘this immense and first-born divine
being’ (mahad yaksam prathamajam). And AU 3.3 answers the question ‘who is the
atman?’ (ko’yam atmeti) by identifying the arman with all created beings, but initially

specifically with brahman, Indra and Prajapati (esa brahmaisa indra esa prajapatir. . .).

KeU 1.1, also seeking to identify the ultimate principle, explicitly refers to it as a ‘god’
(deva) before identifying that deva as brahman.*” While the presentation of brahiman in
the remainder of KeU 1 and KeU 2 seem more consistent with an abstract principle - it
is ‘the hearing behind hearing, the thinking behind thinking, the speech behind speech,
the sight behind sight... the breathing behind breathing’®*, ‘far different from what’s

known and... farther than the unknown’®*

- in KeU 3, which may be of different origin
to KeU 1 and 2**°, brahman, although presented as being more powerful than the gods,
appears in visible, though not explicitly personified, form to Indra, Jatavedas and

Matarisvan.®”’

So although abstract notions of the ultimate principle do take centre stage in the early
Upanisads, those Upanisads often continue to reflect earlier theistic ideas. ‘The gods’
retain a role in the analysis of the ultimate principle, and the tendency to consider the
ultimate principle as having ‘divine’ qualities is common. We also in places see a
personification of the ultimate principle, falling short of identifying it as a specific,
named deity. Even Yajiavalkya describes afman as a person (purusa) in his dialogue
with Janaka in BU 4.3.7°%%, and, in his dialogue with Maitreyi in BU 2.4 and 4.5, he
refers to atman as an ‘immense being’ (mahat bhiita), which, in BU 4.5.11, ‘exhaled’ all
creation.*” KsU 3.8 uses similar personal terminology, describing afman as ... ruler of

the world,... sovereign of the world, ... lord of the world’ (lokapala... lokadhipatih...

822 BU 4.4.22. Cf. also BU 5.12.1 where brahman is presented as a combination of the two
‘deities’ food and prana (annam brahma ity eka ahuh tan na tatha piiyati va annam rte pranat.
prano brahma ity eka ahuh tan na tatha susyati vai prana rte 'nnat ete ha tu eva devate
ekadhabhiiyam bhiitva paramatam gacchatah. . .).
3 KeU 1.1: ... caksuh srotram ka u devo yunakti.
824 KeU 1.2: srotasya srotram manaso mano yad vaco ha vacam sa u pranasya pranah caksusas
caksur...
82 KeU 1.3: anyad eva tad viditad atho aviditad adhi. ..
826 See note 81 above.
827 KeU 3.2: tebhyo ha pradur babhiva. ..
8 BU 4.3.7: katama atmeti yo'yam vijianamayah pranesu hrdyantarjyotih purusah. ..
9 BU 4.5.11: ... asyaivaitani sarvani nihsvasitani.
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lokesah).*" In KsU 1.5-7, brahman is presented as a mythological figure, presiding over
a ‘world’, seated on a throne, and conversing with the deceased person who has
managed to reach ‘the path leading to the gods’ (devayana).*' In BU 2.5.1, both atman
and brahman are identified with ‘the radiant and immortal person in the earth’
(prthivyam tejomayo ’mrtamayah purusah) and ‘the radiant and immortal person
residing in the physical body’ (Sariras tejomayo nutamayah purusah). This passage goes
on to equate with dfman and brahman a list of other ‘radiant and immortal persons’**,
each as ‘the honey of all beings’ (sarvesam bhiitanam madhu), before concluding that
arman ‘is the honey of all beings and all beings are the honey of” arman.*® Atman is

834 and, in a

then itself described in personal terms as ‘the lord and king of all beings
slightly oblique word play, identified with the person (purusa) who is the ‘fort-dweller’
(purisaya) in ‘all the forts’ (understood as all bodies). There is nothing that is not

‘sheltered by’ nor ‘secured by’ this person, who is both arman and brahman.*”

The early Upanisads also speak of a cosmic ‘person’ not identified directly with arman
or brahman. In BU 5.6, the purusa ‘made of mind’ is described as ‘the lord of all, the
ruler of all’.*** CU 1.6.6-8 speaks of a ‘golden person’ (hiranmaya purusa) within the

2837

sun who ‘rules over the worlds beyond the sun and over the desires of gods’*’, while

*838 who rules over the worlds

CU 1.7.5-8 speaks of an identical ‘person down here
below the sun and over the desires of men. TU 1.6.1-2 also speaks of an ‘immortal and
golden person’ (purusah... amrto hiranmayah) dwelling in the ‘space within the heart’
(antarhrdaya akasah), a common dwelling-place of both arman and purusa, who

‘becomes [the] brahman’ ** In both BU and CU, a ‘person’ leads those of the dead who

830 KsU 3.8. Proferes 2007 contains a detailed study of metaphors of kingship in Vedic texts.
1 KU 1.3.

%32 In the waters... , fire...., wind..., sun..., the quarters..., the moon... , lightning...,
thunder..., space..., dharma..., truth... , and humanity... (BU 2.5.2-13)

3 BU 2.5.14: ayam atma sarvesam bhitanam madhu asyatmanah sarvani bhiitani madhu. ..
34 BU 2.5.15: sa va ayam atma sarvesam bhiltanam adhipatih sarvesam bhiitanam raja...

9 BU 2.5.18: ... sa va ayam purusah sarvasu piirsu purisayah nainena kim ca nanavrtam
nainena kim ca nasamvrtam. See Olivelle 1998a:505.

836 BU 5.6.1: manomayoyam purusah... sa esa sarvasyesanah sarvasya adhipatih sarvam idam
prasasti yad idam kim

%7 CU 1.6.8: ... sa esa ye camusmat parafico lokas tesam ceste deva kamanam cety
adhidaivatam.

¥ CU 1.7.5: ... tasyaitasya tad eva ripam yad amusya ripam...

$9'TU 1.6.2: ... etat tato bhavati akasa Sariram brahma. ..
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are on the ‘path of the gods’ to brahman** In CU 4.15.5 and 5.10.2, this ‘person’ is
described as ‘not human’ (puruso’manavah), and therefore impliedly divine or quasi-

divine.**!

Finally, we should not forget the various ‘people’ suggested by Balaki as the ultimate
principle in the narratives of BU 2.1.2-19 and KsU 4.3-19. Although I have suggested in
Chapter 3 that these are rejected by Ajatasatru as ‘old-fashioned’ ideas of the ultimate
principle being personified rather than abstract, it is significant that, in the BU version
of the narrative, Ajatasatru’s idea of the ultimate principle places emphasis on the
‘person consisting of perception’ ( vijianamaya purusa) and, in the KsU version, it is the
very personal ‘maker of the persons you have talked about’ (yo... efesam purusam

karta) whom Balaki is encouraged to know.

We can see, therefore, that, perhaps reflecting and developing the idea of the old
‘departmental deities’ gradually reducing in number, the early Upanisads in several
places give the ultimate principle both personality and divinity. While, taking the early
Upanisads overall, the personified and/or deified forms undoubtedly play a subordinate
role to the more abstract, there is ample evidence from the passages highlighted above
that the early Upanisads do not entirely reject the notion of the ultimate principle as
some form of personified deity. I argue, therefore, that the more clearly theistic
approaches revealed in the later Upanisads at least in part reflect this residual theistic

tendency.

5.3 God and ‘the Person’ in the Later Upanisads

The later Upanisads - KaU, TU, SU, MuU, MaU and PU - grew up in a broader north
Indian religious environment in which both theistic ideas and devotion to the divine
were becoming more prominent. We know that the relative chronology of texts does not
present a complete picture of the relative chronology of their theological concerns and

approaches and, as Malinar stresses, the ‘... origin(s) and exact circumstances of the rise

%0 In the teachings of the five fires in BU 6.2 and CU 5.3-10.
%! In the very similar passage in BU 6.2.15, he is ‘a person consisting of mind’
(puruso’manasa).
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in this theology are uncertain’.*** However, what is clear is that the period of the later
Upanisads is one in which a smaller number of deities begins to take centre stage®*’,
each assuming, for its worshippers, the qualities of a unique supreme god. The clearly
theistic BhG is a product of this broad time period, and certain of the later Upanisads,
notably those of the Black YV, the KaU and SU, share stanzas and ideas with the BhG,
though scholars differ in their view on which text was the ‘borrower’ or whether

Upanisad and BhG both drew from a third common source.***

As I have explained elsewhere, I am not directly concerned with the ‘archaeology’ of
the Upanisads. However, in looking at the later Upanisads, we should bear in mind both
the likelihood of non-Vedic influence, as highlighted in Chapter 1, and the rise of a
more overtly theistic general religious environment in which individual deities assumed
greater prominence. It might therefore be argued that the theistic trends which the later
Upanisads display reflect a completely new approach to the ultimate principle divorced
from those of the earlier Upanisads. In the light, however, of the various references to
personified and/or deified qualities and forms of the ultimate principle which we find in
the early Upanisads, I argue that the theistic trends of the later Upanisads represent more
of a change of gear in the Upanisads’ ongoing speculative enquiry into the ultimate
principle than a complete change of direction. This change of gear is influenced too by

the increasing tendency to give the ultimate principle personal qualities, the shifting

$42 Malinar 2007:270.

53 See, e.g., Gonda 1970:21.

84 Although the Upanisads as a genre are undoubtedly older than the BhG, some of their
contents may be later. For example, Oberlies considers the SU to have borrowed from the BhG
(1988:35), Malinar (2007:67n23), following Hillebrandt, considers the KaU to have borrowed
from the BhG. Washburn Hopkins argues that the BhG probably borrowed from the KaU (noted
at Cohen 2008:200), while Cohen herself (2008:198-200) argues for borrowing in both
directions, with the KaU, SU, MuU and BhG belonging to ‘the same metatextual complex’
(2008:201). Brodbeck 2018:207 contains a useful tabulation of the ‘close verbal parallels’
between the BhG and the metrical Upanisads: see also his more general observations at
2018:208, where he notes that ‘In some cases the parallel may bear witness to a wider discursive
repertoire of phrases, images, verses, or sequences of verses that were, so to say, common
property’ and that we should accordingly be ‘cautious about suggesting that the parallels... are
evidence of borrowing or direct influence from one particular text to another’. Malinar also
notes (2007:26) that certain scholars, e.g. S.C. Roy, have argued that the BhG was itself
originally an Upanisad; see also Brodbeck 2018:201-2. Patton (2008:xxxiv n.3) notes ‘more
than fifty recent articles’ on the date of the BhG alone, before suggesting a rough scholarly
consensus of about 150 BCE (7bid: xxv).
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social and cultural environment, and the development of a more systematically

analytical approach to the taxonomy of the material world.

I will address the SU separately below, focussing in this section on the other later
Upanisads, primarily the KaU and MuU. Both KaU and MuU develop a more
personified idea of the ultimate principle via the use of the term purusa, and, in fact, all
of the later Upanisads either mention some form of divinity or contain suggestions that
the ultimate principle may be either divine and/or a ‘person’. Even the very short MaU
speaks of ‘... the Lord of all’ (sarvesvara) who is ‘... the knower of all;... the inner
controller; ... the womb of all; ... the origin and dissolution of beings’, though as only
one quarter of its quadripartite presentation of brahman/ atman.*” In the PU, ‘deities’ as
a group - here possibly identified with the sensory faculties of the body - feature in
Bhargava Vairabhi’s question to Pippalada in PU 2: ... how many deities are there who
support a creature?... which is the most excellent of them?’**° Pippalada’s answer, like
that of Yajiiavalkya in answering Sakalya in BU 3.9, is prana, which he identifies with
Indra, Rudra®’, and Prajapati®*® (who has already, in PU 1.4, been identified as the
source of all creatures, and, paradoxically, as the source of pranaitself).** PU 5.5
repeats the play on words ‘fort-dwelling person’ (purisaya purusa) of BU 2.5.18, here
appearing even more clearly to identify that person as brahman, who is beheld by one

who ‘meditates on that highest person by means of> the syllable OM.* PU 4.9, on the

specifically calls ‘purusa’, and a higher ‘imperishable self’ (pare *ksara atman).*'

Alongside the PU, which is set in the framework of six brahmins’ visit to Pippalada as

852

students™, it is the KaU which, among these later Upanisads, is set in the most

5 MaU 6: esa sarvesvarah esa sarvajiiah eso 'ntaryami esa yonih sarvasya prabhavapyayau hi
bhiatanam.
6 PU 2.1: ... katy eva devah prajam vidharayante... kah punar esam varistha. ..
%7 PU 2.9: indras tvam prana... rudro’si...
%8 PU 2.7: prajapatis carasi garbhe tvam eva pratijayase..
“9°PU 1.4: ... prajakamo vai prajapatih sa tapo tapyata sa tapas taptva sa mithunam uptadayate
rayim ca pranam ca ity etau me bahudha prajah karisyata... Cf. BU 1.5.21 where Prajapati is the
creator of the ‘vital functions’ (pranah), and CU 5.1.7 where he is their ‘father’ (pitr).
$0'PU 5.5: yah punar etam trimatrepa aum ity etenaivaksarepa param purusam abhidhyayita. ..
$1PU 4.9.
$32 Reminiscent of the narrative in CU 5.11 to 24.
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developed narrative format. None of the TU, SU or MaU has any narrative element, and,
although the MuU is set in the framework of Saunaka’s question to Angiras: ‘What is
it... by knowing which a man comes to know this whole world?**?, the remainder of the
MuU is simply presented as Angiras’ answers to that question. The frame narrative of
the KaU, in which at least some of the text’s teachings are placed in the mouth of Yama,
god of death®*, suggests both that the compiler of the KaU considered personified
deities important (although it is not suggested that Yama takes on the qualities of the
ultimate principle), and, as with other narrative episodes put in the mouths of

‘unorthodox’ teachers, signposts us to teachings which contain innovative elements.

In the frame story of the KaU®?, Usan, son of Vajasravas, has given away all his
possessions, including some dry and barren cows, as sacrificial offerings, and is asked
by his son, Naciketas, three times, ‘to whom will you give me?’.*® Usan’s response,
possibly in anger®’, is to give his son to death. Naciketas, accordingly, repairs to the
realm of death, where he spends three nights without food before Yama offers him three
wishes in recompense for his lack of welcome.*® The three boons which Naciketas
seeks are, first, to return to his father; secondly, to learn about the ‘fire-altar that leads to

heaven’®”; and, thirdly, to learn whether, after death, a person exists or not.*® Yama

3 MuU 1.1.3: ... kasmin... vijAdte sarvam idam vijnatam...

%54 The connection of chapters 3 to 6 to the frame narrative, which arguably ends at KaU 2.18
(Olivelle 1998a:606, citing also the views of Rau ), is undoubtedly loose.

%5 Which appears in similar form in TB 3.11.8.1-6.

86 KaU 1.4: ... kasmai mam dasyasi.

%7 Though see Helfer 1968:352-3 and Gonda 1977:60 for alternative interpretations of parita in
KaU 1.4 and vitamanyu in KaU 1.10.

8% Ganeri (2012:16) notes that the version of this story in the TB, though not that in the KaU,
suggests that Naciketas deliberately arrived while Yama was away, in order to ‘manufacture’
the obligation on Yama to grant Naciketas’ wishes.

9 KaU 1.13: ... agnim svargyam adhyesi... .

860 KaU 1.20: yeyam prete vicikitsa manusye stity eke ndyam astiti caike etat vidyam anusistas
tvayaham... Arvind Sharma questions this interpretation of Naciketas’ third request. He points
out that KaU 1.6 and 1.7 both assume that the notion of re-birth is already understood, and that
the KaU generally assumes some form of post-mortem survival. Naciketas’ second request also
assumes the idea of heaven, so that interpreting the third question as relating to the death of an
‘ordinary mortal’ makes little sense. Sharma argues that prete in KaU 1.1.20 should be
interpreted as mukte (liberated) rather than murte, so that Naciketas’ question becomes one about
whether a /iberated being lives or not. In his opinion, this interpretation (which is supported by
Ramanuja and Madhva) also makes more sense of Yama’s teachings about atman later in the
text. (Sharma 1984)
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grants the three boons, though (as noted in Chapter 1) the third only with great

reluctance.

The characters of the KaU are amongst the most colourful in the Upanisads. Naciketas’
name is thought to derive from na + ciketas, ‘one who does not know’.**! He is a
brahmin, or at least is addressed as such by Yama in KaU 1.9. It is unclear whether his
challenge to his father derives from impetuosity or filial loyalty: his first boon, however,
may suggest the former and show an appreciation of, and wish to undo, it. A
Vijasravasa appears at SB 10.5.5.1 and 10.6.5.9 as a sage who teaches about the fire
sacrifices, and Radhakrishnan argues that the names of father and son are intended to
distinguish between a ‘protagonist of an external ceremonialism’ (USan) and a ‘seeker
of spiritual wisdom’ (Naciketas).*** In KaU 1.11, Naciketas is referred to as ‘Auddalaka
Aruni’, suggesting that his father may in fact be Uddalaka Aruni. However, ‘Auddalaka
Aruni’ could also indicate a descendant, rather than son, of Uddalaka Arur_li, indicating a
more remote familial connection, and, as Olivelle notes, some translators have taken the
reference to Auddalaka Aruni in KaU 1.11 as a reference to Naciketas’ father, rather

than to Naciketas himself.*®

The father is presented as an irascible brahmin, usually
read as more concerned with the act than the meaning of sacrifice, having offered
starving, dry and barren cows. The KaU’s presentation of him as a ‘parsimonious and
hypocritical Brahman’*** is very different from that of Uddalaka Aruni which we have
seen in the CU, and I am reluctant to draw any direct relationship between the teachings

of the KaU and those ascribed to Uddalaka Aruni in the CU %

86! Helfer 1968:352; Radhakrishnan 1953:595.

%62 Radhakrishnan 1953:595.

53 Olivelle 1998a:601.

864 Helfer 1968:351.

85 The name ‘Gautama’, applied to the father in KaU 1.10, and to Naciketas himself in KaU 5.6,
is also a name used of Uddalaka Aruni in both the BU and the CU, and the (probably later) MBh
also presents Naciketas as the son of Uddalaka Aruni. MacDonell and Keith (1912(1):89) doubt
that Usan Vajasravasa is intended to be the same person as Uddalaka Aruni, on the reasonable
basis that the “unreal’ nature of the Naciketas story ‘cannot be regarded as of historical value in
proving relationship’. They also believe that Naciketas’ ‘historical reality is extremely doubtful’
(ibid.:432). I am not arguing that either of these characters ever lived, and, unless there is some
sakha agenda in an Upanisad of the YV seeking to present Uddalaka Aruni unfavourably, as we
have seen to some extent in the BU, I am somewhat reluctant to identify Naciketas’ father, even
as a literary construct, with the Uddalaka Aruni of the CU, despite their relationship in the MBh.
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The third character, Yama, has been god of death in Indian thought ‘from the most
ancient period of vedic mythology until contemporary times’.**® He appears several
times in the RV, particularly in the late Book 10, though his character does not really
develop until after the Upanisads, in the Puranas. Black has argued that we should
understand him here as a ksatriya, largely because his offering of water to Naciketas is
similar to other offerings made by ksatriyas to brahmins in the Upanisads®, but, even if
that is correct, it is nowhere emphasised in the text, making it difficult to argue that the
KaU presents an example of the ksatriya teaching motif. He is clearly, however, a
classic example of the ‘unorthodox teacher’ motif, and, as with other examples of that
motif, the KaU’s narrative structure may serve to highlight that the teachings which it

presents contain an element of novelty.

When Yama finally agrees to grant Naciketas’ third wish, he presents a teaching which
equates OM and brahman, the ‘supreme’.**®® Knowledge of OM leads not only to wish
fulfilment, but knowledge of OM as ‘the support supreme’ (2/ambana srestha) leads one
to ‘brahman’s world’.*” The dialogue between Naciketas and Yama appears to end
shortly after this at KaU 2.18, which encapsulates the answer to Naciketas’ third

question as follows:

‘The wise one - he is not born, he does not die; he has not come from anywhere;
he has not become anyone. He is unborn and eternal, primeval and everlasting.

And he is not killed, when the body is killed.”*”

The ‘wise one’ (vipascin) here clearly has personal qualities and is widely assumed to

be a reference to the individual self, and, accordingly, to indicate atman, though the

866 Olivelle 1998a:486.

%7 And also because Yama is listed in BU 1.4.11 as one of the ‘ruling’ gods (Black 2007:48).
868 KaU 2.16: etaddhyevaksaram brahma etaddhyevaksaram param... It is worth noting, in the
context of my discussion of the word aksara in the BU and the MuU, its use here, almost
certainly carrying its meaning of ‘syllable’, though its use is, as Hume remarks (1921:349n2),
‘pregnant with the meaning ‘imperishable’’. Similarly, brahma(n) may ‘contain some of its
liturgical meaning’ (7bid. m3).

89 KaU 2.17: etad alambanam Srestham etad alambanam param etad alambanam jiatva
brahmaloke mahiyate.

70 KaU 2.18: na jayate mriyate va vipascin nidyam kutascinna babhilva kascit ajo nityah
Sasvato’yam purano na hanyate hanyamane Sarire. These words appear almost verbatim in BhG
2.20.
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term is not used and there are no direct references to the functions of the ultimate
principle.®”' However, what follows in KaU 3 to 6 gives a prominent role to purusa, so

the putative equation of vipascin and atman may not in fact be correct.

It is unclear whether the teachings of KaU 3 to 6 are intended to be put into the mouth
of Yama. KaU 3.3-9 gives us the well-known metaphor of the chariot, in which the
control (yukta) of the senses (indriyani) is likened to the control of the chariot horses,
with the self (atman) equated with the rider in the chariot, the body (Sarira) with the
chariot itself, the intellect (buddhi) with the charioteer, the mind (imanas) with the reins,
and the sense objects (visayah) with the paths followed by the chariot. When a person
has understanding ( vijiana), is mindful (manaska) and is always pure (sada suci), he

reaches ‘the end of the road, that highest step of Visnu’®'?

, and moves beyond the cycle
of death and rebirth.*”” This ‘parable’ is immediately followed by a hierarchical ranking
in which the sense objects (artha) are said to be ‘higher than’ the senses, the mind higher
than the sense objects, the intellect higher than the mind, the ‘immense self’ (arma
mahan) higher than the intellect, the ‘unmanifest’ (avyakta) higher than the immense
self, and the ‘person’ (purusa) higher than the unmanifest. Higher than the purusa, we

are told, ‘there’s nothing at all’ (purusan na param kiacit).**

Although the specific qualities of the ultimate principle are not directly addressed here,
and it is unclear whether we are to understand that there is a single, universal, purusa or
a multiplicity of individual purusas, the clear inference is that, in this part of the KaU at
least, the ‘highest’ - potentially meaning the ultimate principle - is a ‘person’. Although
the ‘person’ is not named, the reference to the ‘highest step of Visnu’ as the ‘end of the
road’ shortly before could be read as suggesting that Visnu is the ‘person’ here being
referred to. Although of early Vedic origins, and later one of the principal deities of
Hinduism, Visnu is not a common deity in the Upanisads: aside from this reference, he
is only referred to, together with other gods, in verse invocations at BU 6.4.21, TU 1.1.1

and TU 1.12.1, all of which are quotations from the RV. However, in the form of his

871 Olivelle 19982a:606; Hume 1921:349.

2 KaU 3.9: ... so’dhvanah paramapnoti tadvisnoh paramam padam. For an explanation of the
‘three steps of Visnu’ see Olivelle 1998a:607 and Jamison and Brereton 2014:52-53.

7 KaU 3.8: ... sa tu talpadamapnoti yasmatbhiiyo na jayate.

74 KaU 3.10-11.
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avatara Krsna, he plays a major role in the BhG, with which the KaU shares a number

of verses.®”

Purusa also features as a possible designator of the ultimate principle in KaU 4.12 and
KaU 6.8. In KaU 4.12, purusais ‘the lord of what was and will be’ (isano
bhitabhavyasya); in KaU 6.8 ‘pervading all and without any marks’ (vyapako ’liriga),
purusa is placed at the top of a very similar hierarchy to that of KaU 3.10-11, here
encompassing senses (indriyani), mind (manas), essence (sattva), immense self
(mahanatman) and the ‘unmanifest’ (avyakta), before being described in KaU 6.9 as
beyond the range of sight (na samdrse). In KaU 5.8, the purusa who ‘creating every
desire... lies awake within those who sleep’ (ya esa suptesu jagarti kamam kamam
purusonirmimanah) is referred to as brahman, and I would argue again that this could be

read simply as a way of identifying this form of purusa as the ultimate principle.*”

However, as well as sometimes being placed ‘above’ the mahanatman, purusa in the
KaU frequently also appears in conjunction with atman - e.g. in KaU 4.12, where a
purusa, the size of a thumb, is said to reside within the atman.’’’ I agree with Olivelle
that, where the two terms appear in this sort of juxtaposition, translating arman as

‘body’ makes most logical sense, and does not as a result detract from the idea of purusa
as the ultimate principle.*”® In KaU 2.20, however, it is afman which is said to be ‘finer
than the finest, larger than the largest’ (anoraniyan mahatomahiyan), and to lie ‘hidden
in the heart of a living being’.*”* This is the location also said to be the residence of the

‘purusa the size of a thumb’ in KaU 6.17, suggesting a correspondence between purusa

¥75 See Cohen 2008:198-200 for a brief discussion of her view of the relationship between the
KaU and the BhG.
¥76 Olivelle seems to agree with this, translating hanta ta idam pravaksyami guhyam brahma
sanatanam in KaU 5.6, which introduces the teaching in 5.8, as ‘Come, I’1l tell you this secret
and eternal formulation of truth...” (cf. Radhakrishnan ‘... I shall explain to you the mystery of
Brahman, the eternal...”; Hume ‘... I will declare this to you: the hidden, eternal Brahma...”).
87 KaU 4.12: angusthamatrah puruso madhya atmani tisthati... See also KaU 6.17, locating this
purusa specifically within the heart (angusthamatrah puruso ’ntaratma sada jananam hrdaye
sannivistah) and indicating that he should be known as ‘immortal and bright’ (fam
vidyicchukramamrtam). The heart has been seen as a locus for the self since at least the SB (SB
3.8.3.8: atma vai mano hrdayam). See also BU 5.6.1, CU 3.14.2-4, and see Olivelle 2006 more
generally on the heart in the Upanisads.
$78 Cf. the distinction drawn between afman and sarirain KaU 3.3-9.
9 KaU 2.20: ... atmasya jantornihito guhayam...
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and an arman which is clearly something other than the physical body. Yet, KaU 6.8
emphasises that it is knowledge of purusa which leads to immortality.** The gaining of
immortality through knowledge of purusa can be contrasted with the goal of ‘attaining
brahmarn’, which can be achieved, according to KaU 6.14, in this world by banishing

*881 and which is Naciketas’ final reward in KaU

‘those desires lurking in one’s heart
6.18, after he ‘received this body of knowledge and the entire set of yogic rules taught

by Death’***, through what appears to be a form of divine grace.*®

As well as purusa, the KaU employs a range of further terminology with personal
characteristics to refer to the ultimate principle. In KaU 2.12 ‘the primeval one’ (purana)
is to be regarded as [a] ‘god’ (deva); in KaU 4.1 the ‘self-existent one’ (svayambhiih),
appears to be identified with Zrman®®*; and the ‘one controller, the self within every
being’ (ekovasi sarvabhiltantaratman), reminiscent of the antaryamin of BU 3.7, ‘makes
manifold his single appearance’ in KaU 5.12.%* It seems clear that the KaU’s ideas of
the ultimate principle are grounded in a view of that principle as having personality,
and, rather than reading purusa as a proto-Samkhya term of art, that it would in fact be
easier in many places to read it as signifying a personified deity, possibly Visnu.
Although it is far from unambiguous, it is certainly arguable that the KaU is not only
putting forward a personified view of the ultimate principle, but also one based in

theism.

Like the KaU, the MuU incorporates much of the terminology for the ultimate principle

which we have encountered elsewhere. For example, in MuU 2.1.1, we find the

0 KaU 6.8: ... yam jiiatva mucyate janturamrtatvamca gacchati.
881 KaU 6.14: yada sarve pramucyante kama ye’sya hrdi sritah atha martyo 'mrto bhavtyatra
brahma samasnute.
$2 KaU 6.18: murtyuproktam naciketo ’tha labdhva vidyametam yogavidhim ca krtsnam
brahmaprapto virajo’bhudvimrtyur anyopyevam yo vidadhyatmameva. The KaU is generally
seen as the earliest Sanskrit text unequivocally to use the word ‘ yoga’ to denote a system of
practice of sensory control as a means of obtaining the requisite knowledge of the ultimate
principle (see, e.g., Mallinson and Singleton 2017:xv), and Larson (1979:99) is keen to see in
the KaU °‘a kind of undifferentiated samkhyayoga’.
%3 Cf. BhG 18.62.
884 KaU 4.1: paraici khani vyatrnat svayambhils tasmat pardn pasyati nantaratman kasciddhirah
pratyagaymanam aiksad avrttacaksur amrtatvam icchan.
85 KaU 5.12: eko vasi sarvabhitantaratma ekam bijam bahudha yah karoti tamatmastham
ye’nupasyanti dhiras tesam sukham sasvatam netaresam.
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‘imperishable’ (aksara) as the source and destination of ‘diverse things’.**® However,
rather than an abstract concept like Yajflavalkya’s aksarain BU 3.8, MuU 2.1.2
suggests that aksara is encompassed by a ‘divine Person’ with no visible form (divyo
amilrtah purusah), who is ‘both within and without, unborn, without breath or mind;...
radiant, and farther than the farthest imperishable’.*®” That ‘divine Person’ is the source

2888

of the human form, of ‘the earth that bears everything’***, and of the gods themselves.**

»890

The whole universe ‘is simply that Person’™", who is ‘the creator, the Lord,... the womb

of brahman’,*”' worshipped by the wise.*””> In MuU 1.2.11, the ‘immortal Person’ (amrta
purusa) is identified with the ‘immutable atman’ (avyaya atma) as a post-mortem
destination for those who live a life of penance and faith in the wilderness.*”
Knowledge of brahman here leads to understanding of ‘that Person, the true, the
imperishable’®, and, in MuU 3.2.8, the ‘knower’ reaches ‘the heavenly Person, beyond
the very highest’.*” Although MuU 3.2.9 then speaks of this heavenly Person as the
‘highest brahman’, this could again easily be interpreted as simply telling us that the

purusa divyais the ultimate principle.**

Much of the MuU, therefore, appears to identify a personified and deified ultimate
principle, though nowhere is he named.*”’ Yet, as we have seen elsewhere, the
relationship between this divine purusa and concepts such as atman and brahman is not

entirely clear. In places, the MuU appears to identify the ultimate principle as brahman,

86 MuU 2.1.1: ... tathaksarad vividhah... bhavah prajayante tatra caivapi yanti.

%7 MuU 2.1.2: divyo hy amilrtah purusah sa bahyabhyantaro hy ajah aprano hy amanah subhro
aksarat paratah parah.

88 MuU 2.1.3: etasmajjayate prano manah sarvendriyani ca kham vayur jyotir apah prthivi
visvasya dharini.

9 MuU 2.1.7: tasmacca deva bahudha...

90 MuU 2.1.10: purusa evedam visvam. ..

¥ MuU 3.1.3: ... kartaram isam purusam brahmayonim ...

%2 MuU 3.2.1: upasate purusam... dhirah.

%3 MuU 1.2.11: tapah sraddhe ye hy upavasanty aranye $anta vidvamso bhaiksacaryam carantah
sirya dvarena te virajah prayanti yatramrtah sa puruso hy avyayatma.

94 MuU 1.2.13: tasmai sa vidvan upasanndya samyak prasinta cittaya samanvitaya yenaksaram
purusam veda satyam provaca tam tattvato brahmavidyam.

¥ MuU 3.2.8: ... vidvan... parar param purusam upaiti divyam.

%6 MuU 3.2.9: sa yo ha vai tat paramam brahma veda brahmaiva bhavati. ..

%7 Johnston (1937:52) has argued that the description of the divine purusa as ‘without breath or
mind’ (aprana and amanas) in MuU 2.1.2 denies him a role as an animating principle, even
though he is clearly a creator.
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as in the bow and arrow metaphor of MuU 2.2.4, where atman is the arrow sent by the
bow (OM) to the target of brahman®®®, while MuU 2.2.5, recalling the metaphor of
Gargt’s challenge to Yajfiavalkya in BU 3.6, suggests that ‘the earth, intermediate
region, and sky, the mind, together with all breaths’ are ‘woven’ on arman.*”® However,
the juxtaposition throughout the MuU of brahman with purusa reflects, as Cohen notes,
the similar juxtaposition of the two in the SU, save only that the SU even more clearly

deifies its purusa, to the point of giving it a name.””

Finally in this section, we should consider the short IU, which is also sometimes
interpreted theistically.””' It is unique among the Upanisads, as the only one found
within one of the Vedic Samhitas, being the final chapter (chapter 40) of the Vajasaneyi
Samhita of the White YV°**, and shares a number of its eighteen verses with its fellow
Upanisad of the White YV, the BU.”” In the opening of the IU, the ultimate principle is

given the designation ‘7S, usually translated as ‘the lord’ (though Radhakrishnan

unequivocally translates it as ‘God’), by which the whole world is said to be ‘dwelt in’,

9% MuU 2.2.4: pranavo dhanuh saro hy atma brahma tal laksyam ucyate... See Cohen 2008:183-
191 on the question of the heterogeneity of the MuU.

%9 MuU 2.2.5: yasmin dyauh prthivi cantariksam otam manah saha pranaisca sarvaih tam
evaikam janatha atmanam. ..

% Cohen 2008:181. See further below.

%! See, e.g., Radhakrishnan 1953:567-578.

22 However, mindful of the ‘fuzziness’ of boundaries between classes of Vedic composition,
this does not necessarily tell us much about its age in relation to the other Upanisads. Its
metrical form and some of the ideas which it expresses strongly suggest that it should be dated
in the middle of the Upanisadic period, perhaps roughly contemporary with the KaU and SU.
Thieme (1965:97) argues that the IU is ‘heading for’ the ideas of the KaU, but implies that it has
not reached them and so is likely to be of earlier origin. Roebuck (2003:390), noting also some
correspondences with the SU, prefers ‘the earlier date’, though it is not clear whether by this she
means roughly contemporaneous with the BU or simply earlier than the SU. Cohen (2008:287)
puts it as the earliest of the verse Upanisads, pre-dating the KeU as well as the KaU and SU. See
also Olivelle 1998a:405.

%% The many cross-references between this short text and other texts are noteworthy. IU 9 and 3
appear as BU 4.4.10 and 11, where they feature in a section preceded by the words tadefe sloka
bhavanti - implying at first sight that the BU may be quoting the IU, where the verses appear to
fit more cohesively into the text. However, it seems more likely either that the BU and TU both
derive these verses from a common third source, or that the BU does quote the TU, but that the
verses in question are a late interpolation into the BU. (Cohen 2008:162). The final four verses
of the TU, 15-18, also appear in the BU (at BU 5.15.1-4). Not structurally cohesive with the
remainder of the TU, they also seem somewhat isolated in the BU. TU 17 also appears as SB
14.8.3.1 and TU 18 as RV1.189.1, and it again seems likely that these verses in this particular
combination may come from one or more third sources. IU 5 and 6 have direct correlations in
the BhG, and TU10 appears almost verbatim as the final part of KeU1.3.
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‘enveloped’, ‘pervaded’, or perhaps even ‘perfumed’.”” As Gonda has explored
extensively, is, and cognate terms such as iSvara and isana, feature prominently in Vedic
texts, especially in the Upanisads, as well as in the BhG, often with connotations of
temporal power or ‘lordship’.””” However, although the use of is gives us a clearly
personified view of the ultimate principle, there is little in the U, aside possibly from
the prayers in IU 15-18 (which are not consistent in style with the remainder of the text)
to suggest that is'should be treated as a deity, despite Radhakrishnan’s strong assertion
that it is a reference to ‘the cosmic Lord’.”*® Surprisingly too, despite the apparently
clear identification of a personal ultimate principle in IU 1, the term 7§ does not feature

again in the IU.

In IU 4, the ultimate principle is referred to more neutrally as ‘the one’ (fad ekam), a
usage noted already in RV 10.129.2.*”" The IU then invokes some of the Upanisads’
most intriguing use of paradox to emphasise the ultimate indescribability of ‘ tad ekam’,
which is said to be ‘not moving’ yet ‘swifter than the mind’, ‘standing’, yet outpacing

‘others who run’, ‘far away’ yet ‘near at hand’, and ‘within this whole world’ yet ‘also

Y 1U 1: isavasyam idam sarvam. ..

% Gonda 1965a passim. This relationship between the socio-political and religious worlds in
the Vedic period is the principal theme of Proferes 2007: as he sums up his arguments
(2007:152) “... it is reasonable to conclude that certain themes characteristic of the speculative
mysticism of the early Upanisads were developed directly from motifs central to the ideal of
kingship in the earlier Vedic period.’

%6 Radhakrishnan 1953:567. See also Deussen 1897[1980]:547. TU 1 contains a linguistic
curiosity in the use of the future passive participle form ‘4vasyam’- which, taken literally,
means that the whole world is fo be, or perhaps should be, pervaded by isa, suggesting a rather
less dogmatic slant than a statement of present, or even eternal, pervasion. Translators have
differed in their approach to this, some interpreting it as if in the present tense (e.g.
Radhakrishnan’s ... all this... is enveloped by God’), some retaining the future sense (e.g.
Olivelle’s “This whole world is to be dwelt in by the Lord’), and others looking for a more
subtle gloss (e.g. Hume’s ‘By the Lord enveloped must this all be.”). Those, such as Olivelle
and Roebuck, who maintain the future sense do not appear to attribute any great significance to
it, even though one might have expected the text to make a more assertive statement of existing
pervasion, especially if one accepts a relatively late date for the TU and/or a theistic
understanding of isa. While the use of the future tense may simply serve a metrical purpose, it
may also carry a hint of uncertainty or an element of speculation. See also Roebuck’s
observations at 2003:390 and her ‘rather desperate compromise’ of ‘must be pervaded’.

%7 See Chapter 2.

223
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



outside this whole world’.””® As Brereton sums up this use of paradox, which he

describes as a ‘central strategy’ of the TU**:

‘In some way, the One is beyond time and space, and yet is also within the world
as the source of everything. Timelessness and time, perfection and movement -

these only appear to be opposites, for in actuality, the One is all of them.”*"

This description of the One is much more redolent of an abstract form of ultimate
principle than of a personified deity. Its quality of all-pervasiveness might suggest an

911

equation with brahman as it is presented in other Upanisads™ ', though Thieme is equally

assertive’'” that it equates to what van Buitenen refers to as the ‘large’ or ‘macrocosmic’

atman’°"

, which is nevertheless described in BU 2.5.15 in personal terms as ‘the lord
[adhipati] and king of all beings’.”"* Thieme’s assertion is supported by IU 6, which
asserts that ‘when a man sees all beings within his very self (2¢man), and his self within

all beings, it will not seek to hide from him’®"

, the reasonable and logical assumption
being that ‘it’ must refer here to the afman seen within all beings. Brahman, on the other

hand, is not mentioned at all in the TU.

The prayers of IU 15-18, particularly the invocation of Ptisan in IU15 to uncover the
‘face of truth’ (satyasya... mukham... apavrnu) bring us back into the realm of
theism.”'® However, there is no real suggestion that the Plisan of TU 15-18 is the is of IU
1, nor that Ptisan, a relatively minor Vedic deity, is to be considered as any form of

ultimate principle (he is referred to in IU 16 as ‘son of Prajapati’ (prajapatya vyiiha)).

Y% 1U 4: anejadekam manaso javiyo nainaddeva apnuvanpiirvamarsat taddhavato ‘nyanatyeti
tisthat tasminnapo matarisva dadhati, TU 5: tadejati tannaijati taddare tadvadantike tadantarasya
sarvasya tadu sarvasyasya bahyatah.

%% Brereton 1990:130.

*19 Brereton 1990:131.

I Cf., e.g., BU 1.4.10: ‘In the beginning this world was only brahman.’ (brahma va idam agra
asit...). In relation to the TU, Cohen (2008:160) states unequivocally that ‘The term is, in this
text refers to brahman...’, though without providing any evidence to support her statement, and
her discussion of brahman in the text proceeds on this questionable basis.

°> Thieme 1965:89.

> Van Buitenen 1964.

1 BU 2.5.15: sa va ayam atma sarvesam bhitanam adhipatih sarvesam bhitanam raja. ..

*1U 6: yastu sarvani bhiitani atmanyevanupasyati sarvabhiltesu catmanam tato na vijugupsate.
Cf. BhG 6.30.

%1% This may also be a reference to the pravargyaritual, prayers for use in which are contained in
the chapters of the Vajasaneyi Samhita immediately preceding the TU.
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Accordingly, even though the use of the word is clearly suggests a personifised form of
ultimate principle, and lends itself easily to interpretation as a personified deity, I agree
with Thieme that the remainder of the text, and the text’s close relationship with the BU,
together suggest that the is which dwells in the whole world is in fact better thought of,

as in BU 2.5.15, as the ‘macrocosmic’ atman.

5.4  ‘Thinking Class Theism’*"” - God in the SU

Having seen that all of the other later Upanisads to some degree personify and/or deify
the ultimate principle, I move now to the most overtly theistic of them, the SU. Deussen

considered the SU ‘brimful of contradictions’®'®

, and Belvalkar and Ranade saw it as
containing ‘... a conglomeration of various original and borrowed ideas’.”"” More recent
commentators, such as Olivelle and Cohen, describe it as ‘... somewhat chaotic...
because it seeks to integrate numerous and divergent cosmologies and theologies into its

religious doctrine’**

and, more succinctly, ‘... a highly complex text, full of
contradictions’.””" As Cohen rightly notes, there has historically been a tendency to
emphasise the heterogeneity of the SU, then to attempt to read it homogeneously.*? It
contains many quotations from earlier Vedic texts, no doubt in an effort to give
authority to its teachings, and also perhaps, as Hauschild suggests, to emphasise the
personal nature of the highest God which it describes. However, those quotations are

frequently given original interpretations.””® The name ‘Svetasvatara’, meaning ‘he with

the white mule’, appears to identify the text’s author, or at least an individual who was

°'" T have borrowed this title from Morton Smith’s 1975 article on the SU.
18 Deussen [1899] 1906:178.
1% Belvalkar and Ranade 1927(2):119.
29 Olivelle 1998a:413.
2! Cohen 1998:150. Oberlies (1988:59), however, argues that it is ‘by and large, a uniform text’.
% Cohen 1998:151.
%2> Hauschild 1927:86. See also Olivelle 1998a:413 and Salomon 1986:170-1. Gonda (1970:19)
argues that ‘It is the author’s main endeavour to establish the existence of this Highest Being’
through selective re-interpretation of earlier Vedic passages. Oberlies, who considers the BhG to
have pre-dated the SU, has identified over 25% of the SU as quotations from earlier texts
(1988:35).
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the source of its teachings (‘through the grace of God’***), but nothing further is known

about him, and the SU is not set in a narrative framework.””’

Perhaps because of its complexity and/or the apparent radicalism of its main premise
about the ultimate principle, the SU has been one of the more closely studied of the later
Upanisads. It has been analysed in some detail in Hauschild 1927, Johnston 1930, Kunst
1968, Smith 1975, Salomon 1986, Cohen 1998, and Cohen 2008, as well as by Oberlies
in a series of works from 1988 onwards, leading to a so-called ‘critical edition’ in
instalments from 1995 to 1998.°* Its perceived radicalism lies in its clear putting
forward of a personified deity as the ultimate principle: its promotion of ‘... an
emphatically theistic philosophy’.”” In the received version of the SU, that deity is
Rudra/Siva. While Cohen has argued that the identification of Rudra as the ‘one God’ of
the SU is only made in stanzas which appear, linguistically and metrically, to be later
interpolations, she readily acknowledges that that does not detract from the fact that the
SU is “a theistic text throughout’.”*® As Hauschild emphasises, however, the SU’s clear
and emphatic positing of a personified God as ultimate principle does not prevent the
functions of that God sometimes becoming confused with those of a more abstract

brahman.’®

The SU, at least arguably, opens with a question similar to that beyond which Gargi was
warned by Yajfiavalkya in BU 3.6 not to ask, namely ‘What is the cause of
brahman? > It then puts forward, and immediately rejects, time (ka/a), inherent nature

(svabhava), necessity (niyati), chance (yadrccha), the elements (bhitani), the source of

924 SU 6.21: tapah prabhiavaddevaprasadicca brahma ha svetasvataro’tha vidvan. .. SU 6.23 also
contains one of the earliest recorded uses of the word bhakti (Gonda 1970:21).

%25 Cohen (2018c:18) notes both Witzel’s reference to a Svetasvatara sikha in the Caranavyiiha,
suggesting that Svetasvatara may have been the name of a branch of Vedic transmission rather
than of an individual, and Hauer’s dismissal of that suggestion as a ‘late Indian fiction’.

%26 See Olivelle’s comments on Oberlies” sources at 1998a:xv n.2, and his general observations
on so-called ‘critical editions’ of Upanisads in 1998b passim.

%27 Salomon 1986:165.

%28 Cohen 2008:213. Cohen (1998:174) argues that the original deity of the SU was in fact
arman.

2 E.g. in SU 1.7. See Hauschild 1927:85.

0 SU 1.1. kim karanam brahma has been translated in this way by Olivelle, but, as he and
others have noted, is susceptible of other translations. Hume and Radhakrishnan both choose:
‘What is the cause? Brahma(n)?’, though Hume notes other possibilities, including ‘Is Brahma
the cause?’, “What sort of cause is Brahma?’ “What is the cause? What is Brahma?’.
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birth (or womb) (yoni), and the ‘person’ (purusa), or any combination thereof, as all
being subordinate to arman. It then apparently rejects afman too as being itself subject to

pleasure and pain.”*' In SU 6.1, the text answers its own question:

‘Some wise men say it is inherent nature, while others say it is time - all totally
deluded. It is rather the greatness of God present in the world by means of which

this wheel of brahman goes around’.”*

God is the ‘one alone’ who ‘governs all those causes, from time to self’, and who ‘rules
over both the perishable and the... dtman’.”> Like brahman, therefore, atman is
specifically denied as the ultimate principle, and, impliedly at least, God is considered
imperishable (aksara), a term which we have seen used of the ultimate principle
elsewhere in the Upanisads and which is specifically used of ‘the Benign One’ (siva) in
SU 4.18. In SU 6.18, it is God ‘who at first created the brahman and delivered to him

the Vedas; who manifests by his own intelligence’ in whom one should seek refuge.”*

Each of the key functions of the ultimate principle is ascribed to this one God. His
creative power is acknowledged as ‘the maker of all’ (visvakarman) in SU 4.17; he is
‘the source and origin of the gods’ (devanam prabhavascodbhavasca) in SU 3.4, and
‘the creator of all’ (visvakr?) in SU 6.16, where he is also described as ‘his own source
of birth’ (atmayonih).”* His sustaining power is emphasised in, e.g., SU 3.2, where he
‘stands as the protector’ of all beings’*®; his animating power is made clear in SU 4.10,

where the ‘great Lord’ (mahesvara), identified as God in SU 4.11, is described as the

1 SU 1.2: kalah svabhavo niyatiryadrccha bhiitani yonih puruseti cintyam samyoga esam na
tvatmabhavadatmapyaniSah sukhaduhkhahetoh. 1t would make sense here to interpret atman as
the physical body, which is clearly subject to pleasure and pain, though doing so gives the
physical body an unusually high place in the search for the ultimate principle.
2 SU 6.1: svabhavam eke kavayo vadanti kalam tathinye parimuhyamainah devasyaisa mahima
tu loke yenedam bhramyate brahmacakram.
33 SU 1.10: ... ksaratmanavisate deva ekah. ...
34 SU 6.18: yo brahmanam vidadhati pirvam yo vai vedimsca prahinoti tasmai tam ha devam
atmabuddhiprakasam mumuksur vai Saranam aham prapadye.
%33 See also SU 5.14, where s7va (translated by Olivelle as the ‘Benign One’) is said to have
produced ‘both the creation and its constituent parts’ (kala sarga karam - see the note at
Radhakrishnan 1953:742). See below for a discussion of whether “s7va’ in the SU should be
taken as a proper name.
%3¢ SU 3.2: eko hi rudro na dvitiyaya tasthur ya iman lokan isata isanibhih pratyan janan tisthati
saficukocanta kale samsrjya visva bhuvanani gopah.
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‘illusionist’ (mayi), who controls the manifest world (referred to here as both maya and
prakrti).””’ In addition, his salvific power is made clear in several places, as, for
example, in SU 6.16, where he is ‘the cause of liberation from... bondage to the rebirth
cycle’ (samsara moksa stithi bandha hetuh). SU 3.2, 6.10 and 6.11 all emphasise his
uniqueness, as the ‘one God’ (eka devah) who, in SU 4.18, existed before both the
existent (saf) and the non-existent (asaf).””® He therefore meets the essential qualities of
the ultimate principle which I have set out in Chapter 2. That this was important for the
compilers of the SU appears from the text’s opening stanza, which questions creation,
sustenance and governance: ‘By what do we live? On what are we established?
Governed by whom... do we live in pleasure and in pain...?".** It is by the grace of this

one God that Svetasvatara came to know brahman.’*’

The God of the SU is clearly intended to be seen as a personified deity: ‘He was born
the first, yet he remains within the womb. He it is, who was born; he, who will be born.
His face everywhere, he stands turning west towards men.”**' In SU 3.8 to 3.15, he is
described as ‘that immense Person, having the colour of the sun and beyond
darkness’***, by whom ‘This whole world is filled’**, ‘who resides deep in the heart of

»944

all beings, and who pervades everything’™", yet paradoxically is ‘the size of a thumb’

(angusthamatra), a description also used of purusain the KaU.**

And, although purusa
is denied as the ultimate principle in SU 1.2, the word purusa goes on to feature

prominently in the SU’s many descriptions of God. This re-inforces the personified

%7 SU 4.10: mayam tu prakrtim viddhimayinam tu mahesvaram tasyavayavabhiitaistu vyaptam
sarvamidam jagat.

%38 SU 4.18: yada tamas tan na diva na ratrir na san na casacchiva eva kevalah.

%9 SU 1.1: ... jivama kena kva ca sampratisthah adhistitah kena sukhetaresu vartamahe...
vyavastham.

% Here again perhaps meaning the ‘formulation’ of the ultimate principle. Cf. KaU 2.23, where
the ‘immense, all pervading self” (mahantam vibhumatmanam) ‘cannot be grasped by teachings
or by intelligence, or even by great learning’: only the person chosen by the self ‘as his own’
can grasp him (nayamatma pravacanena labhyo na medhaya na bahuna srutena yamevaisa
vrmute tena labhyas tasyaisa atma vivrnute taniim svam), suggesting here too that true
knowledge of the self is the result of some form of grace.

%1 SU 2.16: esa ha devah pradiso nu sarvah piirvo ha jatah sa u garbhe antah sa eva jatah sa
Jjanisyamanah pratyan janamstisthati sarvatomukhah.

%2 QU 3.8: ... etam purusam mahintam adityavarnam tamasah parastat. ..

3 SU 3.9: ... tene 'dam pitrnam purusena sarvam.

%4 QU 3.11: ... sarvabhiitaguhasayah sarvavyapi...

%5 QU 3.13: ... jananam hrdaye sannivistah. Cf. KaU 6.17. See also PU 3.6.
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nature of the SU’s God, as well as lending force to the suggestion that the purusa of the
probably broadly contemporaneous KaU and MuU**® might indeed have been intended

to refer to a personified deity.

In SU 3.2 and 3.4, the one God is identified as Rudra, the ‘great seer’ (mnaharsi), who is
‘source and origin of the gods and the ruler over them all’.”*’ Rudra was equated with
purusa, possibly the ‘cosmic’ purusa of RV 10.90, in Taittirlya Aranyaka 10.16.1 and
10.17.1°*, but is generally a ‘dangerous and marginal figure in earlier Vedic texts’.”* In
the SU, however, he is ‘higher than brahman’ and ‘the immense one hidden in all
beings... who alone encompasses the whole universe’. It is knowledge of him as the
Lord which leads to immortality.” The SU also uses the word siva in a number of
places (e.g. 3.11, 4.14, 4.16, 4.18, 5.14), which, given the later associations between
Siva and Rudra, has led to debate about whether this should be taken as a proper name
or simply as descriptive (meaning the ‘kindly’ (Hume), ‘auspicious’ (Radhakrishnan),
or ‘benign’ (Olivelle) one). Olivelle’s view is that ‘the term s7va at this time is probably
just an epithet rather than another name for Rudra’®'; Salomon, on the other hand,
argues persuasively that it is justified to interpret these references as a proper name, on
the basis both of the general theistic tone of the SU and the text’s use of other terms
which also later became specific names of the deity Siva, such as hara and isana. He
notes in particular the use of the word siva in the phrase ‘siva eva kevalal’ in SU 4.18,
where he suggests that the absence of any accompanying noun makes an adjectival

interpretation less likely. **

%4 See note 95 in relation to controversies over the dating of the SU.

78U 3.2: eko hi rudro...; SU 3.4: yo devanam prabhavas codbhavas ca visvadhipo rudro
maharsih. . ..

% Gonda 1970:20.

9 Cohen 2008:224.

0 SU 3.7: tatah param brahmaparam brhantam yathanikayam sarvabhiitesu giidham
visvasyaikam parivestitaramisam tam jiaatvamrta bhavanti. Radhakrishnan and Hume both
translate the opening words of this stanza ‘Higher than this is brahma/n], the supreme...’, but
that seems inconsistent with the notion of God as the ‘one alone’ who governs all causes in SU
1.3 and of ‘the greatness of God” as the means by which the ‘wheel of brahman’ turns in SU 6.1.
»! Olivelle 1998a:621, a view supported by Hume, Deussen and Radhakrishnan.

2 Salomon 1986:174, a view supported (with reservations) by Hauschild. Whether Aara in the
SU should be interpreted as a name of Rudra/Siva has also been a matter of debate. Rau and
Oberlies both prefer to read it as a neuter noun - Aaras - which Rau translates as ‘Glut’ (‘glow’).
See Cohen 1998:172 and 2008:245 and Olivelle 1998a:617.
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Both Deussen and Gonda have questioned whether the rise of Rudra in the SU, and the
SU’s theism generally, can be traced to what Deussen calls ‘ancient Vedic
polytheism’.”>® Their doubits rest largely on the ground that the most commonly used
word for a deity in early Vedic texts was deva, whereas, in later texts such as the SU,
deva was frequently supplanted by 7Svara, or other nominal derivatives of the root Vs>
Gonda, however, has clearly demonstrated that, not only is the God of the SU referred
to as ‘deva ekah’ in SU 1.10, as both ‘deva’ and ‘isana’ in SU 4.11, and as ‘tam
i$varinam paramam mahesvaram tam devatanam paramam ca daivatant in SU 6.7, but
that derivatives of Vis, notably isana, also appear frequently in the early Vedic texts and
are applied there to individual deities, including Rudra, as well as to Indra and Prajapati.
Deva s also used to refer to ‘the primeval one’ (purana) in KaU 2.12. Both deva and the

derivatives of Vis accordingly appear throughout the timespan of Vedic texts.’>

Gonda prefers, therefore, to see the theistic approach to the ultimate principle of the SU
as deriving from a trend towards discovering the ‘principle immanent’ in all the
‘departmental deities’ coming into conjunction with the rise of the idea of the immanent
brahman as the ultimate principle.”® In his view, the SU represents ‘an important
attempt at harmonizing in a great synthesis the main themes and theories connected with
the divine essence underlying the phenomenal world - Purusa, Brahman, Prajapati etc.’
through the identification of a ‘personal god who is the creator, preserver and destroyer
of all phenomenal existence’.”’ I believe that this argument is broadly correct: that, as I
have shown in this Chapter, the Upanisads never lost a hint of ‘old Vedic’ theism and
maintained the idea of a personified form of ultimate principle, and that the SU is the
Upanisadic high point, even if not wholly successful, of the attempt to synthesise that
theistic worldview with the more abstract forms of the ultimate principle which had

developed in the early Upanisads.*®

33 Deussen [1899] 1906:173.

%% As noted in Chapter 4 and above, the word devarais used as a synonym for satin CU 6. See
also the discussion above with regard to the is of the IU.

> See Gonda 1965a:140ff. for a detailed discussion of this.

** Gonda 1965a:137.

*7 Gonda 1970:20.

%8 Though Pflueger’s statement (2010:764) that, in the SU, ‘personal and abstract conceptions
of divinity coalesce into... a single, supreme, gracious, personal, god’ rather overplays the
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Although the precise identity of the ‘deva ekah’ of the SU is of less relevance to my
study - it is the fact of there being ‘one God’, with personality, as an ultimate principle
which is the real source of interest - it is worth exploring briefly why this theistic
ultimate principle should be identified as Rudra. As we have seen, Rudra is a

»959

‘...marginal figure in earlier Vedic texts’, a malevolent and destructive deity with

only five hymns of the RV specifically dedicated to him*®, though described in RV

%! He features a little more

2.33.9 as ‘lord of the universe’ (iSanadasya bhuvanasya).
prominently in the early YV literature, especially in the pravargya section of the
agnicayana ritual in which the sacrifice is implicity identified with Rudra, and in the
Taittiriya Aranyaka, where he is identified with the universe (3.11) and with purusa
(6.11).° In SB 12.7.3.20, he is lord of animals, dwelling in the ‘dangerous’ north,
isolated and aloof.””® He makes two marginal appearances in the BU and one in the
PU’*, in each case together with other deities and in none with the attributes of the
ultimate principle. Gonda describes him as ‘... essentially... the divine representative of

the power of the uncultivated and unconquered, dangerous, unreliable, unpredictable,

hence much to be feared’, and sees him as the antagonist of the creative Prajapati.”®

The reasons for his appearance as the ‘one God’ of the SU are somewhat mysterious.
Cohen points out that he in fact appears only thirteen times, often in quotations from
earlier texts or in corrupt metre,”®® and her suggestion that the identification of Rudra as
the ‘one God’ of the SU is possibly a later interpretation based on interpolated stanzas
and a later interpretation of words such as ‘siva’, ‘hara’ and ‘mahesvara’ is
persuasive.”” However, she also argues, as I do, that ‘the presence of Rudra in the SU...

is not a revolutionary new idea introduced in this Upanisad, but rather a development of

success of this attempted synthesis. Smith (1975:318) speaks of a ‘demand for some satisfactory
emotional theism’ in the final centuries BCE.

»? Cohen 2008:224.

%0 RV 1.43, 1.114, 2.33 and 7.46 to him alone and RV 6.74 to ‘Soma-Rudra’.

%! He is given the description ‘siva’ in RV 10.29.9.

%2 Cohen 2008:223-5.

%3 Gonda 1970:4.

% BU 1.4.11 and 2.2.2; PU 2.9.

% Gonda 1986:73.

%% Cohen 2008:225.

%7 Cohen 1998:166, 175; 2008:244. Smith (1975:318) argues that the reason for the appearance
of Rudra/Siva rather than any other deity may have been geographical.

231
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



pre-existing ideas prevalent in the milieu in which the SU was composed’.”*® Salomon
goes further, believing that the SU, at least in the form in which we now have it, sought
to legitimate an originally non-Vedic cult of Siva as a popular deity within Vedic
tradition.”® Oberlies, on the other hand, sees Rudra as an amalgamation of the ‘old’
Vedic Rudra and Agni, on the basis that most of the Vedic quotations in the SU derive
from the agnicayana ritual.””° One, perhaps rather speculative, possibility is that Rudra

became the supreme deity of the SU as a Saivite counter-weight to the Vaisnavite BhG.

One of Rudra’s best-known appearances in the RV, albeit not in a hymn dedicated to
him, is in RV 10.136, where he drinks ‘poison’ with the enigmatic long-haired proto-
ascetic, the kesin.””' It is perhaps significant, given the later associations of Siva with the
world of yoga”, that Rudra makes his primary Upanisadic appearance in an Upanisad
which specifically promotes the practice of yoga’”, so it is possible, although
conjectural, that Rudra became the ‘one God’ of the SU because of his connection with
the world of asceticism. SU 2.1 to 2.5, quoting the Taittiriya Samhita, laud Savitr, rather
than Rudra, but Hauschild has pointed out that all of the relevant stanzas begin with
forms of the verbal root \yuj which, he argues, suggests that the idea of yoga is more

important than the identity of Savitr, who makes only one other appearance in the SU."”

For all its theism, the SU has plenty to say about brahman and atman, though its ideas
about brahman and atman sometimes appear contradictory to its overarching theistic
viewpoint. This again clearly suggests that we are still in a transitional phase of
Upanisadic enquiry, in which these relationships have not been fully worked out, and
supports my argument that the theism of the SU represents a development of earlier
speculations rather than radical new dogma. In the SU, brahman is not one undivided

and indivisible entity, but is a triad, ‘oneself, the foundation and the imperishable’

%% Cohen 2008:231.

% Salomon 1986:170-1. Salomon uses the apparent correlations between SU 4.18 and RV
10.129 (see Chapter 2) to support this theory.

7% Oberlies 1988:59. Parpola 2016 analyses the possible etymologies of his name.

' RV 10.136.7: kest visasya patrena yad rudrépapibat sahd. ‘ Visa', literally ‘poison’, here is
often interpreted as referring to some form of hallucinogenic drug: see, e.g., Doniger O’Flaherty
1981:138; Jamison and Brereton (2014:1621) argue that it might be a reference to soma.

7> As witnessed by many of the textual extracts in Mallinson and Singleton 2017.

73 SU 2.8-15.

™ Hauschild 1927:84.
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(svapratisthaksara)’”, which Olivelle, following Rau, identifies as ‘the arman, prakrti

15977’ and

and God’?’®, Hume as ‘the world, the individual soul and the cosmic sou
Radhakrishnan as ‘the individual soul, the world and the cosmic lord’.’” Knowledge of
the distinction between these three components of brahman is what leads to freedom
from rebirth’”, though it is unclear how the God who, in SU 6.1, controls brahman can
also be only one part of brahman. Atman in the SU is also complex. It is to be perceived

as ‘distinct from the impeller’ (preritr)’™

, 1.e. God, but is also used in compound forms
as another name for God - as the ‘immense Self” (mahatman) it is ‘the God, the maker
of all’ (devo visvakarman) in SU 4.17 and the creative and destructive sovereign of the
whole world in SU 5.3%*', and, as the ‘inner self of all beings’ (sarvabhiitantaratman), is
‘The one God... pervading the universe... the overseer of the work... the witness, the

spectator, alone, devoid of qualities” in SU 6.11.7%2

Despite the triadic nature of brahman, the SU repeatedly emphasises that its god,
whether or not originally Rudra/Siva, is ‘one’ (eka). He is the sole creator, sustainer and
controller of the universe, as well as the source of salvation, and meets both Gonda’s
defining criterion of uniqueness and my working definition of the ultimate principle.
However, this does not mean that the SU is as out on a limb as sometimes presented,
particularly by those, such as Deussen, who try to find a single, consistent philosophy in
the Upanisads as a whole. Rather, as Gonda has suggested, in attempting to identify the
single entity, power, or principle which creates, animates, supports and sustains all of
existence, the SU draws both on the ‘old Vedic’ theistic ideas and on the notion of a
personified ultimate principle. Although often somewhat in the background, both of
these ideas have remained present throughout Upanisadic thought: the SU develops

them in the more overtly theistic environment of its age, while at the same time

7> SU1.7.

76 Olivelle 1998a:616.

77 Hume 1921:395.

°7% Radhakrishnan 1953:714.

" SU 1.7: ... atrantaram brahmavido 'viditva lina brahmani tatpard yonimuktah.

% SU 1.6.

%! Cohen (2008:220) has rightly noted the similarities in basic idea between the notion of atman
as creator of the world in SU 5.3 and the world-creating atman of BU 1.4.1 and AU 1.1.

%2 QU 6.11: eko devah sarvabhiitesu giidhah sarvavyapi sarvabhitantaratma karmadhyaksah
sarvabhiitadhivasah saksi ceta kevalo nirgunasca.
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demonstrating a clear awareness of the more abstract ideas of the ultimate principle,
such as atman and brahman, which are the hallmark of the Upanisadic quest more
broadly. As commentators such as Olivelle and Cohen have noted”®, this synthesis is
less than entirely successful, and, despite its clear overarching theism, the SU retains
enough ambiguity to suggest that it is still part of the Upanisadic search for the ultimate

principle.

5.5 The Upanisads and Samkhya

Finally in this Chapter, I turn back briefly to the relationship between the later
Upanisads and Samkhya. The later Upanisads, especially the KaU and SU, frame their
exploration of the ultimate principle in a quasi-scientific cosmology, more broadly in
line with that of the classical form of Samkhya philosophy, as reflected in I§varakrsna’s
Samkhyakarika, which dates from perhaps 300 to 500 CE®*, than that which generally
prevailed in the early Upanisads. For example, much of the terminology used in the
KaU’s analysis of reality is highly redolent of classical Samkhya: the hierarchical
presentation of elements in KaU 3.10-11 shows a degree of correspondence with the
tattvas of classical Samkhya, with purusa appearing as the ultimate principle above the
arma mahan.’® This has led some to argue that the later Upanisads in fact reflect a view
of the world close to that of Samkhya; indeed, Johnston goes so far as to argue that the
categories of Samkhya are assumed in KaU 3-6.”* Others are, in my view rightly, more
circumspect: Cohen simply notes the emergence in the KaU of ‘some individual proto-

Samkhya terms and concepts’,”®” and Olivelle that ‘The ideas and terminology of this

3 See notes 920 and 921 above.

%4 Larson 1979:252.

> Although atman is not a classical Samkhya term of art, Larson (1979:97-98) has argued that
the atma mahan here potentially incorporates the Samkhya notion of ahamkara, a term which
has been conspicuous by its absence in the early Upanisads, and he sees KaU 3.10-11 as
containing ‘clear reference to Samkhya terminology’.

¢ Johnston 1937:3.

%7 Cohen 2008:194.
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section of the KaU bear some resemblance to Samkhya...””™, without drawing any

further conclusions.”®

The term Samkhya itself is frequently translated as ‘enumeration’. Classical Samkhya is
renowned, amongst other things, for its analysis of the material world as a
developmental progression from undifferentiated materiality, millaprakrti, through a
series of ‘evolutes’, or faftvas, constantly modified and directed by the three gunas,
sattva (light, goodness), rajas (motion, passion), and famas (heaviness, darkness).
Classical Samkhya also insists on the absolute separation of the material realm of prakrti
from the inactive individual purusa, or pure consciousness, and recognises no single
ultimate principle: while, at the material level, it recognises millaprakrti as an uncreated,
primordial materiality, the multiplicity of individual ‘selves’, purusah, are ‘neither

»990

created nor creative’” ", and are ontologically distinct from prakrti, whether in its

manifest (vyakta) or unmanifest (avyakta) form. Purusa

‘... does or adds nothing to the millaprakrti and its manifestations. It is simply
present in the world and sees or witnesses the modifications of the world... it is

not determined by the world. It is isolated or completely free...’.”"!

Neither millaprakrti nor purusa satisfies our criteria for being an ‘ultimate principle’.
Millaprakrti fails simply because of the recognition of purusa as a distinct ontological
principle, while purusa has no creative or sustaining function, and nor is it unique: at
least by the time of classical Samkhya, the idea that there exists a plurality of purusas,

rather than any single cosmic consciousness or spiritual principle, is well established.

%8 Olivelle 1998a:607.

%9 Given the relationship with Samkhya which we see later in the Yoga Siitra, dated by Maas
(2013:61) to between 300 and 500 CE, it is perhaps also not a coincidence that it is in the KaU
and SU that we see early expositions of a form of mental and sensory control, specifically called
yoga, put forward as a way either of obtaining knowledge of the ultimate principle or simply of
attaining brahman. BhG 8.8 also refers to paramam purusam divyam (‘the highest purusa, the
divine’) as being attainable through yoga. Cohen (2008:51) notes that ‘... it seems that specific
Samkhya terms, a Yoga-type theism, and meditation techniques associated with the later
developed Yoga system are attested in the same texts, and appear to have arisen in unison’, in
order to support her attempt to argue for a specifically Black YV origin for Samkhya and yoga.
% Samkhyakarika 3: na prakrtirna vikrtih purusah.

! Larson 1969:169.
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We cannot resort to God, for classical Samkhya acknowledges no single personified
god.”* As a result, finding a worldview akin to classical Samkhya in the later Upanisads
would represent a massive shift in orientation away from the search for a single ultimate

principle, which I argue is a consistent theme throughout the Upanisads as a whole.

However, Samkhya philosophy is accepted to be significantly older than the classical
form expounded in the Samkhyakarika, and numerous efforts have been made by
scholars to analyse its possible roots.””> While these scholars inevitably disagree in
certain areas, there is broad agreement among most of them (a) that a number of ideas
and motifs which later assumed importance in Samkhya can be found in Vedic texts,
including the early Upanisads™; (b) that these ideas appear to become more
systematised in the later Upanisads; but (c) that there is, in the later Upanisads, still no
authoritative presentation of a single Samkhya system.”” These conclusions are borne

out by an analysis of the way in which the Upanisads develop their view of the world

and of the ultimate principle which underpins that world.

We have seen already that several of the early Upanisadic speculations around the
ultimate principle took the form of a list, sometimes hierarchical, of elements. These
elements often appear similar to the taftvas of classical Samkhya, drawn from both the
natural world and the cosmic realm, but were one by one rejected as having the
necessary ultimate qualities.””® Examples include the ideas put forward by Balaki in BU

2.1 and the hierarchy presented by Sanatkumara to Narada in CU 7.1-15. Even earlier,

%2 Though see further below.

3 Larson (1969:15-70) summarises several of these attempts - those of Garbe, Dahlmann,
Oltramare, Oldenberg, Keith, Edgerton, Dasgupta, Johnston, Frauwallner, van Buitenen, Hauer,
Eliade, Chattopadhyaya and Bhattacharya. Johnston (1937:2) notes that Chinese sources suggest
that there may have been as many as eighteen different schools of early Samkhya.

%4 Johnston 1937 in particular analyses many of these ideas; see also van Buitenen 1957a and
1957b. Although Johnston says (1937:v) that he is not forming a theory and attempting to read it
into the texts, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that he is not entirely successful in this aim.
*» Johnston (1930:855) takes a somewhat different view, arguing for a pre-existing Samkhya
scheme which was partially adopted and modified in the Upanisads, rather than seeing the
Upanisads as putting forward unsystematised proto-Samkhya ideas, though he acknowledges
that there is no evidence to support this theory. See also Hume 1921:9. Conversely, Hiriyanna
(1993:267) is very cautious about finding the roots of Samkhya in the Upanisads.

%% In seeking to find an early Samkhya system in the Upanisads, Johnston (1937:20) points out
that, of the evolutes of prakstiin classical Samkhya, 17 appear in the later part of the BU.
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SB 10.1.3.4 had put forward a notion of the individual as made up of ten parts, five

mortal and five immortal. In the later Upanisads, SU 1.4-5 presents a view of the world:

‘as a wheel that is one-rimmed and threefold, with sixteen tips, fifty spokes, twenty
counter-spokes, and six sets of eight, whose single rope is of many forms; that

divides itself into three different paths... [;]

as a river whose waters are the five sense organs; whose fierce crocodiles are the
five sources of birth; whose waves are the five breaths; whose primal source is the
five types of perception; which has five whirlpools; whose rapid current is the five

types of sorrow; which divides itself in fifty ways; and which has five sections’®”’

within which wheel (‘of brahman’) ‘a goose keeps moving around. When he perceives

himself (atman) as distinct from the impeller, delighted by that knowledge he goes from
there to immortality.”®® The ‘impeller’ of the ‘wheel of brahman’, we are told in SU 6.1,
is not an individual purusa, but, rather, God.”” This presentation of the world, though in
content substantially different from the classical Samkhya presentation of the taffvas and
of an inactive purusa, as opposed to an active (‘impeller’) God, has been interpreted as a

form of proto-Samkhya, particularly in a detailed analysis in Johnston 1930.

We have also seen in Chapter 4 a Samkhya-like evolutionary approach to the
manifestation of the universe in CU 6.2-4. Here, sat emits heat, which emits water,
which emits food, and CU 6.4 contains a possible reference to an idea similar to that of
the gunas, in the red, white and black appearances of fire, the sun, the moon and

lightning, though both Johnston and van Buitenen have rightly counselled caution in

%7 SU 1.4: tamekanemim trvrtam sodasantam satardharam vimsatipratyarabhih astakaih
sadbhihvisvarupaikapasam trimargabhedam dvinimittaikamoham. SU 1.5: paficasroto’ mbum
paficayonyugravakram paficapranormim paficabuddhyadimiilam paficaravartam
paficaduhkhaughavegam parficasadbhedam paficaparvamadhimah.

8 SU 1.6: sarvajive sarvasamsthe brhante asminhamso bhrimyate brahmacakre prthagatmanam
preritaram ca matva justastatastenamrtatvameti. Olivelle (1998a:616) suggess that the ‘goose’
here ‘is a symbol of the individual soul’ moving through the cycles of death and rebirth.
According to Proferes (2007:111), the goose was a common symbol for the sun in the early
Vedic period. Either interpretation would potentially make sense here.

*9 SU 6.1: ... devasya esa mahima tu loke yena idam bhrimyate brahmacakram.
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reading into this the ‘traditional’ three colours of the gunas.'” A similar evolutionary
approach to creation occurs in AU 1.1, where the solitary afman, having decided to
create the worlds, sets in train an evolution of ‘the flood, the glittering specks, the
mortal and the waters’'*", before ‘drawing out’ man from the waters. From that man
came (a) a mouth, which in turn produced speech, which produced fire; (b) nostrils,
which in turn produced out-breath, which produced wind; (c) eyes, which in turn
produced sight, which produced the sun; (d) ears, which in turn produced hearing,
which produced the quarters; (e) skin, which in turn produced body hairs, which
produced plants and trees; (f) a heart, which in turn produced the mind, which produced
the moon; (g) a navel, which in turn produced the in-breath, which produced death; and
(h) a penis, which in turn produced semen, which (completing a paradoxical cycle)

produced the waters, from which the man had apparently been created in the first place.

The SU’s continual emphasis on its one god, and the KaU’s identification of a single
active personal form of purusa, possibly Visnu, present a very different philosophical
picture from the apparent atheism and multiple inactive purusas of classical Samkhya.
Not only does the SU repeatedly identify its ultimate principle as God, it frequently uses
the term purusa to describe that God.'*” SU 3.8, quoting the Vajasaneyi Samhita, talks
of ‘the immense purusa’, ‘having the colour of the sun and beyond darkness’'*”, which
fills the whole world, and ‘beyond whom there is nothing; beneath whom there is
nothing; smaller than whom there is nothing; larger than whom there is nothing’.'** It is

clear from SU 3.12 that this purusa, like the purusa of the KaU, is not one of the

199 Johnston 1937:16; van Buitenen 1957b:93. Although doubtful whether the traditional
colours of the gunas derive from CU 6, van Buitenen does not rule out a connection with the
general idea of the gunas, a view shared by Chakravarti (1951:11). See also SU 4.5, where the
same colours appear in the context of an unborn male goat - often interpreted as signifying
purusa - ‘covering’ an unborn female goat, often interpreted as prakrti. Van Buitenen
(1957b:89) has argued that this is a Samkhya ‘corrective’ to CU6, introducing a female principle
operating in conjunction with the male principle, rather than relying on the single sat.
'V AU 1.1.2: sa imamllokanasrjata ambho maricirmaramapah adho’mbhah parena divam. ..
1902 See, e.g., SU 3.8, 3.9, 3.12-15, and 3.19.
1903 SU 3.8: ... etam purusam mahantamadityavarnam tamasah parastat. ..
1004 SU 3.9: yasmatparam naparamasti kificityasmannaniyo na jyayo’sti kifcit. ..
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multiplicity of individual purusas of later Samkhya, but is the ‘immense Lord’ (mahan

prabhu), the creator, and the ruler over immortality'® - the one God of the SU.'*

It is important to note here that Bronkhorst and others have argued that Samkhya was
not always atheistic. Bronkhorst argues that Samkhya accepted (or, at least, did not
deny) the existence of a personified God, or iSvara, until as late as the end of the first
millennium CE, and only then became atheistic. As he points out, the fact that the
Samkhyakarika does not mention God does not amount to a denial of His existence.'"”
Bronkhorst interprets passages in the Yuktidipika and other texts which appear to deny
the existence of God as in fact recognising God as a form of ‘pure awareness’, though
he accepts that iSvara played a relatively minor role and was not a creator deity, at least
in some of the earlier formulations, with the result that he did not enjoy all the qualities
of an ultimate principle.'®® In his critical edition of, and commentary on, the SU,

1009

Hauschild also argues for an early theistic Samkhya ™", and arguments for some degree

of theism in early Samkhya have also been advanced by Johnston, who believes that

Samkhya went through a theistic phase'*"

, and by van Buitenen and Edgerton, both of
whom argue for an early theistic form of Samkhya.'”'" If these commentators are
correct, it would be wrong to deny a relationship between the later Upanisads and
Samkhya simply on the grounds that the later Upanisads posit a single, and possibly

theistic, view of the ultimate principle.

Nevertheless, although ‘many doctrines of the later classical systems are mentioned

either explicitly or implicitly’'”'* in the SU and KaU, in my view there remains

1905 §U 3.15: purusa evedam sarvam yadbhiitam yacca bhavyam utamrtatvasyesino...

1906 As Johnston (1937:53) acknowledges, purusa in the SU ‘is used in the cosmic sense of the
supreme deity’, except perhaps in SU 3.13 which he considers an interpolation.

197 Bronkhorst 1983:161.

1998 “No Samkhya texts of the first millennium deny God’s existence’... ‘more often than not,
they give us the impression that they accept God’s existence as a matter of course, but do not
accept His causal agency with respect to the world.” (Bronkhorst 1983:155) Cf. Yoga Sttra
1.24 where ‘the Lord’ (isvara) is described as ‘a special person’ (puriisavisesa).

1% Hauschild 1927:84.

%1% Johnston 1937:80-88.

""" Van Buitenen 1957a:19; Edgerton 1965:291.

112 L_arson 1979:102. Van Buitenen believes the SU to contain ‘the most modern upanisadic
affinities with the doctrine of classical Samkhya’ (1957a:22). Cohen lists a number of terms and
ideas which appear in the SU and have technical meanings in later Samkhya at 2008:215.
Olivelle (1998a:413) argues that the SU was ‘composed under the influence of both the
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sufficient discordance between Samkhya and the basic philosophical thrust of the later
Upanisads to call into question Johnston’s conclusions that his exegesis of the SU ...
demonstrates that the author of the Upanisad was fully acquainted with the Samkhya
conceptions of prakiti, its evolutes and the subordinate categories’''?, and that the SU
proves that, by the time of its composition, Samkhya ‘... had been regularly formulated
and put on a more philosophical basis by a school’.'”"* Chakravarti hits the nail on the

head when he stresses that the SU is an enquiry into brahman'®"

, in other words an
enquiry into the ultimate principle. Brahman, however interpreted, is not a classical
Samkhya term, and the answer(s) of the SU, and of the KaU, to that enquiry look very

different from a classical Samkhya worldview.

What I believe that we are in fact witnessing in the later Upanisads is the continuation
of the Upanisads’ ongoing speculative development of ideas about the nature of reality
and not the introduction of a new system of thought. This ongoing development takes
place in a shifting environment which supported both a more scientific approach to the
universe and a more theistic way of looking at ultimate reality. The shift from the earlier

Vedic cosmological scheme to the more ‘scientific’ way of analysing the universe

Samkhya-Yoga tradition and the emerging theistic tendencies’. Certainly, SU 6.13 uses the term
samkhyayoga as the means to comprehend ‘the cause’ as God (fatkaranam
samkhyayogadhigamyam jfiatva devam...), though Olivelle (1998a:628) refuses to express an
opinion on whether it is used with ‘the technical meaning of a system of thought’, or should
rather be translated simply as ‘the application of analysis’, and Larson (1979:101) neutrally
translates it as ‘discrimination and discipline’. The SU also contains an intriguing reference at
SU 5.2 to kapila rsi, which can easily, if tendentiously, be read as referring to the legendary
historical founder of the Samkhya system, or, as Hiriyanna (1993:267) and Radhakrishnan
(1953:738) prefer, simply be translated as ‘the red seer’, and gives us the first use of the
important Samkhya term ahamkara, at SU 5.8, translated by Olivelle as ‘self-consciousness’.
See van Buitenen 1957a for a detailed study of this term.

193 Johnston 1930:875.

1914 Johnston 1937:82. Chakravarti, in a rather confused argument, suggests that the SU attempts
to synthesize Samkhya and Vedanta, while Samkhya ‘at the time of the Katha... immerged from
the womb and at the age of the Sevt. Up. (sic)... was much more developed and most
probably... enjoyed a very wide popularity’ (1951:33-34.) Certainly, the use of the term maya
in SU 4.10, where it is directly equated with prakrti, has been used by some to argue that the SU
does indeed attempt to synthesise Samkhya and Advaita Vedanta, even though the latter too did
not exist as a developed system at this stage. (As well as by Chakravarti, this view is also taken
by Radhakrishnan at 1953:734). However, as with terms such as purusa and atman, we need to
be cautious about seeing maya as a term of art with the meaning which it had in later systematic
philosophy.

e SU 1.1
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which manifests in the later Upanisads and finds its fuller expression in Samkhya was
not an entirely radical departure, but rather was foreshadowed in places in the early
Upanisads. The later Upanisads’ more systematic way of analysing reality, like their
shift towards personifying and/or deifying the ultimate principle, were accordingly not
complete innovations. The idea that the world (and thence ultimate reality) could be
analysed through systematic ‘enumeration’ is neither particularly revolutionary, nor
unique to Samkhya: as Larson points out, a ‘movement towards definitive or normative
systematization’ appears to have been a common trend in Indian philosophical thought
at the time of the later Upanisads, manifesting, with different results, in the early forms
of the Nyaya and VaiSesika schools, as well as in Samkhya and the Buddhist
Abhidharma.'”'"® In a later article, Johnston backtracks on his earlier dogmatic ideas
about Samkhya in the later Upanisads, and argues only that the early Upanisads
‘provide the circle of ideas out of which the Samkhya system evolved’.'”"” Similarly,
Chakravarti argues that ‘Samkhya picked up its conceptions from the storehouse of the

51018

Upanisadic speculations’ ™°, and these rather more circumspect conclusions seem

broadly correct. [ am unconvinced by Johnston’s earlier argument for a pre-existing

Samkhya system which was adopted and modified in the Upanisads.'*"

In summary, while we do meet in the later Upanisads several terms, and the germs of a
number of ideas, which come to prominence in classical Samkhya, we should not
attempt to read into the KaU and SU an overall view of reality which corresponds in any
meaningful way to that of Samkhya, at least in its classical form. Rather, we see a
further step in the ongoing development of Upanisadic enquiry into the nature of reality,
which has taken a turn, following the examples of Uddalaka Aruni in CU 6 and
Sanatkumara in CU 7, towards a more scientific analysis of the constituent parts of the
manifest world and of human consciousness. This enumerative and evolutionary
approach may well have been an influence on early Samkhya thinkers, and may have

ultimately led to the idea of a material primal source, which came to be known as prakrti

1918 T arson 1979:95.
%" Johnston 1937:3.
'8 Chakravarti 1951:34.
19" Although he clearly expresses this view at 1930:855, he is less dogmatic about it in Johnston
1937, where he does, however, argue for the dominance of the Samkhya system in post-Vedic,
pre-systematic Indian thought (1937:1).
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or pradhina, akin to the sar of Uddalaka’s teachings. However, in the SU, that material
primal source still operates under the influence of a cosmic controller, the illusionist
God, and, so far as the ultimate principle is concerned, the later Upanisads in general
retain a monistic focus, so that their use of the term purusa does not sit easily with the
multiplicity of purusas of classical Samkhya. The ‘immense’ purusa of the SU is clearly
the one God, and, although Samkhya may not always have been the atheistic school
which it later became, I believe that it is stretching a point to see a systematic proto-
Samkhya in these texts. Rather, I argue that the purusa of the later Upanisads should be
read as reflecting the broader rise of theism and as indicating a personified, and in
places deified, form of the ultimate principle which, at this stage in the development of
ideas of the ultimate principle, still sits somewhat uneasily with the more abstract

notions of brahman and atman.

5.6 Concluding Observations

Although in the later Upanisads there is a general consensus that the ultimate principle
is monistic and all-pervading, in many cases, they present the ultimate principle as
having a wide range of characteristics and a variety of names. It is often far from clear
whether, even in the same Upanisad, those names are intended to be synonymous. What
the later Upanisads do however continue to demonstrate is the ongoing and continuing
development of Upanisadic enquiry into the ultimate principle. Their teachings are not
always on all fours with those of the early Upanisads, but they nevertheless remain
concerned with the same key questions about the nature of reality and the means of
understanding that reality. In their ongoing speculation, they develop a number of ideas
with roots in the earlier Upanisads in new ways, while at the same time introducing
ideas which, while not fully formed, influence later philosophical and religious ways of

looking at, and/or accessing knowledge of, the ultimate principle.

One of the most significant of these trends is the move towards identifying the ultimate
principle as a single, personified, deity. That this move happened at a time of greater
influence into the Upanisads from outside the Vedic tradition, in the broader religious

environment which also produced the BhG, and in a cosmological framework which
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favoured a more analytical view of the world, has led some to see it as a radical turning
point in the development of ideas of the ultimate principle. Others have attempted to
shoehorn it into their monolithic view of Upanisadic philosophy. I suggest that both of
these approaches are wrong. While Upanisadic theism reaches its highest expression in
the SU, the only Upanisad which unequivocally posits a personified deity as the
ultimate principle, and which occupies, as Salomon says, a special position ‘for its
unique promulgation of an emphatically theistic philosophy’'*’, I do not agree that the
theism of the SU makes it an ‘enfant terrible’, out on a limb from the general trend of
Upanisadic enquiry into the ultimate principle. Rather, as I have shown in this Chapter,
the idea of both personifying and deifying the ultimate principle was present in the
background in the early Upanisads, possibly as a legacy of the role both of the earlier
‘departmental deities’ and of the cosmic purusa of RV 10.90. Those early Upanisads
refer frequently to individual deities, and often describe the ultimate principle using the
language of gods and ‘the person’, even if more abstract ideas generally win through.
While the frame story of the KaU, which places some of its teachings in the mouth of
Yama, signposts a change of gear in the advancement of a personified and possibly
theistic view of the ultimate principle, with the ‘highest step of Visnu’ described as ‘the
end of the road’ in KaU 3.9'%*' and ‘the primeval one’ (purdna) deified in KaU 2.12, the
KaU does not introduce a completely new set of ideas, retaining, as it does, a significant
role for atman. This change of gear also finds expression in the MuU’s ‘true and
imperishable’ person, though the MuU too retains a significant place for arman and
brahman, while the is of the TU, with its clearly personal qualities, is better identified

with the ‘large’, or macrocosmic, atman.

The personification of the ultimate principle also finds expression in the frequent use of
purusa to designate the ultimate principle. Again, while this usage is undoubtedly more
prominent in the later Upanisads, it is not unique to them, and the context in which it is
generally used, especially in the KaU, MuU and SU, strongly suggests that it should not
be read as a proto-Samkhya term of art, even if those Upanisads undoubtedly contain

traces of ideas which later find fuller expression in Samkhya. Rather, developing from

1920 Salomon 1986:165.
121 KaU 3.9: ...so0 'dhvanah paramapnoti tadvisnoh paramam padam.
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its literal meaning of ‘person’ with overtones of the sacrificed primeval purusa of RV
10.90, purusa in the Upanisads gradually takes on a more sophisticated metaphysical
meaning, in which ‘the attributes and epithets of a divine being called purusa used in
older texts are now ascribed to the ‘highest gods’’.'"**> Equally, the more structured
analysis of the world which we see in the KaU and SU, while again foreshadowing the
enumerative approach of classical Samkhya, is not a complete novelty in these later
Upanisads. We have seen that similar trends appear in the early Upanisads, for example
in the creation story of the AU and in Uddalaka’s analysis of the nature of things in CU
6, and this quasi-scientific way of analysing materiality may itself have been conducive
to the development of a theistic notion of the ultimate principle. Once again, the later
Upanisads reflect a development of these ideas, perhaps with some outside influence,

rather than a completely new approach.

This developmental approach is borne out by the fact that the later Upanisads, just like
their earlier counterparts, often appear contradictory in their presentations of the
ultimate principle, indicating ideas in flux rather than attempts to impose new dogma. In
several places, there remains a lack of clarity about the relationship between the
personal forms of the ultimate principle, whether or not as God, and the impersonal

notions of brahman and dtman. As Gonda concludes in relation to the SU:

‘The transference of the qualities and attributes of the impersonal Supreme to the
god whom the author proclaims his chosen Lord or 7§vara leads him to the

ambiguous conception of the personal Lord as the ‘composite brahman...”"”

yet the SU:

‘... made an important attempt at harmonizing in a great synthesis... popular
belief..., reminiscences of older texts, rites and mythical thought, the main
themes and theories connected with the divine essence underlying the
phenomenal world: arman, brahman, purusa, Prajapati. Teaching a personal god,

creator, judge and preserver of the universe, it attributed to him, not only such

1022 Malinar 2007:140.
1023 Gonda 1965a:162.
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‘mythological’ names borrowed from popular worship as Hara, Rudra, Siva...

but also designations like deva- ... isa-... mahesvara... '

IU 15 requests Piisan to ‘open the face of truth’, suggesting that the precise identity
and/or nature of the ultimate principle are still clouded by uncertainty. Certainly, the
later Upanisads are generous both in the breadth of their descriptions of the ultimate
principle and the range of names which they give it, and the ‘numerous and divergent

cosmologies and theologies’'**

which they put forward often succeed in clouding any
consistent identification of the identity and nature of the ultimate principle. What we in
fact see throughout the later Upanisads is a taking forward and re-characterisation of
notions and concepts from the early Upanisads, with a view to continuing to try to
explain the unexplainable. While the later Upanisads in general retain a monistic view
of reality - that there 7s an ultimate principle (Brereton’s ‘integrative vision of

51026

things’ ") - knowledge of which can lead to ‘a final release of all temporal and spatial
limitation’'"”’, by the end of the Upanisadic period there is still not consistency about
precisely what that ultimate principle should be called, what characteristics it has, how it
relates to the material world, and how one goes about obtaining knowledge of it. Rather,
we see the ongoing development of ideas which will eventually inform later schools of
philosophy and religious thought as markedly opposed to each other in their conceptions

of reality as Samkhya and Advaita Vedanta, as well as roots of theistic understandings

of ultimate reality and later schools of practice.

1024 Gonda 1965a:156-7.
1925 Olivelle 1998a:413.
1026 Brereton 1990:133.
127 Brereton 1990:134.
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Conclusion: A Hare’s Horn?

‘The ‘philosophy of the Upanisads’ is, in Indian terminology, a hare’s horn.”'"*®

The notion of a ‘hare’s horn’ is a frequently used example in Indian philosophy of an
‘empty term’, something which, although conceptually imaginable, does not exist in
reality, and, as a result, can never be the object of apprehension. The idea that there is a
single ‘philosophy of the Upanisads’ falls into this category. As I have emphasised
throughout this thesis, the Upanisads are broad in the range of topics - philosophical and
otherwise - which they discuss, the ways in which they both approach and define the
ultimate principle, and the terminology which they use for it. Despite the efforts of
certain later commentators, it is impossible to shoehorn their philosophical teachings

into one consistent overarching doctrine.

What I hope to have shown in this thesis is that the defining quality of the Upanisads, at
least so far as concerns the enquiry into the ultimate principle, is their exploratory
nature. Any reading of the Upanisads is better served by focussing on the questions
which they ask, rather than the answers which they give, and by seeing them as staging
posts in the development of later systematic schools of philosophy. As Halbfass notes,
‘Indian thought about being, just as Indian philosophy in general, develops gradually
out of mythical and anonymous sources.’'"® At the time of the Upanisads, that gradual

development was still taking place.

In 1922, Dasgupta, perhaps rather ahead of his time, argued that:

‘... it is necessary that a modern interpreter of the Upanisads should turn a deaf
ear to the absolute claims of these exponents [Sankara ef al], and look upon the
Upanisads not as a systematic treatise but as a repository of diverse currents of
thought - the melting pot in which all later philosophical ideas were still in a
state of fusion... It will be better that the modern interpreter should not agree to

the claims of the ancients that all the Upanisads represent a connected system,

1928 Rau 1964:26: ‘ Die «Philosophie der Upanisads» ist, indisch geredet, ein Hasenhorn.’
192 Halbfass 1992:25.
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but take the texts independently and separately and determine their meanings,

through keeping an eye on the context in which they appear.”'**

This is broadly the approach which I have attempted to adopt in this thesis - looking at
‘diverse currents of thought’, while at the same time noting the directions in which those
currents were flowing. However, I suggest that Dasgupta goes too far: taking individual
Upanisads ‘independently and separately’, as has often been done in modern exegesis,
can also cloud interpretation. In fact, an understanding of the philosophical ‘melting
pot’ of the Upanisads is enhanced by looking at the ‘diverse currents of thought’ in the
Upanisads as a textual genre, not just in individual Upanisads. Although we can
undoubtedly detect currents within individual Upanisads - as I have shown in Chapters
3 and 4 - we can also benefit our understanding by reading inter-textually, as I have
shown in relation to the BU and KsU in Chapter 3, the CU and BU in Chapter 4, and the
Upanisads more widely in Chapter 5. We should also at the same time be mindful that
those currents often had their sources in earlier Vedic texts, as I have shown throughout
this thesis. Indeed, the literary connections to the earlier Vedic texts can emphasise the
role of the compilers and editors of the Upanisads in adapting earlier teachings or
narratives, often in creative ways, as, for example, in the way in which the teaching
about the agni vaisvanarain SB 10.6.1 becomes transformed, within a very similar

literary framework, into an enquiry into the 4tman vaisvanarain CU 5.11-24.'%

Reading the Upanisads together as a textual corpus emphasises the diversity of these
currents, the role of questioning, and the ways in which the meanings of key terms such
as brahman and atman shift. It is clear from such a reading that the currents do not
merge into a single river (at least not in the Upanisads themselves), despite the efforts of
Indian philosophers and some western exegetes to convince us otherwise.'”> However,
through the various Upanisadic extracts which I have analysed in this thesis, I have
shown that is also wrong to see them as flowing completely randomly, to see the

Upanisads’ teachings on the ultimate principle as no more than Brereton’s ‘loosely

1% Dasgupta [1922] 1988 Vol 1:42.
' See Chapter 4.
1032 See the observations at Brereton 1997:3 n7.
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structured collection of assertions, observations and aphorisms about the nature of

things’.'"”

Through reading both intra-textually and inter-textually, I have shown that, rather than
either a uniform set of teachings or a completely unstructured collection, it is better to
characterise the Upanisads’ teachings on the ultimate principle as a search to identify
that principle, a search which revolves to a large extent around the questions which they
pose. In order to illustrate this, I have shown, first, how reading together the three
narratives from the BU which I have highlighted in Chapter 3 demonstrates a clear
progression in the questions and concerns which underpinned the identification and
exploration of the principal characteristics of the ultimate principle. That exploration
begins with the ultimate principle as a creator or source of the cosmos, before moving
on to identify its necessary sustaining and organising role, and finally its function as the
animating force behind creation - a current of enquiry which would not be apparent if
either the narratives were ignored in reading the BU, or if the three narratives were
considered independently of each other. I stress again that I am not putting forward any
theories about the origins of the individual narratives, nor suggesting that they depict
actual events. Rather, I am arguing that reading these three narratives together
emphasises this progression of questioning, giving it at least as much prominence as the

actual identification of the ultimate principle in the narratives.

At the same time, the three episodes employ narrative tropes which indicate the novelty,
and perhaps importance, of their teachings in a way which serves the overall tenor of the
‘progressive’ BU and its championing of Yajiiavalkya. While that championing of
Yajiiavalkya may indeed have been an important factor in the compilation of the BU
into its quasi-canonical form'**, I suggest that it is at least arguable that those who
compiled the BU into its received form also took these narratives, no doubt adapting
them to suit their purposes'®”, and placed them in the redacted text in a way which

highlighted the questions which they raised about the ultimate principle. In many ways,

1033 Ibld

'3 As suggested by Black (2007 Chapter 2): see Chapter 3.

1935 As, for example, in the possible excision of any detailed discussion of the sifraidentified in
BU 3.7. See also Acharya’s discussion of the composition of CU 6.1-7 in Acharya 2016.
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the identity of the ultimate principle is of secondary importance in these narratives:
establishing its required characteristics is the primary concern. This helps explain both
the ambiguity of Ajatasatru’s conclusion about the precise identity of the ultimate
principle, even though he is clear about its function (especially when the parallel
narrative in KsU 4 is employed to assist in the interpretation of BU 2.1), and the
uncertain relationship between aksara and afman in Yajiiavalkya’s teachings in BU 3.7

and 3.8.

In a similar way, the name of the respected teacher Uddalaka Aruni links a series of
three narratives in the CU, without any intervening material. Here, the current is
signposted by the presentation of Uddalaka as moving from ignorance, to incomplete
knowledge, to professed knowledge of a novel esoteric doctrine. Whatever their origins,
this suggests a conscious juxtaposition of the three episodes, which allows the reader to
consider not only how Uddalaka’s doctrine developed, but also helps contextualise the
final narrative, that in CU 6. The narrative of CU 6, in which Uddalaka expounds his
final doctrine, is one of the most famous of all the Upanisadic narratives, and has been
relied on by a number of later schools to support their particular ideas of the teachings
of the Upanisads as a whole about the ultimate principle. Yet, the teachings of CU 6
have often been studied outside of their narrative context, and, even when the narrative
context has been taken into account, CU 6 has almost always been studied as an isolated

episode without reference to the other two narratives which immediately precede it.

As I have shown in Chapter 4, it is not only possible to read intra-textually within the
CU and use the earlier two narratives to help elucidate the final teachings which
Uddalaka gives to his son, Svetaketu, in CU 6, but also to read inter-textually and call
on the narrative in which Uddalaka Aruni appears in BU 3.7 to give support to my
interpretation. Again, I am not putting forward any theories about the origins of the
individual narratives, and I do not pretend that there are not potential inconsistencies in
reading the CU narratives as a chronological sequence. However, I do believe that their
positioning together in the redacted text serves the purpose of presenting clear
developmental stages in Uddalaka’s doctrine, using narrative tropes which attempt to
anchor that doctrine within Vedic tradition in a way which fits the perceived agenda of
the more ‘conservative’ CU.
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Reading the later Upanisads ‘independently and separately’, as Dasgupta would have us
do, can again lead to conclusions which ignore the way in which, taken together with
each other and with both the earlier Upanisads and the Vedic texts which preceded the
Upanisads, they develop the questions about, and ideas of, the ultimate principle. As |
have shown in Chapter 5, this is perhaps most noticeable in the common presentation of
the theistic ideas of the undoubtedly complex SU as a radical and novel intrusion into
Upanisadic thought. In fact, reading the SU together with the other Upanisads highlights
the challenge throughout the Upanisads of finding an abstract principle which possesses
all the necessary functions of an ultimate principle. At the same time, such an inter-
textual reading reveals that theistic trends, as well as suggestions that the ultimate
principle is in some way personified, can be seen throughout the Upanisads, with those
trends perhaps growing in importance in the later Upanisads. As a result, I argue,
therefore, that the SU represents more of a change of gear in Upanisadic thought than a

radical change of direction.

As Dasgupta suggested, interpreting the Upanisads should also involve ‘keeping an eye
on the context in which they appear’. Just as the SU, like the BhG, was a product of its
increasingly theistically oriented time, so too the broader social and political
background in which the Upanisads developed (which I have discussed briefly in
Chapter 1) points more to a genre of texts in which enquiry was seen as more important
than dogma. This was a rapidly changing social and political background in which there
was undoubtedly interaction with other religious traditions as the centre of Vedic
thought moved eastward; in which the power of kings and nobility was on the rise; and
in which the role of the brahmins was in many cases shifting from village based ritual
performance to a more symbiotic relationship with the kings and nobility and a more
inward looking way of thinking. Systematic philosophical enquiry, however, was still in
its infancy, even by the end of the Upanisadic period. Damming the currents into one
reservoir was not necessarily the purpose of the compilers of the Upanisads. Rather,
reading the Upanisads in the way in which I have approached them reveals ways in
which they adapted to these social, political and religious changes while nevertheless
presenting themselves, often through the use of narrative tropes, as a continuation of the
Vedic tradition.

250

Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



Although this has not been a study of narrative per se, 1 have argued throughout this
thesis that the use of narrative and the role of the compilers and editors of the Upanisads
have been instrumental in the way in which the Upanisads present their search for the
ultimate principle. It has not been my purpose to delve into the ‘archaeology’ of
individual narrative episodes, nor to express any concluded opinions on the methods of
compilation of the texts, but I do believe that the use of narrative, at least in the earlier
Upanisads, is important in giving us certain frameworks in which to explore their
teachings on the ultimate principle. In Dasgupta’s time, the narrative episodes of the
Upanisads were largely ignored, or at least marginalised, in Upanisadic study. However,
drawing on the work of scholars such as Olivelle, Grinshpon, Black and Lindquist, I
argue that the narratives serve two important purposes. First, the various prominent
narrative motifs which I have summarised in Chapter 1 help contextualise the search for
the ultimate principle which they present; secondly, and perhaps more importantly, the

positioning of narratives within individual Upanisads, and the inter-textual reading of

1036 1037

certain narratives featuring the same characters™" and/or broadly similar stories ",

illuminates the development of certain teachings and/or the connections of certain

*1038 “the use of

teachings to each other. Rather than being ‘literary ornamentation
narrative in the Upanisads seems at least as likely to be a way of emphasising some of

their more important teachings.

In summary, the Upanisads evidence a search for the single entity, power, or principle
which creates, animates, supports and sustains all of existence. This is a search which
does not reach a single conclusion, but one which is not without structure or coherence.
Rather, it is a search which focusses on certain key questions about the functions of that
ultimate principle, on both the macrocosmic and microcosmic levels. It is one which
develops within the changing social and political environment in which the Upanisads
were being compiled, and one in which the compilers and editors of the Upanisads
played a role in the way in which that search was presented in the texts themselves. As
Suthren Hirst notes ‘... in the compilations which we now have, the format of the texts

forces the hearer or reader to confront a search for something contested and highly

193 Such as Uddalaka Aruni.
%7 Such as BU 2.1 and KsU 4.
1938 Black 2007:1609.
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elusive.”'” By the end of the Upanisadic period, although perhaps there was broad
agreement that there was an ultimate principle, there was still no real consensus whether
it was called atrman, brahman, Rudra, or by some other name. Indeed, as I have shown,
it might often be preferable to see brahman as a place-holder term rather than an
ontological principle in its own right. Perhaps ultimately the name did not matter: the
key was knowledge that some form of ultimate principle fulfilled the various functions I
have outlined. ‘He who knows that’, whatever that may precisely be and however that
knowledge may be acquired, is the real narrative hero of the Upanisads: ya evam veda
‘has an insight into the correspondences between the mundane phenomena and the

51040

immutable and eternal transcendent reality and, perhaps, through that insight,

reaches a world from which he or she does not ‘return to this human condition’.'*"!

1% Suthren Hirst 2018:1009.
1949 Gonda 1965b:6.
1 CU 4.15.5: ... esa devapatho brahmapathah etena pratipadyamana imam manavam avartam
navartanta. ..
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Appendix A

CU 6.11 to 6.13

6.11.1 asya saumya mahato vrksasya yo mille'bhyahanyat jivan sravet yo
madhye’bhyahanyat jivan sravet yo gre ’bhyahanyat jivan sravet sa esa
JIvenatmanuorabhiitah pepiyamano modamabas tisthati

‘Now, take this huge tree here, son. If someone were to hack it at the
bottom, its living sap would flow. Likewise, if someone were to hack it
in the middle, its living sap would flow; and if someone were to hack it
at the top, its living sap would flow. Pervaded by the living essence, this
tree stands here ceaselessly drinking water and flourishing.’

6.11.2 asya yad ekam sakham jivo jahati atha sa susyati dvitiyam jahati atha sa
susyati trtiyam jahati atha sa susyati sarvam jahati sarvah susyati evam
eva khalu saumya viddhi iti hovaca

‘When, however, life leaves one of its branches, that branch withers
away. When it leaves a second branch, that likewise withers away, and
when it leaves a third branch, that also withers away. When it leaves the
entire tree, the whole tree withers away.’

6.11.3 Jivapetam vava kiledam mriyate na jivo mriyata iti sa ya eso 'nima aitad
atmyam idam sarvam tat satyam sa atma tat tvam asi svetaketo iti bhilya
eva ma bhagavan vijidpayatu iti tatha saumya iti hovaca

‘In exactly the same way’, he continued, ‘know that this, of course, dies
when it is bereft of life; but life itself does not die. The finest essence
here - that constitutes the self of this whole world; that is the truth; that is
the self. And that’s how you are, Svetaketu.” ‘Sir, teach me more.” “Very
well, son.’

6.12.1 nyagrodhaphalam ata aharet idam bhagavah iti bhinddhiti bhinnam
bhagavah iti kim atra pasyasiti anvya ivema dhanah bhagavah iti asam
angaikam bhinndhiti bhinna bhagavah iti kim atra pasyasiti na kim cana
bhagavah iti

‘Bring a banyan fruit.’
‘Here it is, sir.’

‘Cut it up.’

‘I’ve cut it up, sir.”
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6.12.2

6.12.3

6.13.1

6.13.2

‘What do you see there?’

‘These quite tiny seeds, sir.’

‘Now, take one of them and cut it up.’
‘I’ve cut one up, sir.’

‘What do you see there?’

‘Nothing, sir.’

tam hovaca yam vai saumya etam animanam na nibhalayase etasya vai
saumya eso 'nimna evan mahan nyagrodhas tisthati srddhatsva saumya

Then he told him: ‘This finest essence here, son, that you can’t even see -
look how on account of that finest essence this huge banyan tree stands
here. Believe, my son:

sa ya eso’nima aitad atmyam idam sarvam tat satyam sa atma tat tvam asi
Svetaketo iti bhilya eva ma bhagavan vijidpayatu iti tatha saumya iti
hovaca

The finest essence here - that constitutes the self of this whole world; that
is the truth; that is the self. And that’s how you are, Svetaketu.” “Sir,
teach me more.” ‘Very well, son.’

lavanam etad udake vadhaya atha ma pratar upasidatha iti sa ha tatha
cakara tam hovaca yad dosa lavanam udake 'vadhah anga ahareti tadd
havamrsya na viveda yatha vilinam evam

‘Put this chunk of salt in a container of water and come back tomorrow.’
The son did as he was told, and the father said to him: ‘The chunk of salt
you put in the water last evening - bring it here.” He groped for it but
could not find it...

angasyantad acameti katham iti lavanam iti madhyad acameti katham iti
lavanam iti antad acameti katham iti lavanam iti abhiprasyaitad atha
mopasidatha iti tadd ha tatha cakara tacchasvat samvartate tam hovaca
atra vava kila sat saumya na nibhalayase atraiva kila

... as it had disappeared completely. ‘Now, take a sip from this corner,’
said the father. ‘How does it taste?’

‘Salty.’

‘Take a sip from the centre. - How does it taste?’

‘Salty.’

‘Take a sip from that corner. - How does it taste?’

‘Salty.’

“Throw it out and come back later.” He did as he was told and found that
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the salt was always there. The father told him: “You, of course, did not
see it there, son; yet it was always right there.’

6.13.3 sa ya eso’nima aitad atmyam idam sarvam tat satyam sa atma tat tvam asi
Svetaketo iti bhilya eva ma bhagavan vijiiapayatu iti tatha saumya iti
hovaca

The finest essence here - that constitutes the self of this whole world; that
is the truth; that is the self. And that’s how you are, Svetaketu.” “Sir,
teach me more.” ‘Very well, son.’
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Appendix B

Literature Review

As noted in the Introduction, the Vedic Upanisads have been studied widely in the west
for many years, as well as forming one of the textual cornerstones of a number of Indian
philosophical traditions reaching back many centuries. These studies have approached
the Upanisads from a number of angles - religious, philosophical, sociological,
philological and more - sometimes as a genre, and at other times through individual
Upanisads or parts of Upanisads. The challenge in constructing a review of the
extensive literature relevant to this thesis is to identify the key contributions to
Upanisadic scholarship which are of particular significance. In this Literature Review, I

attempt to do that thematically.

1. Translations and Interpretations

The Upanisads have spawned many translations and commentaries. Some are rooted in
individual Indian religious and philosophical schools, the objectivity of which is
inevitably compromised by the doctrinal preconceptions of their authors.'** Others take
considerable liberties with the original language in an effort to produce either a more
poetic rendering, or one more in tune with the likely preconceptions of the target
readership. As I have already highlighted, any translation, even without commentary,
will of necessity contain an element of interpretation, but I have relied in this study
chiefly on translations and commentaries driven predominantly by a concern for

accuracy and an absence of theological purpose.'**

The earliest known translation of a Vedic Upanisad into a Western language is probably

the translation into English of the IU by William Jones in 1799.'"** This was quickly

1942 As Malinar says of ‘modern Hindu interpretations’ in her study of the BhG: ‘each author
establishes his own hermeneutics on the basis of the religious or philosophical tradition he
adheres to.” (2007:17). See also the observations of Olivelle at 1998b:173.

193 Where commentaries too important to omit clearly do have an underlying philosophical
and/or religious slant, I have tried to note that in the text.

1044 Renard 1995, which has been the source for much of the information in this section.
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followed, in 1801-2, by the frequently cited Oupnek ’hat of Abraham Anquetil
Duperron, a translation of fifty Upanisads'®* into Latin, not from the original Sanskrit
but from a Persian translation. Duperron’s Latin translation of the CU was itself the
source of probably the first translation into German, of part of that Upanisad, by
Thadddus Rixner in 1808. A few years earlier, in 1805, Henry Colebrooke had
translated the Aitareya Aranyaka (which contains the AU) from Sanskrit into English.
The Indian reformer Ram Mohan Roy produced a series of English translations of some
of the shorter Upanisads (KeU, IU, MuU and KaU) in the period 1816-19, which, in
turn, were the source for a translation of the same Upanisads into Dutch by Roorda van

Eysinga in 1840. Guillaume Pauthier’s French translations of the KeU and IU in 1830

were probably the earliest into that language.

The remainder of the nineteenth century saw numerous efforts at translating individual
Upanisads, small groups of Upanisads, or extracts from Upanisads, into English, French
and German. One of the earliest translations of the PU was that into German by
Albrecht Weber in 1850; he also translated the MaU in 1853, the same year in which
Edward Roer produced a translation of nine Upanisads (all those covered in this study,
with the exception of the BU, CU and KsU) into English. The length and complexity of
the BU and CU had probably thus far inhibited any complete translation of either from
Sanskrit into a modern Western language. However, in 1856, Roer published an English
translation of the BU, together with a small portion of Sankara’s commentary, and in
1862 Rajendralala Mitra produced probably the first complete translation of the CU,
also into English and also accompanied by extracts from Sankara’s commentary. Max
Miiller’s Sacred Books of the East series then included English translations of all of the
Upanisads dealt with in this study, apart from the MaU, some in Volume 1 (1879) and
the others in Volume 15 (1884).'*

1945 See Chapter 1 for the application of the term ‘Upanisad’ to texts both within the Vedic
corpus and outside it.

1946 Prits Staal recounts the story of the outcry provoked in brahmin circles by Miiller’s proposal
to translate Sruti texts, especially the RV. Following publication, it is said, Miiller’s translation
was scrutinised in depth by a group of brahmins, who were apparently sufficiently impressed
with the accuracy of the translation that they ‘rewarded’ him by sending him a sacred thread.
(Staal 1979:122)

286
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



The final years of the nineteenth century were a fruitful period for translations,
especially by Germans. Otto Bohtlingk translated the BU and CU into German in 1889-
97, and Paul Deussen produced his Sechzig Upanisad’s des Veda (sic) in 1897,
translating all of the Vedic Upanisads and many of the minor Upanisads. As we move
into the twentieth century, we find translations of individual Upanisads by scholars such
as Arthur Berriedale Keith (the KsU into English in 1908 and the AU in 1909); Mysore
Hiriyanna (the IU, KeU, KaU and BU into English over the period 1911 to 1919);
Richard Hauschild (the SU into German, with a metrical analysis and short
commentary, in 1927); and Emile Senart (the CU into French in 1930, and the BU a full
37 years later in 1967). In 1921, Robert Hume produced one of the most influential
collections of translations, at least until Radhakrishnan’s collection in 1953 and,
arguably, until Patrick Olivelle’s work in the 1990s.'*” The 1940s and 1950s also saw a
series of further translations into French, co-ordinated by Louis Renou, though the BU

and CU were again conspicuous by their absence.

The mid- to late 20" century was noteworthy for some influential translations and often
very detailed philological studies of individual Upanisads, particularly the later ones, or
of small groups of Upanisads. These include those by Rau on the SU, MuU and KaU in
1964, 1965 and 1971 respectively, Morton Smith on the SU and MuU in 1975 and 1976,
Salomon’s linguistic analysis of the MuU in 1981 and his similar exercise in relation to
the PU in 1991, and selections published by Franklin Edgerton in 1965, and Paul
Thieme and R.C. Zaehner, both in 1966. 1976 saw Erhardt Hanefeld’s Philosophische
Hauptexte der Alteren Upanisaden, containing German translations of, and commentary
on, three important Upanisadic episodes.'*** Other useful aids to the study and
interpretation of individual Upanisads, or in some cases sections as small as individual
verses, appeared in this period in the shape of works such as Thieme 1965, Jones 1981
and Sharma and Young 1990 on the IU; Brereton 1986 on the expression ‘zaf tvam asi’
in CU 6; Helfer 1968 on the KaU; and Kunst 1968, Oberlies 1988 to 1998 and Cohen

1998 on the SU. At around the same time, and moving into the 21* century, greater

197 Discussed further below.

1948 As well as some general observations on reading the Upanisads. The three episodes are (a)
the story of Yajfiavalkya and Janaka in BU 4.3-4; (b) the teaching of Maitrey1 in BU 2.4 and
4.5; and (c) the teaching of Svetaketu in CU 6.
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interest began to be shown in the literary presentation of Upanisadic teachings and in
individual Upanisadic narratives and/or characters: I will discuss this strand of literature

separately below.

Of the three most important twentieth century translation collections, Hume’s 7he

1049

Thirteen Principal Upanishads ™ of 1921 made a major contribution to western reading
of the texts. As late as 1990, Joel Brereton described it as ‘the best translation’, noting
its literal accuracy (though also observing that that very accuracy at times made it
difficult to read).'”’ Hume accompanied his translation by a reasonably extensive
‘Outline of the Philosophy of the Upanishads’ in which he surveyed the historical place
of the Upanisads in the Vedic corpus, attempts at ‘the conception of a unitary world-
ground’'”', the development of theories of brahman and atman, realist and non-realist
descriptions of ultimate reality, and questions of karma and rebirth, knowledge, and
renunciation and yoga. He portrays the philosophical teachings of the Upanisads as a
progression from ‘realistic materialism’ to ‘speculative idealism’, considering that ‘In a
few passages the Upanishads are sublime in their conception of the Infinite..., but more

21052 3 view which

often they are puerile and grovelling in trivialities and superstitions
perhaps in places colours his translation. Importantly, however, Hume stresses the
variety of philosophical doctrines contained in the Upanisads, which he considered
made it ‘difficult, indeed impossible, to set forth in systematic exposition a single
system of philosophy’.'”’ Here he was perhaps somewhat ahead of the pack, and differs
from his close predecessor, Paul Deussen, who, despite an extensive survey of
Upanisadic philosophy in Deussen [1899] 1906, holds fast to the Advaitin ideal that ‘the
fundamental thought of the entire Upanishad philosophy may be expressed by the single

equation:- Brahman = Atman.”'"*

Radhakrishnan’s 7he Principal Upanisads of 1953 (usefully for the western eye

containing a transliteration of the Sanskrit into western script as well as a translation and

1949 All of those covered in this study, plus the Maitri.
1950 Brereton 1990:135.

1T Hume 1921:9.

1952 Hume 1921:70.

1053 Ibld

1054 Deussen [1899] 1906:39.
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commentary), while not uninfluential, did not enjoy the ongoing status of Hume’s

translation. Perhaps Radhakrishnan fell into his own trap: in his preface he states that

‘Anyone who reads the Upanisads... will be caught up and carried away by the
elevation, the poetry, the compelling fascination of the many utterances through
which they lay bare the secret and sacred relations of the human soul and the

Ultimate Reality’.'"

His translation, although in places reproducing Hume’s translation verbatim, tends to be
more ‘flowery’ than Hume’s, and his commentarial notes in many places emphasise a
theistic interpretation, which is often not justified by the texts themselves. He too
includes a lengthy introduction, which also in several places seems to draw on Hume’s
own introductory section. However, unlike Hume’s acknowledgment of the eclecticism
of the Upanisads’ teaching, Radhakrishnan’s introduction is strongly influenced by
Advaitin interpretations of the texts (though he summarises the competing
interpretations of Ramanuja, Madhva and Baladeva in one paragraph each). He argues
that the views of Sankara and Ramanuja are not inconsistent, but simply emphasise

19% sees this emphasis on different aspects of

different aspects of Upanisadic teaching,
Upanisadic teaching as ‘unfortunate’, and argues that the ‘true doctrine’ of the

Upanisads is

‘that the Real, the thing-in-itself, is empty of content and all positive views are
deviations from it caused by the inability of man to remain at the high level of
abstract thought, postulated by the distinction between the thing-in-itself and the
appearance and the natural tendency to apply empirical categories to the thing-

in-itself’.'%’

It was Patrick Olivelle’s translation, first published by Oxford World’s Classics in 1996
as Upanisads and subsequently published, including the Sanskrit and some additional

notes, in 1998 as The Early Upanisads: Annotated Text and Translation, which largely

19 Radhakrishnan 1953:5.
19% Radhakrishnan 1953:137.
197 Ibid. Patton describes Radhakrishnan’s translation as ‘a good representative of mid-20"

century Indian approaches’ in her section on the Upanisads on Oxford Bibliographies Online.
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supplanted Hume as the most significant English translation currently in wide use in
academic circles. Olivelle’s stated aim was to produce a translation which is ‘accurate
without being literal’, accessible to ‘ordinary readers’ with little or no knowledge of
Sanskrit, using ‘idiomatic and informal’ English, while respecting the, to some readers,
sacred nature of the texts.'”® He acknowledges the multiplicity of Upanisadic
interpretations through the centuries, and the extensive commentarial literature, while
noting the tendency of any translator with a ‘theological purpose’ to favour one
interpretation over another. Yet he is not naive enough to expect to present a translation
completely uncoloured by interpretation. He understands that any translation of
necessity contains an element of interpretation, whatever the hermeneutic intentions of
the translator. Nevertheless, he seeks to ‘distinguish the interpretive history of the
documents... from their original context’, arguing that, while study of the interpretation
of texts is ‘an important and legitimate part of historical scholarship’, it is not the
primary function of a translator. He intends his translation not as ‘a vehicle for
propagating religious truths... but for illuminating the distant past of India’.'”” As
explained in the Introduction to this thesis, it is for this reason, at least as much as the
accessibility and acknowledged accuracy of his translation, that I have chosen Olivelle’s

work as the main source for the translations used.

Perhaps partly for the reasons set out in the preceding paragraph, Olivelle’s introduction
to the texts is relatively brief. It does, however, contain useful summaries of the social
and literary background to the Upanisads, their place within the wider Vedic corpus,
their temporal and geographical positioning (where he draws heavily on the work of
Witzel), Vedic ritual and cosmology, the Upanisads’ approach to human physiology and
psychology, and ‘cosmic connections’, where he emphasises the use of the word
upanisad itself as meaning a ‘connection’ or ‘equivalence’, later taking on the quality of
secrecy. Although the brevity of the introduction means that he only acknowledges it in
passing, this section clearly reflects some of the work of Olivelle’s colleague, Joel
Brereton, which I discuss further below. Olivelle strongly refutes the ‘unitary

interpretation’ idea of the Upanisads, noting that, while the arman/brahman equation is

1058 Olivelle 1998a:xxi.
1059 Ibld
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undoubtedly significant, ‘it is incorrect to think that the single aim of all the Upanisads
is to enunciate this simple truth’. As he rightly notes, ‘a close reader of these documents
will note the diversity of goals that their authors pursue’, criticising those scholars who
ignore the passages which reflect that diversity ‘in their search for the ‘philosophy’ or
‘the fundamental conception’ of the Upanisads’.'’ As he says of these passages, ‘If the
compilers of the Upanisads thought them significant enough to be included... who are

we to reject them?”.'%!

I should also mention one other relatively recent English translation, that by Valerie
Roebuck, which first appeared as The Upanisads in Penguin Classics in 2000, then in a
revised edition in 2003. Like Olivelle, Roebuck has attempted to ‘represent accurately

51062

what is in the original text’ ™, while seeking to retain ‘some of their quality as

*193 and a ‘conversational quality’.'”* She too notes the tendency of early

literature
translators either to ‘take considerable liberties’ with the texts by incorporating
tendentious commentarial material within the translation itself or to try to ‘smooth out
what is irregular or startling in the original’'°®®, tendencies which she tries to avoid. She
has a short introductory section, covering much of the same ground as Olivelle’s
introduction but with rather less incisiveness. It is in many ways a shame that

Roebuck’s translation has been overshadowed by Olivelle’s work, and it represents a

useful resource for comparative purposes.

So far as other primary sources referred to in this thesis are concerned, I have noted in
footnotes the translations which I have used. There are remarkably few reasonably
contemporary translations of any of the Samhitas or Brahmanas: the ‘golden period’ of
translation for those genres of text was as long ago as the late 19" century. We are,
however, fortunate to have the recent three volume translation of the RV in Jamison and
Brereton 2014, which has been my primary source for translations of that text, though I

have also consulted Griffith 1896, and Doniger O’Flaherty 1981 for the extracts which

1060 Olivelle 1998a:27.
1061 Ibl d

1062 R oebuck 2000:1.
1063 R oebuck 2000:x1ix.
1064 Roebuck 2000:1i.
1065 R oebuck 2000:1.
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she includes. For the AV, I have relied on Griffith 1895; for the SB Eggeling’s
translation from 1897, and for the JUB on Oertel 1896. For the JB, we are also fortunate
to have a more recent contribution, in Bodewitz 1973 on JB 1:1-65 and its companion
volume from 1990 on JB 1:66-364. Finally of the most significant other primary sources

referred to in this thesis, for a translation of the BhG I have generally relied on Patton

2008.

Lastly in this section, I should mention briefly the several articles by J.A.B. van
Buitenen and those by Jan Gonda in which individual words or phrases in Vedic texts
are subjected to detailed analysis. Prominent among them for my purposes are van
Buitenen 1955-6 and 1959 (on aksara), van Buitenen 1955 and 1958 (on
vacarambhanam), and his ‘Studies in Samkhya’ series, especially Parts II and III (van
Buitenen 1957a and 1957b), Gonda 1954 (pratistha), Gonda 1955 (sarva), and Gonda
1969 (ayatana). More recently, Acharya 2017 has focussed on the word adesa, critiquing

some of the views expressed elsewhere by Thieme and Olivelle.

2. Approaching the Upanisads

One of the challenges in reading the Upanisads is to find a way of attempting to analyse
the various doctrines which they present in any systematic way. Here, Joel Brereton has
performed a very useful service in his chapter in Approaches to the Asian Classics in
1990.'° Brereton highlights the formal and stylistic diversity of the texts, as well as
their historical location in a period of transition, the varied identity of their composers,
the relatively broad timescales and geographical areas in which they were composed,
and their ongoing religious importance. He makes the important point that, as a result of
this diversity, and unlike many western scriptures, ‘they are not catechisms of direct
answers to religious questions, which obviate the need for further reflection. Rather,

they stimulate thought and challenge interpretation.’'*®’

Brereton argues that, for all their diversity, the Upanisads in general teach what he calls

an ‘integrative vision, a view of the whole which draws together the separate elements

1066 Brereton 1990.
1067 Brereton 1990:117.
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of the world and of human experience and compresses them into a single form’.'**®

However, he stresses, the texts differ widely among themselves ‘in the shape they give
to that vision of totality and the means by which they create it’.'""’ As a means of both
clarifying the ‘vision’ of the texts and of demonstrating their diversity, Brereton puts
forward five ‘paradigms’ through the lens of which, he argues, the range of Upanisadic
teachings can be studied - correlation; emergence and resolution; hierarchy; paradox;
and cycles - presenting, through a small number of textual examples, a helpful
organisational tool which I discuss further in Chapter 2. He accepts that the paradigms
do not ‘exhaust the variety of Upanishadic teachings’, but ‘collectively... suggest their

range’, with which I respectfully agree.

It is also worth noting here the work of Signe Cohen in her 7ext and Authority in the
Older Upanisads."”" This is a somewhat confused work. It combines detailed textual
analysis with brief commentary, in which each of the 12 main Vedic Upanisads,
together with the MaitrT and the minor Mahanarayana, Kaivalya and Baskalamantra
Upanisads, are treated individually, with notes on their teachings on afman and
brahman, other themes, and a metrical and linguistic analysis. She then uses this work to
construct a relative chronology, to present a brief and rather superficial summary of the
teachings on ‘ Atman, Brahman, God and Primeval Matter’, and to touch on questions of

canon formation, textual criticism and textual authority.

Leaving aside her metrical and linguistic studies as being of marginal relevance to my
own thesis, some of Cohen’s discussions of individual Upanisads are more helpful than
others. For example, she covers some of the major narratives of the BU quite
thoughtfully, and introduces a useful summary of the role of Rudra in the SU, based on
her earlier work at Cohen 1998. On the other hand, her analysis of the contents (as
opposed to the linguistic construction) of texts such as the IU and KeU is very limited,
and her generic chapters, such as her ‘Philosophical and Religious Themes in the
Upanisads’ and her ‘Conclusion’ tend to cover too many themes in insufficient detail to

be of great value. She remains convinced to the end that ‘It is well known that the

1068 Brereton 1990:118.
1069 Brereton 1990:118-9.
1070 Cohen 2008.
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central theme of the Upanisads is the identity between atman and brahman' """, even

though she observes in the very next sentence that ‘the two concepts and the
relationship between them undergo complex modifications over time’.'"”* She fails to
explain how the relationship which she describes as ‘identity’ nevertheless succeeds in

undergoing ‘complex modifications’.'"”

Cohen’s edited volume 7he Upanisads: A Complete Guide appeared in print only when
this thesis was in final draft form. This is a series of short essays, many by Cohen
herself, though with contributions from other contemporary scholars. I have referred to
some of the essays in places, though most of them are of necessity too brief to be of

great value for my purposes.

On a more general level, the question of how best to approach Indian texts, and the
Upanisads in particular, is addressed briefly but succinctly in the Note on the

Translation which precedes Olivelle’s introduction in Olivelle 1998a'""*

, as well as in
Smith 1982, Graham 1987, Grinshpon 1993, Kapstein 2016, Lindquist 2017, and in the
essays in Timm’s 1992 edited volume 7exts in Context: Traditional Hermenutics in
South Asia, particularly (for the purposes of this thesis) those by Timm himself,

Rambachan, Clooney and Mumme.

3. The Upanisads in Social, Geographical and Historical Context

The general place of the Upanisads within the Vedic corpus has been well documented
by many scholars. The Vedic period in general is summarised concisely in Proferes
2012, and one of the most useful brief overviews of the place of the Upanisads is that
contained in the Introduction to Olivelle 1998a, which in many ways is more helpful for
this purpose than the summary in Olivelle 2009. Deussen [1899] 1906 also contains a

useful early summary, in which, amongst other things, he highlights what I call in

1971 Cohen 2008:289; a view she re-iterates at 2018a:2 and elsewhere in her 2018 edited volume
mentioned below.

1072 Ib] d

197 Proferes 2009b contains a more detailed critique of Cohen 2008.

1074 Olivelle 1998a:xx-xxii.
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Chapter 1 the ‘vertical boundaries’, i.e. the association of each Upanisad (or, at least,
each of the earlier Upanisads'®”) with one or other of the individual Vedas. Cohen 2008
also highlights the texts’ sakAa affiliations. She argues at 2008:6-7 that ‘some very
interesting patterns begin to emerge if we study each of the older Upanisads in the
context of its Vedic s2kAa’, an idea with which I in principle agree, but which Cohen
sadly fails to develop as fully as she might, probably ultimately through a lack of

relevant information.'”® The Vedic sakhas generally are discussed by, amongst others,

Renou 1947 and Witzel 1997.

Deussen also acknowledges the ‘fuzziness’ of the ‘horizontal boundaries’ between

1077 'i.e. the boundaries between the common fourfold division of

classes of Vedic texts
Vedic texts into Samhita, Brahmana, Aranyaka and Upanisad. He points out that ‘... in
all three classes’ [Brahmana, Aranyaka and Upanisad] ‘there are found occasionally
digressions of a ritual as well as allegorical or philosophical nature’ and that ‘the broad
distinctions between Brahmana, Aranyaka and Upanisad are by no means always
correctly observed’, a fact which he attributes to the ‘entire teaching material’ of any
individual $2kha having originally been a unified whole, with the ‘horizontal
boundaries’ having been imposed later.'””® The importance of seeing the Upanisads as
an integral part of the Vedic textual corpus, rather than the product of a clearly defined
‘horizontal boundary’ is also stressed by others, from Keith in 1925, through Renou
(1953 and 1957b) and Edgerton (1965), up to Olivelle (1998a and 2010), Cohen (2008),

and Proferes (2009a). Winternitz 1927 also notes that philosophical speculation was not

necessarily new to the Upanisads, but had had sparks as early as the RV.'""”

Michael Witzel too stresses the continuity of the Upanisads with Vedic tradition, though
points out that their thinking ‘If not radically new, ... still involves a thorough

rethinking of the existing correlative premises, in part influenced by late Vedic social

197> The looser association of certain Upanisads with the AV is discussed in Chapter 1.

1976 See Proferes 2009b:149.

"7 The word ‘fuzzy’ to describe these boundaries comes from Black 2011a:119.

' Deussen [1899] 1906:4. He suggests that the Brahmanas were aimed primarily at
householders, the Aranyakas at forest dwelling ascetics and the Upanisads at renunciates within
the relevant sakha, though, in doing so, he perhaps anticipates the later development of the
classical asrama system.

' Winternitz 1927:226. See also Rhys Davids 1899:73.
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conditions of the eastern territories of North India’.'®® Jamison and Witzel, in their
overview of ‘Vedic Hinduism’, argue that the philosophical speculations of the
Upanisads may be viewed ‘as the almost inevitable outcome’ of a rethinking of the
theological and social significance of Vedic ritual, associated particularly with the YV,
the SB, and the eastern part of north India. At the same time, they note that the ‘vertical
boundaries’ too are not necessarily cut and dried, having regard to the ‘intellectual

exchange’ which was going on between Vedic schools as well as within them. '’

Although little has been written directly concerning the geographical origins of

individual Upanisads'®*

, Witzel has written extensively on the geographical origins of
the Vedic schools as well as the political context of their development.'®® It is his work
which has primarily influenced ideas about the geographical origins of the Upanisads,
for example as set out in the Introduction to Olivelle 1998a.'”* Proferes also makes
some important observations about societal, political and geographical movement in the
early Vedic period, especially at 2007:13-18. A useful source for a general overview of

changes in Vedic society is Erdosy 1988; Thapar 1980 and Gombrich 1988 also have

some helpful material.

While the progressively eastward movement of the ‘heartland’ of Vedic thought and

practice is well documented'*®

, a more radical theory which addresses both time and
place of Upanisadic composition is advanced in Bronkhorst 2007a. Bronkhorst places
great emphasis on the indigenous culture of the north-eastern region which he calls
‘Greater Maghada’, a culture which he argues developed separately from the
brahmanical culture of further west. This in itself is hardly radical, as even the SB refers

to the ‘demonic people of the east’.'”*® However, Bronkhorst discusses extensively his

1980 Witzel 2003a:83, also citing Renou 1953.

1% Jamison and Witzel 1992:74-75.

%2 As noted in Chapter 2, although Sharma 1985 presents a lot of information on geographical
references in the Upanisads, he is light on any real theories about their geographical origins.
Tamaskar 1989 also lists geographical references in the Upanisads, but, again, draws no real
conclusions about their geographical homes. See also Kosambi 1970.

193 See particularly Witzel 1987b, 1995, 1997 and, to a lesser extent, 2009.

1984 Olivelle 1998a:13-16.

195 See, e.g., the Witzel material mentioned in note 1083, Olivelle 1998a:13-14 and 1999b:65-
67, Proferes 2009a:34-35.

1080 SB13.8.1.5, cited at Bronkhorst 2007a:4.
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theories of the interaction between the indigenous eastern culture and the ‘incoming’
brahmanical culture, particularly by reference to the ideas of karma and rebirth. He uses
this discussion to present a theory which opposes the commonly held view that
references to karmically-conditioned rebirth in early Buddhist texts indicate a
familiarity with early Upanisadic ideas, thereby placing the early Upanisads before the
relatively well accepted dates for the life of the historical Buddha.'”” Bronkhorst argues
that ideas of karmically conditioned rebirth have origins outside both Buddhist and
Vedic traditions, in the indigenous culture of Greater Maghada. As a result, he places
the earliest Upanisads around the date of the Buddha, somewhat later than the more
generally accepted dates advanced by such as Winternitz 1927, Radhakrishnan 1953,
Frauwallner [1953] 1973, Olivelle 1998a and others. While Bronkhorst’s theories are
thought-provoking, absolute dating of the Upanisads, even if such an exercise were
possible bearing in mind the composite nature of many of them, is of less relevance for
my study than the progressive chronology of the ideas which they contain: a relative
chronology of the texts, in the forms in which we now have them, such as those
advanced at Deussen [1899] 1906:22-25, Olivelle 1998a:12-13, Cohen 2008:287, or
Cohen 2018b:16-17 is more useful.

4. Early Commentaries on the Philosophy/ies of the Upanisads

In late nineteenth and early twentieth century exegesis, the teachings of the Upanisads
were frequently considered in the broader framework of Vedic teachings more
generally. As already noted, much of this exegesis focussed on attempting to find a
systematic set of philosophical teachings, often from a preconceived theological or
philosophical standpoint. Garbe 1897, for example, demonstrates a strongly anti-

brahmin bias.

Several broader studies of what was generally called ‘Indian’ or ‘Vedic’ philosophy and
its underlying texts, including the Upanisads, appeared in the 1920s: B.M. Barua’s A
History of Pre-Buddhistic Indian Philosophy was published in 1921; the first volume of

'%7E.g. in Bechert 1982 and 1991. See Black 2012 for a wider discussion of possible cross-
fertilisation between Buddhism and Brahmanism in the specific context of the self/no-self
debate.
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Surendranath Dasgupta’s A History of Indian Philosophy appeared in 1922, with
subsequent volumes at intervals until 1955; A.B. Keith’s The Religion and Philosophy
of the Vedas and Upanishads was published in 1925; and Belvalkar and Ranade’s
History of Indian Philosophy - The Creative Period in 1927, the year in which Moritz

Winternitz’ 1907 Geschichte der indischen Literatur was first translated into English.

In this broad period, a number of works also appeared specifically dealing with the
philosophical teachings of the Upanisads. These include Gough 1903, analysing

individual Upanisads'®

, and Ranade 1926, discussing Upanisadic cosmogony,
psychology and metaphysics, but probably the most influential was Deussen’s 7he
Philosophy of the Upanishads, published in German in 1899 and translated into English
by A.S. Geden in 1906. Like most of this early commentarial material, however,
Deussen largely ignored the narratives of the Upanisads and instead made a stalwart
effort to interpret them in a way which supported his view of them as presenting
consistent teachings of arman/brahman identity. Although much of this early
commentarial literature contains material of interest, and is instructive in seeing how the
Upanisads were generally approached in the early twentieth century, its somewhat
blinkered approach to the texts makes much of it of limited direct relevance to this

thesis. An honourable exception in this era, to some degree at least, should be made for

the introductory section to Hume’s 1921 translation.

Finally in this section, I should mention Erich Frauwallner, both for his detailed (and
complex) 1926 article Untersuchungen zu den élteren Upanisaden and for his 1953
History of Indian Philosophy, translated (not entirely happily) into English by V.M.
Bedekar in 1973, both of which contain some innovative ideas about the trajectory of

philosophical enquiry in the early Upanisads.

5. Pre-Upanisadic Ideas of the Ultimate Principle

According to Matthew Kapstein, ‘The self, as an object of philosophico-religious

speculation, is conspicuous in the most ancient literature of India only by its

1% Gough considered the Upanisads ‘a very early attempt, on the part of thinkers of a rude age
and race, to form a cosmological theory’. (1903:v)

298
Neti, neti: the Search for the Ultimate Principle in the Vedic Upanisads
Graham Burns



absence.”'” While this statement is broadly accurate, it does not necessarily follow that
the early Vedic texts were devoid of speculation about the nature of the absolute. While
it is unquestionably the case that philosophical speculation developed markedly in the
Upanisadic period, earlier Vedic texts, particularly later parts of the RV and sections of
the AV, also demonstrated, in places, a concern to discover either a ‘self-contained

191()9()

impersonal entity’ and/or ‘an all-enveloping mechanism or shel which represented

ultimate reality.

A gradual shift from personalised deities with a limited role within the cosmos to a more
abstract form of ultimate principle is reflected particularly in certain hymns of Book 10
of the RV. Norman Brown’s 1965 article 7Theories of Creation in the Rig Veda contains
a helpful overview of the RV’s cosmogonic theories, looking in particular at some of the
later hymns which speculate about the ultimate source of the universe in theistic terms,
as sound, and as a single impersonal principle. The important hymn at RV 10.129 has
been helpfully studied in depth in Maurer 1975 and Brereton 1999, and the speculative
aspect of the cosmogonic theories of the early Vedic texts is emphasised by Jamison and
Witzel, who rightly point out that ‘If early Vedic religion had possessed a detailed,

agreed upon cosmogony, speculation would not have been necessary...”.'"”"

Others to have looked in particular at early Vedic cosmogonic theories include Brown
1968b (specifically on the role of Vac), Brockington 1981 (Chapter 3), Connolly 1992
(focussing in particular on the place of prana, but making some more general
observations at p.10ff), and Falk 1994 (focussing especially on RV 10.72). Proferes
2007, especially at p.77ff, makes some interesting observations about the political and
social symbolism of water in Vedic thought. Doniger O’Flaherty’s arrangement of the
RV extracts which she translates brings together a number of cosmogonic hymns at

1981:24-40.

1989 Kapstein 1988:239.
109 Brown 1965:23.
101 Tamison and Witzel 1992:70.
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6. Early Upanisadic Ideas of the Ultimate Principle

In the early Upanisads, much cosmogonic speculation revolved around natural elements
or forces, with water playing a particularly prominent role. Hume 1921 summarises
some of the early theories around water and space, and notes how they progressed from
the purely cosmogonic to the more philosophical'”*; Ranade 1926 covers much of the

same ground'””

, as well as noting a reference from the KaU which he considers posits
fire as the ‘origin of all things’.'”* Noting the development of the meaning of the term
‘brahman’'"”, Jan Gonda in 1950 listed a number of Upanisadic references where
brahman is directly equated with natural phenomena such as wind, lightning and the
sun.'”® Nakamura 1955, writing from a Buddhist perspective, also cites a number of
Upanisadic references where the ultimate principle is identified as, or equated with,
water, wind or space. Edgerton, who emphasises the continuity of philosophical
speculation from the Sambhitas into the early Upanisads, argues that water, fire, air and
space are all suggested as possible first principles in early Vedic texts, and that wind
and space continue as such into the early Upanisads, criticising both Oldenberg’s view
that ‘none of the powers which tend towards the All-being belongs to the relm of fysical
nature’ and Deussen’s suggestion that material presentations of ultimate reality are

‘symbolic’.'”’

In Frauwallner’s analysis, the Upanisads developed theories about the ‘Carrier or
Vehicle of Life’ via the elements of water, wind (as breath), and fire. His individual
theories are analysed in Hanefeld 1976 (the ‘ Feuer-Lehre’, or fire doctrine); Schneider
1961 (the ¢ Wasser-Kreislaut-Lehre’, or cycle of water doctrine); and Bakker 1982 (the
‘Atem-Lehre’, or wind/prana doctrine). In addition, ultimate reality is in several places
in the Upanisads analysed not as a natural phenomenon, but through metaphors
invoking natural phenomena (as, e.g., in the analogies of salt in water in BU 2.4.12 and

CU 6.13, discussed in detail in Slaje 2001). And, although no individual element is there

12 Hume 1921:9-13.

193 Ranade 1926:76-83.

19 KaU 5.9 in Olivelle’s translation, though cited as KaU 2.5 by Ranade.
193 See below.

19 Gonda 1950:10.

17 BEdgerton 1916:203-4. See also Ruben 1947, especially at 115ff.
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identified in itself as the ultimate principle, Uddalaka Aruni’s teaching in CU 6.2 of
creation as progressing from heat to water to food also falls into this more materialistic
category.'”® Van Buitenen 1957b asks whether the three stages of creation in
Uddalaka’s theory reflect ‘the annual miracle of creation’, in which the ‘elemental
force’ of the hot north Indian summer gives way to the monsoon rains which, in turn,
allow crops to prosper and produce food'”’, and Uddalaka’s doctrine has been analysed

in numerous places, as noted in Chapter 4.

Finally in this section, Geib 1975-6, drawing quite extensively on Frauwallner,
discusses the role of food and the food-eater in the Upanisads, noting the relationship of
food to the naturalistic presentations of the ultimate principle, especially as water. He
posits a three way distinction between, first, those Upanisadic sages who see food as the
‘basic substance of existence’, secondly, those who see the eaters of food (fire and
wind/prana) as the ‘ultimate principle of existence’ and, thirdly, those who argue that
both food and food-eater are necessary (a fundamental duality which, he argues, finds

its eventual home in classical Samkhya)."'”

7. Brahman, Atman, Prana and Aksara

Even though I argue that the teaching of their identity is overplayed, Franklin
Edgerton’s view that ‘no one would have thought of giving this all-surpassing
prominence to the brahman and the atman - as individual expressions - in the older
Upanisads, at any rate, were it not for the fact that later Hindu philosophy... makes so
much of them’ goes perhaps a little far. """ ‘Pivotal in the development of later Indian
21102

philosophies and theologies’ and ‘subject to intense scrutiny by modern scholarship’ ™=,

these two terms are hugely important in a study such as this.

1% Ranade, at 1926:79, equates the tejas of CU 6, which Olivelle translates as ‘heat’, with fire.
Hanefeld (1976:119) uses the German word ‘G/ut’ (also meaning ‘heat’ or ‘glow’). See Chapter
4.

1% Van Buitenen 1957b:91.

1% Geib 1975-6:233.

"1 Edgerton 1916:202. Cf. his later view (Edgerton 1965:23) that ‘Among all the varied
formulations of the First and Supreme Principle, none recurs more constantly throughout the
late Vedic texts than the brahAman.’

192 Olivelle 1998a:26.
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Brahman, in particular, has been extensively analysed, with several authors discussing
both its etymology and its multiple meanings. Renou and Silburn 1949 trace these
meanings from a hymn or formula in the RV, through to a ‘ principe universel by the
time of the Brahmanas. They note too its use as referring to priestly power, arising from
the idea that hrahman (brahman) as a hymn/formula is not just a ‘ formule banale’, but
has divine origins and a special spiritual force.'"”” They also point out its etymological
associations with the term brahmodya, the debate between brahmins, which they see as

underpinning the whole literary structure of the older Upanisads.

Gonda 1950 also discusses the etymology of the word extensively. He notes that, even
by the time of the relatively late SU, ideas of what brahman actually was were still
diffuse. At 1950:10ff, Gonda lists a number of Upanisadic passages which identify
brahman with such diverse entities as lightning, the heart, food, and the sun, as well as
identifying passages which present the world as emanating from brahman, being
pervaded by brahman or simply being brahman (my emphasis), before concluding that
‘the supreme source of creation and the essence of reality can never be completely
defined or comprehended by the human mind’,''"™ but that people nevertheless
continued to attempt to do so, e.g. by deifying it."'” At 1950:43, he finally makes his
own attempt, presenting brahman as ‘a sustaining principle... a basis, support or firm

and ultimate ground of existence’.

Thieme 1952 is a third significant article in the space of four years, after Renou and
Silburn 1949 and Gonda 1950, to analyse the term brahman, which he does to a large
extent by discussing and in places challenging the views of Renou and Silburn and
Gonda, amongst others, particularly around the derivation of the word."'”® However,
unlike Gonda, who devotes a reasonable amount of space to the Upanisads, the bulk of

Thieme’s analysis is focussed on the Samhitas and Brahmanas.

A substantial part of Deussen [1899] 1906 is devoted to a discussion of brahman. He

begins with a discussion of some of the early Upanisadic attempts to explain brahman,

1% See also Edgerton 1965:23.

"% Gonda 1950:13.

"9 Bven though, in KeU 3.2, even the gods do not understand brahman!
1% See Chapter 2.
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such as those of Drpta Balaki in BU 2.1 and Vidagdha Sakalya in BU 3.9; moves on to
what he describes as ‘symbolical representations’ of brahman, e.g. as prana, brahman as
being, non-being, consciousness, bliss, and essentially unknowable; brahman as creator
god, preserver, and destroyer of the universe. Although Deussen’s survey of the role of
brahman in the Upanisads is comprehensive, it is throughout coloured by the Advaitin
agenda which permeates his writing, as for example in his often unstated but widespread
assumptions that efforts to explain arman should also be understood as efforts to explain

brahman.

In his much briefer discussion, Hume too alights on the story of Balaki and AjatasSatru in
BU 2.1, in which Balaki’s numerous attempts to explain or define brahman are one by
one rejected by AjataSatru, who, according to Hume, presents brahman as ‘that into
which one goes to sleep and from which one wakes again’.""”” Hume sees this as the
most important Upanisadic attempt to define brahman, being ‘the first... where the
conception of Brahma (sic) is subjected to a regressive analysis leading to a conclusion

»1108

which obtains throughout the remainder of the Upanishads’ ™, in particular in rejecting

a single ‘phenomenal object or substance’ as the ground of being. For Hume, the

d’'"'% which he refers to

‘merging of all objective phenomena into a unitary world-groun
as Brahma, is the first stage in the Upanisads’ development of what he describes as ‘the
pantheistic conception of the world’''"’, a stage followed by the development of the

concept of atman and its relationship with brahman.

The challenge of defining brahman, let alone explaining how it operates as an ultimate
principle, has been highlighted by more recent scholars, including Olivelle (1998a:26
and 2010:48) and Brereton, who, with his customary succinctness, concludes that ‘...
for the Upanishads, the brahman remains an open concept. It is simply the designation
given to whatever principle or power a sage believes to lie behind the world and to

make the world explicable’.'""" Writing from the comparative perspective of Buddhist

" Hume 1921:18, though, in fact, the term brahman does not appear in Ajatasatru’s final
teaching (see Chapter 3).

1108 Ibld

"% Hume 1921:22-23.

" Hume 1921:23.

""" Brereton 1990:118.
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studies, Steven Collins argues that ‘it is perhaps fruitless to seek for a single basic
meaning’, though he draws attention to the shift of the notion of brahman from a ‘static

51112

support of things to a ‘potent, usable force’ via its use, in its meaning as hymn or

formula, in Vedic ritual."'"?

An interesting metaphor for brahman is identified by Proferes, namely that of kingship
or sovereignty. At 2007:143, Proferes argues that ‘The identity of the king with his
dominion and, ultimately, with the cosmos can be shown to have directly informed the
early Upanisadic discourse on the nature of the absolute...’, noting in particular the
royal representation of brahman in KsU 1, as well as citing passages from the BU and
CU. The development through the Upanisads of homologies between the macrocosm
and the microcosm finds particular resonance, he argues, in the position of the king as

the ideal of political and spiritual power located

‘at the center of the cosmos, however peripheral his position may have been in
reality... As the figure of the king was projected upon the cosmos and identified
with it, the political freedom and power of the king came to symbolize spiritual

freedom and spiritual power’.''"*

Finally, for Ram-Prasad, who, at 2010:725, sets out a useful list of different
presentations of brahman in the Upanisads, and, at 2010:736-9, summarises later
interpretations of the role of brahman by the various schools of Vedanta, the primary
aim of brahman in the Upanisads ‘seems to be to stand for some ultimate wholeness,

which can integrate all existence’.''"

Like brahman, the term atman too is capable of various meanings, which have
developed over time. Chapple 2010:689 lists some of these: ‘breath of life, core
essential self, life source, soul, living being, or highest self’. Unlike brahman, however,
the etymology of arman, and its role in the Upanisads, have been subject to less detailed
academic scrutiny, honourable exceptions being Renou 1952 and, to a more limited

extent, Elizarenkova 2005 and Chapple 2010. Renou 1952 notes the relationship

"2 Cf. Gonda’s attempt at description: see above.
" Collins 1982:60.

114 Proferes 2007:152.

115 Ram-Prasad 2010:724.
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between arman and breath in the RV, which he sees as having been divorced by the time
of the AV. He observes the homologies between dtman and the fire-altar in the SB, and
the teaching of Sandilya in SB 10.6.3.2'"'®, as well as highlighting the creative role of

atman in some of the early Upanisadic cosmogonies.

Hume discusses arman at 1921:23-32. He sees the origin of atman as a form of ‘soul’
having its origins in the Vedic correspondences between parts of the human body and
aspects of the macrocosm, e.g. the eye and the sun, the breath and the wind''"’, which
gave rise to the notion of a universal world-soul ‘of which the individual self or soul is a
miniature’.'""® This, in turn, led on to correlations of dfman as, e.g., ‘the person in fire
and in speech;... in the sun and in the eye; in lightning and in heat.”''"” He argues that
theories of afman and brahman developed simultaneously, but separately, drawing
attention to Upanisadic creation stories in which, in different myths, both brahman and
atman are presented as the creative force. He also highlights the enquiry of the

householders who came to Asvapati Kaikeya in CU 5.11'"*°

, wishing to know the nature
of atman and (my emphasis) the nature of brahman, as indicative of this separate
development, but also of what he considers a gradual understanding of the identity of

the two concepts.

For Belvalkar and Ranade, the recognition of afman as the ‘highest cosmological
principle’ is the ‘culminating point of Upanishadic philosophy’.'"*' They note various
possible etymological derivations of the term, including possible derivations from the
Sanskrit Van (to breathe), a common suggestion among German commentators who note
the etymological similarity with the German atmen (to breathe).''** At 1927:360-365,
they contribute a useful review of ‘Upanisadic statements about the atman’, as they also

do about brahman at 1927:355-357.

'11® An exhortation to meditate on 2tman, described as ‘made up of intelligence, and endowed
with a body of spirit’, equated with a ‘golden Purusha in the heart’; and described as ‘that self of
the spirit’ (prapa) (translations from Eggeling 1897).

"7 As, e.g.,in RV 10.16.3.

""" Hume 1921:25.

""" BU 2.5, following Hume’s translation at 1921:28.

120 See Chapters 4 and 5.

2! Belvalkar and Ranade 1927:357.

122 See also Renou 1952, discussed above.
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H.G. Narahari’s 1944 work Atman in Pre-Upanisadic Vedic Literature, despite its title,
explores concepts of both atman and brahman in the Upanisads in Chapter 3. He
describes the use of the two terms in the Upanisads to denote the ‘First Principle’ as
‘promiscuous’.''” Van Buitenen 1964 discusses the expression ‘mahan arma’ (which he
translates as the ‘great armam’ or the ‘large arman’), originally appearing in the
Upanisads as a macrocosmic entity which found its way into a microcosmic form as the
‘personal’ afman, and also into classical Samkhya philosophy, ‘which made innocuous a
term that in its original development of conception reflected a fundamental position
opposed to the dualism of purusa and prakrti, that of a supreme being, creating itself in

the universe’.'"**

Van Buitenen 1955-6 and 1959 survey the development of the term aksara, another term
which originally had a phonetic meaning (as ‘syllable’, later associated specifically with
OM), before later becoming a designation for the ultimate principle in the JUB and in
certain places in the Upanisads.''* Renou also touches on aksara in Renou 1949, and
Modi devotes a whole monograph to it (Modi 1932), though only Chapter 3 directly

addresses its use in the Upanisads.

Breath, or prana, also plays a role in Upanisadic enquiry into the ultimate principle,
though, as Frauwallner notes, breath as an ultimate principle has difficulty explaining
‘all the phenomena of life’, such as knowledge and consciousness, so that ‘the doctrine
of Breath must... reckon with a multiplicity of life-forces’ in a way which allows breath
some form of primacy amongst them.''*® He explores this by reference to the stories
which appear in various places in the Upanisads where the senses and/or bodily
functions compete with each other for supremacy, competitions which are in each case
won by breath or prana.''*’ He does not, however, go on directly to discuss pranain its
more extended sense of ‘life breath’ or ‘vital force’, other than in a rather parenthetical
paragraph at [1953] 1973:45. He does highlight Raikva’s teaching in CU 4.1.3, where a

homology is presented between the role of the wind in the wider universe and the role of

"% Narahari 1944:22. Narahari’s work is extensively criticised by Connolly at 1992:24-32.
'2* Van Buitenen 1964:114.

" E.g BU 3.8.8-11; MaU 1. See Chapter 2.

1126 Brauwallner [1953] 1973:41.

"27E.g. BU 6.1.7-14; CU 5.1.6-15; KsU 2.14.
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breath in the individual, which he suggests is a ‘fruitful beginning’ of the extension of
the ‘Breath-doctrine’,'"*® before concluding a little lamely that ‘Evidently the Breath

*1129 "3 conclusion

proved to be not suitable to unite with itself further-reaching ideas.
challenged in Bakker 1982, who saw the Azem-Lehre as developing, particularly

through the KsU, into a form of proto-Samkhya.

Although he does not explicity refer to Frauwallner, those ideas are also challenged by

Peter Connolly in Connolly 1992 and Connolly 1997. In Connolly 1992, he says:

‘An examination of all references to prana in the Upanisads reveals that the
prominent view is quite similar to [that of pre-Upanisadic texts]; pranais the
primeval source of all and the immortal inner essence of individuals which

manifests in the body as the various breaths and faculties’'"*’;

and in Connolly 1997 he sets out certain Upanisadic passages which he argues present
prana as an ultimate principle, some straightforwardly and others metaphorically.'"”' His
core argument is that, in certain (though not all) places in the Upanisads, the much
better known concepts of arman and brahman ‘were developed on the basis of existing

*1132 "a development which was consciously downplayed or even

conceptions of prana
deliberately misinterpreted in later philosophical traditions. His self-professed ‘bold and
provocative conclusion’ is that ‘On the subject of prana the great Vedanta commentators

wilfully misrepresented the teachings of the Upanisads.”.""”

The Upanisadic presentation of prana as a ‘first principle’ is highlighted as early as
Deussen [1899] 1906 where, in a sentiment echoed by Frauwallner in his presentation of
the early form of his ‘fire-doctrine’, he notes that the early Upanisads especially are

yet... unable to apprehend the first principle of the universe otherwise than in its most

obvious phenomenal forms’.'"** Yet, even though this statement suggests an acceptance

128 Brauwallner [1953] 1973:44.

"2 Frauwallner [1953] 1973:45. Keith 1925:516 also suggests that the setting-up of breath as
the ultimate principle was rejected as inadequate.

'3 Connolly 1992:57.

' Connolly 1997:26.

'3 Connolly 1997:35.

'3 Connolly 1997:36-37.

134 Deussen [1899] 1906:101.
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of prapa as denoting a form of ultimate principle, at least in some early Upanisadic
passages, Deussen later refers to these passages as being those ‘in which the pranais
recognised as a first principle, but immediately set aside’.''* Belvalkar and Ranade too
highlight the prominence of prana in certain early Upanisadic texts, before its eventual
subordination to afman, seeing TU 2.2 as ‘completing the downward career of Prana by
making him merely one of the sheaths or envelopes of the Atman’.'"*® Another useful
summary of the role of pranain the Upanisads, though one which does not afford it the

status of an ultimate principle, is contained in Zysk 1993. His conclusion is that

‘In their spiritual quest through meditation for the universal principle behind
all existence, these ascetics realized that breath was the closest physical
manifestation of the ultimate, unchanging, creative force in man, his arman,
or soul, the embodiment of the brahman, or universal spirit. Prana is the seat

of the brahman and arises from the atman.’."'"’

8. Later Upanisadic Interpretations

As the main purpose of this thesis is to analyse what the Upanisads actually say, rather
than how they have been interpreted, I do not devote significant space to a detailed
discussion of the later Indian philosophical schools. Useful summaries may be found in
Hiriyanna 1993 and 1995, including in particular a summary of the views of the early
Purva Mimamsa scholars Prabhakara and Kumarila with regard to the self at Hiriyanna
1993:302-3. However, theories of the ultimate principle were in general not at the

forefront of Pirva Mimamsa philosophy.

The term ‘vedanta’ (‘end of the Veda’) is a term frequently used of the Vedic Upanisads

themselves, and was appropriated by a number of later philosophical schools which take

1138

the Upanisads as foundational doctrinal texts. While some later interpreters ~° produced

detailed commentaries on individual Upanisads, most, if not all, of the most significant

' Deussen [1899] 1906:110. See also Coomaraswamy 2000:41: ¢ Pranais an essential name of
the Self.’

'3 Belvalkar and Ranade 1927:368-9.

37 Zysk 1993:204.

'38 Notably Sankara.
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later Upanisadic interpreters base their interpretations not just on the Upanisads
themselves (or, more accurately, on specific passages from the Upanisads), but also on
the BS. The BS themselves were translated into English by George Thibaut, as part of
the Sacred Books of the East series, first, with the commentary by Sankara, in two parts
in 1890 and 1896, and then with the commentary of Ramanuja in 1904. Radhakrishnan
1960 contains an alternative translation, with his own commentary, as well as a lengthy
introduction in which he summarises the philosophical interpretations of no fewer than

twelve commentators over a period from the eighth to the eighteenth centuries.'"”

Five of the most significant schools deriving authority from the BS whose teachings
have come down to us are the Advaita associated primarily with Sankara, the
Visistadvaita associated primarily with Ramanuja, the Dvaita of Madhva, the
Bhedabheda of (amongst others) Bhaskara and Nimbarka, and the Suddhadvaita of
Vallabha."'*” Each of these schools, especially the first two, has been the subject of
extensive secondary literature, often written from the perspective of an adherent to, or at
least a supporter of, the philosophy in question. A useful brief summary of the BS in the
light of the commentaries of all five schools mentioned above is Ghate 1926. His
conclusion maintains a degree of objectivity, though tends towards favouring the ideas

of Ramanuja.''"'

So far as the individual schools are concerned, among the numerous works on Sankara’s
Aduvaita, it is worth highlighting Deussen [1883] 1912, which analyses the BS with
Sankara’s commentary, and also includes a breakdown of the quotations from the
Upanisads which Sankara’s commentary contains''*, as well as Deutsch 1969 for a
succinct overview, and Suthren Hirst 2005, especially for her discussion in Chapter 7 of
Sankara’s treatment of three key Upanisadic phrases.''** Ramanuja’s system is covered
in Lipner 1986 and receives a fairly recent treatment in Bartley 2002; Madhva’s is

usefully summarised in Narain 1962; Nimbarka’s in Agrawal 1977; and Vallabha’s in

' Radhakrishnan 1960:25-102.

1140 See Chapter 1.

"4 As well as being generally dismissive of Sankara, he also dismisses Madhva’s theories as
‘inferior in character’ and ‘of little or no merit’ (Ghate 1926:168ff).

"2 Deussen [1883] 1912:30-32. He identifies some 2,060 individual Upanisadic quotations in
Sankara’s commentary, 810 of which come from the CU and 567 from the BU.

143 Tar tvam asi, neti neti, and satyam jAanam anantam brahman.
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Narain 2004. Radhakrishnan 1928 contains a lengthy discussion of Sankara’s Advaita
and Ramanuja’s Visistadvaita''**; Sawai 1991 a shorter summary of their competing
views. Finally, Dasgupta [1922] 1988 contains extensive summaries of all five schools,
Sankara in volume 1 (406-494), Ramanuja in volume 3 (94-138 on Visistadvaita
generally and 165-398 on Ramanuja specifically), Nimbarka in volume 3 (399-444),
and Madhva and Vallabha in volume 4 (51-203 and 320-383 respectively).

9. The Upanisads as Literature: literary devices and narratives

It is only relatively recently that much scholarly attention has been paid to the literary
presentation of the Upanisads. Although the literary presentation of teachings was often
mentioned in early commentarial literature, those commentaries paid little, if any,
attention to what that literary presentation could contribute to an understanding of the

texts.

In 1961, Paul Hacker, discussing the method of ‘historical exploration’ (geschichtlichen
Erforschung) of anonymous Sanskrit texts, argued that, while the texts as we have them
may well be made up of pieces which had once stood alone, the fact that we have them
in the form in which we do should be considered significant. Philological study must
accordingly concern itself with the historical, cultural and intellectual reasons behind
the changes to texts over time and, therefore, the historical, cultural and intellectual
reasons why an individual text ended up in the form in which it did. This concern with
the form, as well as the content, of Upanisadic teachings led to important individual
Upanisadic narratives being analysed, often in great detail, as, for example, in Hanefeld
1976, before Brereton 1990, discussed above, used narratives to help define his

paradigms.

Olivelle 19990 is a very significant work in this context, not just in its detailed analysis
of the Svetaketu story from the BU, CU and KsU, but in promoting the general idea that

the narrative context in which an Upanisadic teaching is presented can be extremely

"% Consistently with the tenor of some of his other work, it is noticeable that Sankara receives
over 200 pages, and Ramanuja only about 60. Radhakrishnan’s conclusion on Sarkara is
verging on the hagiographic (Radhakrishnan 1928:224).
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meaningful in extracting what the author/compiler of that teaching sees as its key
components. By examining the divergent literary ways in which the compilers of the
three versions of the “Young Svetaketu’ narrative both present the underlying story and
develop the character of Svetaketu, he notes significant differences in their theological
and socio-political standpoints. As he says: ‘Close attention to language, style, narrative
strategy, and choice of words helps us understand what the author is aiming to do, what
message, subtle or otherwise, he is attempting to impart..."."'*> A literary study of the
texts which is mindful of the development of characters and narrative episodes, whether
within the same text, within different recensions of the same text, or between different
texts, enables the scholar to consider the progression of ideas more clearly within the
contexts in which they were being presented, to a much greater extent than is allowed
by the simple mining of the texts for ‘nuggets’ of philosophical teaching isolated from

their context, and such an approach is key to my own analysis.

Olivelle’s work has undoubtedly influenced two others whose recent output has
explored Upanisadic narrative in depth. Olivelle’s own student, Steven Lindquist,
focussed much of his early work on one Upanisadic character, Yajiavalkya, from his
discussion of BU 3.9.28 in 2004, through his 2008 look at women in the BU (the two
most important of whom, Gargi and Maitrey1, both appear in dialogue with
Yajiavalkya), to his study of the historicity of Yajiavalkya in 2011 and his complete
monograph on Yajfiavalkya (forthcoming). Brian Black’s 2007 work 7he Character of
the Self in Ancient India explicitly acknowledges the influence of Olivelle 1999b, as

well as other studies of individual characters or narrative episodes''*°

, while seeking to
break new ground in looking for common characteristics among the Upanisadic
dialogues and seeking to derive from those common characteristics ‘a consistent set of
teachings that are integral to understanding ideas such as arman, prana, and
immortality’.'"” The use of dialogue in South Asian religions more generally is

discussed in Black and Patton’s 2015 edited volume Dialogue in Early South Asian

Religions.

%5 Olivelle 1999b:47. Renou 1955 also uses this episode to locate his discussion of the
correlations between the BU and CU.

1146 Black 2007:19.

1147 Ibld
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Black 2007 analyses Upanisadic narratives within the categories of (a) teachers and
students; (b) debates between brahmins; (c) kings and brahmins; and (d) brahmins and
women, some of which themes I discuss briefly in Chapter 1. Following (even if not
explicitly) Hacker’s approach, he argues that the Upanisadic narrative episodes which
he studies are ‘not merely superfluous information or literary ornamentation, but
fundamental aspects of the philosophical claims of the texts’.''** He notes how the
antipathy to ritual shown in several places in the early Upanisads reflects in the re-
definition of certain key brahmin characters as teachers rather than ritualists and in their
changing relationships with their royal patrons; how the CU responds to these social
changes in a more conservative way than the BU''*’; and how the dialogue narrative
form helps depict philosophical truths both as attainable through interaction with others,

and ‘entrenched within the affairs of everyday life’.'"™*

Black’s more recent work has explored literary connections between the Upanisads and
early Buddhist narratives (Black 2011b and 2012) and the teaching lineages of the BU
(Black 2011c), but for my purposes his most significant contribution since 2007 has
been his study of secrecy as an Upanisadic narrative theme (Black 2011a), a theme also
explored in some depth by Jonardon Ganeri in Chapter 3 of Ganeri 2007. Ganeri
argues, amongst other things, that the Upanisads often present ultimate reality as hidden

‘in order to make possible a project of self-discovery’.""”!

Grinshpon 2003 is another important contribution to the study of the Upanisadic
narratives and their significance. Like Olivelle before him and Black after him,
Grinshpon stresses the importance of what he describes as ‘Good-Enough Reading’ of
the Upanisads, in other words a reading which uses the narratives to refine the abstract
theories which can be derived from the texts. He presents the Upanisadic narratives as
‘narratives of crisis’, whose characters are ‘awakened to their inferiority’ and suffer
‘metaphysical (or ontological) weakness’, the transcendence of which is ‘the crux of

Upanishadic storytelling’.'"** Brereton too, at 1997:3n7, argues that the Upanisads are

1148 Black 2007:1609.

!4 A point emphasised in Olivelle 2009a.
150 Black 2007:174.

! Ganeri 2007:22.

152 Grinshpon 2003:vii.
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not necessarily ‘loosely structured collections of assertions, observations and aphorisms
about the nature of things’. He argues, as I do, that they should be read in a way which
‘accentuates the connections between the parts of the dialogue, and... assumes that the
passage should be seen as a coherent composition’, even if this is not necessarily an
obvious assumption given the composite nature and range of the topics often discussed,

even within an individual passage.

I mention in Chapter 1 the contributions of others in looking at specific Upanisadic
literary themes and characters. As well as Olivelle 1999b on Svetaketu and Uddalaka
Aruni, and Lindquist’s work on Yajfiavalkya, individual characters have been analysed
in works such as FiSer 1984, Reinvang 2000, Hock 2002, and Witzel 2003b (all on
Yajfiavalkya); Findly 1985 on Gargi; Bodewitz 2001 on Uddalaka Aruni; Black 2011b
on Svetaketu; Lindquist 2008 on Gargi and Maitreyi; and Lindquist 201 1a on Sakalya.
Olivelle 1998a:478-486 and Lindquist 2018b both contain helpful lists of Upanisadic
characters, and, although somewhat dated, Macdonell and Keith 1912 contains a useful
encyclopaedia of Vedic characters more broadly. Ruben 1947 contains more detailed
studies of individual Upanisadic ‘philosophers’ set in their textual contexts, though see

Lindquist 2018b:101 for a critique of Ruben’s ‘historically positivist reconstruction’.

So far as other specific literary themes are concerned, the roots of the teacher/student
motif in the system of brahmacarya are discussed in Olivelle 1993, as well as Kaelber
1981 and 1989 and Lubin 2005. Ruben 1928, Thompson 1997 and Brereton 1997
discuss debates between brahmins, as does Witzel 1987a, focussing on the ‘shattered
head” motif, also discussed in Insler 1989-90. As something of an exception to the more
recent development of the study of Upanisadic literary devices, the motif of ksatriyas
teaching brahmins is reviewed by many commentators from as early as Garbe 1897 up
to Black 2007, via such as Deussen [1899] 1906 and [1897] 1980, Edgerton 1916,
Hume 1921, and Frauwallner [1953] 1973, with differing conclusions about its
importance. It is also worth noting the valuable work of Edgerton in his discussion of
the theme of knowledge as power in the Upanisads, particularly in Edgerton 1929,

where he stresses the relationship in Vedic thought between knowledge and control.

In Chapter 4, I focus on one particular, and very famous, Upanisadic narrative, namely

the dialogue between Uddalaka Aruni and his son, Svetaketu, in CU 6. The episode in
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CU 6, its characters, and in particular the teaching encapsulated in the phrase ‘faf tvam
asr’ have been the subject of extensive study, going back as far as that by Franklin
Edgerton in his Studies in the Veda article of 1915, with a detailed linguistic analysis

appearing in Morgenroth 1970.

The character of Uddalaka Aruni, in the particular context of CU 6, is discussed by
Ruben in 1947:156-176, and, although not directly focussing on CU 6, the character of
Svetaketu, and his relationship with his father, form the subject of Olivelle’s Young
Svetaketu: A Literary Study of an Upanisadic Story (Olivelle 1999b), mentioned above.
Svetaketu, and the setting of CU 6 in the context of the dialogue between father and son,
are also discussed at Bronkhorst 1996. The narrative of CU 6 is one of the three
Upanisadic narratives which Hanefeld analyses in detail in Hanefeld 1976. He focusses
in particular on the structural integrity, or otherwise, of the narrative, as does Bodewitz
in Bodewitz 2001. Hanefeld’s arguments are also usefully summarised in Bock-Raming
1996. Hanefeld’s exposition is generally cogent and useful, though, in ‘mining’ the
narrative in such detail, he perhaps runs the risk of losing sight both of the general thrust
of the narrative when read as a whole, and of the broader role played by Uddalaka Aruni

in the early Upanisads.

Uddalaka Aruni’s empirical focus in his analysis of reality, which I discuss in Chapter
4, has been noted by, amongst others, Black'"”’, and discussed in more detail in
Chattopadhyaya 1986-7, where Uddalaka is described as a ‘pioneer of science’. The
word adesa - which Olivelle translates as ‘rule of substitution’ and which plays an
important part in Uddalaka’s explanation of the universe - has been specifically
discussed in van Buitenen 1958, Thieme 1968, Slaje 2010, and Acharya 2017; and
another important word in the narrative, vacarambhanam, in van Buitenen 1955 and
1958. Other parts of Uddalaka’s teachings have been analysed in Bodewitz 1991/2,
Bodewitz 2001, Visigalli 2014, and Acharya 2016.

The famous saying faf tvam asi, repeated thirteen times by Uddalaka Aruni in CU 6, has
traditionally been interpreted, both in Indian circles and in Western exegesis, as ‘thou

art that’ and seen as an unequivocal statement of non-duality. However, that

133 Black 2007:40.
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interpretation has been called into question in recent years. The idea that CU 6 teaches a
strict non-dualism was called into question in Hanefeld 1976, Sawai 1991 and Bodewitz
2001, and the ‘traditional’ rendering of the phrase was seriously doubted in an
influential 1986 article by Joel Brereton. As I discuss further in Chapter 4, Brereton’s
conclusion has been adopted with approval by Olivelle (1998a and elsewhere) but

challenged by others, including Ganeri, Roebuck, and Phillips.

One of the other narratives involving Uddalaka Aruni which I discuss in Chapter 4 is
that of the teaching of the ‘five fires’, which appears in CU 5.3 to 5.10. That narrative,
and its counterparts at BU 6.2 and KsU 1, are the narratives subjected to detailed literary
analysis in Olivelle 1999b, where he also discusses their contents, though without
directly relating them to the teachings of CU 6. This group of narratives has been
discussed by, amongst others, Frauwallner [1953] 1973, S6hnen 1981, Bodewitz 1986
and Killingley 1997.

10. God and Samkhya

In Chapter 5, I look at the role of god (and gods) in the Upanisads’ quest to find the
ultimate principle, noting too the tendency in places to give the ultimate principle
personality, even if not necessarily explicit divinity. That enquiry leads also to a brief
consideration of the relationship between the Upanisads (particularly the KaU and SU)

with, on the one hand, the BhG, and, on the other, Samkhya philosophy.

Much early Vedic ritual revolved around the propitiation of deified natural forces, such
as Agni (fire), Vayu (wind), Stirya (sun) etc. Dasgupta notes how, at the end of the
Samhita period, there had been a move towards a deified representation of the ‘creator
and controller of the universe’, in the form of Prajapati, ViSvakarman, Brahmanaspati
or, in some places, Brahman'">*, but that it was only in the Upanisads that the nature of

that deity began to be investigated. As he says,

‘Many visible objects of nature such as the sun or the wind... were tried, but

none could render satisfaction to the great ideal that had been aroused... The

'3 Dasgupta [1922] 1988 (vol.1):43.
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Upanisads present to us the history of this quest and the results that were

achieved.”.!'

Some of the most important studies of the role of the gods in the Vedic period have
been done by Jan Gonda. His essay 7he Isvara Ideain his volume Change and
Continuity in Indian Religion (Gonda 1965a) surveys the development of ideas of a
personified god though the Vedic period into the religious tradition(s) we now know as
Hinduism, noting in particular the rise of Rudra in the SU as ‘the heir of Prajapati,
Purusa and Brahman conceptions’ in earlier Vedic texts.'"”® He covers much of the same
ground in Gonda 1968a; and Gonda 1970 documents the rise to prominence of Siva and
Visnu, again containing some useful observations on the place of Rudra in the SU.
Gonda 1986 is a detailed and painstaking study of the rise to prominence of Prajapati in

early Vedic texts, a rise which continues into the early Upanisads.

Chapter 5 focusses particularly on the later Upanisads, notably the KaU and the SU.

1157 of the SU from 1927 was an important landmark in the

Hauschild’s ‘critical edition
study of these later Upanisads, and I have also mentioned above Rau’s influential
translations of both into German, the SU in 1965 and the KaU in 1971. Thomas
Oberlies produced his own “critical edition’ of the SU in a series of instalments from
1995 to 1998, following on from his overarching study of the text in Oberlies 1988.
Morton Smith’s Thinking Class Theism article of 1975 explores the language of the SU,
and Salomon 1986 looks in particular at the Vedic citations in the SU (an area also
covered in Oberlies 1988). Signe Cohen also explores the linguistic structure of the SU
in Cohen 1998, and, reflecting that article, in her chapter on the SU in Cohen 2008,
where she makes some useful observations about the possible interpolation of Rudra as
the principal deity in the theistic SU. Although the KaU has also been much studied,
those studies have in general been less useful for the purposes of this thesis, often
focussing in detail on small sections of the text rather than looking for thematic

development, but I note here the studies in Helfer 1968, Gonda 1977, Lipner 1978,

Sharma 1984 and Bodewitz 1985, as well as the narratological study of the KaU’s frame

1155 Ib]d
1156 Gonda 1965a:162.
"7 See Olivelle’s observations on so-called “critical editions’ of Upanisads at 1998a:xv and, in
more detail, in 1998b.
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story of Naciketas’ visit to the realm of death in DeVries’ 1987 article The Father, the
Son and the Ghoulish Host: A Fairy Tale in Early Sanskrit?.

The relationship between the later Upanisads and the BhG is particularly helpfully
covered in a number of places in Malinar 2007, as well as in a short section at Cohen
2008:198-200 on the KaU. Although the origins of Samkhya are somewhat murky - see
Larson 1979 for both a ‘Critical Review of the History of Interpretations of the
Samkhya’, in which he summarises and reviews the work of fourteen earlier scholars,
and ‘An Interpretation of the Historical Development of Classical Samkhya’ - there is a
broad consensus that terminology, and certain nascent ideas, which became important
some centuries later in classical Samkhya can be found in the Upanisads, especially in
the KaU and the SU. Larson addresses this in particular at 1979:95-103, while dealing
with the relationship between early Samkhya and the BhG at Larson 1979:108-134.'">*
E.H. Johnston also deals with the Samkhya/Upanisads relationship in Johnston 1930
(specifically on the SU) and Johnston 1937 (more generally). In Johnston 1930 he
argues (rather against most other scholars, who see nascent ideas rather than a clearly
defined system) for a pre-existing Samkhya philosophy which is reflected in the SU.
Although he modifies this view in Johnston 1937, it is easy to read that article as an
attempt to find a system in the Upanisads rather than a more objective questioning of

what they actually say.

Finally in this section, I should note again van Buitenen’s articles at van Buitenen 1957a
and 1957b, as well as Bronkhorst’s 1983 article on the role of god in Samkhya, in which
he argues that Samkhya philosophy was not always the atheistic system which the
classical Samkhya of the Samkhyakarika is generally taken to be, a view also taken (to
some degree at least) by Hauschild 1927, Johnston 1937, van Buitenen 1957a, and
Edgerton 1975.'"*

%% See also Malinar 2007: passim, but particularly 192-206.
"% For the text, and an English translation, of the Samkhyakarika, see Larson 1979.
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