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Abstract

The Bhagavad-gita (Gita) is a narrative dialogue between Krsna as teacher and Arjuna as
pupil. This thesis considers Krsna’s person and pedagogy in three Advaita Vedantin Gita
commentaries — Samkara’s Gitabhasya, Sridhara’s Subodhini and Madhustdana’s
Gitagiidharthadipika. There has been no comparative study of how Samkara, Sridhara and
Madhustidana interpret the person and pedagogy of Krsna in the Gita. 1 provide this by
asking my primary research question: How does examining the relation perceived between
Krsna’s person and pedagogy help us to understand Krsna’s place in Advaita Vedanta in

Samkara’s Gitabhdasya, Stidhara’s Subodhint and Madhustidana’s Gitagiidharthadipika?

The ‘divide’ between Advaita Vedanta (non-dualism) and bhakti (devotion) is a central
question in the secondary literature on Krsna in Advaita Vedantin Gita commentaries. This
thesis addresses this divide in a novel way, by asking two key questions to begin with: 1)
What are the commentators’ own questions? and ii) Why is Arjuna drowning, and how can
Krsna save him? Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusitidana all take the stock metaphor of the
ocean of rebirth (Gita 12.7) and apply it specifically to Arjuna, presenting Arjuna ‘drowning
in the ocean of grief and delusion’ as a key intellectual problem. Looking at the questions
the commentators set up themselves, we find that each has a key focus. For Samkara it is
agency, for Sridhara it is the notion of body, and for Madhusiidana it is the concept of
personhood. In this thesis, I demonstrate how these themes act both as hermeneutical and
pedagogical keys for each commentator’s interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy in the Gita.
To show this, my method will involve a close reading of the Sanskrit commentaries

themselves, and socio-religious, intellectual and textual contextualisation.

I argue that, for Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana, Krsna is not irrelevant or a problem,
and does not need to be side-lined. Krsna’s person is fundamental in different ways to his
pedagogical role of rescuing Arjuna and thus to a soteriology which draws the seeker of
Advaitin liberation from the world of rebirth to realisation of that which is transcendent. By
demonstrating the significance of the person of Krsna for these three Advaita Vedantin
commentators, this thesis provides a resource for thinking about divine embodiment and
teacher-pupil relationships, and a new way of understanding the relationship between non-

dualism and devotionalism in the Advaita Vedantin tradition.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 — Introducing the Problem

This thesis considers the relation between the person and pedagogy of the Supreme Lord,
Krsna, in three Advaita Vedantin commentaries on the Bhagavad-gita (Gitd) in Sanskrit —
Samkara’s Gitabhasya (‘Commentary on the Gita’, c¢. 700 C.E.), Sridhara’s Subodhint (‘The
Easy to Understand (Book),”! ¢. 1400) and Madhustudana’s Gitagiidharthadipika (‘The
[llumination of the Secret Meaning’, c. 1540).

The question of how the transcendent relates to the human is one of the major questions
asked across religious traditions. It subsumes further questions such as: if the transcendent
is utterly transcendent, then how can we even use language to talk about the transcendent?
How can God be transcendent whilst taking on a body? If devotion assumes another who is

worshipped, then how can we understand that if there is no ‘other’?

Such questions about the transcendent are also asked in Indian philosophical traditions. In
the Gita, the transcendent (brahman) acts in the world as the Supreme Lord, taking on a
human form and body in Krsna. For an Advaita Vedantin (non-dualist) commentator, this
poses a clear challenge. They must interpret Krsna — a divine subject who manifests in
human form and acts in the world — in terms of their own non-dual position that brahman
is the sole reality from whom self and world are ultimately non-different. The person of
Krsna thus marks one of the most problematic tensions in Advaita Vedanta: how can the
divine be truly personal, manifesting in human form to be worshipped, and yet ultimately
transcendent and non-dual? This question has provided the focal point for much of the

scholarship on Krsna in Advaita Vedantin Gita commentaries.

In my own analysis of the Gitd commentaries of Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana, my
primary research questions set out to address the ‘tension’ between Advaita and bhakti from

a new starting point. I begin by asking two key questions:

! Could also be translated as ‘Book of the Good Understanding’.
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1) What are the commentators’ own questions?

I use the word ‘question’ as a shorthand for what could be argued to be my commentators’
own key concerns. To identify these key concerns, I use close reading, for example, of the
way they introduce their commentaries.> By looking at the questions the commentators set
up themselves, we find that all three present Arjuna ‘drowning in the ocean of grief and
delusion’ as a key intellectual problem. They do this, in various ways, by taking the stock
metaphor of the ocean of rebirth (which the Giza itself deploys in 12.7)* and reapplying it

to Arjuna specifically. This yields my second question:

i) Why is Arjuna drowning, and how can Krsna save him?

I identify the specific means by which Krsna saves Arjuna from drowning, according to
Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana, through an analysis of some of the broader questions
asked by each commentator about Krsna himself. For Samkara, how does Krsna as divine
agent relate to the transcendent? For Sridhara, how can we talk about a body for the
transcendent? For Madhusiidana, how can we understand personhood in relation to the

transcendent? These address my third and main research question:

iii) How does examining the relation perceived between Krsna’s person
and pedagogy help us to understand Krsna’s place in Advaita Vedanta
in Samkara’s Gitabhasya, Sridhara’s Subodhini and Madhusiidana’s
Gitagidharthadipika?

By stepping away from viewing Krsna’s presence in Advaita Vedanta as problematic, we
find that Krsna is in fact fundamental to providing a solution to the key intellectual issues
raised by the commentators themselves. I argue therefore that the person of Krsna has a key
pedagogical function for each commentator which we can only detect by taking their own

agendas seriously.

2 See section 1.5.3.4 on my method.

3“0 son of Partha, for those whose minds are fixed on me, I soon become the rescuer from the ocean of
death and rebirth”. (tesam aham samuddharta mrtyu-samsara-sagarat | bhavami na cirat partha mayy
avesita-cetasam) || Translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.

15



1.2 — Who is Krsna in the Gita?

1.2.1 — Why do my authors have to consider the Gita?

The Gita is a post-Vedic text* which, at a time of rising devotion to the personal God,
Vasudeva-Krsna, sought to integrate a variety of ritual and metaphysical approaches into a
theistic framework.> The word ‘Veda’ means ‘knowledge’ and refers to the religious
literature known as sruti, ‘that which is heard’. The sruti literature, formally the most
authoritative source in brahmanical and Hindu traditions, comprises the four layers of the
Veda culminating in the Upanisads. Although the Gita is not considered a part of sruti, it is
one of the most important works of the literature referred to as smrti, ‘that which is
remembered’. As Robert Minor tells us, the authority of smyrti is accepted on the basis that

it is recognised by those who adhere to sruti and is not in conflict with the Veda.

The Vedantins, who ground their theology in the teaching of the Upanisads, consider the
Gita to be one of three textual sources requiring a commentary, along with the Upanisads
and the Brahma-siitras of Badarayana.” These three texts together came to be known as the
Vedantin ‘triple foundation’ (prasthanatraya). 1t is upon this ‘triple foundation’ that
systems of Vedanta (literally, the ‘end of the Veda’) are constructed.® A Vedantin
commentator wanting to show the credibility of their interpretation set out to explain each

text in relation to the triple foundation. There is virtually nothing about Krsna in either the

4 Although there is considerable debate as to when the Gitd was composed, there is some consensus that it
was written around the second century BCE (e.g. J.A.B. van Buitenen (ed. and tr.) The Bhagavad-Gita in the
Mahabharata: A Bilingual Edition (London: Chicago University Press, 2013), pp.6; Arvind Sharma, The
Hindu Gita (London: Open Court, 1986), p.3). Jeaneane Fowler notes that the variation in date depends on
whether we accept that the Gita@ was a part of early versions of the Mahabharata, or whether it was inserted
into the epic later (Jeaneane Fowler, The Bhagavad-Gita: A Text and Commentary for Students (Brighton:
Sussex Academic Press, 2012, p.xxiv). Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad and Robert Minor argue that the grounds
for variations in the academy over its dates suggest a process that took place over either side of the start of
the Common Era (Robert N. Minor, The Bhagavad-Gita: An Existential Commentary (New Delhi: Heritage
Publishers, 1982), p.xxi; Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, Divine Self, Human Self: The Philosophy of Being in
Two Gita Commentaries (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), p.xv). Whatever the Gita’s date, it would have been
well-established by the time Samkara (c. 700 CE) wrote his Gitabhdsya.

5 See Jessica Frazier (ed.) The Bloomsbury Companion to Hindu Studies (London: Bloomsbury, 2011),
pp.-12-3.

¢ Minor, The Bhagavad-Gita, p.xv.

" p.xv. The Brahma-siitras are the elliptical verses held to summarise the meaning of the Upanisads which
are foundational to the different schools of Vedanta.

8 pp.xv-xvi. Whether or not the Vedantin “triple foundation’ was established before or after Samkara is still
debated but see Jacqueline Suthren Hirst, ‘Refutation or dialogue? Samkara’s Treatment of the Bhagavatas’,
in (eds.) Brian Black and Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, In Dialogue with Classical Indian Traditions:
Encounter, Transformation and Interpretation, (London & New York: Routledge, 2019), pp.51-65.
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Upanisads or the Brahma-siitras. Yet the Gita is a text anchored around Krsna. For an
Advaita Vedantin commentator to consider Krsna specifically from within the triple

foundation, it is therefore necessary to look at the Gita.

1.2.2 — Why do my authors have to consider Krsna?

Krsna presents the Advaita Vedantin commentator with a clear challenge: making sense of
Krsna’s presence as a person in the Gita. This challenge is symptomatic of a much wider
issue. There had been a tension between the paths of jiana (knowledge) and bhakti
(devotion) since the rise of devotional schools in the history of Vedanta (in the second half
of the first millennium CE). This tension generated an internal problem in Indian

philosophy, as indicated by Friedhelm Hardy:

The religious history of India is marked by the conflict and the interaction
between two major trends: to conceive of the absolute either in terms of a

(mystical) state of being or as a personal God.’

Hardy adds that Advaita Vedanta is the main representative of the former trend, while
emotional Krsna devotionalism is the main representative of the latter.!° These trends appear
to be opposing, as while bhakti implies a (transcendent) object of devotion, Advaita Vedanta
requires there be no subject-object distinction beyond the conventional realm. Much of the
secondary literature has approached Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana’s views of Krsna
in terms of this basic problematic. It was due to this underlying tension, as well as the Gita’s
status, that each commentator had to consider the person of Krsna in the light of their own

Advaita Vedantin position.

1.2.3 — Why write a Gita commentary?

For Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusidana, considering Krsna was fundamental to providing

a coherent Advaita Vedantin interpretation of the presence of a personal deity in a key text.

® Friedhelm Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti: The Early History of Krsna Devotion in South India (Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 1983), p.13.

10 Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti, p.13. Hardy calls the bhakti of the Gita ‘intellectual devotionalism’, by contrast
with the later ‘emotional devotionalism’ of the Bhagavata Purana etc. Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana
are differently situated in relation to this divide made in modern scholarship.
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Each commentator also needed to write a commentary specifically on the Gita in order to
develop a Vedanta-grounded Advaita in the context of their various devotional audiences.
In Chapter 2, I show that Samkara was writing during a time of increasing temple worship
and expanding Bhagavata (Vaisnava) bhakti traditions in South India; Sridhara flourished
after another key devotional text — the Bhdgavata Purana — reached Orissa; and
Madhustidana was situated in a sixteenth century Mughal setting where specific types of

(Vedanta-related) Krsna-bhakti were developing.

1.3 — The Gita as a root text

1.3.1 — The narrative of the Gita

The Gita is found in the third section of the sixth book of the Mahabharata which, along
with the Ramayana, is known as one of the great Indian ‘epics’.!! The Gita also stands as a
self-contained text — in terms of its various commentaries, translations and contemporary
reception —and is commented on as such by my three authors. Alexandre Piatigorsky points
out, in his introduction to van Buitenen’s translation of the Gita, that the text itself has a
‘general and universal’ appeal and a broad teaching.!? The sorts of issues presented in the
Gita as a root text apply across traditions. As Jeaneane Fowler puts it, the story itself has
the elements of a modern-day drama: ‘intrigue, love, betrayal, sorrow, joy and dynamic

characters’.!3

The primary story of the Mahabharata is the war between two rival families: the Kauravas
(Dhrtarastra and his sons, the eldest being Duryodhana) and the Pandavas (the five sons of
Pandu, among them Yuddhisthira and Arjuna). Yuddhisthira had been cheated out of his
kingdom in a dicing game with Duryodhana, resulting in him and his four brothers going
into exile for thirteen years. When Yuddhisthira finally returned from exile, Duryodhana
refused to give him back his kingdom. In a final attempt to resolve the dispute, Yuddhisthira
sent his friend and relative Krsna. Having to choose between Krsna and his army,
Duryodhana chose the army whilst Yuddhisthira’s younger brother, Arjuna, chose Krsna.
Yuddhisthira, having failed in his last attempt to avoid a battle, admits defeat.

! Ram-Prasad, Divine Self, p.xiii.
12 van Buitenen (ed. and tr.) The Bhagavad-Gita, p.39.
13 Fowler, The Bhagavad-Gita, p.xxi.
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In the Mahdabharata context of the Gita, Arjuna has a dilemma. As the Gita begins, Arjuna
looks across the battlefield and sees respected others — family members and teachers — on
both his Pandava side and the rival Kaurava side. Arjuna questions whether he should fight
his own kin. In despair, Arjuna drops his bow and turns to Krsna, his charioteer. The Gita
thereafter is essentially Krsna in dialogue with and responding to Arjuna’s despair on the
battlefield. The remaining narrative of the Gita consists of Krsna urging Arjuna to fight.
During this dialogue, Krsna reveals himself as God in human form. Arjuna is finally
persuaded by Krsna to fight, and a battle commences over eighteen days, with all the
suffering Arjuna had predicted. As van Buitenen points out in his translation, the Gita
provides a ‘unique religious and philosophical context in which [the dilemma of a war which

was both just and pernicious] can be faced, recognised and dealt with’.!#

In the triple foundation context of writing a GitG commentary, Samkara, Sridhara and
Madhustdana, as brahmin renouncers, have a problem too. Arjuna as a ksatriya (warrior)
is not representative of their expected audience of brahmin students. Neither are my
commentators particularly interested in the question of a just war. So, when they teach about

liberation, the presence of Arjuna necessarily poses a question.

1.3.2 — The progressive teaching of the Gitda

The narrative of the Gita is a conversation between Krsna as teacher and Arjuna as pupil.
As this narrative unfolds, it becomes clear that the Gita’s teaching itself is progressive.
Minor reminds us that the Gita ‘begins in the calm before the storm of the great Bharata
war and, [as the text progresses], moves from the immediate concerns of action in the battle
to sublime metaphysics, step by step revealing that Arjuna’s charioteer is not merely his
friend but the Supreme Being [...]’'° Zachner has similarly pointed out that Krsna is not
merely a local prince or charioteer;'® we get to know Krsna more and more, and he is

ultimately revealed to be God in human form. In one of the key verses of the Gita itself —

14 van Buitenen (ed. and tr.) The Bhagavad-Gita, pp.5-6. A main concern for modern commentators such as
B.G. Tilak and Gandhi, but not of the three I consider here.

15 Robert Minor, ‘The “Gita’s” Way as the Only Way’, Philosophy East and West 30.3 (1980), p.340.

16 R.C. Zaehner, The Bhagavad-Gita (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), pp.6-7. Although the
vocabulary Zachner uses is influenced by his Roman Catholic background, the point he makes about the
Gita’s progressive teaching is relevant. For another scholar who discusses the ‘progressive’ teaching of the
Gita, see Franklin Edgerton, The Bhagavad-Gita (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), p.172.
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4.6 — Krsna reveals himself to be the transcendent-become-manifest. In 4.6 Krsna himself
says, ‘Although I am birthless, not subject to change and the Lord of all beings, depending
upon my prakrti,'” I come to be through my own power (@tma-mayaya)’.'® Later in the Gita
in chapter 11, Krsna finally reveals his cosmic form to Arjuna. In 11.47 Krsna says, ‘Being
satisfied, I have shown you, O Arjuna, through the yoga of the self, this supreme form of
mine, excellent, universal, infinite and primeval, which has not been seen before by anyone
else’.! As the narrative of the Gita progresses, Krsna becomes known first as charioteer,
then as friend and teacher, but at heart as a manifestation of the ultimate, brahman. Krsna’s
many layers, revealed as the narrative of the Gita progresses, demonstrate the pedagogy of
the text in its root form. The layers to Arjuna’s character are also revealed progressively in
the root text, as he learns how to act in the world and, implicitly, what it means to be
embodied, and how to understand his own personhood. The pedagogical progression
already in the Gitd as a root text is read with different emphases by Samkara, Sridhara and

Madhustidana, and provides the foundation for their own interpretations of Krsna’s

pedagogy.
1.4 — Literature Review

I have chosen Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana as the focus of my analysis to compare
the way in which each commentator deals with the person of Krsna, given that they are all
self-proclaimed Advaita Vedantins. Samkara is often viewed as the ‘base line’ for Advaita
Vedanta. Considering the ways in which Sridhara and Madhusiidana have treated the same
root text of the Gita, but in the light of the later influence of the Bhdgavata Purana, has
highlighted the importance of bhakti for these non-dualist commentators. It is by
considering these three commentators together that I show how each commentator can be

understood in relation to the other two in this thesis.

In the following literature review, I highlight the relation of bhakti to Advaita Vedanta as a

key question in the literature on my three commentators.

17 See Chapter 3, section 3.1.6.1 for a definition of prakrti and purusa.

8 gjo 'pi sann avyayatma bhiitanam i$varo 'pi san |

prakrtim svam adhisthaya sambhavamy atma-mayaya || My emphasis.

Y maya prasannena tava arjuna idam rispam param darSitam atma-yogat |

tejo-mayam visvam anantam adyam yan me tvad-anyena na drsta-piurvam || My emphasis.
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1.4.1 — Samkara

Samkara was an early eighth century Advaita Vedantin teacher and commentator from
South India. His Gitabhasya is the oldest extant commentary on the Gita.?° The Gita
presents Samkara with a challenge somewhat different from that of the other primary texts
he comments on. In Samkara’s commentaries on the other two parts of the Vedantin triple
foundation — his Brahma-siitra-bhasya and his Upanisad commentaries (particularly his
Brhadaranyaka-upanisad-bhasya and Chandogya-upanisad-bhasya) — it is easier for him
to present the individual self as ultimately non-dual. In his Gitabhasya, however, Samkara
must explain the presence of the person of Krsna. The starting point for inquiry in much of
the contemporary literature on Samkara’s view of Krsna in the Gita can be divided into four

key positions.

1.4.1.1 — Alignment with maya

For many contemporary scholars, divine grace cannot have a role in Samkara’s soteriology
if it is to truly be non-dual.?! The reason for this is that the notion of a personal Lord and
the idea of divine grace forges a supposed distinction between ‘worshipper’ and
‘worshipped’. As such, some scholars argue that the transcendent (brahman), for Samkara,
must be ultimately ‘impersonal’.?> These scholars include Madeleine Biardeau, R.N.
Dandekar and Krishna Mohan.?* All three have contended that Krsna, being a personal
deity, presents a fundamental problem for Samkara as an Advaitin, and must therefore be
relegated to the lower realm of maya (often translated as ‘illusion’). Although Warren Todd
does not explicitly argue that Krsna is to be relegated to the realm of maya, he does state

that Krsna can be ‘[bracketed from] Samkara’s main gnoseological concerns’.2*

20 However, as Arvind Sharma points out, the Anugita (the re-presentation of the Gitd where Krsna begins to
teach Arjuna again, found in book fourteen of the Mahabhdarata) indicates that there was a trend, prior to
Samkara, of interpreting the Gita in terms of non-dualism, due to its emphasis on knowledge rather than
devotion. Sharma, The Hindu Gita, p.7.

21 T.S. Rukmani, review of The Role of Divine Grace in the Soteriology of Samkaracarya by Bradley J.
Malkovsky, Journal of the American Oriental Society 124.4 (2004), p.813.

22 Bradley J. Malkovsky, The Role of Divine Grace in The Soteriology of Samkaracarya (Leiden: Brill,
2001), p.xi.

2 See Madeleine Biardeau, Etudes de Mythologie Hindoue (Paris: Cosmogonies Puraniques, 1981), p.172;
R.N. Dandekar, ‘God in Hindu Thought’, ABORI 48-49 (1968), pp.433-65; Krishna P. Mohan, Samkara’s
Concept of God (Mulapet: Nelanutala Publishers, 1978), pp.9 & 34.

2 Warren Lee Todd, The Ethics of Samkara and Santideva: A Selfless Response to an Illusory World
(Cornwall: Ashgate, 2013), pp.7-8.
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1.4.1.2 — Divine grace and personalism as key

Rather than relegating Krsna to the realm of maya, a handful of scholars argue instead that
the notion of a personal Lord and the idea of divine grace in fact play key roles for Samkara
in leading to realisation. Paul Hacker, for instance, has argued at length that Samkara does
not view the impersonal brahman and the personal Lord as totally distinct from one-
another.?* Writing half a century after Hacker, Bradley Malkovsky argues that, for Samkara,
not only is divine grace key for liberation, but ‘ultimate reality is treated as eminently
personal’.2 For Malkovsky, Samkara in his Gitabhdasya does not simply ‘reluctantly
[affirm] the reality of divine grace [expressed in the teaching of the Gita itself, but]
frequently strengthens by elaboration what the smyti professes about grace’.?’ In fact,
Malkovsky points out that Samkara even brings up the subject of grace independently in his
glosses, where it is not mentioned in the original Gita text.?® Both Hacker and Malkovsky
have backgrounds in Christian theology, which could arguably account for why their focus

is on divine grace.

1.4.1.3 — Bhakti/Krsna as vital to Advaitin realisation

Jacqueline Suthren Hirst argues that the connections Samkara had with Bhagavata

Vaisnavas, along with expanding temple worship and the growth of popular devotion during

25 Hacker’s point here relates to terminology — in his investigation into the way Samkara uses the term
i$vara in his Brahma-sutra-bhasya, Hacker shows that Samkara does not abide by a clear distinction
between a higher nirguna brahman and a lower personal isvara, a Lord one might expect to be in all cases
identified with saguna brahman. Rather, Hacker shows that in most cases, the term isvara is used
synonymously and interchangeably with the term nirguna brahman and its synonym, param brahman. See
‘Distinctive Features of the Doctrine and Terminology of Sankara: Avidya, Namarupa, Maya and Iévara’,
English translation of Hacker’s 1950 article, in Wilhelm Halbfass, Philology and Confrontation: Paul
Hacker on Traditional and Modern Vedanta (Albany: SUNY Press, 1995), pp.57-100.

26 Malkovsky, The Role of Divine Grace, p.xi. See also Bradley J. Malkovsky, ‘The Personhood of
Samkara’s Para Brahman’, The Journal of Religion 77.4 (1997):541-62. Malkovsky points to other authors
who hold this position, including Richard de Smet and V.H. Date. While others are sympathetic to this
position (namely, T.M.P. Mahadevan and Krishna Warrier), they do not fully support it. See Richard de
Smet, ‘Forward Steps in Sankara Research’ (Pratap Seth Endowment Lecture on Sankara Vedanta: Indian
Philosophical Congress, 1987), Darshana International 26 (1987):33-46; V.H. Date, Vedanta Explained
(Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1973); T.M.P. Mahadevan, Superimposition in Advaita Vedanta (Delhi:
Sterling Publishers, 1985); Krishna Warrier, God in Advaita (Simla: Indian Institute of Advanced Study,
1977).

27 Malkovsky, The Role of Divine Grace, p.333.

28 p.333.
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his time, was likely to have affected his view of a personal Lord.? Hirst maintains that
bhakti is compatible with Samkara’s Advaita Vedantin framework, providing it is
understood in relation to his main concern of jiigna. In fact, Hirst holds that a devotional
response to Krsna’s grace is ‘an integral part of the progressive mental dedication that
finally yields the Advaitin insight’.>° Contrary to Malkovsky, Hirst maintains that, although
Advaitin knowledge dawns through understanding the non-dual nature of the personal Lord,
divine grace is not Samkara’s primary focus. For Hirst, Samkara’s primary focus is non-
dual realisation. Hirst does not go as far as Malkovsky, who argues that ultimate reality is
wholly personal, but argues that, for Samkara, i$vara (the Lord) and bhakti cannot be

relegated to the lower level of maya.

1.4.1.4 — Krsna and being as vital to Advaitin realisation

Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad takes a similar approach to Hirst, although he places greater
emphasis on being. For Ram-Prasad, Samkara ‘wholeheartedly endorses devotion to
Krsna’.*! However Ram-Prasad also argues that, for Samkara, Krsna is both 1) the subject
who is the Supreme Being, and ii) being itself which founds all beings.?? In short, Ram-
Prasad takes Samkara to be saying that brahman is being, in the sense that it renders possible
the existence of everything else. So brahman is that which cannot be identified with
ordinary being or non-being, but becomes that which renders existence possible. Krsna is
the personalised aspect of this being. We can only understand the nirguna (without
attributes/qualities) nature of brahman in and through Krsna. For Ram-Prasad, in Samkara’s
exegesis, brahman transcends the categories of sat (existent) and asat (non-existent) that
are evident in the Gita.*3 Sat is that which renders possible the existence of everything else
and therefore also renders possible the existence of Krsna. Krsna is brahman insofar as
Krsna is self and brahman is self — there is no difference. For Ram-Prasad, Samkara does
not attempt to ‘explain away Krsna within the working out of the significance of atman-

brahman identity’.>* However, Ram-Prasad also holds that ‘a swing to the other extreme of

*> For more background see Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti (1983).
30 Jacqueline Suthren Hirst, ‘The Place of Bhakti in Samkara’s Vedanta’ in Karel Werner (ed.) Love Divine:
Studies in Bhakti and Devotional Mysticism (Richmond: Curzon, 1993), p.128.
3l Ram-Prasad, Divine Self, p.34.
32
p-2.
33 pp.1-6.
3 p.34.
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seeing Samkara’s position in the light of a wholly devotional theology of Krsna®® is not

sustainable’.3¢

1.4.2 — Sridhara

Sridhara flourished in Orissa, eastern India, ¢. 1350-1450 CE, at least six hundred years
after Samkara, and was situated in a very different devotional and intellectual climate. There
is much less material on Sridhara’s view of Krsna in the Giza than there is on Samkara or
Madhustidana. While there are differing interpretations in the contemporary literature on
Sridhara’s view of Krsna in the Gita, these interpretations are primarily generated from the
same underlying intellectual question: ‘Is Sridhara an Advaitin?” This underlying question
manifests itself in the literature in various ways, from scholars asking what type of Advaita

Vedanta Sridhara proposes, to questioning whether Sridhara is a non-dualist at all.

1.4.2.1 — Positioning Sridhara in relation to Samkara

Ananta Sukla is one of the only authors to write substantially on Sridhara. Sukla claims that,
in his Subodhini, although Sridhara acknowledges that he draws repeatedly on Samkara’s
work, he clearly departs from Samkara and leans more towards the Bhagavata Vaisnava
tradition.’” For Sukla, Sridhara holds that bhakti is ‘the only way of experiencing reality’,3
setting him apart from Samkara’s view. Sukla argues that bhakti is primary in all three of
Sridhara’s commentaries — on the Gita, the Vispu Purana and the Bhagavata Purana.®
According to Sukla, Subodhini chapter 11 Sridhara reveals the meaning of bhakti as ‘the
worship of a manifest form of reality in general, and of Vasudeva Krsna in particular’.*°
Sukla claims that, for Sridhara, Krsna is the highest goal of life and ‘bhakti is the means as

well as the end of experiencing Krsna’.*! For Sukla, the key difference between Samkara

and Sridhara is that Sridhara understands bhakti as ‘an epistemological doctrine that is

35 As we have seen in Malkovsky in section 1.4.1.2.

36 Ram-Prasad, Divine Self, p.34. Here, Ram-Prasad adds that Samkara offers an ‘emphatically gnostic
reading of the nature and purpose of worship that does not sit easily with pietistic devotion’.

37 Ananta Sukla, Sridhara Svami: A Medieval Philosopher of Religion (Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2010),
p-115.

38 Sukla, Sridhara, p.119.

3 p.120.

40p.127.

41p.133.
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specifically advocated by the Bhagavata religion’*? whereas Samkara, in Sukla’s view, is

hostile to the Bhagavata Vaisnavas.*

Other scholars have also approached Sridhara by comparing him to Samkara. Sudhindra
Chakravarti, writing earlier than Sukla, already held that Sridhara’s aim was ‘not to effect
a reconciliation between the non-dualism of Samkara and the dualism of theistic Vedantins
of the medieval period, but to teach the doctrine of bhakti’ ** S.K. De, however, writing in
1942, had viewed Sridhara’s commentary on the Bhdgavata Purdna as an attempt to
combine Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta with ‘the emotionalism of the Bhagavatas’.*> De
(probably correctly) maintained that ‘devotion to Narayana or Krsna was never considered
inconsistent with one’s belonging to the Samkara sampraddya, and [that many Samkarite
ascetics had] taught that the stage of Advaitin realisation can be reached through devotional
worship of a particular deity as a person’.*® For De, around Sridhara’s time there was a
growing tendency of ‘tempering the severe monistic idealism of Advaita’*’ with the
devotional worship of a personal god, which Sridhara gives clear expression to in his
commentaries on the Gita, Visnu Purana and Bhagavata Purana.*® De nonetheless held
that, while Sridhara acknowledges Samkara’s teachings as authoritative, in his Subodhint

he presents bhakti as ‘the best means of Advaita mukti (liberation)’.*

1.4.2.2 — Positioning Sridhara in relation to the Caitanya tradition

Sridhara’s view of Krsna in the Gitd has also been interpreted retrospectively, in relation to
the later developing Caitanya (Gaudiya/Bengal Vaisnava) tradition. This is because
Sridhara’s commentary on the Bhdgavata Purana — over and above the root text itself — is
deemed to be one of the specific textual authorities for the Caitanya tradition’s own
approach. Ramakanta Chakravarti looks at Sridhara’s Subodhini in the context of Gaudiya

Vaisnavism, the religious movement inspired by Caitanya. Chakravarti notes that, around

42 p.130.
43 See Chapter 2 for a discussion of Samkara’s attitude towards the Bhagavata Vaisnavas.
4 Sudhindra Chandra Chakravarti, The Philosophical Foundation of Bengal Vaisnavism: A Critical
Exposition (Calcutta: Academic Publishers, 1969), p.22.
45 Sushil Kumar De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith and Movement in Bengal, from Sanskrit and
Bengali Sources (Calcutta: General Printers & Publishers Limited, 1942), p.17.
6 De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith, p.17.
47 pp.17-18.
48
o pp-17-18.
pp-17-18.
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the time of Caitanya (1486 CE), Sridhara’s commentary on the Bhagavata Purdna was
‘steadily gaining popularity in many regions of India’.>® Chakravarti also contends that
Sridhara was ‘mainly responsible for the revision of the theory of maya, as propounded by
Samkara in his commentary on the Brahma-siitras’.>' According to Chakravarti’s reading,
Sridhara equates Krsna with brahman in his Subodhint, while interpreting maya as an
‘attribute’ of brahman.>> However, Chakravarti does not give any specific textual references
to support this claim. Chakravarti also notes that some of the ‘basic formulations of Gaudiya
Vaisnavism’ were taken from Sridhara’s commentaries.’> While Chakravarthi has argued
that Sridhara ‘revises’ Samkara’s theory of mayd, Anand Venkatkrishnan has recently
contended that Sridhara in fact moves away from Advaita Vedanta, precisely because he

does not emphasise maya in the same way as Samkara’s successors.>*

William Deadwyler also approaches Sridhara in terms of how he was viewed by the Gaudiya
Vaisnavas. For Deadwyler, although Sridhara was ‘recognised by the Samkara sampradaya
as one of them [i.e. an Advaitin], he strayed too close to Vaisnava ideas’.> Deadwyler notes
that Sridhara’s commentaries were deemed controversial at the time, particularly his
commentary on the Bhagavata Purana. According to Deadwyler, this was because Sridhara
recognised a ‘quantitative difference’ between the individual self (jiva) and the Supreme
Lord (Krsna).>® So, Deadwyler argues that there is clearly a Madhva idea in Sridhara’s
work.’” Due to this, the Gaudiya Vaisnavas did not accept Sridhara as a ‘real’ Advaitin.
However, Deadwyler notes that, as far as the Vaisnava sampradayas are concerned, there
is some significant overlapping — the four orthodox (i.e. not Advaitin) sampraddayas ‘teach
basically the same thing: [...] that one is an eternal servant of Visnu or Krsna, or one of his

many incarnations’.>

50 Ramakanta Chakravarti, ‘Gaudiya Vaisnavism in Bengal’, Journal of Indian Philosophy 5.1 (1977),
p.112.
5! Chakravarti, ‘Gaudiya Vaisnavism in Bengal’, p.112.
52

p-112.
$p.112.
34 See Anand Venkatkrishnan, ‘The River of Ambrosia: An Alternative Commentarial Tradition of the
Bhagavata Purana’, The Journal of Hindu Studies 11 (2018):53-66.
55 William Deadwyler, ‘Sampradaya of Sri Caitanya’, in Steven J. Rosen (ed.) Vaisnavism: Contemporary
Scholars Discuss the Gaudiya Tradition (New York: Folk Books, 1992), p.140.
56 Deadwyler ‘Sampradaya of St Caitanya’, p.140.
57

p-140.
58 p.140.
59 p.140. Note that the actual members of the ‘four’ varied over the centuries. See Kiyo Okita, Hindu
Theology in Early Modern South Asia: The Rise of Devotionalism and the Politics of Genealogy (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2014), pp.34-7.
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1.4.2.3 — Positioning Sridhara in relation to bhedabheda

Some scholars position Sridhara between Advaita Vedanta and bhedabheda (‘difference-
non-difference’, or the view that brahman is both different from and identical with the self).
Daniel Sheridan makes it clear that Sridhara cannot be considered only in relation to
Samkara,% not least because of the historical gap of over 650 years. He further notes that
Sridhara, in his commentary on the Bhagavata Purana, attempted to ‘move away from the
more extreme Advaitic interpretation which Citsukha [c¢. 1220 CE] and Punyaranya [date
unknown] had proposed’.®! Sheridan acknowledges that the Gaudiya Vaisnava Jiva
Gosvamin (c. 1555-1660 CE) accommodated Sridhara, just as he had Samkara and Madhva,
while arguing that Sridhara was heavily influenced by the Bhagavata Purana itself, away
from the tradition of Samkara.®? Sheridan explains that Sridhara’s commentary was received
by the tradition of Bengal Vaisnavism, where the Bhagavata [ Purana] grew to be ‘read and
interpreted through the eyes of [his] commentary’.®* Even in the cases where Sridhara’s
interpretation was rejected as too Advaitin, Sheridan notes that his interpretation would be
the ‘dialectical starting point for the corrected interpretation’.% In particular, Sheridan
argues that Sridhara uses interpretative tools developed in Advaita to interpret the
Bhdagavata Purana — a text that was not originally in favour of nirvisesadvaita (‘absolute
non-dualism’) — in a visistadvaitin (‘qualified non-dualist’)® or bhedabhedin way. As
Sheridan claims, this provided the basis for the Bengal Vaisnavas reading Sridhara’s
commentary on the Bhdgavata Purana as promoting their view of acintyabhedabheda
(‘inconceivable difference-non-difference’).® In short, Sheridan holds that Sridhara is

‘halfway to the metaphysical nuances of acintyabhedabheda’.5’

% Daniel P. Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and his Commentary on the Bhagavata Purana’, Journal of Vaisnava
Studies 2.3 (1994), p.46.

6! Daniel P. Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and the Bhagavata Purana 1.1.1°, Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental
Research Institute 67.1/4 (1986), p.127.

62 Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and the Bhdgavata Purdana 1.1.1°, p.127.

63 Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and his Commentary on the Bhagavata Purana’, p.55.

4 p.55.

85 p.55. Sheridan’s translation of this compound — visistadvaita may also be read as ‘the non-dualism of the
one with qualities’. Lipner renders its philosophical use by Ramanuja as ‘identity-in-difference’, Julius J.
Lipner, The Face of Truth: a Study of Meaning and Metaphysics in the Vedantic Theology of Ramanuja
(Basingstoke: MacMillan, 1986), e.g. pp.135-37.

66 But similar to the term visistadvaita having a second construction as ‘the identity in difference of the
inconceivable one’ referring to the inconceivably marvellous powers of the Lord. See Sheridan, ‘Sridhara
and his Commentary on the Bhagavata Purana’, p.55.

7 p.58.
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Two scholars writing later than Sheridan, whose focus is not Sridhara, have also adopted
this position. For Kiyo Okita, Sridhara’s commentaries demonstrate a realist view of the
universe, which would place him closer to bhedabheda theology.®® However, Okita also
argues that Sridhara’s view on mayd is closer to Samkara’s, meaning that Sridhara would
not have been ‘dualistic enough’ to have been fully embraced by Jiva Gosvamin.”® Okita
thus holds a similar view to Sheridan, placing Sridhara’s view between Advaita Vedanta
and bhediabheda.’' Ravi Gupta also shares the view that Sridhara leans towards
acintyabhedabheda, as outlined by Sheridan. For Gupta, contrary to Okita, the clearest
evidence of Sridhara’s shift away from Samkara lies in his ‘avoidance of the concept of
mayd, as delineated in Advaita’.7? For Sridhara, as Gupta puts it, ‘mdyd does not consist of
ignorance (avidya) that results from the superimposition (adhyasa) of the world on
brahman. Instead, it is the veiling, multi-faceted sakti (power) of the Supreme Lord,
understood in terms similar to maya in theistic Vaisnavism’.”> Gupta argues that, in
Sridhara’s commentary on the Bhdgavata Purana 1.7.6, we find ‘nearly all the elements of

the Caitanya Vaisnava concept of bhagavan’s sakti’.’*

1.4.3 — Madhusiidana

Madhustidana flourished in Benares, North India, in a sixteenth century Mughal context,
very different from Samkara’s or Sridhara’s. Although the historical gap between Samkara
and Sridhara is larger, there is also significant historical distance between Sridhara and
Madhustidana. Madhusiidana was writing at a time when the Advaitins in Benares would
have been concerned with giving bhakti a place in their work, as particular devotional
movements grew (Chapter 2, section 2.4.2.3). Notwithstanding the chronological distance,
many scholars have positioned Madhusiidana in relation to Samkara’s Advaita, asking
whether Madhusiidana can be both non-dualist and devotee. A key question in the literature

on Madhusiidana is the extent to which he emphasises bhakti in his work.

%8 QOkita, Hindu Theology, p.123.

0 p.123.

70 pp.66-7 & 123.

'p.123.

2 Ravi M. Gupta, The Caitanya Vaisnava Vedanta of Jiva Gosvami: When Knowledge Meets Devotion
(New York: Routledge, 2007), p.68-9.

3 Gupta, The Caitanya Vaisnava Vedanta of Jiva Gosvami, p.69.

p.71.
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1.4.3.1 — The ‘social history’ approach

Christopher Minkowski and Andrew Nicholson have located Madhusiidana within a ‘social
history’ of Advaita Vedanta. Minkowski has considered the possibility of building an
overview of the social history of Advaita Vedanta in early modern India. Minkowski argues
that Madhusiidana could be seen to have been participating in a ‘reformulation of Advaita
in relation to the variety of lively religious movements of his [time],”” in terms that had
consequences for the development of Advaita Vedanta in the modern period’.”® One of the
key advantages of Minkowski’s reconstruction of a ‘social history’ of Advaita Vedanta is
that it contributes towards bridging the gap between the ways in which classical and

colonially-produced forms of Advaita Vedanta have been studied.”’

Nicholson, approaching Madhustidana in terms of social networks, regards Madhustidana
as ‘the culminating point at the end of a long tradition of discourse about the “other” in
Indian philosophy’.”® Nicholson reminds us that Madhusiidana held that only the school of
Advaita Vedanta could be described as ‘orthodox’ and ‘free from interpretive error’.” He
also notes that Madhusiidana upholds the distinction between dastika (‘believers’) and
nastika (‘non-believers’) in Vedantic interpretation. Nicholson writes that Madhusiidana
‘expands the semantic range of the term nastika and blurs it with the concept of “foreigner”,
or even mleccha (“barbarian”)’.8 Nicholson notes that Madhusiidana’s concern with

excluding nastikas ‘dates back to an earlier stage of Vedic ritualism’,?!

showing that
Madhustidana’s interpretation of nastikas as ‘other’ is grounded in an ancient tradition.
Although Nicholson’s comments are on Madhusiidana’s Prasthanabheda, this gives us a

flavour of how Madhusiidana has been viewed generally in relation to Advaita Vedanta.

75 Including Madhva Vedanta.

76 Christopher Minkowski, ‘Advaita Vedanta in Early Modern History” in Religious Cultures in Early
Modern India: New Perspectives (eds.) Rosalind O’Hanlon and David Washbrook, Special Volume of South
Asian History & Culture 2.2 (2011), p.223.

7 See also the Sanskrit Knowledge Systems on the Eve of Colonialism Project. Consulted on 7 April 2018.
<http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pollock/sks/> First published online: 2009.

8 Andrew J. Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism: Philosophy and Identity in Indian Intellectual History (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2010), p.165.

7 Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism, p.183.

80 p.165. For a scholarly study of Madhusiidana’s impact on a Muslim writer, see Shankar Nair, Translating
Wisdom: Hindu-Muslim Intellectual Interactions in Early Modern South Asia (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2020).

81 Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism, p.183.
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1.4.3.2 — Synthesising Advaita Vedanta and bhakti

Many scholars have approached Madhusiidana in terms of the extent to which he
‘synthesises’ bhakti with Advaita Vedanta. This approach has various inflections. In 1923,
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, although not looking specifically at Krsna in the Gita, had
already pointed out that Madhusiidana speaks of jiiana (viewed as the sole path to liberation
in Advaita Vedanta) and yoga as two different methods for attaining liberation.®?
Radhakrishnan also noted that Madhusiidana considers the Gita to adopt ‘the three methods
indicated in the Upanisads, karma or work, upasana or worship, and jiiana or wisdom, and
devotes six chapters to each in succession’.®® In Chapter 5 I argue that, while Madhustidana
does align his Gitagiidharthadipika with these three paths, he primarily structures his
commentary around fat tvam asi (‘you are that’), the key Advaita Vedantin mahavakya
(“great sentence’). Moreover, although Radhakrishnan recognised that Madhustidana quotes
from the Laghu-Yogavasistha®* in his Gitagidharthadipika, he did not stress the extent to
which he draws on the Laghu-Yogavasistha and the work of Vidyaranya (a fourteenth
century Yogic Advaitin). In Chapter 5, I argue that a more nuanced way of reading
Madhusiidana’s commentary, as opposed to viewing it in relation to Samkara’s Advaita
Vedanta, is to understand how it builds on a specific type of Yogic Advaita. A contemporary
scholar, Niranjan Saha, has touched briefly on Madhusiidana’s tat tvam asi structuring of
his Gitagudharthadipika, but primarily approaches Madhusiidana in comparison with

Samkara and Ramanuja, and does not expand on this structuring directly.%’

Other scholars, rather than focus on yoga, jiiana and bhakti as three ‘paths’, have focused
on the extent to which Madhustidana synthesises Advaita Vedanta with bhakti. Eliot

Deutsch and van Buitenen have pointed out that Madhustidana is often credited with being

82 Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Volume II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, [1923] reprint
1999), p.344 n.3. It is worth noting that Radhakrishnan held a perennialist view, influenced by the fact that
he was writing post-Vivekananda (1863-1902 CE), and was opposed to the “uniqueness’ of Christ view held
by many colonial figures.

8 Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Volume I (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), p.554.
8 The Yogavasistha is an eleventh century text attributed to Valmiki, which accounts the conversation
between Vasistha and Prince Rama. The Laghu-Yogavasistha is a reduced form of the Yogavasistha.

85 Niranjan Saha, ‘Nature of “that” (taf) in “That Thou Art” in the Gitagiidharthadipika of Madhusiidana
Sarasvat’, in Modern Perspectives on Vedanta: Proceedings of the 20" International Congress of Vedanta
(eds.) Girish Nath Jha et al, Bal Ram Singh, R.P. Singh, Diwakar Mishra (Delhi: DK Printworld Ltd, 2012),
pp.393-405.
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the first to ‘reconcile fully the metaphysical principles of Advaita with the path of bhakti’.%°

Eric Lott has looked specifically at the Gita’s ‘avatara passage’®’ (4.6-8) to make a similar
point. Lott looks in detail at how the term avatara (descent form) has been incorporated into
various systems of Vedanta, by examining two main streams of Vedantic interpretation: the
non-dualistic (Samkara and Madhusiidana), and the realistic theistic (Ramanuja and
Madhva).®® Lott argues that Madhusiidana’s comment on 4.6-8 supplements Samkara’s
comment on the same passage.® For Lott, Madhusidana’s Gitagidharthadipika 4.6-8
suggests that bhakti, ‘rather than being superseded by the identity experience of true
enlightenment, essentially merges into, and is such [an] identity’.** While Madhusiidana is
still a Samkaran Advaitin in Lott’s interpretation, he allows much greater import to the
‘Krsnite love-experience: [...] the avatara is [considered to have] ultimate value, yet as an

embodiment is also ultimately unreal’.”!

Sanjukta Gupta offers the only comprehensive overview of Madhusiidana’s philosophical
position in English. In Gupta’s view, Madhusiidana offers a ‘theology of pure love for
bhagavan (the Lord), without losing sight of the concept of the non-dual reality’.”> Gupta
argues that, in his Gitagiidharthadipika, Madhusiidana contradicts Samkara who says that
dharma refers to ‘social duties’, its definition being ‘total renunciation of all actions whether
social or religious’.”> She argues that Madhusiidana does not hold that dharma entails the
renunciation of all actions, as this would discount ‘spontaneous acts of devotion’.** For
Gupta, although Madhusiidana emphasises bhakti, he does so within his Advaita Vedantin
theology. The scholars who hold that Madhustidana ‘synthesises’ Advaita Vedanta and
bhakti have not questioned whether Madhusiidana was an Advaitin, in contrast to the

literature on Sridhara. This could be because Sridhara’s wider work comments on popular

religious texts (the Bhagavata Purana and the Vispu Purana), while Madhusiidana’s

8 Eliot Deutsch and J.A.B. van Buitenen, 4 Source Book of Advaita Vedanta (Honolulu: The University
Press of Hawaii, 1971), p.288.
87 Note that the term avatdra is not used in the Gt itself.
88 Eric Lott, ‘The Mythic Symbol Avatara in Indian Formulations,” Dialogue & Alliance 1.2 (1987), p.4.
% Lott, ‘The Mythic Symbol Avatara’, p.6.
90 6
91 P>

pp.6-7.
92 Sanjukta Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnavism: The Philosophy of Madhusiidana Sarasvati (London:
Routledge, 2006), p.143.
9 Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnavism (2006), p.143-4. However, Samkara’s position on dharma is
more sophisticated than this. See Jacqueline Suthren Hirst, ‘Upholding the World: Dharma in The
Bhagavad-Gita,’ in Julius J. Lipner (ed.) The Fruits of Our Desiring (Calgary: Bayeux Arts, 1997), pp.48-
66.
9 Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnavism, p.144.
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magnum opus, the Advaita-siddhi (‘The Proof of Advaita’), is a ruthless critique of the

Madhvas who were in direct contention with the Advaitins.

1.4.3.3 — Madhusiidana as non-dualist and devotee

In his 1986 doctoral thesis, Lance Nelson examines Madhusiidana’s Bhakti-rasayana.®®
Madhustdana’s argument in the Bhakti-rasayana, according to Nelson, is that bhakti is the
‘highest goal of life’ (paramapurusartha).”® However, for Nelson, Madhusiidana ‘does not
present a convincing argument for bhakti’s being paramapurusartha [as he fails to establish
that] bhagavan is ontologically equal to brahman’.”” Nelson contends that this ‘makes it
difficult to see how bhakti, as identified with [bhagavan], can be ontologically superior, or

even equal, to moksa (liberation)’.”8

Further to this, in a separate article, Nelson contends that Madhusiidana’s

Gitagiidharthadipika is primarily addressed to the Advaitin renunciate,”

a position |
challenge in Chapter 5. In this article, Nelson argues that the commonly held view of
Madhustidana as a champion of bhakti, who successfully integrated devotion and Advaita
Vedanta, cannot be accepted without serious qualification.!” Nelson speaks specifically
about Madhustidana’s Gita commentary and argues that its teaching, although representing
crucial aspects of the theology of the Bhdgavata Purana, actually betrays its ‘devotional
ethos’.!1%! Here, Nelson suggests that Madhustidana’s Bhakti-rasayana in fact contradicts
his Gitagidharthadipika — in the former, bhakti is presented as the ‘highest goal of life’,
whereas in the latter, bhakti is demonstrated to be relevant to the path of knowledge.!*? For
Nelson, Madhusiidana remains an ‘orthodox Advaitin and [...] incurable scriptural

elitist’.103

95 The Bhakti-rasayana (‘Elixir of Devotion’) is an independent work which ‘attempts [to integrate] non-
dualist metaphysics with the devotionalism of the Bhdgavata Purana’. Lance Nelson, Bhakti in Advaita
Vedanta: A Translation & Study of Madhusiidana Sarasvati’s Bhakti-rasayana (PhD, McMaster University,
1986), p.iii.

% Nelson, Bhakti in Advaita Vedanta, p.iii.

7 p.iv.

% p.iv.

% Lance Nelson, ‘Madhustidana Sarasvati on the “Hidden Meaning” of The Bhagavad-Gita: Bhakti for The
Advaitin Renunciate,” Journal of South Asian Literature 23.2 (1988), p.83-4.

100 Nelson, ‘“Madhusiidana on the “Hidden Meaning™, p.85.

101 83,

102 84.

103 p.85.
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1.5 — My Approach

1.5.1 — Overview

By looking at the literature on our three commentators together, we can see that the
secondary writers have largely approached Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana’s views of
Krsna in the Gita from the same starting point — that is, whether non-duality can remain

coherent, albeit with different emphases:

Samkara — is non-duality coherent?
Sridhara — is Sridhara an Advaitin?

Madhustuidana — how can Madhustudana be both non-dualist and devotee?

Looking at the literature on Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana’s approaches to Krsna in
the Gita together tells us that the relation between non-dualism and devotion is a central
question for all three commentators. In the case of Samkara, we have seen that the key
scholars who have considered his approach to Krsna in the Gita have all attempted to
explain Krsna’s presence in a way that is coherent in terms of Samkara’s non-dual theology.
For Sridhara, the various approaches to his view of Krsna in the Gita focus on whether
Sridhara is an Advaitin at all; in particular, scholars have compared Sridhara to Samkara,
and have positioned his theology in relation to the later developing Caitanya tradition by
asking what ‘type’ of Advaita he proposes. Finally, the literature on Madhusiidana’s
approach to Krsna in the Gita has primarily focused on how Madhusiidana ‘synthesises’
Advaita and bhakti, and in particular scholars have questioned whether Madhusiidana can

be both non-dualist and devotee.

1.5.2 — A new starting point for inquiry

The general polarisation of jiiana and bhakti in Advaita Vedanta is a key theme in literature
on Samkara, Sridhara and Madhustidana. This thesis addresses the relation of Advaita
Vedanta and bhakti in Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusitidana’s Gitd commentaries, but in a
novel way. To do this, I propose we first look closely at the questions the commentators

raise themselves. I argue that by looking at the commentators’ own questions, we learn how
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Krsna is in fact integral to each commentators’ system of pedagogy, rather than the personal
presence who presents them with problems relating to theological consistency. In short, my
springboard for inquiry will be not to ask what problem Krsna might present for Samkara,
Sridhara and Madhusiidana as non-dualist commentators. Instead, I ask: what problem does
Krsna solve for these three commentators? To show this, there are two key questions I will
ask to start with: 1) What are the commentators’ own questions? and ii) How can Krsna save
Arjuna from drowning? It is only by looking closely at the commentators’ own questions
that we learn that all three commentators refer to Arjuna ‘drowning’. As Arjuna is drowning,
this will be the primary dilemma — raised by the commentators themselves — that I will
address in each commentary as [ ask what solutions Krsna might provide, and seek to answer
my third and main research question: iii)) How does examining the relation perceived
between Krsna’s person and pedagogy help us to understand Krsna’s place in Advaita

Vedanta in these three commentaries?

i) What are the commentators’ own questions?

The questions raised by Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana themselves in their Gita
commentaries relate to more general questions asked about the transcendent across
traditions. In his Gitabhdsya, one of the key questions raised by Samkara is how language
can yield the knowledge that he claims is beyond all words. For instance, in his Gitabhasya
9.5 Samkara asks, ‘But how does he say, “This [i.e. the ultimate transcending all particular
beings] is my self?”””!%* In his Subodhint, Sridhara asks how we can make sense of a
transcendent brahman who acts in the world by taking on a body in Krsna. For instance, in
his Subodhini 4.6, Sridhara specifically asks, ‘How can you, having no beginning, have a
birth?’1% In other words, Sridhara asks, how can the transcendent take Krsna’s form? For
Madhustdana, in his Gitagidharthadipika, one of the key questions he raises is how the
personhood of Arjuna, and of Krsna, is to be understood. Madhusiidana does this in a
particularly innovative way, throughout his commentary asking, ‘Who are you (represented
by Arjuna), and who is that (represented by Krsna)?” The commentators’ own questions on
how the transcendent relates to the human echo across many other religious traditions in the

world, of very different kinds and metaphysical commitments.

104 katham tu punarucyate ’sau mamatmaiti?
195 anades tava kuto janma?
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My approach to Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana will thus be to take seriously the
commentators’ own questions and their responses, taking these questions as the starting
point for my inquiry. The advantage of this method is that it urges us to examine the
structure of each commentary, to look closely at the specific questions asked by each
commentator, and to identify each commentator’s priorities, as disclosed through a close
reading of key passages in the Sanskrit. It is worth noting that the prioritisation of certain
questions by Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana is not limited to their Gita commentaries,
but occurs across their wider work. While some questions may be specific to their Gita
commentaries, others arise elsewhere and are given different emphases. For Samkara, the
question of divine agency, and agency for the jivanmukta (one liberated while still living)
is given much more priority in his Gitabhasya than in his Upanisadic commentaries,
probably because it is only in this text that Krsna offers a clear model for how the jivanmukta
can act. For Sridhara, the question of the Lord’s grace that is repeatedly raised in his
Subodhint is also raised in his commentary on the Bhdagavata Purana. Sridhara also
specifically asks how we can view Krsna’s ‘body’ in his Subodhini. In Madhusiidana’s
magnum opus, the Advaita-siddhi, he is constantly in dialogue with the Madhvas, who
repeatedly charge him with problems of non-dualism. However, in Madhusiidana’s Gita
commentary, the Madhvas are not nearly as involved. Instead, Madhustidana gives priority

to the question of how we can understand Krsna’s personhood in his Gitagiidharthadipika.

ii) How can Krsna save Arjuna from drowning?

By looking at the commentators’ own questions, we find a common question asked by
Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana: why is Arjuna drowning? In the original Gitd, Arjuna
is not presented as drowning. However, Krsna ‘saves’ Arjuna in the Gita itself through being
his friend, by taking avatara form, by being a teacher, and so on. These are the specific
ways in which Krsna will save Arjuna from ‘drowning’ in the root text. In their Gita
commentaries, Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusidana each take the stock metaphor of the
ocean of rebirth and apply it to Arjuna specifically, as I shall show in Chapters 3, 4 and 5.
That Arjuna’s drowning generates a key intellectual problem for our three commentators is
seen in the ways each author uses the metaphor to set out their own intellectual agenda. The
fact that the metaphor is located towards the beginning of each commentary demonstrates

our commentators’ focus on Arjuna’s state. Arjuna’s drowning is central because each
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commentator presents it as the problem to be solved before outlining their own theological
agenda — for Samkara, Krsna acts as a teacher and models divine agency for Arjuna because
he must be saved from drowning; for Sridhara, Krsna manifests the revealing sakti of
brahman, enabling Arjuna to develop his suddha-sattvic understanding, which is required
because he is drowning; for Madhusiidana, Krsna is the pedagogical example of how Arjuna
is to come to understand his own personhood, which is required because Krsna drowns

Arjuna himself, forcing him to reconsider his own behaviour.

1.5.3 — My Method

Given the shared intellectual problem of Arjuna’s drowning for Samkara, Sridhara and
Madhustidana, my approach will be to ask how Krsna saves Arjuna from ‘drowning’ in the

case of each of our commentaries. This will involve:

1) A close reading of key passages in the Sanskrit commentaries themselves.
i) Socio-religious, intellectual and textual contextualisation, bearing in mind the

historical contexts in which these commentators were situated.

I will deal with the issue of context first. Socio-religious contextualisation, while often
difficult to establish precisely, may suggest how a commentator’s questions and agenda
have been coloured by some of the possible audiences they may have in mind. Intellectual
and textual contextualisation, where the data is much stronger, will involve: considering the
context of the author’s own work, who they quoted, who cited their work, and the nature of
the root text and commentarial material as dialogue forms. This sort of contextualisation,
however, can only be done through looking at the original Sanskrit texts themselves, hence
my primary method being close reading. In Chapter 2, I undertake a comparative
contextualisation of our three commentators, outlined and justified below. In the chapters
that follow, the type and extent of contextualisation will, of necessity, vary for each

commentator.

1.5.3.1 — Socio-religious context

Socio-religious contextualisation can help us to identify the sorts of audiences our

commentators might have had in mind, and how their background might have influenced
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their Gita commentaries. It will also provide historical ‘colouring’ for Samkara, Sridhara
and Madhusiidana’s various approaches to Krsna in Gita. For Samkara, I will consider the
growing prevalence of temple worship and the developing influence of ‘the Lord’, drawing
on the work of Hirst. For Sridhara, I will look at the specific deities worshipped in Orissa
during his time, and the potential for gaining political patronage by looking at the authorities
and rulers Sridhara may have been in dialogue with, drawing on the Orissa Research Project,
a systematic source outlining various devotional trends in medieval Orissa. For
Madhusiidana, I will consider his social networks in Benares, and whether the construction
of new temples and the development of Gaudiya Vaisnavism would have impacted his view,
drawing on the work of Rosalind O’Hanlon, Sheldon Pollock and Christopher Minkowski.
It is important to treat the socio-religious contexts of our three commentators together, as
this highlights the key issue for all three: the place of devotionalism in relation to their

Advaita Vedantin views.

1.5.3.2 — Intellectual context

The most important contextualisation in this thesis will be intellectual and textual. This is
also the approach of Sheldon Pollock in the Sanskrit Knowledge Systems on the Eve of
Colonialism Project, where the problems of establishing socio-religious context and the
importance of intellectual context have been stressed. This intellectual contextualisation
will involve locating the key sources and terms my commentators were drawing on, and
considering the relevance of any opponents specifically in their Git@ commentaries.
Although both Sridhara and Madhusiidana locate themselves explicitly in relation to
Samkara in their Gita commentaries, I will also consider other systems of thought and types

of Advaita Vedanta that may have had a bearing on their work.

For Samkara, I will consider how important the role of the opponent is in his Gitd
commentary. For Sridhara, I will question how much he may have been influenced by
Citsukha’s earlier Advaitin commentary on the Bhagavata Purana. This will involve
considering if there are any Advaita Vedantin hermeneutical tools that Sridhara uses in his
own commentary, drawing on the work of Daniel Sheridan and V.A. Sarma. For
Madhustidana, [ will look closely at the extent to which he draws on the ‘repertoire’ of terms
that had been established by the time that Yogic Advaita had developed, following the work

of Vidyaranya. This will involve considering Yogic Advaita as part of the variety of Advaita
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Vedanta that had been established by Madhusiidana’s time, as compared with our previous
two commentators, by drawing on the work of James Madaio, James Mallinson and

Christian Bouy.

1.5.3.3 — Textual context

In my textual contextualisation, I will consider the importance of the triple foundation —
which Samkara likely set the precedent for commenting on — for both Sridhara and
Madhustidana. I will also touch on the wider work of our three commentators. In terms of
their Gita commentaries specifically, I will look closely at the texts each author quotes to
consider which were authoritative for them. This is exactly how our commentators went
about doing what they do — commenting on authoritative texts in order to show the
credibility of their interpretations. For Samkara, I will consider the texts he quotes in his
Gitabhasya to build his view. For Sridhara, I will look at how much he draws on the triple
foundation texts in his Subodhini and analyse the extent to which he backs up his comments
with Upanisadic quotations. For Madhusiidana, I will consider his extensive quoting from

Yogic texts in his Gitagidharthadipika, showing how he differs in approach from Samkara.

1.5.3.4 — Close reading of the Sanskrit

My close reading of passages from Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusidana’s Gitd
commentaries in Sanskrit will include analysing the way in which each commentator treats
the root text. Sridhara, for example, almost always works through short but significant
glosses of each word or phrase in every verse in the Gita, including some verses in its first
chapter which Samkara almost completely ignores. Sridhara only gives longer
commentaries occasionally, particularly in his Subodhini chapter 18. Samkara, as in his
other commentaries, also works by glossing, but then at times uses the Gita verse as a
springboard for a free-standing consideration of opposing opinions on key issues.
Madhusiidana not only weaves exact wording from Samkara and Sridhara into some of his
extended glosses,!% but also provides extensive sub-commentaries on a wide range of other

texts,!?” including dharmasastra passages and the sources I discuss in Chapter 5.

196 For example, Gitagiidharthadipika 13.4. See Chapter 5, section 5.4.
197 For the important of this method of weaving in authoritative sources in Indian philosophical and other
texts, see Elisa Freschi and Philipp A. Maas (eds.) Adaptive Re-Use: Aspects of Creativity in South Asian
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All three commentators have their favoured sources which they quote. My close reading
will consider not only which texts are quoted by my commentators, but exactly which points
these quotations are supporting, whether there are any cross-references to other texts, and
the significance of this for their philosophical position. Particularly for Madhustdana, I
consider how sub-commenting on other texts is key to his Gita commentary forming part of
a coherent view. Key too to my close reading will be looking carefully at the way in which
each commentator structures their Gita commentary. It is common to assume that Gita
commentators divide their commentaries up into ‘thirds’, taking chapters 1-6, 7-12 and 13-
18 as three parts of a whole. I shall consider whether my three commentators do follow such

a structure, and the significance of this for their reading of the Gita.

The crucial issue of Arjuna’s drowning, discovered by close reading, is raised in the
introductions of Samkara and Sridhara’s commentaries (relocated to 2.10 for Madhusiidana)
which suggests that introductions are particularly important. This view is confirmed by
others who close-read such texts. Walter Slaje has pointed out that the significance of the
beginnings of commentaries and introductions has been overlooked in the academy.'%®
Minkowski has suggested that taking seriously the introductions to commentaries ‘presents
the possibility of re-covering the meaning of an intellectual’s action in writing a learned text
in Sanskrit’,'%® while Johannes Bronkhorst holds that the introductions to commentaries
imply the previous traditions that the commentator may have been aware of or were building
on.'!% T shall thus consider the introductions to the three commentaries in hand along with

their socio-religious, intellectual and textual contexts.

I further include reference to the praise verses (margaldcaranas) which the commentators
use to frame their commentaries (Sridhara and Madhusiidana, Samkara using only one brief

purdnic verse), as well as to open and close some or most of their chapters (Sridhara,

Cultural History (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2017). See also ‘On burglars and making the links: tradition
and the re-use of Indic texts’, Tradition and the Re-Use of Indic Texts, special issue (guest ed.) Jacqueline
Suthren Hirst, Religions of South Asia 6.2 (2012):149-60.

108 See Walter Slaje (ed.) Sastrabhama: Inquiries into the Preamble in Sanskrit (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz
Verlag, 2008).

109 Christopher Minkowski, ‘Why Should We Read the Mangala Verses?’ in Walter Slaje (ed.)
Sastrarambha: Inquiries into the Preamble in Sanskrit (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2008), p.2.

110 Johannes Bronkhorst, ‘What was Sankara’s sastrarambha?’ in Walter Slaje (ed.) Sastrarambha:
Inquiries into the Preamble in Sanskrit (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2008), pp.121-30.
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Madhustidana) or as interpolations at other key points in their work (Madhustidana). Praise

verses act as an important devotional counterpoint in their interpretations.

1.6 — Overview of Key Chapters

The three key chapters in this thesis will tackle each commentator’s approach to Krsna’s
person and pedagogy in turn. I shall focus on one key topic for each commentator — agency
for Samkara, body for Sridhara, and personhood for Madhusiidana — as these are the themes

emphasised by the commentators, borne out of the very questions they raise themselves.

1.6.1 — Chapter 3: Samkara on Krsna’s Agency and Pedagogy

As Samkara’s view of agency has been seen as problematic, there has been little written on
agency in Samkara’s Gitabhasya.''' In Chapter 3, by reconsidering the concept of agency
in the Gitabhasya alongside Arjuna’s drowning I shall show how, in Samkara’s view, Krsna
models divine agency for Arjuna. To consider Krsna’s agency, I will draw on Mohanty’s
Nyaya-based sequence of action (Chapter 3, section 3.3). Applying this sequence of action
provides a systematic way of measuring the extent to which Krsna is in fact an agent. In
Nyaya, agency is directly linked with the body and desire, whereas for Samkara, providing
an account for how one can act in a detached way is crucial. I therefore apply the Nyaya
framework of action to Samkara’s view of agency as a ‘litmus test’ for the coherence of his
view. In Chapter 3 I also argue that the person of Krsna as a teaching figure and model for
Arjuna is fundamental for Samkara, whose other major works cannot provide this (Chapter

3, section 3.4.2).

1.6.2 — Chapter 4: Sridhara on Krsna’s Body and Pedagogy

In demonstrating how Krsna saves Arjuna from drowning in his Gita commentary, Sridhara
seeks to show Arjuna how he can become liberated as a person whose mind is currently
impure (asuddha). In Chapter 4, 1 argue that Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s body is

fundamental to his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy. I demonstrate this by looking closely

i Todd is the exception to this, who compares Samkara with Santideva. See Todd, The Ethics of Samkara
and Santideva (2013).
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at Sridhara’s interpretation of sakti, particularly the way in which his interpretation of Sakti
builds on and differs from that of Citsukha. I shall also analyse Sridhara’s understanding of
how sakti relates to the notion of body. From this, I shall look closely at the way in which
language about Krsna’s body functions, in Sridhara’s interpretation. In doing this, I will
show how Krsna’s Sakti, for Sridhara, is key to leading Arjuna to liberation and the

development of his own suddha-sattvic understanding.

1.6.3 — Chapter 5: Madhusiidana on Krsna’s Personhood and Pedagogy

In Chapter 5, I demonstrate how Madhusiidana’s structuring of his Gitd commentary around
tat tvam asi s key to him showing how Krsna rescues Arjuna from drowning. Madhusiidana
looks at the personhood of both Arjuna and Krsna by dividing his commentary into thirds
around this mahavakya: chapters 1-6 address tvam, chapters 7-12 address fat; chapters 13-
18 address tat tvam asi. 1 argue that Madhustidana’s structuring of his Gité commentary
builds on the progressive teaching of the Gita itself — the ‘layers’ of both Arjuna and Krsna
as a person are revealed as his commentary unfolds. Drawing on Ram-Prasad’s model of
minimal selfhood,!'? T show how Madhusiidana’s mapping of Arjuna’s transition from
problematic personhood to minimal selfhood in his Gitd commentary is key to his

interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy.

1.7 — How will my three key chapters address my research questions?

There has, thus far, been no study as to how Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana’s
commentaries function pedagogically, nor a study comparing their interpretations of
Krsna’s person and pedagogy. There has also been little focus on Arjuna as addressee in
these commentaries. In Chapters 3, 4 and 5, I show how Krsna is vital to saving Arjuna from
drowning and Advaitin realisation, precisely because it is he who teaches Arjuna in very
particular ways. I look at how a developing understanding of who Krsna is plays a key part
in the progressive pedagogy all three commentators variously identify. While this
progressive pedagogy develops from the progressive pedagogy of the Gita itself, each
commentator draws out different aspects of the relation between Krsna’s person and his

pedagogy, according to their own emphases.

112 See Chapter 6 n.13 on ‘minimal selthood’.
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In Chapter 6, I conclude this thesis by revisiting Arjuna’s drowning in each commentary
(6.2). I then suggest ways in which we can read the sorts of commentarial texts I have dealt
with (6.3). From this, I consider what my thesis tells us about the person of Krsna (6.4) by
demonstrating how agency, body and personhood are hermeneutical and pedagogical keys
to understanding Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusidana’s interpretations of Krsna’s
pedagogy in the Gita (6.4.1). Here, I use the findings in this thesis to show how brahman,
being and embodiment are understood by each commentator, and how the person of Krsna
acts as vehicle (6.4.2). Ultimately, I show how for each commentator, ‘getting to’ brahman
via the stripping away of individuation is key to their interpretations (6.4.2.3). I then address
pedagogy (6.5). Here, I look closely at Krsna’s progressive method of teaching and
Arjuna’s progressive method of learning (6.5.3) by considering why Arjuna is the primary
subject (6.5.2), and precisely how and when he can attain liberation (6.5.4), in each
commentary. In the final section of my conclusion, I consider how my thesis might provide
material for thinking about the key themes of divine embodiment, ‘speaking of’ the
transcendent and teacher-pupil relationships, and a new way of understanding bhakti in the
Advaita Vedantin tradition (6.6). In order to begin to answer these key questions, I now turn
to Chapter 2, where I discuss the different types of contextualisation I use to locate Samkara,
Sridhara and Madhusiidana, with a view to providing the background to some of the

theological questions raised by my commentators.

42



Chapter 2

Contextualising Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana

2.1 — Introduction

In this chapter, I offer a historical ‘colouring’ of Samkara, Sridhara and Madhustidana. As
established in Chapter 1, the contextualisation here will primarily be intellectual and textual,
although I also touch on socio-religious context to offer a flavour of their possible audiences.
There is a large historical gap between our three commentators: roughly five hundred years
between Samkara and Sridhara, and roughly another two hundred years between Sridhara
and Madhustidana. Locating our three commentators both in terms of time and geographical
location is necessary to establish how their Advaita Vedantin positions interacted with
various forms of devotionalism. This is precisely why it is important to treat the contexts of
Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana together in this chapter — to demonstrate the key issue
at stake, which is the place of bhakti in relation to their own Advaita Vedantin positions.
Although work has been done on Samkara’s background, there are limited accurate historical
sources for his life. There are also very few sources on Sridhara, while there is some material

on Madhusiidana. Given this, I will build a picture of their lives from what is available.
2.2 — Samkara
2.2.1 — Date and geographical location

The consensus is that Samkara lived ¢. 700 CE. Both A.J. Alston! and Hirst? consider the
relative dating of other Sanskrit texts and accept this date. Kengo Harimoto has attempted
to refine Samkara’s date further, to between 756 and 772 CE, by ‘identifying personal names
that appear in his Brahma-siitra-bhasya with historic persons whose existence has been

recorded in inscriptions’.

U A.J. Alston, Samkara on the Absolute: A Samkara Source-book, Volume 1 (London: Shanti Sadan, 1980),
p-42. )

2 For a full debate, see Jacqueline Suthren Hirst, Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta: A Way of Teaching (London:
Routledge, 2005), p.25. )

3 Kengo Harimoto, ‘The Date of Sankara: Between the Calukyas and the Rastrakiitas’, Journal of Indological
Studies 18 (2006), p.85.
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As Samkara’s own work does not contain anything explicitly bibliographical, many claims
in the literature about Samkara’s life are taken from hagiographical stories written centuries
after he taught.* Lorenzen refers to 34 different Sanskrit hagiographies of Samkara, and
claims there are several ‘facts’ we can accept about Samkara’s life: that he was born into a
brahmin family from Kerala, that he left home to become a sannydasin (renouncer), that he
travelled throughout India with his own disciples defeating rival theologians, and that he
established various religious centres — including Srigeri in the South, Purf in the East,
Dvaraka in the West, and Badarikasrama in the North.®> There is some evidence to support
this, including Sure$vara (one of Samkara’s early followers) referring to Samkara in his
Naiskarmyasiddhi 4.44 as ‘dravida’.® As Alston points out, the word ‘dravida’ is the
Sanskrit for the English word ‘Tamil’, but was more broadly used to cover most of the area
in India South of the Narmada River.” Harimoto, using evidence found in inscriptions, shows
that Samkara refers to the names of three figures who likely lived at the same time as him.
These three figures were connected to the Calukyas who first appeared in Karnataka, but
were also influential in Andhra Pradesh and Kerala which, as Harimoto points out, ‘covers

much of the area where Samkara was most likely from, and probably active’.?

2.2.2 — Socio-religious context

During Samkara’s time, devotion to Siva and Visnu was growing in South India,” and Tamil
bhakti traditions were expanding.!® Samkara taught at a time when many of the schools
around him were developing their teaching in the light of the growing influence of ‘the
Lord’.!! Hirst and Hacker'? have argued that Samkara was at least familiar with Vaisnava

views, given that he references Visnu in a range of contexts. In her early work, Hirst

4 Hirst, Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta, p.3. For an extensive discussion on the hagiographies purporting to
document Samkara’s life, see Hirst, Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta, pp-11-19.

5 David N. Lorenzen, ‘The Life of Sankaracarya’, in Fred W. Clothey and J. Bruce Long (eds.) Experiencing
Siva: Encounters with a Hindu Deity (Delhi: Manohar Publications, 1983), p.156. The fact that Sridhara
places a Samkara matha in Puri also supports that it may have been located there.

6 Alston, Samkara on the Absolute, p.44.

7 p.59 n.112. The Narmada River is a river in central India known as the ‘lifeline of Gujarat and Madhya
Pradesh’.

8 Harimoto, ‘The Date of Sankara’, p.102.

° For a detailed survey of the rise of devotion see Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti (1983).

10 Hirst, Sumkara’s Advaita Vedanta, p.26.

11p.28.

12 Hacker drew attention to the fact that Samkara (and his immediate disciples) favoured Visnu over Siva,
thus bringing into question the historical assumption that Samkara was a Saiva. See Paul Hacker, ‘Relations
of Early Advaitins to Vaispavism’ WZKSOA 9 (1965):147-54.
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mentions three of these contexts: lists where Visnu is among other devas, discussions on ‘the
highest place of Visnu’, and comparisons involving Visnu and his images (pratimd) or the
salagrama stone.'> Hirst also notes that Samkara appeared to be happy to support the temple

practices and worship practised by the Bhagavata Vaisnavas.'*

In her most recent work Hirst has argued, on the basis of work on the Pancaratra tradition,
that the specific form and wording of Samkara’s Brahma-siitra-bhasya 2.2.42-45 could
indicate that he was prepared to engage with some of his Bhagavata discussants.!> The recent
scholarship on Paficaratra traditions provides clues as to the identity of these Bhagavata
discussants, suggesting they were ‘Vedically trained brahmins, attracted by increasing
devotion to Visnu and practising rituals along with their usual smyti rituals in a Paficaratra
context’.'® While Samkara could not support the view that ritual is the means to liberation,
Hirst suggests that the points of agreement Samkara selects ‘might have functioned as a basis

for a further conversation’.!” Hirst writes:

Developing a Vedanta-grounded Advaita in a South Indian context of
intense competition and negotiation between different Vaisnava groups,
Samkara takes the opportunity not just to relegate the theology and
practice of such groups to Advaita as a positioning strategy, but uses a
central text, the Gita, to show how, rightly interpreted, aspects of Vaisnava
theology and practice can provide a stepping stone along the way to non-

dual realisation.'®

Hirst adds that one of the indications that Samkara appealed to aspects of Vaisnava theology

is his mention of the six Vaisnava divine qualities in his Brahma-siitra-bhasya 2.2.44-45.1°

13' A small round polished stone from the river Gandaki in which Visnu is worshipped. In Hirst, ‘The Place
of Bhakti, p.131.

4 Hirst, Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta, p.28. Note that Hirst mentions that Samkara disagrees with the
Paficaratra theology he discusses alongside the Bhagavata Vaisnavas (for example, in his Brahma-sitra-
bhasya 2.2.37).

15 Hirst, ‘Refutation or dialogue?”, p.20.

16 p.20.

17 pp.20-1. Here, Hirst notes that this interchange would ‘have Advaitin realisation as its long-term goal but
would work from the partners’ own experience of identification with the Supreme through rituals designed
to train the focus solely on the transcendent in every part of their life’.

8 p.21.

19 The six Vaisnava qualities are knowledge (jiiana), sovereignty (aisvarya), potentiality (bala), power
(Sakti), might (virya) and splendour (tejas).
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Although, as Hirst notes, we might expect Samkara to reject these qualities altogether (as
brahman is nirguna), he does not, and even introduces the six qualities in his commentaries
where the root text does not require it.2 As I show in Chapter 3, Samkara specifically lists
these six Vaisnava qualities in his Gitabhasya introduction, and therefore uses key terms

familiar in Pancaratra to appeal to a possible audience.

2.2.3 — Textual context

Samkara is said to have written hundreds of works.2! As an Advaita Vedantin commentator
wishing to show the authenticity of his interpretation, the most important texts for Samkara
to comment on were those comprising the Vedantin ‘triple foundation’: the Brahma-siitras,
the Upanisads?? and the Bhagavad-gita.2* As Hirst notes, it was likely Samkara who set the
precedent for including it in the ‘triple foundation’ of texts on which it became mandatory

for Vedantins to comment.?*

To establish whether a work was genuinely Samkara’s or not, Hacker developed certain
criteria, applying Samkara’s Brahma-siitra-bhdsya as the ‘litmus test’ for authenticity.?’
Although Samkara’s Gaudapadakarikas (containing his commentary on the Maundiikya
Upanisad) and his independent work, the Upadesasahasri (‘Thousand Teachings’) are
generally accepted as authentic, Hacker adds the Yogasiitrabhasyavivaranam to the list of
authentic works.?¢ Malkovsky points out that the Yogasitrabhasyavivaranam, although not
strictly an Advaitin work, ‘does contain hints of Advaitin teaching [...and] contains an

extended section on “the Lord” (iSvara)’.?’ Leggett has noted that there has been some

20 Hirst, ‘Refutation or dialogue?’, p.17.

2! Piantelli’s complete list includes 433 works, although many are regarded as later ascriptions. M. Piantelli,
‘Sankara e la rinascita del Brahmanesimo’, Indian Philosophical Quarterly, 4.3 (1977):429-35.

22 As Hirst notes, Samkara wrote commentaries on the Brhadaranyaka, Chandogya, Aitareya, Taittiriya,
Kena (prose and verse), Katha, Mundaka, Prasna and ISa Upanisads. Of these, the first two have the most
extended commentaries and refutation of opponents, and are the two that Samkara quotes most frequently in
his other works. In Hirst, Sumkara’s Advaita Vedanta, p-20.

2 Hirst, Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta, p.20.

24 Hirst, ‘Refutation or dialogue?’, p.4. Hirst suggests that Samkara may have wanted to demonstrate that
aspects of a Vaisnava theology could be interpreted as leading to Advaitin realisation.

25 Hacker’s method involves looking at Samkara’s use of key terms, such as avidya (misconception), mdya
(illusion), namariipa (‘name and form”), and isvara (the Lord). See Wilhelm Halbfass, Philology and
Confrontation: Paul Hacker on Traditional and Modern Vedanta (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1995), pp.57-100.

26 However, T.S. Rukmani strongly argues that the Yogasiitrabhasyavivaranam is not authentic. See T.S.
Rukmani, ‘The Problem of the Authorship of the Yogasitrabhasyavivaranam’, Journal of Indian Philosophy
20 (1992):419-23.

27 Malkovsky, The Role of Divine Grace, p.20.
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debate as to whether Samkara, in his early days, was originally a follower of Patafijala
Yoga.?® It is worth mentioning the Yogasiitrabhasyavivaranam here due to the extent

Madhustidana later draws on Yogic Advaita, as I demonstrate in Chapter 5.

2.2.4 — Intellectual context

Samkara clearly sought to establish his Advaita Vedantin view as the correct interpretation
of the Upanisads, against the opponents he seeks to deconstruct in his commentaries, both
contemporary and inherited.?” This is demonstrated most strongly in his Brahma-siitra-
bhasya, where Samkara addresses his “fictive opponents’3® by debating with Samkhya at
length, and extensively critiquing Nyaya, Vaisesika, Yoga, Buddhist, Jain and Carvaka

positions.>!

Samkara not only deconstructed the views of “fictive opponents’, but actively engaged in
debate with views held by ‘real life” historical figures from within an Vedantin framework,
including: Kumarila Bhatta (c. seventh century, a Pirvamimamsaka older contemporary of
Samkara), Mandana Misra (c. eighth century, jrianakarmasamuccaya, within an Advaita
Vedantin framework), and Bhaskara (eighth to ninth century,*? a bhedabheda Vedantin). A
key position Samkara refutes is bhedabheda, a view represented in the Brhadaranyaka-
upanisad-bhasya as that of someone called Bhartrprapafica’* by Anandagiri, and a view built
on by Bhaskara who in turn critiques Samkara in his own Bhaskarabrahmasiitrabhdsya.*
Bhartrprapafica is not mentioned in Samkara’s Gitdbhdsya. However, one of the key

positions taken by Bhartrprapafica is jianakarmasamuccayavada,® also proposed by the

28 For a summary of this discussion, see Trevor Leggett, Sankara on the Yoga-siitras, Volume I: Samadhi
(London: Routledge, 1981), pp.xviii-XiX.

29 Karl H. Potter, Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies Volume III: Advaita Vedanta up to Samkara and his
Pupils (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1981), p.19.

30 Hirst tells us that these ‘fictive opponents’, who are unnamed, may well have been actual historical
figures, but ‘also function as mouthpieces whose views Samkara (mis)represents in order to show the truth
of his Advaitin position’. See Jacqueline Suthren Hirst, ‘Who were the Tarkikas? The Place of Polemic in
Samkara’s Brhadaranyakaopanisadbhdsya’, The Journal of Hindu Studies 4 (2011), p.54 & p.71 n.2.

3L Potter, Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies Volume III, p.19.

32 Bhaskara may have lived several generations after Samkara, although his dates are controversial.

33 Bhartrprapafica’s works are no longer extant, so what we know about him is ascertained entirely from
references other authors make to his work. See M. Hiriyanna, ‘Bhartrprapafica: An Old Vedantin’, Indian
Philosophical Studies 1 (Mysore: Kavyalaya Publishers, 1957):79-94.

34 For a detailed discussion of Samkara’s dispute with the bhedabhedins, see Daniel H.H. Ingalls,
‘Samkara’s Arguments Against the Buddhists’, Philosophy East and West 3 (1953-4), p.294.

35 Potter refers to jaanakarmasamuccayavada as the ‘combined-path’ view, entailing the idea that the
aspirant of liberation must follow both the karmakanda (section of the Veda that deals with ritual action)
and jiianakanda (section of the Veda that deals with knowledge) sections of scripture. Not only must both
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later Advaita Vedantin Mandana Misra. Jiianakarmasammucayavada is a position ruthlessly
challenged by Samkara in his Gitabhasya. Although the jiianakarmasamuccayin is heavily
critiqued in the Gitabhdasya, this particular opponent is crucial to Samkara demonstrating his

own argument, which differs rather subtly from this, as I demonstrate in Chapter 3.

2.2.5 — Approach to the Gita

As Hirst has argued, it is unlikely that Samkara was ‘unaffected by a personal Absolute’,3
which is apparent in his works. If we accept that Samkara was indeed a Vaisnava, then the
importance of the Gita to Samkara is all the clearer. As Hirst puts it, ‘Samkara [did] not
philosophise in a cultural vacuum, but [developed] an Advaitin theology based on sruti
which [responded] to his contemporary situation’.3” I argue that this is apparent in Samkara’s
Gitabhasya, given the clear emphasis Samkara gives to Krsna as the Lord. We can see from
Samkara’s devotional context that commenting on the Gitd is not just about commenting on

the triple foundation, but is about the importance of Krsna as the personal Lord.

2.3 — Sridhara

2.3.1 — Date and geographical location

As with Samkara, the primary method used to date Sridhara is the relative dating of texts,
either written by Sridhara or texts referring to him. Relative dating places Sridhara c. 1350-
1450 CE. Gode and Aufrecht argued that, for Sridhara to write the Visnupurana-tika-
atmaprakasa, a commentary on Citsukha’s commentary on the Visnu Purana, he must be
dated later than Citsukha (1220-1284 CE).?8 Other scholars have located Sridhara as follows,

in relation to later Bengal Vaisnavas who viewed his work as authoritative:

Citsukha (1220-1284 CE)
Vopadeva (1300 CE)

paths be followed, but both are of equal importance in leading to liberation. See Potter (ed.) Encyclopedia of
Indian Philosophies Volume III, p.20.

36 Hirst, ‘The Place of Bhakti’, p.128.

37 pp.139-40.

38 P K. Gode, ‘Date of Sridharasvamin, Author of the Commentaries on the Bhdagavata Purana and Other
Works’, Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 30.3/4 (1949), p.278. In Chapter 4, section
4.1.3, I suggest that Sridhara’s approach to Sakti makes it clear that he was building on the work of Citsukha.
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Sridhara (1350-1450 CE)
Visnupurt (1350-1400 CE)
Caitanya (1485-1527 CE)

Riipa Gosvami (1495-1550 CE)*

There is very little evidence to support Sridhara’s geographical location. However, the
evidence available suggests that Sridhara flourished in Orissa. Two Oriya texts — the
Vaisnava Lilamrta by Madhava Pattanayaka (fifteenth century) and The History of
Dhenkanal (Dhenkanala Itihasa) by Ramachandra Nanda (1929) — both claim that Sridhara
was a contemporary of Pratapabhanudeva, who appointed him as the leader of the
Brahmacari monastery in Puri.*® The specific devotional climate of Sridhara’s time also
suggests that Purf was his likely location. The group of bhaktas who followed Sridhara —
including Visnupuri who explicitly refers to Sridhara as the authority for his Bhakti-
ratnaval — were based in Puri.#' Moreover, Sridhara was a devotee of the Vaisnava deity

Nrsimha, the Man-Lion incarnation of Visnu, who has strong links to PurT (see below).

2.3.2 — Socio-religious context

Religious life in Orissa was dominated by the cult of Purusottama-Jagannatha, ever since
the Jagannatha temple was built in Purt in the twelfth century. The temple’s origin and
subsequent development saw the introduction of the title ‘Jagannatha’ (‘Lord of the World’),

and the rise of this god to the position of state deity in Orissa.*

There are three key elements, central to the development of the Jagannatha cult, significant
for our analysis of Sridhara: i) the juxtaposition of Visnu and Siva on a common platform in
Orissa, ii) the connection of Purusottama (Visnu) with Nrsimha, and iii) the addition of

Krsna to the ‘Jagannatha trio’.

3% Gode points out that Riipa Gosvami quotes from Sridhara in his Padyavali. See Theodor Aufrecht,
Catalogus Catalogorum: An Alphabetical Register of Sanskrit Works and Authors Volume I (Leipzig: F.A.
Brockhaus, 1891-1903), p.669 in Gode, ‘Date of Sridharasvamin’, p.281.

40 Ananta Ch. Sukla, Sridhara Svami: A Medieval Philosopher of Religion (Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2010),
p-14.

41 Other bhaktas who followed Sridhara include Madhavendra Puri and I$vara Puri. This group of bhaktas
and their lineage influenced Caitanya. Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and his Commentary on the Bhdgavata Purana’,
p-49.

42 Kishore Chandra Mishra, ‘Religious Syncretism and the Jagannatha Cult in Orissa’, Proceedings of the
Indian History Congress 61.1 (2000-2001), p.150.
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2.3.2.1 — Juxtaposition of Visnu and Siva in Orissa

In the introductions to all three of his major works — the Subodhini, the Bhavartha-dipika*
(commentary on the Bhagavata Purana) and the Atmaprakdasa (commentary on the Visnu
Purana) — Sridhara names both Madhava (Visnu) and Umadhava (Siva).** His Subodhini

introduction reads:

I bow to Visnu*® and Siva,*® the Lord of the universe, with respect.
Compelled by devotion to them, I compose this explanation of the Gita,

the ‘Subodhini’ .’

Both deities appear to be important for Sridhara, despite many scholars interpreting Sridhara
in relation to the (later) Vaisnavism of Caitanya. However, contrary to the view of Sukla,
this does not necessarily mean that Sridhara saw Visnu and Siva as identical, but rather that
Sridhara refers to both deities to appeal to the large Vaisnava and Saiva population of Orissa
at the time. The archaeological evidence tells us that twin temples dedicated to both Visnu
and Siva were constructed in Orissa, the first built towards the end of the ninth century.*®
The joint worship of Visnu and Siva in Orissa provided the basis for the later ‘Jagannatha

trio’# which developed during the Ganga period (1078-1434 CE).

2.3.2.2 — Connection of Visnu with Nrsimha

In the introduction to his Bhavartha-dipika Sridhara writes, I worship Nrsimha’ (nrsimham

aham bhaje), the Man-Lion incarnation of Visnu. De and Gupta refer to Sridhara as a

# See also Sridhara’s Bhavartha-dipika 10.87.25.

* Sukla, Sridhara Svamr, p.20.

4 Madhava is a name often used for Visnu as Krsna.

46 Umadhava lit. ‘the one agitated by Uma’, referring to the myth in which Uma (Parvati) arouses desire in
Siva, interrupting his meditation. Sridhara plays on the similarity of the names he chooses.

47 $ri-madhavam pranami umadhavam visvesam adarat |

tad-bhakti-yantritah kurve gita-vyakhyam “subodhinim” ||

48 von Steitencron, ‘The Advent of Vaisnavism in Orissa’, in Anncharlott Eschmann, Herman Kulke and
Gaya Charan Tripathi (eds.) The Cult of Jaganndatha (Delhi: Manohar, 1978), p.15.

4 The ‘Jagannatha trio’ is generally described as consisting of the juxtaposed gods Visnu (Jagannatha,
Krsna) and Siva (Balabhadra, Samkarsana), together with a common Sakti (Subhadra, Katyayani).
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‘devotee of Nrsimha’*® on this basis. The Orissa Research Project shows us that Nrsimha
played a dominant role in the early development of the Vaisnava Jagannatha cult in Orissa
around Sridhara’s time.3' Eschmann has compiled a list of temples in Orissa at the time, and
after the deities associated with Jagannatha, Krsna and Caitanya, Nrsimha is the Vaisnava
god to whom most temples were dedicated.> Specifically, the strong concentration of such
temples along coastal Orissa tells us that the identification of Nrsimha with
Purusottama/Jagannatha was established within Sridhara’s purported location.’®> As Nrsimha
could be worshipped by both Vaisnavas and Saivas,’* Sridhara’s salutation to Nrsimha could

also have been a political move.

2.3.2.3 — The addition of Krsna to the ‘Jagannatha trio’

Over time, Jagannatha assumed the character of Nrsimha in Orissa, owing to converted
Vaisnavas requiring a ‘furious’ deity.>> Once the identity of Jagannatha and Purusottama
was well established, a further identification was made, that with Krsna, owing to Paficaratra
influence.’® As Vaisnavism became more dominant in Orissa, the theology of the Puri deities
was systematically developed,”’ and the Krsna incarnation became increasingly popular.
This devotion to Krsna expanded in Orissa (not just South India and Bengal) during the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, as a result of the influence of the Bhagavata Purana.”® The
Krsna devotionalism that the Bhagavata Purana brought to Orissa was successful — we know
this because the ‘Jagannatha trio’ came to be known as such precisely because of the addition

of Krsna.>® By 1250 CE at the latest, as Tripathi demonstrates, ‘there stood three statues in

50 See De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith (1942). See also Gupta, The Caitanya Vaisnava Vedanta of
Jiva Gosvami (2007).

5! Eschmann, Kulke and Tripathi (eds.) The Cult of Jagannatha, p.xvi.

52 Eschmann, ‘The Vaisnava Typology of Hinduization and the Origin of Jagannatha’, in Eschmann, Kulke
and Tripathi (eds.) The Cult of Jagannatha, p.103.

33 Two Oriya literary sources also support this contention. The mantrardja in both the RGjabjoga (comprised
in the mid-seventeenth century) and the Purusottama Mahdtmya shows that in the 13™, 14" and at least 16™
centuries, Jagannatha was still considered to be Nrsimha. See Eschmann, Kulke and Tripathi, ‘The
Formation of the Jagannatha Triad’ in their (eds.) The Cult of Jagannatha, pp.171-2.

3 yon Steitencron, ‘The Advent of Vaisnavism in Orissa’, p.13.

55 Eschmann, Kulke and Tripathi, ‘The Formation of the Jagannatha Triad’, p.195.

56 Eschmann, Kulke and Tripathi, ‘The Formation of the Jagannatha Triad’, pp.184-5. The Paficaratra system
was almost ideally able to take up the most important elements of the Jagannatha cult: the main deity
Purusottama could be reinterpreted as Krsna.

57 Eschmann, Kulke and Tripathi, ‘The Formation of the Jagannatha Triad’, p.185.

58 G.C. Tripathi, ‘Jagannatha: The Ageless Deity of the Hindus’, in Eschmann, Kulke and Tripathi (eds.) The
Cult of Jagannatha, p.481.

59 Eschmann, Kulke and Tripathi, ‘The Formation of the Jagannatha Triad’, p.187.
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the temple of Purl which were identified with Krsna’.®® Alongside the influence of the
Bhagavata Purana, Krsna devotionalism was well established in Orissa by the time of

Sridhara.

2.3.3 — Textual context

Sridhara was clearly keen to locate himself as a serious Advaita Vedantin commentator in
his Subodhini. He quotes extensively from the Upanisads, refers to the Brahma-siitras in a
crucial verse (13.4), and sets out to demonstrate in various places how his reading of the
Gitd is in line with a Vedantin interpretation of the Upanisads. Sridhara refers specifically

to Samkara in 13.19 as the ‘great commentator’."!

The fact that Sridhara makes numerous references to the Upanisads in his Subodhini, often
after giving his own interpretation of a specific Gita verse, suggests that he views the
Upanisads as more than just source texts upon which his view is built. As I shall demonstrate
in Chapter 4, a key example of this is Subodhini 13.4, where Sridhara quotes the Taittiriya
and Chandogya Upanisads specifically to demonstrate how language functions. Again, in
4.10 where Sridhara is talking about Krsna’s sattvic body — which underpins his overall
argument — he grounds his interpretation in the Upanisads by directly quoting the mahavakya
tat tvam asi of the Chandogya Upanisad. Sridhara is more than aware of the importance of
Vedic texts — for example, in 12.8, where he clearly refers to the Upanisads as $ru#i.5? In
13.2, Sridhara again explicitly says that the Upanisads are sruti, yet the Visnu Purdana which
is also quoted in 13.2 is not described in this way.®® Sridhara clearly roots his interpretation

in the Vedic tradition (vedamiilatva).%*

Sridhara’s three commentaries — the Subodhini, Bhavartha-dipika and Atmaprakasa — are
all commentaries on texts where bhakti is central. The fact that Sridhara’s main works are
commentaries on well-known Vaisnava texts clearly reflects the Vaisnava devotional

climate in which he was located. We know that Samkara was writing for a Vaisnava

60 G.C. Tripathi, ‘Jagannatha: The Ageless Deity of the Hindus’, p.481.

61 Sridhara’s comment on 13.19 will be explored further in Chapter 4.

62 . yatha ca Srutih dehante devah param brahma tarakam vyacaste iti || ‘As the Sruti says, “In death, the
Lord teaches of the highest liberating brahman’ (Jabala Upanisad 1).

83 . .tattvam asi iti $rutya... | ‘In the Sruti, “you are that”.
% Vedamiilatva refers to using the Veda as the measure of legitimation and orthodoxy.
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audience, not least because he refers to the six Vaisnava qualities. Sridhara similarly appeals
to these six Vaisnava qualities in his Subodhini 4.6, yet he was also keen to appeal to a Saiva
audience, as demonstrated by his extensive quoting of the Svetdasvatara Upanisad, a text

whose deity is Rudra-Siva, and which has been described as a Saiva Bhagavad-gita.

Sridhara’s composition of his Bhavartha-dipika suggests he was heavily involved in the
Vaisnava devotional scene. As Nelson explains, the Bhagavata Purana’s position on bhakti
is, in many ways, radically different from that of the Gita — the text draws its primary
inspiration not from the Upanisads, but instead from the ecstatic devotionalism of the
Alvars,® poet-saints from South India.%” Between the sixth and ninth centuries, the Alvars
were at ‘the centre of a flourishing Vaisnava revival in the Tamil-speaking South [and taught
that liberation could only be gained through an] intensely personal love of the deity’.%® Hardy
reminds us that it was the Bhagavata Purana that made the regional religion of the Alvars
available to the rest of India.®® He adds that the text became the basis for virtually all further
developments of Vaisnava devotional movements in India.”® Although Sridhara wrote the
Bhavartha-dipika as a self-standing commentary, the fact that he draws heavily on the
Bhdagavata Purana in his Subodhini suggests that he was writing for an audience familiar

with the Bhagavata Purana.

2.3.4 — Intellectual context

Sheridan points out that the Bhagavata Purana was commented on by two earlier Advaita

Vedantins: Citsukha and Punyaranya.’! Citsukha also commented on Samkara’s Brahma-

%5 ‘un texto que muchas veces se describe como una Bhagavad-gita $ivaita’, see David N. Lorenzen,

‘Sivaismo: Heterodoxia y orthodoxia’, Estudios de Asia y Africa 21.2 (1986), p.264.
% The consensus is that the Bhdgavata Purana derived from the Alvars, yet there is some debate as to
whether we can establish this with certainty. See J.N. Farquhar, An Outline of the Religious Literature of
India; J.S.M. Hooper, Hymns of the Alvars (London, 1929), and R.G. Bhandarkar, ‘Allusions to Krsna in
Patafijali’s Mahabhasya’, in 1A, Volume III, pp.14ff (Poona: Collected Works of R.G. Bhandarkar, 1933).
7 Nelson, ‘Bhakti in Advaita Vedanta’, p.96.
68

p.-96.
% Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti, p.11.
Mp.11.
7! Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and his Commentary on the Bhagavata Purana’, p.47.
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sitra-bhdsya, and on Sriharsa’s (c. twelfth century)’? Khandana-khanda-khadya.® 1t is
difficult to establish how much, or if at all, Sridhara may have relied on these earlier Advaitin
commentaries on the Bhdgavata Purana, as they are no longer extant. However, we do know
that in the Saiva and Vaisnava traditions that had become popular around the time of
Citsukha, the concept of sakti (power) was emphasised. As such, in his Tattvapradipika,
Citsukha deals with the challenge of explaining sakti within an Advaita Vedantin context.
Citsukha reads sakti as a linguistic feature with the capacity of leading us to nirguna

brahman, rather than in terms of personal deities.

Sridhara in his Subodhini does not appear to use the term Sakti as frequently as we might
expect him to, given that most of the secondary literature on Sridhara places him as the
foundation of the later developing Caitanyite tradition, which we know places a strong
emphasis on saktis as the marvellous powers of the Lord. However, in Chapter 4, I argue
that in Sridhara’s Subodhini we do find the term sakti used in relation to concealing and
revealing powers. Given Citsukha’s position, it seems that Citsukha’s approach to sakti
likely had an influence on Sridhara. While the Vaisnava devotionalism of fourteenth century
Orissa had a clear influence on Sridhara’s work, his Subodhini seeks to relate sakti back to
nirguna brahman.™ Sridhara proves to be an important link between the notion of sakti in
the sense of words/propositions held by Citsukha, and the notion of sakti in the fully

devotional sense of concealing and revealing powers of the Lord later held by Madhustidana.

As noted in Chapter 1 (section 1.4.2.3), Sheridan has argued that Sridhara, by incorporating
bhakti more heavily into his commentaries on the Gita and the Bhagavata Purana, may have
attempted to move away from the ‘more extreme’ Advaita Vedantin interpretations of the
Bhagavata Purdna proposed by Citsukha and Punyarana.” The fact that Sridhara’s

commentary on the Bhdgavata Purana was later relied on as being as authoritative as the

72 It was not until Sriharsa that the Advaita Vedantin dialectic became crystallised. Once the methods of
argument in the Nyaya-vaisesika system were defined (by writers such as Udayana and Kularka Pandita),
Sriharsa set out to establish an even more powerful method of dialectic that could destroy the Nyaya realism
that he opposed. See V.A. Sarma, Citsukha’s Contribution to Advaita (with Special References to the Tattva-
pradipika) (Mysore: Kavyalaya Publishers, 1974), pp.22-3.

3 Karl H. Potter (ed.) Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies Volume XI (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2006),
pp.605-6. Sriharsa’s Khandana-khanda-khadya is a critique of the dialectical and metaphysical system of
Nyaya-Vaisesika philosophy, from the absolutist standpoint of Advaita Vedanta. See Phyllis E. Granoff,
Philosophy and Argument in Late Vedanta: Sriharsa’s Khandana-khanda-khadya (Holland: D. Reidel
Publishing Company, 2012).

74 In Chapter 4, section 4.3.1.1 I show that Sridhara’s preferred term is nirvisesa (without attributes).

75 Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and the Bhagavata Purdna 1.1.1°, p.127.
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original text itself, by Caitanya and the Gosvamis, implies that Sridhara was a more
‘moderate bhaktic Advaitin’,’® promoting a more devotional ‘brand’ of Advaita, as Gupta
and Hardy put it.”” Sheridan, as we have seen, has pointed out that Sridhara uses
hermeneutical tools refined by Samkara and Advaita to interpret the Bhagavata Purana in a
visistadvaitin (non-dualism of the one with qualities)’® or bhedabhedin (difference-non-
difference) way.” Sheridan points out that, in his commentary on Bhagavata Purana 1.1.1,
Sridhara employs an Advaita Vedantin interpretative device by distinguishing between two
sets of characteristic defining properties (laksanas) of the Supreme Lord: svaripalaksana
(‘essential characteristics’) and tatasthalaksana (‘extrinsic or incidental characteristics’).5°
In Chapter 4, I argue that the terms svaripalaksana and tatasthalaksana are also significant
in Sridhara’s Subodhint and are deployed specifically in 13.4 to explain how language
functions in his view. I shall demonstrate that Sridhara’s use of the term sakti helps make
the transcendent accessible to the form of devotion current in his surroundings, yet his use

of Advaita Vedantin interpretative tools alongside the use of such concepts demonstrates

that he sought to ground his interpretation of the Gita in Advaita Vedanta.

2.3.5 — Approach to the Gita

Sridhara was situated in both a Vaisnava and Saiva devotional climate, and the Bhagavata
Purana and devotion to Krsna would certainly have been established in Orissa by Sridhara’s
time. Sridhara also locates himself in his Subodhini in relation to Samkara as his authority,
claiming in several places that his reading of the Gita is in line with an Advaita Vedantin
reading of the Upanisads. These factors all have a bearing on Sridhara’s approach to the
Gita, and form the foundation for his reinterpretation of Citsukha’s understanding of sakti.
In Chapter 4, I argue that Sridhara’s interpretation of $akti in his Subodhint is key to his
understanding of how language functions. Citsukha’s earlier interpretation of sakti is

therefore key to laying the groundwork for Sridhara’s own approach.

76 p.127.

"7 Gupta, The Caitanya Vaispava Vedanta of Jiva Gosvami, p.68; Friedhelm Hardy, ‘Madhavendra Purt: A
Link Between Bengal Vaisnavism and South Indian Bhakti’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 1 (1974),
p-33.

8 Visistadvaita is the position of Ramanuja’s (traditional dates: 1017-1137 CE) school of Vedanta. See
Lipner, The Face of Truth (1986).

7 Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and his Commentary on the Bhagavata Purana’, p.55.

80 Or, characteristics extrinsically related to brahman. See Sheridan, p.55.
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2.4 — Madhusudana

2.4.1 — Date and geographical location

Madhustidana did not share any biographical information in his own works, so contemporary
scholars have turned to other sources to date him, the majority placing him in the sixteenth
century CE.#' Some scholars have adopted the method of relative dating of other Sanskrit
texts in order to date Madhustidana. Vi§vanatha (c. 1626-1708), a Nyaya author,’? wrote his
Bheda-siddhi in response to Madhustidana’s Advaita-siddhi, indicating that Madhustidana
must have preceded him.®3 The strongest evidence for Madhustidana’s date is Abu al-Fazal’s
(1551-1602) Ain-i-Akbari (‘Administration of Akbar’).8 Written in 1597, this source lists
scholars in the court of Akbar (third Mughal Emperor, r. 1556-1605) and includes

Madhusiidana,®® suggesting he lived around the same time as Akbar.

Locating Madhustidana geographically is challenging. Scholars have attempted to locate
Madhustidana by finding leads from references made in his own work, and using stories and
genealogies kept alive orally. However, both these methods are problematic — Madhusiidana
only makes a few passing references to place,®® and oral genealogical traditions can rarely

be located by scholars.®” The most effective method to locate Madhusiidana seems to be to

8! These include Rajendra Ghose, Gopinath Kaviraj, Prahlad Divanji and R.D. Karmarkar. See
Madhusitidana Sarasvati, Advaita-siddhi, Part I, The First Definition of Falsity, critically edited with
commentary and Bengali translation, by SrT Yogendranatha Tarkasamkhyavedantatirtha with an introduction
by Rajendranath Ghosh (general ed.) (Kalikata: Sriksetrapal Ghosh, 1931), p.115; Gopinath Kaviraj (ed.)
Sarasvati Bhavana Studies, Volume 11, miscellaneous papers (Benares, 1929), p.117, in Sanjukta Gupta,
Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnvaism (2006), p.5; Madhustidana Sarasvati, Siddhanta-bindu (ed. and tr.) Prahlad
Divanji (Baroda: Gaeckwad Oriental Series, 1933); Madhusiidana Sarasvati, Vedanta-kalpa-latika (ed.) by
R.D. Karmarkar (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1962), pp.xi-xv. Nachane places
Madhusiidana slightly later. See Sulochana A. Nachane, ‘The Date of Madhusiidana Sarasvatl’, Annals of
The Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 30.3/4 (1949), p.327.

82 Jonardon Ganeri, The Lost Age of Reason: Philosophy in Early Modern India 1450-1700 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011), p.77.

8 Vis$vanatha notes this in his Goutama-siitra-vrtti. Sanjukta Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnavism, p.5.
8 Abu al-Fazal, The Ain-i-Akbari by Abul Fazl Allami (trs.) H. Blochmann and H.S. Jarrett (Calcutta: The
Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1873-1907), pp.537-8.

85 The consensus is that this ‘Madhusiidana’ is indeed Madhusiidana Sarasvati. For other names of other
contemporaries of Madhusiidana Sarasvati who flourished in the sixteenth century, see James Benson,
‘Samkara Bhatta’s Family Chronicle: The Gadhivam$avarnana’, in The Pandit: Traditional Scholarship in
India (ed.) Axel Michaels, Festschrift Parameswara Aithal, South Asian Studies 38 (South Asia Institute,
New Delhi Branch, Heidelberg University, 2001), pp.113-4.

8 In Madhusudana’s Gitagiidharthadipika there is also evidence that he may have known and travelled to
Gujarat. See 6.34, tantundgo nagapdasah tataniti gurjaradau prasiddhah | However, Madhustidana may
simply be elucidating Samkara’s original comment here.

87 See Haraprasad Shastri’s 1912 article on ‘Dakshini Pandits at Benares’, cited in Benson, ‘Samkara
Bhatta’s Family Chronicle’, p.105.
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consider his social connections (section 2.4.2.1). There is also some evidence to suggest that
Madhustidana interacted with the poet Tulasidas (1532-1623), famous for his retelling of the
Sanskrit Ramayana in Avadhi.®® Madhusiidana allegedly supported Tulsidas in the face of
criticism from orthodox circles, and helped secure Tulsidas’ reputation among the pandits
of Benares.?® If correct, this would indicate that Madhusiidana flourished in Benares, as we
know that Tulsidas spent most of his life there. There is also a tradition that states a
‘Madhusiidana Vacaspati’ studied with the Gaudiya Vaisnava teacher Jiva Gosvami in
Benares.”® De argues that this could not have been Madhustidana Sarasvati.’! Four counter-
reasons could be given. First, of the many ‘Madhusiidanas’ mentioned in the Sanskrit
literature, only Madhusiidana Sarasvati lived in the later sixteenth century.”? Second, Jiva
flourished c. 1560, meaning that Madhusiidana’s dates would have closely intersected with
his. Third, some scholars have held that Madhustidana was aware of and interacted with the
theology of the Gosvamis, which would give weight to the tradition that he may have
associated with Jiva. Finally, we know that Jiva lived in Benares, suggesting Madhusiidana
might also have resided there. Sanjukta Gupta, however, concludes that it is more likely that
Madhustidana was simply a contemporary of Jiva’s elder brother, Riipa Gosvami (d. 1564),
and that they were not necessarily aware of one another’s works.”> Benares, however,
remains Madhustidana’s likely location given the brahmin networks in which he was

involved (see below).
2.4.2 — Socio-religious context
Madhustidana’s mid-sixteenth century Mughal context in Benares places him in a very

different context from Samkara and Sridhara. To offer an overview of Madhusiidana’s socio-

religious context here, I consider: i) brahmin networks and Advaitin interconnections, ii)

88 Lance Nelson, ‘Theological Politics and Paradoxical Spirituality in the Life of Madhusiidana Sarasvat?’,
Journal of Vaisnava Studies 15.2 (2007), pp.26-7.

% Jagadiswarananda writes that, when it was reported to Madhusiidana that Tulsidas was critiqued by the
orthodox, Madhustidana is said to have responded with this verse: ‘This moving fulasi-plant has leaves of
bliss; its flowers are poetry, kissed by the bee Rama’ (paramanandapatro 'yam jangamas tulasitaruh,
kavitamanjart yasya ramabhramavacumbitd). In Swami Jagadiswarananda, ‘St Madhusiidana Sarasvati’,
VK 28 (1941), p.313. For translation see Nelson, ‘Theological Politics’, p.27.

% Nelson, ‘Theological Politics’, p.27. See also De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith and Movement in
Bengal, p.150, and Ashok Kumar Majumdar, Caitanya: His Life and Doctrine: A Study in Vaisnavism
(Bombay: Bharata Vidya Bhavan, 1969), pp.89-90 and p.335. But see Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and
Vaisnavism, p.148 n.36.

! De, Early History, p.150 n.3.

92 See list of ‘Madhusiidanas’ in Aufrecht, Catalogus Catalogorum, p.427.

9 Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnavism, p.7.
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politics and the Vi§ve§vara temple, and iii) specific types of Krsna-bhakti in sixteenth

century Benares.

2.4.2.1 — Brahmin networks and Advaitin interconnections*

The work of O’Hanlon, Pollock and Minkowski tells us that, in the (early) sixteenth century,
Benares saw an influx of Maratha brahmin migrants to the city.”> These Maratha brahmin
migrants became the intellectual leaders of the city, the leading pandit family in sixteenth
century Benares being the highly influential Bhatta family.’* We know from the genealogies
established by Minkowski that Madhusiidana knew the Bhatta family,”” and that Rame$vara
Bhatta taught Advaitin texts to Madhava Sarasvati. We know that Madhava Sarasvati was
Madhustidana’s vidya-guru from the introductory verses to his Advaita-siddhi and
Gitagiidharthadipika.®® Madhusiidana’s connection with the Bhatta family is significant, as
it shows he was linked with the most influential brahmins in Benares at the time. Moreover,
the majority of intellectual migrant brahmin families in sixteenth century Benares were
Advaitins — as Minkowski tells us, Advaita Vedanta was the mainstream ‘position’ of the

city.”

2.4.2.2 — Politics and the Visvesvara temple

As O’Hanlon tells us, the assemblies that took place within the brahmin community of

sixteenth century Benares were held in the city’s Vi§ve$vara (Saiva) temple.!? This temple

% Other notable Advaita Vedantins who flourished in Benares at roughly the same time as Madhustidana
include: Apadeva (fl. 1610, author of Balabodhini), Nana Diksita (fl. 1590, author of Siddhantadipa),
Dharmayya Diksita (fl. 1640, author of Vyakhya), Bhattoji Diksita, (fl. 1590, author of Vakyamala,
commentary on Tattvaviveka of Nrsimha), Ramatirtha Yati (fl. 1610, author of Vastutattvaprakasika on
Brahmasiitra) and Rangoj1 Bhatta (fl. 1610, author of Advaitacintamani). See Christopher Minkowski,
‘Advaita Vedanta in Early Modern History’, South Asian History and Culture 2.2 (2011), pp.207-9 for a
detailed genealogy.

%5 The Sanskrit Knowledge Systems on the Eve of Colonialism Project addresses this time period. Also see
Minkowski, ‘Advaita Vedanta’, p.217. Minkowski explains that it is more than likely that particular Advaita
Vedantins may have moved to Benares after coming into contact with teaching traditions in South India.

% Rosalind O’Hanlon, ‘Speaking from Siva’s Temple: Benares Scholar Households and the ‘Ecumene’ of
Mughal India’, South Asian History and Culture 2.2 (2011), p.254.

97 Rame$vara Bhatta established the prolific Bhatta family. Haraprasad Shastri, ‘Dakshini Pandits at
Benares’, The Indian Antiquary 41 (1912):7-12. Minkowski reminds us that some caution is necessary in
evaluating the pedagogical claims of this chronicle, as it was created by a member of the family to describe
their own preeminence. Minkowski, ‘Advaita Vedanta’, p.227 n.32.

% Where he refers to his three teachers: Srirama, Vive$vara and Madhava.

9 Minkowski, ‘Advaita Vedanta’, p.217.

190 O’Hanlon, ‘Speaking from Siva’s Temple’, p.255.
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was rebuilt during Akbar’s time (the 1570s or 1580s) under the leadership of Narayana
Bhatta of the Bhatta family.!°! O’Hanlon notes that the brahmin community of Mughal
Benares did not just worship at the temple but were entrusted with making legal decisions.!%?
Madhustidana would thus have been part of a community entrusted with legal decision-
making processes. J.N. Farquhar recounts an alleged meeting between Akbar and
Madhustidana, where Madhusiidana suggested that ksatriyas and vaisyas (merchant groups)
should also be allowed to join particular Dasanamt orders, which were previously made open
only to brahmins. According to this tradition, Akbar — known for his ‘liberal’ rule!®® —
accepted Madhusiidana’s suggestion.!® As 1 argue in Chapter 5, Madhustudana’s
Gitagiidharthadipikd is concerned with establishing Arjuna’s eligibility — as a ksatriya — for

receiving Krsna’s teaching that would otherwise only be received by a brahmin.

2.4.2.3 — Krsna-bhakti

One of the forms of Krsna-bhakti that emerged during sixteenth century Benares was the
ecstatic bhakti of the Gosvamis. It is possible that Madhustidana might have known Jiva
Gosvami. Madhustidana’s Advaitin contemporaries in Benares were also engaging in
devotionalism — Rangoji Bhatta, for instance, identified Krsna in his Advaitacintamani as
‘both the Supreme Being and his isfadevata’.'®> The fact that bhakti movements were
becoming more prevalent in Benares at this time may explain why Madhustidana was among
other Advaitins in Benares who were concerned with promoting Advaita, yet endeavoured
to give bhakti a place in their work. Another Advaitin in Benares at the time, Ramasrama,
argued for the authority of the Bhdgavata Purana by appeal to the personal authority of

figures recent and contemporary to himself: Appayya, Madhava Sarasvati, Madhustidana,

101 5264,

102 5254, See also Rosalind O’Hanlon, ‘Letters Home: Benares Pandits and the Maratha Regions in Early
Modern India’, Modern Asian Studies 44.2 (2010), p.228 and Rosalind O’Hanlon, ‘The Social Worth of
Scribes: Brahmins, Kayasthas and The Social Order in Early Modern India’, The Indian Economic and
Social History Review 47.4 (2010):563-95.

13 Diana L. Eck, Benares: City of Light (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), p.83.

104 JN. Farquhar, ‘The Organisation of the Sannyasis of the Vedanta’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society
(July 1925), p.483. See also William R. Pinch, Warrior Ascetics and Indian Empires (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp.30-3. See also Matthew Clark, The Dasanami-Samnyasis: The
Integration of Ascetic Lineages Into Order (Boston: Brill, 2006), pp.228-32. Akbar is often referred to as
being an instrumental figure in the supposed ‘ecumenical revival’ of Mughal Benares. However, Akbar’s
acceptance of Madhusiidana’s suggestion could just be a common hagiographical trope, used to present
Akbar as ‘ecumenical’ by being in dialogue with brahmins.

105 Minkowski, ‘Advaita Vedanta’, p.228 n.69.
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Pirnendra and Brahmendra.!%® This is important for two reasons. First, it suggests that
Madhustidana — along with his potential contemporaries — viewed the Bhdgavata Purana as
authoritative. Second, the fact that Ramasrama appealed to Madhustidana suggests that
Madhustidana had influence on his peers and was not just responding to the current debates

of his time.?7

2.4.3 — Textual context

Madhustidana was a prolific author, said to have written 20 works — although the authorship
of some of these is contested.!® Although Madhusiidana adopted various writing styles
across his works, his primary agenda was to defend Advaita Vedanta. The Advaita-siddhi,
Madhustidana’s most extensive work, was committed to working within a Navya-Nyaya
framework to settle the ongoing dispute between Advaita and Dvaita Vedanta.!'” In
Madhustidana’s other works, he clearly aligns himself with the key founding teachers of
Advaita Vedanta. In his Vedanta-kalpa-latika, Madhusiidana explains he sets out to defend
the positions of Samkara and Suresvara.!'® In his Gitagidharthadipika specifically,

Madhusiidana locates himself in relation to Samkara as the bhasyacarya (i.e. in 13.12).

Madhustidana clearly aligned himself with the commentarial tradition of Vedanta. In his
Gitagiidharthadipika specifically, Madhustidana extensively quotes the Upanisads and the
Brahma-sitras. In his Siddhanta-bindu, Madhusiidana begins by referring to the mahavakya
tat tvam asi of the Chandogya Upanisad.''! In his Siddhanta-bindu, Advaita-siddhi and

Vedanta-kalpa-latika, Madhustidana draws the Upanisads and Brahma-sitras, which

106 Christopher Minkowski, ‘A Guide to Philological Argument in Early Modern Benares’, in Epic and
Argument in Sanskrit Literary History: Essays in Honour of Robert P. Goldman (ed.) Sheldon Pollock
(Delhi: Manohar, 2010), pp.124-6.

107 For a detailed explanation of the intersection between religion and politics in sixteenth century Benares
see John Stratton Hawley, ‘The Four Sampradayas: Ordering the Religious Past in Mughal North India’,
South Asian History and Culture 2.2 (2011):160-83. For the influence of Madhustidana’s work in certain
Indo-Islamic contexts, see Shankar Nair, Translating Wisdom: Hindu-Muslim Intellectual Interactions in
Early Modern South Asia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2020), ch.2.

108 Vv, Sisupala Panicker notes that Aufrecht gives a list of 22 works attributed to Madhustidana in his
Catalogus Catalogorum, while S.N. Dasgupta lists 18 and P.C. Divanji only lists 10. For a full list of
Madhusiidana’s works (both authentic and dubious) see V. Sisupala Panicker, Vedantakalpalatika: A Study
(Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1995), p.9.

109 Madhusiidana allegedly learnt Navya-Nyaya in Navadvipa under Mathuranatha Tarkavagisa (fl. 1575), a
great logician. See Madhusiidana, Siddhanta-bindu (ed. and tr.) Divanji, p.xvii; Jagadiswarananda, ‘Sr1
Madhusitidana’, p.309.

110 Madhustidana, Vedanta-kalpa-latika (ed. and tr.) Karmarkar, verse 1.4, p.2.

111 See Chapter 5, section 5.4.

60



demonstrates that he took seriously the necessity to comment on the texts that Samkara
established were necessary for a Vedantin commentator to comment on. Madhusiidana’s
extensive quoting from the Upanisads aligns him directly with the Vedantin commentarial
tradition and sets him apart from commentators who drew primarily on the Bhdagavata

Purana for their scriptural authority — namely Caitanya and the Gosvamis.

Madhustidana does, however, align himself slightly differently in his various works. This is
particularly clear in his Bhakti-rasayana,''? where he aligns himself with the devotionalism
of the Vaisnavas and comments heavily on the Bhagavata Purana.''* The Bhagavata
Purana is crucial to Madhustidana’s context for two key reasons. Firstly, the Bhagavata
Puranpa was crucial to most inflections of Krsna-bhakti in North India.''* Secondly, it is
considered authoritative for devotionalists whose positions Madhustidana may have seen
himself in competition with — primarily, Caitanya and the Gosvamis. Since the Bhdgavata
Purana and bhakti were crucial to Madhustidana’s intellectual environment, he had to show
how his Advaita Vedantin interpretation of the Gita and other texts could incorporate this.
As I shall argue in Chapter 5, in his Gitagiidharthadipikd Madhustidana shows that bhakti
is necessary in leading Arjuna towards what is to be realised through hearing the mahavakya

‘you are that’.

2.4.4 — Intellectual context

One of the key developments between Samkara and Madhusiidana is the rise of Yogic
Advaita. In contemporary scholarship, both Bouy and Mallinson have pointed out that there
was a broad use of terms associated with yoga incorporated into Advaita Vedanta.''s
Building on this, Madaio has shown that a number of different traditions by Vidyaranya’s

time would have been drawing on a common ‘repertoire’ of sources, including Advaitic and

112 Madhustidana refers the reader to his Bhakti-rasayana in several places in his Gitagiidharthadipika
(primarily in chapter 18), indicating that this is his more targeted commentary on the Bhdgavata Purana.
113 This is also the case in Madhustidana’s Bhagavata-prathamasloka-vyakhya.

114 The sixteenth century theologies of Caitanya and Vallabha suggest that it is actually Visnu who is a
(partial) incarnation of Krsna. Edwin Bryant, Krishna: The Beautiful Legend of God (Srimad Bhagavata
Purana Book X) (London: Penguin Classics, 2003), p.xiii.

115 For an overview of the development of Yogic Advaita in detail, see Christian Bouy, Les Natha-Yogin et
les Upanisads (Paris: Diffusion de Boccard, 1994) and James Mallinson, ‘Hathayoga’s Philosophy: A
Fortuitous Union of Non-Dualities’ Journal of Indian Philosophy 42 (2014):225-47.
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Yogic texts.!!® Madaio argues that, while Andrew Fort had ‘initially signalled the turn
towards yoga in medieval Advaitin literature’,!'” Vidyaranya’s Jivanmuktiviveka is part of
a wider trend of Yogic Advaita, demonstrating that ‘the yogic traditions of the period were
more diverse than the works Fort [originally] analysed’.!'® Madaio also notes that ‘the
widespread utilisation of yoga during the medieval period is [...] made plain in the
theological sources Vidyaranya cites’.!!” The reason that this is important for Madhusiidana
is because of the ‘intellectual repertoire’ demonstrated by Madaio. If there were common
ways of thinking about the body, disciplining the body and the mind, and forms of meditation
by Vidyaranya’s time, then Madhusiidana would been working with particular vocabulary

associated with Yogic Advaita.

One of the texts that Madhustidana extensively quotes in his Gitagiidharthadipika is the
Laghu-Yogavasistha.'*® There are, according to the Laghu-Yogavasistha, two ways through
which brahman can be known: 1) through jiana, and ii) through yoga, which involves
controlling the action of the mind. In his Gitagidharthadipika, as we shall see in detail in
Chapter 5, Madhusiidana draws directly on the Laghu-Yogavasistha’s seven stages of yoga,
which turn out to be a fundamental part of his progressive understanding of who ‘you’ is.
Madhustidana also draws on the work of Vidyaranya in his Gitagiudharthadipika.
Vidyaranya built on the philosophy of the Laghu-Yogavasistha in two of his major works —
his Paricadasi'?' and Jivanmuktiviveka. Madhusiidana directly refers to both texts in his Gita
commentary. Vidyaranya’s position differs from Samkara’s by prescribing, in addition to
knowledge, the necessity for yogic disciplines, based on the Bhdgavad-gita, the Yoga-siitras
of Patafjali, the Gaudapadiya Karikas, and the Laghu-Yogavasistha. Madhusiidana’s
position appears similar to Vidyaranya’s, in his stressing of the necessity of yoga.
Madhustidana’s reference to Vidyaranya in his Gitagidharthadipika is particularly crucial
— Madhustidana interprets the saksin (witness) with direct reference to the witness in

Vidyaranya’s Jivanmuktiviveka, which will form a key part of my argument in Chapter 5.

116 James Madaio, Advaita Vedanta as Narrative Theology: Emplotment, Soteriology and Senses of Self in
the Jivanmuktiviveka (Ph.D., University of Manchester, 2016), p.75.

17 Madaio, Advaita Vedanta as Narrative Theology, p.73. See Andrew O. Fort, ‘Liberation while living in
the Jivanmuktiviveka: Vidyaranya’s Yogic Advaita’ in Living Liberation in Hindu Thought (eds.) Andrew
O. Fort and Patricia Y. Mumme (Albany: SUNY Press, [1996] 2002), pp.135-55.

118 Madaio, Advaita Vedanta as Narrative Theology, p.73.

19 5 74,

120 Also quoted extensively in his Advaita-siddhi and Siddhanta-bindu.

121 As Madaio points out, the authenticity of the Pasicadast is debatable. See Madaio, Advaita Vedanta as
Narrative Theology, p.43 n.138.
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2.4.5 — Approach to the Gita

Madhustidana’s context in sixteenth century Benares clearly had an impact on his approach
to his Gita commentary. Madhustidana is careful to align himself with Advaita by
commenting on the triple foundation and stating Samkara’s authority, made explicit in the
way he structures his Gitagidharthadipika around the tat tvam asi of the Chandogya
Upanisad, the most important Advaitin mahavakya. The fact that Madhusiidana draws
directly on the seven stages of yoga found in the Laghu-Yogavasistha, to tell us who ‘you’
really is, demonstrates the influence of Yogic Advaita on his Gitagiidharthadipika. The
influence of the Bhdgavata Purana on Madhusiidana is evident in his frequent quoting from
it, particularly in support of bhakti being preliminary but necessary for Arjuna as a seeker of

liberation.

2.5 — Conclusion

In this chapter, the importance of textual and intellectual context for Samkara, Sridhara and
Madhustidana has been highlighted. This contextualisation will primarily inform my
approach in the forthcoming chapters, while the socio-religious context offers a historical
backdrop for my three commentators. Treating the socio-religious context of my three
commentators together in this chapter has highlighted the fact that all three commentators,
as self-proclaimed Advaita Vedantins, were clearly faced with interpreting the Gita in the
context of their various devotional audiences. The question of how Advaita and bhakti relate
is thus apparent by looking at the very socio-religious contexts in which my three

commentators were situated.

Considering the intellectual and textual context of my three commentators together in this
chapter has highlighted that commenting on other authoritative texts was key to their
building their views. However, I have shown that it is the specific context of each
commentator that directly informs their interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy in the Gita, and
the specific way in which Arjuna is saved from drowning. In Chapter 3, I show that Samkara
repeatedly engages with his jianakarmasamuccayin opponent to clearly present his view of
Krsna’s divine agency, and show how this is modelled to Arjuna. Further to this, the

importance of key Vaisnava (and Paficaratra) traditions for Samkara is demonstrated in the
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importance of one-pointed devotion as part of Arjuna’s progression towards liberation in the
Gitabhasya. In Chapter 4, I argue that Sridhara’s reinterpretation of Citsukha’s earlier
understanding of sakti underlies his understanding of Krsna’s suddha-sattvic body, which
proves key in Sridhara’s making the transcendent accessible to Arjuna. In Chapter 5, I argue
that the way in which Madhustidana draws on key terms already systematised within the

development of Yogic Advaita is key to his understanding of personhood.
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Chapter 3

Samkara on Krsna’s Agency and Pedagogy

3.1 — Introduction

The Bhagavad-gitd is a devotional work. Much of the literature on our first author, Samkara
(c. 700 CE), therefore begins analysis of his commentary by asking whether his Advaita
Vedantin interpretation can be coherent in the light of the Gita’s devotionalism. In this
chapter, I seek to address the tension between Advaita and bhakti in Samkara’s Gitabhasya
by asking the two key questions I outlined in Chapter 1. First, I consider the questions
Samkara himself asks in his commentary and show how he introduces and subsequently
structures his Gita commentary around Krsna’s agency. Second, I look at Samkara’s
perspective on Arjuna drowning. By close reading of the Gitabhdsya on agency, I argue that
Krsna’s divine agency is used to show how Arjuna can be saved from drowning, as Krsna

progressively models this agency for Arjuna.
3.1.1 — Why is Arjuna drowning?

Right from the start, in the introduction of his Gitabhdsya, Samkara emphasises that Arjuna

is drowning:

Although he (the Lord) has no purpose of his own, through wanting to
show kindness to beings, he taught the twofold dharma of the Veda to

Arjuna who was drowning in the ocean of grief and delusion.!

Samkara takes the stock metaphor of the ocean of rebirth (Gita 12.7) and applies it
specifically to Arjuna from the outset showing that Arjuna’s drowning is presented by
Samkara as the key problem to be solved. ‘Drowning in the ocean of grief and delusion’
represents both Arjuna’s despair on the battlefield, where he faces the dilemma of whether

to fight his own family, and the predicament of all beings.

! sva-prayojanabhave 'pi bhittanujighrksaya vaidikam hi dharma-dvayam arjunaya Soka-moha-
mahodadhau nimagnayopadidesa ||
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3.1.2— Why is agency a key topic for Samkara?

Agency is an important topic for Samkara for three key reasons. First, agency is key to the
narrative of the Gita itself. In the Gita, Krsna in his descent form as a person must act in the
world, as is shown specifically in chapter 4 where Krsna provides himself with a body.
Acting in the world means being an agent, so the concept of ‘agency’ is given by the very
narrative of the Gita. As the Gita itself presents us with Krsna as a person who acts and a
character with agency, Samkara’s major focus on agency is not just a commentarial

imposition.

Second, agency is the primary focus of Samkara’s introduction, where Samkara sets up
Krsna’s teaching in terms of the twofold dharma he has already taught as the agent-Lord
who manifests and orders the world from the very beginning.> As we can see from the
passage above, Arjuna has not yet received this teaching, which is why he is drowning. The
importance of agency for Samkara is thus given in the way he introduces his Gita

commentary, as his opening sentence shows:

That Lord, having created the world and wishing to secure order therein,
first created the Prajapatis, such as Marichi and so on, and made them
understand the pravrtti-dharma spoken of in the Veda, the dharma
characterised by action. He then created others such as Sanaka and
Sanandana, and made them understand the nivrtti-dharma, the dharma of
renunciation, characterised by knowledge and detachment from worldly

objects.?

Although it is often assumed that the Gita itself encompasses a threefold structure (of
karma, jiiana and bhakti), Samkara rather perceives the Gita to have a twofold scheme of
pravrtti-dharma and nivrtti-dharma.* This twofold dharma refers to the two ‘paths’ to
liberation. For Samkara, pravrtti-dharma refers to the path of action whereby a person

achieves worldly success through performing rituals and social duties, which then leads to

2 Cf Chapter 1, section 1.5.3.4 on the importance of close-reading introductions.

3 sa bhagavan systvedam jagat | tasya ca sthitim cikirsuh marichyddin agre srstva prajapatin pravrtti-
laksanam dharmam grahayamdasa vedoktam | tato ’nyan ca sanaka-sanandanadin utpadya nivrtti-laksanam
dharmam jiana-vairagya-laksanam grahayamasa ||

4 Hirst, ‘The Place of Bhakti’, p.124.
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nivrtti-dharma, the path of renunciation of all actions which leads to liberation
(nihsreyasa).> As such, for Samkara, nivriti-dharma is viewed as the direct means to
liberation. Yet in order to follow the path of nivrtti-dharma, a person must be a literal fourth
stage renouncer, who has renounced all actions. Arjuna, as we know, is a ksatriya and
therefore a karma-yogin. This means that Arjuna cannot follow the path of nivrti-dharma
in his current state, and must therefore follow the path of pravrtti-dharma. Agency is
therefore a key topic for Samkara in his Gitabhasya, as Krsna’s teaching is directed to
saving Arjuna who must continue to act in the world. As I will show, this teaching is
revealed progressively throughout Samkara’s Gitabhasya in terms of Krsna’s agency:
Arjuna progresses towards liberation as Krsna’s teaching on, and example of, agency
unfolds. Agency is thus not only a theme in Samkara’s introduction, but one of the main

themes around which his whole commentary is structured.

Third, the fact that Samkara primarily engages with one particular opponent — the
Jjhaanakarmasamuccayin — in his commentary demonstrates agency to be a primary focus.
The jiianakarmasamuccayin aims to demonstrate how to act in the world (i.e. how to be an
agent), and claims that liberation is only attained through a combination of action and
knowledge.® In other works, such as his Brahma-siitra-bhasya, Samkara deconstructs the
views of many different opponents. That Samkara constantly engages with this one
opponent in his Gita commentary flags agency as central here. Samkara’s sustained focus
on this opponent indicates that their positions differ rather subtly, as Samkara deems it
necessary to explain how they differ throughout his commentary. Samkara first raises the
dispute in Gitabhdsya 2.10. Up to this point, Samkara’s comments are minimal. He then
immediately re-emphasises Krsna’s teaching on the twofold dharma — the key focus of his
introduction — by refuting the view of his jianakarmasamuccayin opponent. Samkara’s
extended comment on 2.10 begins, ‘Grief and delusion are therefore the causes of the cycle
of rebirth. They cease by nothing other than knowledge of the self, preceded by the
renunciation of all actions’.” Against this, the jAanakarmasamuccayin claims, ‘The
conclusion of the whole Gita is that liberation is attained by knowledge together with

actions, such as the agnihotra and so on, prescribed by the Vedas (sruti) and the smytis’ 8

Sp.124.

¢ Cf Chapter 2 n.35 for a definition of jiianakarmasamuccaya.

" atah samsara-bija-bhiitau Soka-mohau | tayos ca sarva-karma-samnyasa-pirvakad atma-jiianat nanyato
nivrttir iti

8 agnihotradi-Srauta-smarta-karma-sahitat jianat kaivalya-praptir iti sarvasu gitasu niscito 'rtha iti
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After engaging with the jaanakarmasamuccayin in 2.10, Samkara immediately brings the
focus back to Arjuna being saved from drowning, because Arjuna has not correctly
understood the teaching on the twofold dharma (2.11). Here, Samkara uses his opponent to
highlight Arjuna’s confusion about action and knowledge. Once Samkara has outlined that

liberation comes from knowledge alone, he reiterates the problem of Arjuna’s drowning:

That being the case, the Lord Vasudeva found that for Arjuna, whose mind
was confused about dharma, who had false cognition, and who was
drowning in the great ocean of delusion, there could be no other rescue
than through the knowledge of the self. Intending to rescue Arjuna from
that, he said, ‘(You grieve for) those who are not to be grieved for’, and so

on, in order to introduce the knowledge of the self.’

As in his introduction, Samkara again inserts the drowning metaphor here, as it is not in
Gitd 2.10-11.° Samkara now uses this metaphor to show how Arjuna too is trapped in
samsara (rebirth), and makes explicit that the teaching on the knowledge of the self is given
specifically to Arjuna in order to rescue him. As Samkara intimates in 2.11, Arjuna is
drowning because he is confused about dharma — he does not know what ought to be done,
or how to be an agent. Arjuna requires Krsna’s teaching on the twofold dharma; Samkara

sets up his commentary for Arjuna to receive it.
3.1.3 — Why has agency been perceived as problematic for Samkara?

Although agency is a major topic for Samkara in his Gitabhasya, it is — from the point of

view of Advaita Vedanta — clearly problematic. Action in the world normally entails the

? tatraiva dharma-sammiidha-cetaso mithya-jianavato mahati Soka-sagare nimagnasya arjunasya
anyatratma-jiianad uddharanam apasyan bhagavan vasudevah tatah krpaya arjunam uddidharayisuh atma-
Jjhandyavatarayann aha

10 Samkara also uses the ‘drowning’ metaphor in 6.5, in the penultimate praise verse in Gaudapada-karika-
bhasya and in a clearly pedagogical context in UpadesasahasrT Prose Section 1.10. Here, Samkara presents
the teacher asking the pupil, “Who are you?’ The pupil replies, ‘I am the son of a brahmin belonging to such
and such a family. I was a student (householder), and now I am a wandering ascetic. I want to escape from
the ocean of samsdra, which is infested with the great monsters of birth and death’ (sa yadi brizyat —
brahmanaputrah adonvayah brahmacaryasama, grahastho va, idanimasmi paramahamsaparivrat
samsarasagarat janmamytyumahagrahat uttitirsuriti ||) Samkara, Upadesasahasri (tr.) Swami Jagadananda
(Madras, Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1941).
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conditioning of bodily and mental states of awareness within the world of superimposition,
which results in attachment. Krsna, on the level of being both manifest human and cosmic
Lord, cannot be attached to the world if non-dualism is to remain tenable. This is because
Krsna is ultimately nirguna brahman. As Krsna acts in the world in the Gita, Krsna’s agency
is a problem that Samkara encounters in the root text itself. Moreover, in the Gitabhasya,
Krsna acts specifically as teacher in his embodied form. The very fact that Krsna acts as
teacher generates my intellectual problem, and is the reason that agency is a major question

for Samkara.

3.1.4 — Samkara on Krsna’s agency and pedagogy

This chapter seeks to uncover what Krsna’s agency tells us about Samkara’s Advaita
Vedantin pedagogy. I propose that, in his Gitabhasya, Samkara’s pedagogical method
works by showing i) how Krsna models divine agency for Arjuna, and ii) how this modelling

functions progressively throughout the text.

I demonstrate specifically that Krsna models divine agency for Arjuna on two levels: as
cosmic Lord, and as manifest human. Krsna models his divine agency as cosmic Lord
through self-disclosure and, as manifest human, through being the lived exemplar of
detached action in the world. These levels of modelling are revealed as Samkara’s
Gitabhasya progresses and they mirror the progressive nature of the Gita itself.!'! As we
know, Samkara holds that liberation comes from knowledge, preceded by the renunciation
of all actions. Since Arjuna cannot yet renounce all actions, I argue that for Samkara, Arjuna
learns how to work towards becoming a detached agent through Krsna modelling divine

agency. The first example of this explicit modelling appears in Samkara’s comment on 2.10:

For fulfilment of the aim of life, (the action) of the knower (vidvas) is like
the action of Lord Vasudeva (performing) his duties as a ksatriya — (it)

does not get combined with knowledge — because both are free from ego

1 Cf Chapter 1, section 1.3.2.
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(ahamkara) and desire for results. Indeed, one who knows reality does not

think, ‘I am acting’, nor does he desire its result.!?

Here Samkara uses Krsna, as Lord Vasudeva, to model detached action for a ksatriya (i.e.
Arjuna). Rather than dismissing pravrtti-dharma as fundamentally problematic, Samkara
focuses his commentary on this path, using it as a pedagogical device for leading Arjuna
towards liberation. For this reason, Samkara must very carefully distinguish his position
from that of the jiianakarmasamuccayin who holds that combining action and knowledge

simultaneously leads to liberation. Samkara, by contrast, holds that, although nivrtti-dharma

ultimately leads to liberation, because Krsna’s teaching is delivered from within the
conventional world, following pravrtti-dharma leads one progressively towards the goal of

nihsreyasa. The difference is subtle — hence the great lengths of Samkara’s explanation.

Samkara’s view of Krsna’s pedagogy as progressive is revealed in the structure of his
commentary itself. After the introduction focused on the twofold dharma taught to the
drowning Arjuna, the commentary, as we shall see, progressively shows how Arjuna can
move from problematically attached agency to appropriate, detached agency. This is only
possible with the help of Krsna, the subject of one-pointed devotion, who is crucial to
demonstrating how Arjuna can become liberated. Many scholars have argued that Krsna
presents a fundamental problem for Samkara as a non-dualist commentator, as we saw in
Chapter 1 (section 1.4.1.1). Warren Todd, looking specifically at Samkara’s use of the six
Vaisnava qualities applied to Krsna in the Gitabhasya, argues that because these qualities
are denied in Samkara’s other works (including Brahma-sitra-bhasya 2.2.44-45), Krsna
does not feature in Samkara’s ‘main gnoseological concerns’.!> I argue that, rather than

posing a problem for Samkara, Krsna is in fact key to offering a solution.

3.1.5 — Outline of Chapter

To demonstrate exactly how Krsna models divine agency for Arjuna in Samkara’s

Gitabhdasya, 1 give an overview of my interpretation of ‘agency’ in the light of various

12 yatha bhagavato vasudevasya ksatra-dharma-cestitam na jiianena samucciyate purusartha-siddhaye
tadvat tat-phalabhisamdhy-ahamkarabhavasya tulyatvad vidusah | tattvavin naham karomiti manyate na ca
tat-phalam abhisandhatte

13 Todd, The Ethics of Samkara and Santideva, pp.7-8. Hirst, however, has argued that this is an inaccurate
interpretation. See Hirst, ‘Refutation or dialogue?’, pp.51-65.
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approaches to agency in the literature. This will show how I use ‘agency’ as a heuristic
category, which can help us to understand the pedagogical character of Samkara’s

commentary. Following this, the remainder of the chapter will consider the following:

1. Detached agency in Samkara’s Gitabhasya
2. How, in Samkara’s view, is Krsna’s agency divine agency?

3. How is Krsna as an agent needed in Samkara’s Gitabhasya?

3.1.6 — Mapping approaches to agency

3.1.6.1 — Body and agency

In his Gitabhasya, Samkara uses various words for ‘body’ (mainly Sarira and deha).
Samkara does not use one specific term for agency. The words kartrtva and kartd, usually
translated as ‘agency’ and ‘agent’, can be found along with karya and karma, usually
translated as ‘that which is to be done’ and ‘action’. As there is no one term for ‘agency’ in
Samkara’s commentary, the concept ‘agency’ relates to a broader conceptual cluster of
terms related to acting in the world. I propose to use the term ‘agency’ heuristically — not as
a static term, but as a malleable concept that is constantly developed in Samkara’s

commentary.

In the literature on the Gita, there have been various approaches to the body and how it
relates to ‘mineness’. I use the term ‘body’ here to refer both to the body in its physical
form, but also to the psycho-physical complex of a person. I also use the term ‘mineness’
here to refer to ‘I-ness’, or ego (ahamkara) — a mental faculty which, like the body, is also
part of the psycho-physical complex.!* These key terms appear in the Mahabharata and
similar texts, and are later developed in various ways, including the influential model of the

Samkhya school. In the Samkhyakarika' there are two independent realities: prakrti and

!4 For Ram-Prasad’s discussion of whether ‘I’ picks out the self, see Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, ‘Situating
the Elusive Self of Advaita Vedanta’, in Mark Siderits, Evan Thompson and Dan Zahavi (eds.) Self, No
Self? Perspectives from Analytical, Phenomenological, and Indian Traditions (Oxford Scholarship Online,
2011), pp.217-38. Consulted on 10 September 2020.
<https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199593804.001.0001/acprof-
9780199593804-chapter-9> First published online: 2010.

15 The Samkhya school’s earliest surviving text. Translated along with a commentary into Chinese by
Paramartha some time between 557-569 CE, it would have been well known by the sixth century CE, so
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purusa. Prakyti is material nature, and contains twenty-three components, including the
intellect (buddhi), ego (ahamkara) and mind (manas). Purusa is consciousness. In
Samkhya, mental processes are ‘conscious only to the extent they receive external
“illumination” from purusa’.'® The relationship between the psycho-physical complex
(including the body and the ego) and purusa is interpreted differently in various schools of
Indian philosophy. Below, I survey approaches to agency, ranging from interpretations of
agency in the Gitd itself, to how Samkara’s interpretation of agency in the Gita has been

viewed.

Some have argued that the body is sufficient for agency. Thomas Metzinger adopts the ‘no-
self’ stance, and contends that his position is comparable to Samkara’s.!” For Metzinger,
the fact that there are different bodies, each acting as a locus of a stream of consciousness,
is sufficient to explain how we are able to distinguish between ourselves and others.!8
Metzinger holds that ‘mineness’ as a cognitive state stems from the bodily apparatus of
cognition, and this bodily apparatus sets one agent apart from another. As such, for Samkara
the body is sufficient for agency. Others have claimed that a disembodied force is necessary,
but not sufficient, for agency. Matthew Mackenzie, writing about agency specifically in the
Gita, argues that ‘the efficacy of any action depends on far more than the will of a
disembodied, independent “doer” [...but requires] lived embodiment’.!” So any sense of
‘mineness’ for Mackenzie relies on the fact that a person is embodied. However, Mackenzie
argues that, although agency is located in the body, the body alone cannot act and requires

purusa (consciousness).>”

My understanding of the body in relation to agency in Samkara’s Gitabhdsya is based on
Ram-Prasad’s position. Ram-Prasad argues that, for Samkara, a ‘person’ is both i) the

specific locus of consciousness, conditioned by the states of bodily and mental awareness,

predating Samkara (Gerald Larson, Classical Samkhya: An Interpretation of its History and Meaning (Delhi:
Motilal Banarsidass, [1969] 2011), p.4.)

16 Paul Schweizer, ‘Mind/Consciousness Dualism in Sankhya-Yoga Philosophy’, Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research 53.4 (1993), p.850.

17 Thomas Metzinger, Being No One: The Self-model Theory of Subjectivity (Cambridge: A Bradford Book,
2003), pp.549-50.

18 Metzinger, Being No One, p.549.

19 Matthew Mackenzie, ‘The Five Factors of Action and the Decentring of Agency in the Bhagavad Gita’,
Asian Philosophy 11.3 (2001), p.144.

20 Mackenzie, ‘The Five Factors of Action’, p.144.
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and ii) the ‘contingent manifestation of [the] general, “witnessing” consciousness’.?! It is
the specific locus of consciousness, i.e. the individuated consciousness which is made up in
part by the body, that is penultimate, and eventually ‘transcended [by] “de-
individuatedness”.”>> For Ram-Prasad, knowledge is effected through the physical
apparatus of the body, and is a ‘specifiable mental state (or set of states), and both body and
mind are individuating’.?* T hold that the ‘individuatedness’ of a person, which results from
being conditioned by the states of bodily and mental awareness, is what constitutes
problematic, attached agency for Samkara. However, once the person is ‘de-individuated’,
their ‘individuatedness’ is transcended by Advaitin realisation, and they model appropriate,
detached agency, in Samkara’s view. As Arjuna progresses throughout Samkara’s
Gitabhasya, I suggest that his transition from problematic (individuated) agency to detached
(de-individuated) agency is progressive. There is a clear unfolding path towards detached

agency for Arjuna, which is learnt through Krsna modelling his divine agency.

3.1.6.2 — Desire and agency

Krsna advocates ‘desireless action’ for Arjuna in the Gita. In response to Arjuna’s despair

on the battlefield in Gita 3.19, Krsna tells Arjuna to perform action without attachment:

So, always non-attached, perform the task to be done: for the non-attached

person practising action reaches the highest.?*

Krsna’s advice to Arjuna is to act, but without desire for results. However, as Christopher
Framarin tells us, a ‘desire’ (rdga), by definition, ‘disposes the agent towards joy and

disappointment, depending on whether the desire is satisfied or frustrated’.>

Many scholars on the Gita argue that action must be motivated by desire. Framarin refers

to both Rajendra Prasad and S.A. Desai. Prasad views the contradiction entailed in the

2! Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, ‘Knowledge and Action II: Attaining Liberation in Bhatta Mimamsa and
Advaita Vedanta’, Journal of Indian Philosophy 28.1 (2000), p.31.

22 Ram-Prasad, ‘Knowledge and Action 1I’, p.35.

3 p.35.

2 tasmad asaktah satatam karyam karma samdcara |

asakto hy acaran karma param apnoti puirusah ||

25 Christopher Framarin, Desire and Motivation in Indian Philosophy (Routledge Hindu Studies Series,
2009), pp.93-4.
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phrase ‘desireless action’ literally and holds that, as desire is a necessary condition of action,
‘if Arjuna gives up all desires, he cannot do any intentional action’.2® Desai, similarly, holds
that the ‘motiveless action [in the Gira] is an impossibility’.2” Jagat Pal suggests that, in the
case of the Gita, to avoid the notion of ‘desireless action’ being contradictory, ‘desire’ is
not to be understood literally, and instead is an umbrella term that incorporates various sub-
groups of desires.?® As Framarin explains, for Pal, this means that ‘the injunction to act
without desire is an injunction to act without a certain kind of desire. This leaves another
subset of desires available for motivating action’.?° In short, many scholars agree that it is

an analytic truth that action is motivated by desire.

Some scholars, including George Teschner and Simon Brodbeck, have attempted to get
around the contradiction implied by the notion of ‘desireless action’. Teschner distinguishes
between action that is intentional and non-intentional. He argues that the action Krsna asks
Arjuna to perform in the Gita, including going to battle, is not to be understood as intentional
action.’® Brodbeck adopts a similar position to Teschner, suggesting that while many
behaviours are intentional, and as such leave an entrapping karmic residue, the unattached
actor’s are not.>! Brodbeck points out that much of the debate surrounding ‘desireless
action’ depends on the word samkalpa (often translated as ‘intention’ or ‘purpose’), ‘which

denotes a motivational aspect commonly allied with desire”.*

Others have argued that purposes can exist without desire. Framarin is the key advocate of
this approach, and leans towards an anti-Humean analysis of action, critiquing both
Teschner and Brodbeck. Hume argues that desire is necessary for action. Desire, however,
always attaches a person to action and its results. To address this dilemma, Framarin
explains that a person can also have purposes, drawing on the distinction the Vedantin

Mandana Misra makes between raga (desire) and icchd (purpose):

26 Rajendra Prasad, Varnadharma, Niskama Karma and Practical Morality: A Critical Essay on Applied
Ethics (New Delhi: DK Printworld, 1999) p.60 cited in Framarin, Desire and Motivation, pp.6-7.

27 S.A. Desai cited in Robert Minor, Modern Indian Interpreters of the Bhagavad Gita (Albany: SUNY
Press, 1986), p.149 and Framarin, Desire and Motivation, p.7.

28 Jagat Pal, ‘The Concept of Niskama Karma: Teleological or Deontological?’, Indian Philosophical
Quarterly 28.2 (2001), p.216.

2 Framarin, Desire and Motivation, p.8. See Jagat Pal, ‘The Concept of Niskama Karma, pp.215-25.

30 George Teschner, ‘Anxiety, Anger and the Concept of Agency and Action in the Bhagavad Gita’, Asian
Philosophy 2.1 (1992), p.61.

31 Simon Brodbeck, ‘Calling Krsna’s Bluff: Non-attached Action in the Bhagavad Gita’, Journal of Indian
Philosophy 32.1 (2004), p.93.

32 Brodbeck, ‘Calling Krsna’s Bluff®, p.85.
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Since an agent can act without a desire for phala (results) in the case of
nitya-karmas (obligatory daily rituals), it follows that a desire for some
end of action is not a necessary condition of action. When an agent acts
without a desire for some end, it does not follow that they act without a

prayojana (purpose), however.>?

For Framarin, some purposes will have desire, but they don’t have to entail desire. Framarin
takes the position that the only way to make sense of the Gita’s ‘desireless action’ is to hold
that you can have a purpose that doesn’t have a desire embedded in it. Desire does not
therefore play a ‘necessary role in motivating action’.>* As Framarin puts it, ‘If Kant can

deny that all action is motivated by desire, then surely Krsna can too’.3?

Also holding that purposes can exist without desire is Mohanty. Specifically in the case of
Nyaya, Mohanty summarises the three cognitions that ‘jointly bring about a desire’: 1) that
one can achieve the desired good by performing the action, ii) that one can perform the
action, and iii) that ‘no greater harm will befall the agent in performing the action’.*¢ If any
one of these three cognitions is absent, there is ‘no desire in the person’.3” For Mohanty,
Krsna offers a ‘deontic interpretation’*® of action: ‘the injunctions are to be followed as
duties, and the consequences stated are not intended to be motivating factors’.>* This
suggests that Mohanty holds that desire is not necessary for one to perform actions. I
propose that, as Framarin has argued, purposes can exist without a necessarily embedded
desire in the Gita. To demonstrate this, in the case of Samkara’s interpretation of both
Arjuna and Krsna’s action, I differentiate between the following senses of ‘desire’ for the
remainder of this chapter: 1) desire; — in the sense of raga, which is the desire for results
(phala) and ii) desire> — desire reconstrued as purpose (icchd), whereby a purpose need not

necessarily entail a desire;.

33 Framarin, Desire and Motivation, p.93.

3p.93.

3 p.16.

36 J.N. Mohanty, ‘Dharma, imperatives and tradition: towards an Indian theory of moral action’, Chapter 1
in Bilimoria, Prabhu and Sharma (eds.) Indian Ethics: Classical Traditions and Contemporary Challenges,
Volume 1 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), p.60.

37 Mohanty, ‘Dharma, imperatives and tradition’, pp.60-1.

B p.77.

¥ p.77.
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3.2 —Detached agency in Samkara’s Gitabhasya

In the Gitabhasya’s two ‘drowning’ passages (introduction and 2.11), Samkara explicitly
states that Krsna gives the teaching on the twofold dharma to save Arjuna (and beings). If,
as I contend, Samkara’s pedagogy functions by Krsna progressively modelling to Arjuna
how he can become a detached agent, a yogin in preparation for liberation, our next task
will be to investigate detached agency in Samkara’s Gitabhdsya. 1 therefore consider in turn:
1) problematic (attached) agency (primarily of the ritual agent); ii) appropriate (detached)
agency for Arjuna as a yogin, and iii) appropriate (detached) agency, as modelled by Krsna.

3.2.1 — Problematic (attached) agency

Right from the beginning of his Gitabhdasya (2.10), we get a sense of what constitutes

problematic agency for Samkara:

Even when they act according to their own dharma, their actions of
speech, mind, body, and so on, are surely motivated by desire for results,

together with the ego.*°

Problematic agency, then, is to do with desire; and the misconception that the self is an
agent, an ego-‘I’, and therefore the one who experiences results. Attached agency is
problematic for Samkara as it is linked with getting particular results (his critique of Piirva
Mimamsa ritualists). Arjuna suffers grief imagining the shame of fighting relatives and
teachers will redound on him and wants to abandon his own duty (sva-dharma) as a ksatriya.
Samkara’s Krsna obliquely highlights the problems surrounding Arjuna’s view of agency:

false cognition, desire; for results, not performing one’s own dharma, and attachment.

Commenting on 18.66, the ‘summary’ of the Gita according to Samkara, he reiterates and

generalises this view:

40 sva-dharme pravrttanam api tesam van-manah-kayadinam pravrttih phalabhisamdhi-piirvikaiva
sahamkara ca bhavati
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Just as in this life dharma, adharma and the experience of their results are
caused by the identification (of the self) with the aggregate of the body
and so on, and desire, hatred and so on, so also it was the case in the
previous birth, and even in the previous life. Therefore it can be inferred
that past and future births are without beginning and are the result of

misconception.*!

The key problem perpetuating attachment, indeed samsdra itself, as Samkara explains, is
misidentification of the self with the body and desire;. For Samkara, attached agency results
from a person being ‘individuated’, as we saw in Ram-Prasad’s model. Attached agency is
therefore problematic agency as far as Samkara is concerned, as it is linked with desire; for

results, which keep a person bound.

3.2.2 — Appropriate (detached) agency: Arjuna becoming a yogin

Since Arjuna, the Gitd’s narrative focus, cannot yet renounce all actions, Samkara lays the
ground, from the start of his Gitabhdsya, for Arjuna to work progressively towards
liberation by initially following the path of pravrtti-dharma. In his introduction, Samkara
explains, ‘The purpose of the Gita is the highest good (nihsreyasa), characterised by the
overcoming of rebirth with its cause(s)’.*> He then states, ‘And this comes to be through
dharma in the form of being grounded in knowledge of the self, preceded by the
renunciation of all actions’.** Directly following this, Samkara makes it clear that Arjuna

can attain this nihsreyasa — nothing other than liberation — without being a literal renouncer:

Although this dharma characterised by action (pravrtti-dharma) is laid
down with the end/goal of worldly success (abhyudaya)...when it is
practised with the mind on worship of the Lord, free from a view to the
results, it (this dharma) is for the purification of the mind, and for the one

with purified mind, it is indeed to be understood (pratipadyate) as being

N yathasmin janmani dehadi-samghatabhimana-raga-dvesadi-krtau dharmadharmas tat-phalanubhavas ca
tathatite ’titatare ‘pi janmanity andadir avidyda-krtah samsaro ‘tito ‘nagatas canumeyah

2 tasya asya gita-$astrasya samksepatah prayojanam param nihSreyasam sa-hetukasya samsarasya
atyantoparama-laksanam

3 tac ca sarva-karma-samnydsa-piirvakad atma-jiiana-nistha-ripad dharmad bhavati |
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the cause of the highest good, through attaining fitness for foundation in

knowledge and by being the cause of the arising of knowledge.**

We would assume, for Samkara, that pravrtti-dharma leads only to ‘worldly success’
(abhyudaya), while nivrtti-dharma leads to nihsreyasa.*> However, this passage clearly sets
out the possibility that, in Samkara’s view, the highest good (nihsreyasa) can be attained
gradually by one who initially follows the path of pravrtti-dharma. Samkara thus
specifically targets Krsna’s teaching towards Arjuna, who must begin with pravrtti-dharma,
being a ksatriya who continues to act in the world. It is through following this path that
Arjuna can attain liberation through working progressively: Samkara clearly states here that,
if Arjuna acts in a detached way, with one-pointed devotion, his mind will become purified
through following pravrtti-dharma, which generates foundation in knowledge (jiiana-

nistha), even liberation.

The first six chapters of Samkara’s Gitabhasya are key to outlining Arjuna’s path towards
detached agency. In his extended comment on 2.10, Samkara builds on the twofold dharma
teaching outlined in his introduction. He distinguishes between ‘foundation in knowledge’
(jAana-nistha) and ‘foundation in action’ (karma-nisthd). The former is based on the
wisdom of reality (samkhya-buddhi), the latter on the wisdom of yoga (yoga-buddhi).*®
Samkara makes it clear that Arjuna, being a man of action, can still attain liberation despite

not yet having knowledge:

But, if they are not knowers of reality, then this is the explanation: Through
offering actions to the Lord, Janaka and others remained fixed in
perfection (samsiddhi), characterised either by the purification of the mind
or the rise of knowledge. The Lord will speak of this in, ‘(The yogins)
perform actions for the purification of the mind’ (5.11). After stating, ‘A
person achieves worldly success by worshipping him through his own
actions’ (18.46), he will speak again of the foundation in knowledge of a

person who has attained success, as is said in, ‘(Know...from me...that

4 abhyudayartho ’pi yah pravrtti-laksano dharmo...isvararpana-buddhyanusthivamanah sattva-suddhaye
bhavati phalabhisandhi-varjitah suddha-sattvasya ca jiana-nisthayogyata-prapti-dvarena jiianotpatti-
hetutvena ca nihsreyasa-hetutvam api pratipadyate

45 See Samkara’s Brahma-siitra-bhasya 1.1.1.

6 jfiana-karma-nisthayor vibhaga-vacanad buddhi-dvayasrayayoh...
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process through which) one who has achieved success attains brahman’

(18.50).47

Straight after distinguishing between foundation in knowledge and foundation in action,
Samkara takes the time to explain how one who does not yet have knowledge can still attain
brahman, liberation.** The passage above indicates how Arjuna, like the famous king
Janaka, can, by performing his own dharma but dedicating all actions to the Lord, purify
his mind, and become fit for jriana-nistha. It is from this ‘foundation in knowledge’ that

liberation is attained.

In this crucial first extended comment, Samkara himself signposts forward to chapters 5 and
18, demonstrating that Arjuna’s path towards liberation is to be laid down as his
commentary progresses. Introducing chapter 4, Samkara explicitly states, ‘This yoga,
spoken of in the previous two chapters, characterised by foundation in knowledge connected
with renunciation, can be achieved by means of karma-yoga’.** As such, Samkara explicitly
sets up Krsna’s teaching for Arjuna as a karma-yogin. When we reach chapter 5, Samkara
outlines the stages by which Arjuna can attain liberation as a karma-yogin in his self-
standing comment introducing 5.27, ‘At each stage, the Lord said and will say that karma-
yoga performed with dedication to the Lord, to brahman, by devoting all actions to the Lord,
leads to liberation through the stages of purification of the mind, attainment of knowledge,
and renunciation of all actions’.>® To progress through these stages, Arjuna must first

dedicate actions to Krsna, by renouncing desire; for results and become a yogin.

It is not only the one who is actionless (a literal fourth stage renouncer) who is a sannyasin
(renouncer) and a yogin. According to Samkara, the man of action who performs his own
dharma and nitya- and naimittika-karmas (obligatory and occasional actions), as opposed
to kamya-karmas (optional actions), can also be called a sannydsin and a yogin, using the

terms in a secondary sense. This allows Samkara to avoid the charge of his

47 atha na te tattva-vidah | $vara-samarpitena karmanda sadhana-bhiitena samsiddhim sattva-suddhim
Jhanotpatti-laksanam va samsiddhim asthita janakadaya iti vyakhyeyam | etam evartham vaksyati bhagavan
sattva-suddhaye karma kurvanti iti | svakarmana tam abhyarcya siddhim vindati manavah ity uktva siddhim
praptasya punar jiana-nistham vaksyati — siddhim prapto yatha brahma ity adina

“ Gitabhasya 18.50 ad loc.

¥ y0 *yam yogo 'dhyaya-dvayenokto jiiana-nistha-laksanah sa sannyasah karma-yogopayah

0 karma-yogas$ ca ivararpita-sarva-bhavenesvare brahmany adhaya kriyamanah sattva-suddhi-jiiana-
prapti-sarva-karma-samnyasa-kramena moksaya iti bhagavan pade pade "bravit vaksyati ca
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Jjhaanakarmasamuccayin opponent that action and knowledge in combination lead to
liberation. By referring to the man of action as a figurative sannydsin and yogin, Samkara
makes it clear that this particular man of action is different from the man of action who does
not renounce attachment to results. Samkara refers to the man of action who acts without

attachment as a ‘figurative yogin’ in 6.2:

His being a ‘sannydsin’ is due to him having renounced desire for the
results of actions; and his being a ‘yogin’ is from him executing actions as
constituent parts of yoga or from his renouncing desire for the results of
actions which are the cause of confusion of the mind. Both are used in a
figurative sense. Indeed, his being a sannydsin and a yogin are not intended

in the primary sense.’!

Here Samkara intimates that Arjuna, although not a literal fourth stage renouncer, can be
referred to figuratively as a sannyasin and a yogin, as he can renounce attachment to the
results of actions. Later in this comment, Samkara explains the similarity between karma-

yoga and ‘real renunciation’, stating that both entail the renunciation of desire; for results.

In 6.4, Samkara makes the transition from speaking about the figurative yogin to discussing
the ‘real renouncer’. In his gloss on 6.27, Samkara refers to the ‘yogin whose mind is

pacified’ as a ‘jivanmukta’:

“Supreme”, unsurpassable, “happiness comes only to this yogin whose
mind is pacified, whose rajas is pacified”, whose rajas>* and defects of
delusion, and so on, have been eliminated, “who has become brahman”,
who is liberated while still living (a jivanmukta), who is sure that brahman
is all, and “who is taintless”, who is without dharma and adharma, and so

on.>?

5! karma-phala-samkalpa-samnydsat samnydasitvam yogangatvena ca karmanusthanat karma-phala-
samkalpasya ca citta-viksepa-hetoh parityagad yogitvam ceti gaunam ubhayam | na punar mukhyam
samnyasitvam yogitvam cabhipretam iti

52 The energetic strand (guna) of psycho-physical reality, sattva (purity) and tamas (dullness/darkness) being
the other two.

33 “prasantamanasam” prakarsena Santam mano yasya sah prasantamands tam prasantamanasam “hi
enam yoginam sukham uttamam” nitisayam “upaiti” upagacchati “santa-rajasam” praksina-mohadi-klesa-
rajasam ity arthah “brahma-bhitam” jivanmuktam brahmaiva sarvam ity evam niscayavantam brahma-
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Identifying ‘this yogin whose mind is pacified’ as ‘jivanmukta’, Samkara tells us that the
person who renounces all actions freeing the mind from delusion is liberated while still

living. Samkara, following Gitd 6.46, adjures Arjuna to become a yogin of this kind:

The yogin is “higher”, superior, “than men of action” — action means the
agnihotra, and so on — superior to those who follow them. Because of this,

“therefore do you become a yogin, O Arjuna”.>*

Arjuna, a man of action and ksatriya who commissions the agnihotra, is eligible to become
a yogin whose mind is pacified. Samkara implies that Arjuna can only become a yogin
whose mind is pacified in a future life, once he has worked towards liberation. This is
precisely why it is vital that Samkara differentiates his position from that of his
Jjhanakarmasamuccayin opponent. While the jianakarmasamuccayin holds that action and
knowledge in combination lead to liberation, Samkara contends that the path of action
(pravrtti-dharma) can lead to the highest good (nihsreyasa), but not in this life. Although
Arjuna can gradually work fowards liberation in this life by following the path of pravrtti-
dharma, it will not be until he has become a yogin whose mind is pacified in a future life
that he can attain knowledge which alone leads to liberation. I argue that it is Krsna who not
only teaches but models the process by which Arjuna can become a detached agent: by
renouncing desire; for results, by purifying the mind, which eventually leads to renouncing

all actions.

3.2.3 — Appropriate (detached) agency: Krsna

Krsna’s agency is a key focus for Samkara from the beginning of his Gitabhdsya:

Although he is by nature eternal, pure, knowing and free, not born and

imperishable, the Lord of all beings, he appears as if he possesses a body

bhiitam “akalmasam” dharmadharmadi-varjitam || I use double inverts in translations to indicate the terms
used in the Gitda itself which the commentator then glosses by synonym or explains in longer paraphrase.
34 “karmibhyah” agnihotradi karma tadvadbhyo “adhiko” yogi visisto yasmat “tasmad yogi bhavarjuna”
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through his own mayad, as though he is born, as though he is acting for the

sake of the world.”>

From Samkara’s introduction, we learn that Krsna is ‘eternal, pure, knowing and free’
(nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta) — this is one of Samkara’s favoured terms for both the Lord
and the transcendent brahman.>® Yet Krsna also appears ‘as if he possesses a body’
(dehavan iva) and ‘as though he is born’ (jata iva), signalling forward to 4.6. There, the
Gita presents Krsna as the birthless (janma-rahita) manifestor of the universe, who
nonetheless takes birth. Samkara glosses: ‘appear to become embodied, as though born, “by
means of my own maya”, but not in reality like an ordinary person’.>’ Both passages indicate
that Krsna’s agency as manifest human is to be understood from within the conventional
world. At the same time, Samkara sets Krsna as embodied apart from those bound in

samsara by distinguishing Krsna’s body from that of an ‘ordinary person’.

Shortly after, in Gita 4.13, Krsna explains that as cosmic Lord he creates the four ideal
social groups (caturvarna). Samkara raises a hypothetical objection to this. The opponent
asks how Krsna can be the agent of creating the four ideal social groups if he is the eternally
free Lord. Samkara, glossing, responds, ““Even though” I am “the agent of that [act]”, from
the conventional world of maya, still, from the highest standpoint, “know me” to be “a non-
agent”, and therefore also know me to be “eternal”, not subject to rebirth’.>® Samkara
stresses that Krsna’s agency is to be understood from a conventional perspective. Glossing

4.14, Samkara explains why Krsna is, in reality, a non-agent:

Due to a lack of egoism, those “actions do not taint me”, by becoming
instigators of the body, and so on. And “for me, there is no desire for the
results of those actions”. However, in the case of those in rebirth, who
identify with the self in the form, “I am the agent”, and desire actions and

also their results, these actions will clearly taint them. Due to the absence

55 ...ajo 'vyayo bhiitanam Svaro nitya-Suddha-buddha-mukta-svabhavo 'pi san sva-mayaya dehavan iva jata
iva lokanugraham kurvan laksyate ||

56 As Hirst notes, Samkara refers to the transcendent brahman as nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta in his
Brahma-sitra-bhasya 1.1.1 p.11; 3.2.22 pp.625-6 and Brhadaranyaka-upanisad-bhasya 1.1.1 p.5; 1.4.7
p.78; 4.3.18 p.455; 4.4.12 p.513. See Hirst, ‘The Place of Bhakti’, p.128.

5T “sambhavami” dehavan iva bhavami jata iva “atma-mayaya” atmano mayaya na paramarthato lokavat ||
B yady “api” maya-samvyavaharena “tasya” karmanah “kartaram” api santam “mam” paramarthato
“viddhy akartaram” ataeva “avyayam’ asamsarinam ca mam viddhi ||
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of these, actions do not taint me. Also, any other one “who knows me thus’
as their own self, and knows ‘I am not an agent, I have no desire for the
results of actions’, “he is not bound by actions”. Also for him, actions are

no longer the instigators of the body, and so on.>

As a detached agent, Krsna does not misidentify with or desire; the results of his actions.
They therefore yield no binding factors creating (re-)embodiment, unlike for the person
trapped in rebirth by desire;. However, nicely, Samkara emphasises that the one who knows
Krsna as a non-agent, without desire; for results, will no longer have their actions give rise
to a body either. Rather than his body arising from his past actions, we know that Krsna’s
body, for Samkara, is born ‘through his own maya’ (sva-mayaya) (introduction and 4.6),
and that Krsna is in reality nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta. For Samkara, who Krsna is (i.e. the
one who is eternally free) is fundamentally linked with how Krsna teaches and demonstrates

how to be a detached agent in the world.

3.3 — How, in Samkara’s view, is Krsna’s agency divine agency?

In this section I show how, in Samkara’s Gitabhasya, Krsna models appropriate, detached
agency for Arjuna precisely by being a divine agent. I will argue this by asking: for Samkara,
how does Krsna’s behaviour as the Lord model the type of agency he more broadly models
to Arjuna? Moreover, how does Krsna as divine agent teach Arjuna how to work towards
detached agency? I will demonstrate that, for Samkara, Krsna’s divine agency is a key
pedagogical tool used to model how to act in the world for Arjuna. In this way, pedagogy

is shown to be a central part of Samkara’s Advaita Vedantin theology.

To assess what Samkara says about Krsna’s agency in his Gitabhdasya, 1 propose to use a
version of Mohanty’s Nyaya-based sequence of the ‘incitement to action’ as an analytical
framework. Mohanty notes that this sequence is generally accepted in Indian philosophy as

representing the sequence of action:

3 “na mam” tani “karmani limpanti” dehady-arambhakatvenahamkarabhavat | “na” ca tesam “karmanam

phale me” mama “sprha” trsna | yesam tu samsarinam aham kartety abhimanah karmasu sprha tat-phalesu
ca tan karmani limpantiti yuktam | tad-abhavan na mam karmani limpantiti | evam “yo” 'nye 'pi “mam”
atmatvena “abhijanati” naham karta na me karma-phale sprheti “na karmabhir sa badhyate” | tasyapi na
dehady-arambhakani karmani bhavanti ||
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knowledge desire will to motor effort the action

Jjiana cikirsa pravrtti cesta or yatna karya®

Although Mohanty’s sequence derives from a different school of thought (i.e. Nyaya), this
is not necessarily problematic. While Samkara and Nyaya take radically different
ontological positions (non-realist and realist, respectively), at the conventional level only,
there is a sense in which Advaita is realist.! In the Gita, Krsna acts in the world of rebirth,
which belongs to the conventional realm. Samkara accepts this and handles it in realist
terms, on a conventional level. Given that the Nyaya sequence of action represents the main
contemporary realist understanding of agency, I suggest that we use this model heuristically,
to see if it sheds any light on who Krsna is as an agent in the Gita, as understood by Samkara.
This is not to say that Samkara himself overtly uses this model in his commentary, but that

it can function as a useful device.

I therefore analyse how Samkara’s explanations of Krsna’s agency might map onto the five
moves in Mohanty’s sequence of action and how this is modelled to Arjuna. Earlier, we saw
that many writers on desire and action in Indian philosophy contend that ‘action is motivated
by desire’ is an analytic truth. My endeavour is to challenge this position by reassessing the
notion of ‘desire’ itself, in terms of Mohanty’s sequence of action. I will then apply this to
Samkara’s view of Krsna’s divine agency in the Gita. I propose that using and reinterpreting
Mohanty’s sequence as a framework for analysis offers us a different view of how Samkara
sees Krsna’s agency in the Gita, which 1) rescues a different concept of agency for Advaita
Vedanta, ii) moves us away from regarding Samkara’s usual view of agency as problematic,

and iii) demonstrates that Samkara uses Krsna’s divine agency as a key pedagogical tool.
3.3.1 — What is Krsna’s knowledge (jiiana)?
Knowledge relevant to this theory of action primarily consists in the cognition that

something is to be done (karyatajiiana).%* To use Mohanty’s model, we must therefore relate

Krsna’s knowledge specifically to the cognition of ‘what is to be done’ (karyata). We can

0 Mohanty, ‘Dharma, imperatives and tradition’, p.60.

6! For Samkara’s view as to why external objects are required to explain experience, see Daniel H.H. Ingalls,
‘Samkara’s Arguments Against the Buddhists’, Philosophy East and West 3.4 (1954):291-306.

62 Mohanty, ‘Dharma, imperatives and tradition’, p.60.
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construe the knowledge Krsna has on three levels. First, there is Krsna’s (non-tautological)
knowledge as the non-dual brahman that self is self.%*> Second, there is Krsna’s knowledge
as Lord of the cosmos that knowledge of the self needs to be taught. Third, there is Krsna’s
knowledge as manifest in human form that the teaching on the non-dual self is possible, i.e.
it is possible for Arjuna to receive Krsna’s teaching. It is on this third level that Krsna has
the knowledge he has because he knows he is nothing other than brahman, yet is able to

teach Arjuna on a human level within the conventional world.

In Samkara’s Gitabhasya, Krsna’s knowledge that the non-dual brahman simply is
consciousness (self) is introduced soon after Krsna takes on a body in 4.6, and prior to
Arjuna being taught how to become a ‘figurative yogin’ in chapter 6. 4.24-5 is key for
Samkara. In his extended comment on 4.24, Samkara uses the silver-nacre analogy in order
to demonstrate that there is nothing other than brahman, while what is other than brahman
is the result of misconception. Then, in his comment on 4.25, Samkara quotes several

Upanisadic passages to support this:

“In the fire of brahman”: the word brahman is that which is spoken of in
sentences such as, ‘Brahman is reality, consciousness, infinite’ (7ai. Up.
2.1), ‘Consciousness, bliss, brahman’ (Br. Up. 3.9.28), ‘The brahman that
is immediate and manifest — the self of all’ (Br. Up. 3.4.1), which is devoid
of all dharma and samsara, such as hunger, thirst, and so on, and which is

without characteristics — as stated in, ‘Not this, not this’ (Br. Up. 4.4.22).%

Br. Up. 3.4.1 equates brahman with the ‘self of all’. Samkara quotes Tai. Up. 2.1 and Br.
Up. 3928 to show that brahman, being none other than the self, is
knowledge/consciousness itself. He then quotes neti neti (‘not this, not this’) from Br. Up.
4.4.22 to demonstrate that this brahman, who is the self of all, is without qualities. Samkara

reiterates this at length in chapter 13, where Krsna teaches Arjuna what exactly is to be

83 Of course, Krsna is strictly beyond ‘knowledge that> but simply is that which is labelled as ‘jiiana’ or
‘caitanya’ when language has to be used. Samkara makes this clear in his key passages on language
elsewhere, e.g. Taittiriya-upanisad-bhasya 2.1.1, ‘brahman is reality, consciousness, infinite’ (satyam
Jhanam anantam brahma) and Brhadaranyaka-upanisad-bhasya 2.3.6, ‘Not this, not this’ (neti neti). See
below.

4 “brahmagnau” satyam jianam anantam brahma (Tai. Up. 2.1) vijianam anandam brahma (Br. Up.
3.9.28) yat saksad aparoksad brahma ya atma sarvantarah (Br. Up. 3.4.1) ity adi vacanoktam

Sabdenocyate
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known. In 13.12, refuting the position of his jrianakarmasamuccayin opponent once again,
Samkara has his opponent claiming that, if brahman is really nirguna, then he surely cannot
be spoken of with qualities such as ‘being and non-being’ (Gita 13.12). In reply, Samkara
claims that the object of knowledge (jrieyam) — brahman — is in fact only indicated by the
negation of qualities: ‘For, in all the Upanisads, brahman, the object of knowledge, has been

indicated apophatically in “not this, not this” (Br. Up. 4.4.22)’.%

Krsna, however, can be known in both manifest and unmanifest forms, as Samkara makes
clear in chapter 7, once he has outlined Arjuna’s path to becoming a ‘figurative yogin’ in
chapter 6. Introducing 7.13, Samkara explicitly says that Krsna himself, being the self of

all, is nirguna:

The world does not know me, the Supreme Lord, even though I am eternal,
pure, knowing and free by my own nature, the self of all beings, nirguna,
and the cause (i.e. destroyer) of burning up the seed of the defect of

rebirth.®

Here, Samkara clearly identifies the self of all beings (sarva-bhiitatmanam), which is
nirguna, with ‘Me, the Supreme Lord’ (mam paramesvaram). Crucially Samkara uses the
term nirguna here, whilst presenting Krsna as eternal, pure, knowing and free by nature
(nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta-svabhavam), indicating that Krsna’s knowledge as Lord is
grounded in his being nirguna brahman. As we saw earlier, Samkara also uses the phrase
nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta to describe Krsna in his introduction. In fact, Samkara uses this
specific phrase in several further key passages in his commentary (4.5, 9.11, 15.17) — in
15.17, once more Samkara states that Krsna, the nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta one spoken of
in the Upanisads (ukto vedantesu), is the supreme self (paramatman). So we can see that,
for Samkara, Krsna himself is nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta, ultimately as self of all and

nirguna.

One of the strategies Samkara uses actively to remind us of this involves Krsna’s self-

declarations. In 14.27, Samkara takes Krsna’s claim in the Gitd, “I am the pratistha of

85 sarvasu hy upanisatsu jieyam brahma neti neti (Br. Up. 4.4.22)....visesa-pratisedhenaiva nirdisyate
6 evam-bhiitam api paramesvaram nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta-svabhavam sarva-bhitatmanam nirgunam
samsara-dosa-bija-pradaha-karanam mam nabhijanati jagad ity
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brahman”, whose meaning is much contested by commentators, and explains Krsna’s ‘I’
(aham) as the ‘inner self* (pratyagatman) in which brahman, the supreme self, dwells.%” He

continues:

The inner self is ascertained to be the dwelling-place of the supreme self
whose nature is immortality etc through the perfect knowledge which is/as
the supreme self... And the power of the Lord by which brahman
manifests and acts for the purpose of favouring his devotees etc, that power
which is indeed brahman is I — the meaning is that power and power-

possessor are non-different.®®

So Krsna, being none other than nirguna brahman, knows that he is none other than the self

and manifests to favour his devotees as such.

Secondly, then, Krsna’s knowledge as the cosmic Lord is that knowledge that the self is self
needs (in the injunctive sense of ‘action which is to be done’ (karya)) to be taught. Samkara

explains the need for the teaching in his introduction:

Over a long time, due to the arising of desire in its aspirants, when dharma
was being overpowered by adharma caused by the understanding of
discrimination being disregarded, and adharma was increasing, the first
agent, Visnu, known as Narayana, wishing to maintain order in the world,
came to be known as Krsna, produced in Devaki by Vasudeva, for the sake

of preserving the ‘earthly brahman’ of the brahmanas.®®

Here, Samkara explains that Krsna provides himself with a body because the need for the
teaching is apparent, due to the ascendancy of desire; which leads to misconception and

keeps a person bound. So, like Arjuna who is drowning, others who are attached and

7 “brahmanah” paramatmano “hi” yasmat “pratisthaham” pratitisthaty asminn iti pratisthaham
pratyagatma | See Chapter 4, section 4.2.3.2.

8 amrtadisvabhavasya paramatmanah pratyagdtma pratistha samyagjiianena paramatmataya
nisciyate...yaya cesvarasaktya bhaktanugrahadiprayojanaya brahma pratisthate pravartate sa saktir
brahmaivaham saktisaktimator ananyatvady abhiprayah |

 dirghena kalenanusthatrnam kamodbhavad dhiyamana-viveka-vijiiana-hetukenadharmena
abhibhityamane dharme pravardhamane ca adharme jagatah sthitim paripipalayisul sa adi-karta
narayanakhyo visnur bhaumasya brahmano brahmanatvasya raksanartham devakyam vasudevad amsena
krsnah kila sambabhiiva ||
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entrammelled in samsdra require a teacher. In response to this, Samkara explains that it is
precisely the cosmic Lord, the ‘first agent’ (adi-kartd), who ‘came to be as Krsna’ (krsnah
kila sambabhiiva). This clearly demonstrates that for Samkara, Krsna, as cosmic Lord, is
the one who knows that the teaching that self is self needs to be given. Krsna thus models
divine agency at two levels here: as ‘first agent’ in the form of Visnu/Narayana, who
establishes and creates, and as divine agent in the form of Krsna as manifest human, who

models divine agency for the sake of teaching.

The need for the teaching is reiterated in a crucial verse, just before Krsna takes on a body
in 4.6. In the preceding verse, Samkara explains that Arjuna ‘does not know’ (na vettha),
because his knowledge is obstructed by dharma and adharma. Then, Samkara explains that

Krsna does ‘know’ in his gloss of 4.5:

Besides, “O scorcher of enemies, I know”, I possess an unobstructed
power of knowledge, because by my own nature I am eternal, pure,

knowing and free.”

Samkara’s gloss of ‘I know’ with nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta patently demonstrates that,
in his view, Krsna has the knowledge he has because he is the eternal, pure, knowing and
free Lord. As Krsna manifests himself in the world in the very next verse, Samkara’s gloss
shows that Krsna’s knowledge as manifest human is grounded in his knowledge as cosmic
Lord — who knows that the teaching that self is self is needed. This is reiterated in 4.7 where

Samkara explains in his gloss that Krsna takes on a body because of the decline of dharma:

“O scion of the Bharata dynasty, whenever there is decline”, loss, “of
dharma” consisting of the social groups and stages of life of living beings,
which leads straight to the goal of worldly success (abhyudaya) and the
highest good (nihsreyasa), and “increase”, rise, “of adharma, then 1

manifest myself”, through maya.”!

0 aham punar nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta-svabhavatvad anavarana-jiiana-$aktir iti “vedaham’ | he
“parantapa”

" “Yada yada hi dharmasya glanir” hanir varpasramadi-laksanasya praninam abhyudaya-nihsreyasa-
sadhanasya “bhavati bharata abhyutthanam” udbhavo “adharmasya tadatmanam syjamy aham” mayaya
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Here, the Gita has Krsna addressing Arjuna and stating that he manifests himself in the
world because of dharma’s decline. Samkara reintroduces his twofold approach to dharma
here, indicating once more that following dharma can lead to the ‘highest good’
(nihsreyasa), not just worldly success. Krsna as the cosmic Lord knows that, for this, the
teaching that self is self is required, Arjuna first requiring the teaching on how to act in a

detached way.

Thirdly, Krsna’s knowledge as manifest human in the world is knowing that giving the
teaching of the knowledge that self is self is possible. Glossing 9.11, Samkara explains that

Krsna in his embodied form is fundamentally still the self of all:

“Not knowing my supreme existence”, my supreme reality as the self
which is like space, although more pervasive than space, as “the Supreme
Lord of beings”, the great Lord of all beings who is one’s own self, “fools”,
the non-discriminating, “disrespect”, disregard “me” although I am by my
own nature eternal, pure, knowing and free, the self of all beings, and
“have taken on a human body” relating to a human, i.e. when I act with a

human body.”?

Here, Samkara directly glosses Krsna’s ‘me’, in terms of taking on a body, with nitya-
suddha-buddha-mukta — the exact phrase used to directly describe both nirguna brahman
and Krsna as cosmic Lord in his true nature. For Samkara, Krsna’s knowledge as manifest
human is grounded in his knowledge as the cosmic Lord, and ultimately his

knowledge/undifferentiated consciousness as the non-dual brahman who is the self of all.

We have already seen that 7.13 is a key verse for this. Shortly after, in 7.18 Samkara explains
who it is that can attain this knowledge of the self:

Why is this? Because the “one who has knowledge” is the “very self”, not

different from me. This is “my thought”. “For”, with a “concentrated

2 evam mam nitya-suddha-buddhamukta-svabhavam sarvajiiam sarva-jantinam atmanam api santam
“avajananty” avajiiam paribhavam kurvanti “mam midha” avivekinah | “manusim”
manusyasambandhinim “tanum” deham “asritam’” manusyadehena vyavaharantamity etat param prakrstam
“bhavam param” atma-tattvam akasa-kalpam akasad apy antaratamam “‘ajananto mama bhita-
mahesvaram” sarva-bhiitanam mahantam iSvaram svatmanam
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mind”, having his mind focused, “I am Vasudeva, the Lord, and none
other”, that one who has knowledge “is set on” the path, he is set upon
accomplishing/going to “me alone”, to the supreme brahman; who am the

“unsurpassed goal” to be attained.”

Samkara’s gloss makes clear that the goal is non-dual realisation, and that knowledge that
self is self is what makes this goal attainable. His comment builds on the many self-
declarations Krsna makes throughout the Gita. In this verse, Krsna says that ‘the one who
has knowledge’ (jiianin) is the ‘very self® (@tmaiva). First Samkara glosses ‘very self” with
‘not different from Me’ (nanyah mattah). Then, he explains that ‘the one who has
knowledge’ is absorbed in the idea, ‘I am Vasudeva, the Lord, and none other’, picking up
Krsna’s comment in Gita 7.19 that ‘the one who has knowledge’ realises that ‘Vasudeva is
all (sarvam)’.”* For Ram-Prasad, Gitabhasya 7.18-19 is an example of the ‘self> acting as
the ‘linguistic signifier of the subject that renders inquiry...possible’.”> Ram-Prasad argues
that, in these verses, Krsna is ‘centered by Samkara through the identification with self*.”¢
For Ram-Prasad, Samkara reads Krsna expressed as a personal god as ‘the mapping of self
on self’.”7 Through Krsna’s self-identification as self, the knower recognises his own

identity as such.

I propose that there is, in addition, a further pedagogical layer to Samkara’s interpretation
of Krsna’s self-declarations. In the example above in 7.18, Krsna’s self-declaration is part
of a progressive teaching on divine agency, modelled to Arjuna. Read in the context of
Samkara’s first six chapters, we can see that Samkara uses Krsna’s self-declarations to
model the knowledge Arjuna can progressively work towards attaining. The very fact that
the journey to knowledge is clarified here by Samkara as being set ‘on a path’ indicates that
Krsna models who Arjuna could become, once he progresses to knowledge. This modelling
is set up in chapter 2 where Samkara lays the ground for Krsna’s teaching to be given.

Arjuna asks Krsna specifically for a description of the one who is ‘firm in knowledge’

~ = =9 6«

3 tatkasmadityaha | “jaani” “tvatmaiva” nanyo matta iti “me” mama “matah’”’ niscayah | “asthita”
arodhum pravrttah “sa” jiant “hi” yasmad aham eva bhagavan vasudevo nanyo ’smityevam “‘yuktatma”
samahita cittah san “mameva” param brahma gantavyam “anuttamam gatim” gantum pravrtta ityarthah ||
" bahiinam janmanam ante jiianavan mam prapadyate |
vasudevah sarvam iti sa mahdatma sudurlabhah ||
5 Ram-Prasad, Divine Self, p.8-9.
: p.9.

p-9.
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(jAana-nistha) in 2.55. In reply, Samkara explains Krsna’s description of the person ‘firm
in knowledge’ by stating that the instruction on ‘foundation in knowledge’ is to be provided
both for the fourth stage renouncer, and for the karma-yogin. Krsna as divine agent both

teaches and models this knowledge.

3.3.2 — How can we see Krsna'’s desire (cikirsa)?

The next ‘step” in Mohanty’s sequence of action is cikirsa, which he translates as ‘desire’.”8
This poses Samkara with the clear problem of Krsna being attached to the results of his
actions, if we interpret Krsna’s cikirsa as desire;. However, I propose we can read cikirsd in
terms of desirez, adopting Framarin’s approach (outlined in section 3.1.6.2). As such, we
can understand the ‘desireless action’ Krsna models to Arjuna in Samkara’s Gitabhasya as
action that is without desire; — which it must be according to the Gita itself — but not

necessarily action that is without purpose.

As non-dual brahman, Krsna is nirguna, and therefore has no desire or purpose. However,
as cosmic Lord, Krsna does have a purpose — to show kindness, or to act for ‘the welfare of

the world’ (lokasamgraha), as we saw in the Gitabhdasya’s initial drowning passage:

Although he (the Lord) has no purpose of his own, through an intention to
show kindness to beings, he taught the twofold dharma of the Veda to
Arjuna who was drowning in the ocean of grief and delusion. For dharma,
grasped and followed by those who have an abundance of (good) qualities,

will spread (literally, ‘go’) widely.”

The term anujighrksa (‘desire to show kindness’) is the desiderative of a causative.
Grammatically, the desiderative mood indicates ‘wanting to’. Mohanty’s term ‘cikirsa’® is
also in the desiderative mood, which grammatically expresses desire. However, there is a

difference between a desiderative grammatical form in the Sanskrit, and a problematic

8 Mohanty, ‘Dharma, imperatives and tradition’, p.62.

9 sva-prayojanabhave 'pi bhitanujighrksaya vaidikam hi dharma-dvayam arjundya $oka-moha-
mahodadhau nimagnayopadidesa gunadhikair hi grhito 'nusthiyamanas ca dharmah pracayam gamisyatiti ||
80 Root Vkr, ‘to do/make’.
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attaching of desire in the case of Krsna performing actions.®! Given this difference, if we
read Krsna’s cikirsa as desire;, we see that Krsna can have a purpose that need not have
desire; embedded in it. In the above passage, Krsna’s purpose as cosmic Lord is to ‘show
kindness’, while his purpose as manifest human is to give Arjuna the teaching on the twofold

dharma. Krsna’s purpose as cosmic Lord is reiterated later in Samkara’s gloss on 9.29:

“I am equal”, the same “towards all beings. To me, there is none to be
hated, none dear”. I am like fire: as fire does not remove cold from those
who stand at a distance, but removes it from those who creep near,
similarly I show kindness to devotees, and not others. “But those who
worship me”, the Lord, “with devotion, they exist in me” by their own
nature — they do not exist in me due to my desire.®? “And I also” naturally

“exist in them”, not in others. Therefore there is no hatred towards them.®

This gloss shows that, in the way Krsna deals with the cosmic order of things, he is without
desire; as raga (na mama raga-nimittam vartante: ‘They do not exist in me due to my
desire’). Nonetheless, while Krsna as cosmic Lord is without desire; for Samkara, he is not
without purpose, which is to show kindness to his devotees through teaching in his human
form. This is important, as it grounds how Krsna acts as teacher in how he acts as cosmic
Lord. This gives us a tangible way of understanding Krsna’s desireless action without the

need for desire; to play a necessary role in motivating action.

Once we reach chapter 4, Samkara stresses how Arjuna should act in a detached way, and
without desire;. In his extended explanation of 4.19, returning to the twofold dharma,

Samkara speaks specifically of the actions of those who follow each path without desire;:

If they are performed by one engaged in actions (pravrttena), then they
are for the welfare of the world, and if they are done by one who has

withdrawn from actions (nivrttena), then they are only for the purpose of

81 Cf Nicholas Lash, ‘The purification of desire’ in J.J. Lipner (ed.) The Fruits of Our Desiring: an enquiry
into the ethics of the Bhagavad Gita for our time (Calgary: Bayeux Arts, 1997), pp.1-10.
82 Gambhirananda’s translation, ‘due to my love’, misses the point.

“samas” tulyo *“’ham sarva-bhiitesu | na me dvesyo ’sti na privah” | agnivad aham dira-sthanam
yathagnih Sitam napanayati samipam upasarpatam apanayati | tathaham bhaktan anugrhnami netaran | “ye
bhajanti tu mam” isvaram “bhaktya mayi te” svabhavata eva na mama raga-nimittam vartante | “tesu capy
aham’” svabhavata eva varte netaresu | naitavata tesu dveso mam ||
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maintaining the body, [for the one] “whose actions are burnt in the fire of

knowledge” .34

4.19 of the Gita itself explains that actions performed by one who is learned while still
embodied are ‘devoid of desires and their motivations’ (kama-samkalpa-varjitah).
Importantly, samkalpa can mean the motivation or intention to perform a ritual action for
its outcome. Samkara distances ‘the knower of brahman’ from this. For such a one
following the path of pravrtti-dharma, actions are performed only for the welfare of the
world (loka-samgrahartham). For the one following the path of nivrtti-dharma, all actions
have been renounced, and are therefore performed only to maintain the body (jivana-
matrartham) till death. Neither acts out of desire;. This tells us that Arjuna, a man of action
following the path of pravrtti-dharma, can continue to act in the world in a detached way
for the welfare of the world, without motivation for results or desirei, but not necessarily
without purpose. Gita 12.4 emphasises that those who act for the welfare of all beings attain
Krsna.®® Samkara corroborates this by citing 7.18, ‘The one who has knowledge is the very
self’, such lokasamgraha implying that Arjuna’s acting for this purpose, but without desire,
is key to him attaining liberation. To attain this, in 4.19, Krsna is not suggesting that Arjuna
becomes a literal renouncer. Instead, he is modelling behaviour in the dharmic context of
the world for Arjuna so that Arjuna can progress towards realisation, as is made clear in

12.4, where one who is ‘of this kind’ will ‘attain me alone’.

3.3.3 — How can we see Krsna’s ‘will to’ (pravritti) ?8°

So far, we have established that Krsna’s cikirsa can be understood in terms of purpose
existing without desirei, therefore retaining the coherence of Krsna as divine agent who acts
in the world to model desireless action for Arjuna. The next step in Mohanty’s sequence of
action is pravrtti (‘will to’). For Samkara, Krsna has no ‘will to’ action, on the level that he
is non-dual brahman, and none other than the self. However, Krsna clearly has a ‘will to’ 1)

establish dharma as the cosmic Lord, and ii) maintain/re-establish dharma as manifest

om =

8 pravrttena cel loka-sangrahartham nivrttena cej jivana-matrartham tam ‘jiianagni-dagdha-
karmanam” ... |

8 “prapnuvanti mam eva sarva-bhiita-hite ratah”

86 Samkara of course uses the term pravrtti in a related but different sense when talking about pravrtti- and

nivrtti-dharma as the two paths of the Gita.
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human. We learn this right from the beginning in his introduction which is worth quoting

now at length:

The Lord, having manifested the world and desiring its stability, having
manifested the Prajapatis, such as Marici, in the beginning, caused them
to grasp the dharma characterised by action. And then, having produced
others like Sanaka and Sanandana, he caused them to grasp the dharma of
non-action, characterised by knowledge and renunciation.... Over a long
time, due to the arising of desire in its aspirants, when dharma was being
overpowered by adharma caused by the understanding of discrimination
being disregarded, and adharma was increasing, the first agent, Visnu,
known as Narayana, wishing to maintain order in the world, came to be as

Krsna...’

A little later, Samkara continues:

Although this dharma characterised by action is enjoined with the end/goal
(artha) of worldly success aimed at the social groups and stages of life,
and is the cause for attaining the abode of the gods, when it is practised
with the mind on worship of the Lord, free from a view to the results, it
(this dharma) is for the purification of the mind, and for the one with
purified mind, it is indeed to be understood (pratipadyate) as being the
cause of the highest good, through attaining fitness for foundation in
knowledge and by being the cause of the arising of knowledge. And
therefore intending/having in view this aim (artha), it is said: “Having
placed actions in brahman,” those “yogins” with restrained minds “who
have control/victory over their senses, perform action for the purification

of the self, having abandoned the connection (with results)”.38

8 sa bhagavan systvedam jagat tasya ca sthitim cikirsur maricyadin agre systva prajapatin pravrttilaksanam
dharmam grahayanasa vedoktam | tato 'nyas ca sanaksanandanadin utpadya nivrttidharmam
Jhanavairagyalaksanam grahayamasa | dvividho hi vedokto dharmah pravrttilaksano nivrttilaksanas
ca...dirghena kalenanustatrnam kamodbhavad dhiyamanavivekavijiianahetukendadharmendadhibhityamane
dharme pravardhamane cadharme jagatah sthitim paripilasayisuh sa adikarta nardayanakho visnur...krsnah
kila sambabhiiva |

88 abhyudayartho 'pi yah pravrtti-laksano dharmo varnan asramams coddisya vihitah sa ca devadi-sthana-
prapti-hetur api sann isvararpana-buddhyanusthiyamanah sattva-suddhaye bhavati phalabhisandhi-varjitah
Suddha-sattvasya ca jiana-nisthayogyata-prapti-dvarena jiianotpatti-hetutvena ca nihsreyasa-hetutvam api
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In this passage, Samkara explicitly refers to Krsna as cosmic Lord causing the first beings
to grasp the pravrtti-dharma ‘laid down’ or ‘enjoined’ (vihita) in the Veda. Krsna’s will to
action, as the Lord, is in turn to lay down the correct interpretation of pravrtti-dharma in
the Gita.® The full passage here shows how Samkara outlines Krsna’s will to action as
manifest human as re-establishing the teaching given in the Veda, not only how to act
according to varnasramadharma® and how to attain heavens, but how to act in a
purificatory way, so that you can understand the highest good (niksreyasa), which is
knowing that brahman is none other than the self. As such, Samkara’s understanding of
Krsna’s teaching as manifest human here is in accordance with the Veda, particularly its
jhanakanda (section on knowledge). The reason that Krsna can give the teaching on
pravrtti-dharma is therefore not just that he takes on a body in the world. Rather Krsna can
give this teaching because, as the cosmic Lord, he is the one who establishes the four varnas
(4.4), and so on. In other words, Krsna as cosmic Lord establishes the system on which he
is giving the teaching, and then models how to operate within it in his embodied form. This
is precisely how Krsna models how to be an agent and act within the world, for Samkara.
Krsna’s will to action can therefore be construed on three levels. As non-dual brahman,
Krsna has no will to action, as he is none other than brahman. As cosmic Lord, Krsna’s will
to action is to establish the Vedic dharma he re-lays down in the Gita. As manifest human,
Krsna’s will to action is to give the specific teaching on how to operate within and through

the dharmic system.

For Samkara, Krsna’s will to action as manifest human clearly underlies what Arjuna, as a
‘figurative yogin’, is meant to do and understand in order to progress. At the end of his
commentary (in 18.66), Samkara explicitly states that scriptural injunctions to act are valid

for the one who seeks liberation:

Indeed, the Vedic texts prescribing actions are not an invalid means of

knowledge because, by producing current consecutive inclinations by

pratipadyate | tatha cemam evartham abhisandhaya vaksyati “brahmany dadhdaya karmani” (5.10).
yatacitta” (5.7) jitendriyah | “yoginah karma kurvanti sangam tyaktvatma-suddhaye” (5.11) iti ||

8 In 15.15, the Gita refers to Krsna as vedantakyt, maker of the Upanisads. Samkara rather explains him as
vedantarthasampradayakartr, maker of the correct teaching of the meaning of the Upanisads/Vedanta.

0 Duties associated with the ideal social groups.
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eradicating previous consecutive inclinations, they are meant for

producing the will (pravrtti) to turn towards the inmost self.”!

Here, Samkara makes it clear that scriptural injunctions are indeed permitted, prior to
realisation. This is because, by acting according to scriptural injunctions, the seeker of
liberation will gradually purify the mind, which later leads to knowledge of the self. To be
clear, at the very end of chapter 16 of the Gita, Krsna explains to Arjuna that the means of
knowledge (pramana) for what is to be done and not done is the scripture (Sa@stra). In Gita
16.24 Krsna explains, ‘After understanding (your) duty as presented by scriptural
injunction, you ought to perform (your duty) here’.*2 Glossing this verse, Samkara writes,
““Here” indicates the realm of the performance of ritual action’.”> As Ram-Prasad points
out, Samkara takes Krsna to be [drawing] the boundaries within which action is to occur’.**
Ram-Prasad explains that, for Samkara, ‘here’ means in this conventional world, which is
where scriptural injunctions are performed by the seeker of liberation.”> For Arjuna, who
still acts in the world, his will to action through scriptural injunctions is valid in the
conventional world. However, as Samkara reiterates throughout his commentary, it is
through following scriptural injunctions, acting without attachment, and dedicating actions
to Krsna that Arjuna can progress towards liberation. Krsna’s divine agency, in re-
establishing the dharmic system within which Arjuna operates, therefore has a pedagogical
function for Samkara — Arjuna is led towards the goal (nihsreyasa) as a man of action who
is taught how to progress within this system by following his own dharma according to

scriptural injunctions.

3.3.4 — How can we see Krsna’s motor effort (yatna)?

Although Krsna as non-dual brahman clearly does not perform motor effort, he does
perform motor effort as both cosmic Lord and manifest human. As cosmic Lord, Krsna’s
motor effort establishes the four varnas (4.4) and the dharmic system within which people

operate in the conventional world. As manifest human, Krsna’s motor effort is to provide

v na caivam karma-vidhi-$ruter apramanyam piirva-piirva-pravrtti-nirodhenottarottarapirva-pravrtti-
Jjananasya pratyagatmabhimukhyena pravrtty-utpadanarthatvat

2 jiiatva Sastra-vidhanoktam karma kartum iharhasi

9 “iha” iti karmadhikarabhiamipradarsanartham iti

%4 Ram-Prasad, Divine Self, p.99.

% p.99.
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himself with a body, to maintain this dharmic system and to be able to teach Arjuna and
others, as we saw from the beginning of Samkara’s commentary earlier: ‘That first agent,
Visnu, known as Narayana, wishing to maintain order in the universe, came to be as

Krsna...’%°

Importantly, Samkara goes on to draw a clear parallel between the relationship of Krsna as
Lord and maya at the cosmic level, and Krsna and his individuated body at the individual

level:

The Lord, always possessed of divine knowledge, sovereignty,
potentiality, power, might and splendour®” controls maya, composed of the
three gunas,”® which belongs to him as Visnu, the first cause. Although he
is by nature eternal, pure, knowing and free, not born and imperishable,
the Lord of all beings, he appears as if he possesses a body through his

own maya, as though he is born, acting for the sake of the world.”

Here Samkara says, ‘as though he possesses a body...as though he is born’ (dehavan
iva...jata iva). But, as we have seen above, although Krsna takes on a body in the
conventional world, he is actually the eternally free Lord. It is only ‘through his own maya’
(sva-mayaya) that it appears as though he has a body. This is the key difference between
Krsna’s body, and the body of the person bound in samsara. Krsna freely provides himself
with a body as a result of his own choosing, whereas the body of the person bound in
samsara 1is the result of their past actions. Both need a body to perform motor effort. But
whereas Krsna merely needs a body to be able to speak, appear present and guide Arjuna
towards liberation, Arjuna, like other samsarins, requires a body as the locus of experience
through which to work out his karmic inheritance and pursue the path towards the liberation

Krsna teaches.!%

% jagatah sthitim paripipalayisuh sa adi-karta narayandakhyo visnur...krsnah kila sambabhiiva ||

97 The six qualities of Visnu in most Vaisnava theologies. As we saw in Chapter 2, Samkara’s numerous
references to these six qualities in his Gitabhasya suggest the devotional audience he would have been
seeking to draw in.

%8 For a definition of the three gunas, see Chapter 4 n.2.

% sa ca bhagavan jianaisvarya-Sakti-bala-virya-tejobhih sada sampannas trigunatmikam vaisnavim svam
mayam miila-prakrtim vasikrtya ajo ’vyayo bhitanam isvaro nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta-svabhavo ’pi san
sva-mayayd dehavan iva jata iva lokanugraham kurvan laksyate ||

100 Ag in Nyaya. See Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, Knowledge and Liberation in Classical Indian Thought
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001), p.66.
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Krsna’s function as embodied teacher in the conventional world is developed in 4.6-7.19!
Samkara’s position is grounded in the Gita itself, as his comment on 4.6 shows. He remarks

on the Lord being born ‘as it were’ (iva):

“Although I am birthless, not subject to change”, although I myself have
an undiminishing power of knowledge, “although being the Lord”, the
natural commander “of all beings”, from Brahma to a tuft of grass and so
on, by controlling my own prakrti, the maya of Visnu made up of the three
gunas, under whose control exists the whole world, and deluded by the
world one does not know one’s own self — Vasudeva — “by controlling my
own prakrti, I come to be”, appear to become embodied, as though born,

“by my own maya”, not in reality like an ordinary person.!??

Samkara reiterates here what he stated in his introduction. Krsna takes on a body ‘by [his]
own mdyd’ (atma-mayaya) as in the original Gita verse, which Samkara then glosses with,
‘not in reality like an ordinary person’ (na paramarthato lokavat). Krsna has no need for a
body for the working out of karmic results, but does have a need to provide himself with a
body to which he is not attached in order to teach. He thus models to Arjuna that having a
body performing ‘motor effort’ is not in itself binding; the delusion of misidentification

with it is.

Krsna also shows his divine agency to Arjuna in his cosmic disclosure in chapter 11. Krsna
emphasises how difficult it is for him to be seen in this way (11.52-53). According to
Gitabhasya 11.54, Arjuna then asks: ‘Again, how is it possible [for you to be seen]?’!** In
the Gita, Krsna replies, “Through one-pointed devotion (ananyayda bhaktya)”. Samkara
explains that such devotion, never focused elsewhere than on the Lord, is the point where

nothing other than Vasudeva is perceived by the organs,!** a model for Arjuna’s own yatna.

101 Hirst, ‘The Place of Bhakti’, p.137.

102 “gjo 'pi” janma-rahito 'pi “san’ tatha “avyayatma” aksina-jiiana-$akti-svabhavo 'pi san tatha
“bhutanam” brahmadi-stamba-paryantanam “isvara’ isana-silo “api san” | prakytim svam mama
vaisnavim mayam trigunatmikam yasya vase sarvam idam jagad vartate | yaya mohitam jagat sat svam
atmanam vasudevam na janati | tam “prakrtim svam adhisthaya” vasikrtya “sambhavami” dehavan iva
bhavami jata iva “datma-mayayda” atmano mayayd na paramarthato lokavat ||

103 katham punah Sakya

194 bhagavato 'nyatra prthan na kadacid api ya bhavati sa tv ananya bhaktih sarvair api karanair
vasudevad anyan nopalabhyate
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By such devotion and by means of Krsna’s universal form (visvariupaprakara), which
Arjuna has been privileged to see, Krsna can be known, seen as he really is, and entered —
as liberation.'”> Samkara also expands the Gita’s references to one-pointed devotion
elsewhere. In 8.22, he says it is ‘characterised by knowledge which is one-pointed and

relates to the self’ (jiiana-laksanayananyaya atma-visayaya).

In 14.26, Samkara states that both the literal fourth stage sannydsin and a person of action'%®
can become fit for ‘becoming brahman’ — which Samkara glosses as ‘liberation” — through
unwavering devotion to Krsna.!” So Arjuna, a karma-yogin, can progress towards
liberation by performing one-pointed devotion to Krsna, gradually moving from being
individuated (by perceiving difference with his sense-organs) to being de-individuated (by

knowing that he is none other than the self).

3.3.5 — What then is Krsna’s action (karya)?

In Mohanty’s model of the ‘incitement to action’, karyata, the action which is to be done,
is the outcome of the causal sequence of the previous four steps (variously interpreted by
different Nyaya and Mimamsa thinkers). I argue that the form of the word karya, ‘what is
to be done’, does not limit Krsna’s action, but in fact supports my argument that Krsna can
have a desire; (in the sense of purpose (iccha) rather than raga) that does generate his
volition to put in the mental and bodily effort which culminates in the action to be done. For
Krsna, that action is primarily to teach. I have argued that this action has a twofold
‘purpose’: 1) to give the teaching on non-attached agency for Arjuna, and ii) to act as a
model for sow Arjuna can become a detached agent: through knowing Krsna, acting with

detachment, and practising one-pointed devotion to Krsna.

Nonetheless, while Krsna’s action as cosmic Lord and manifest human is to teach Arjuna
about non-attached agency and to show and model it respectively, as non-dual brahman
Krsna does not perform any actions whatsoever. In chapter 13 Samkara focuses on the fact

that the non-dual brahman, the self which is to be known, does not really act at all, although

105 “drastum” tattvena tattvatah “pravestum ca’ moksam ca gantum
196 yatih karmi va
197 phityaya brahma-bhavanaya moksaya “kalpate” samartho bhavati
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it seems to do so in each person (each individuated locus of consciousness, as we have called

it above). In his extended comment on 13.14, Samkara writes:

The idea is that that which is to be known (jiieyam) appears as though it is
performing action, due to the qualities and functions of all the organs. As
is said in the Upanisadic text, “It moves, as it were, it shakes, as it were”

(Br. Up. 4.3.7).a

Nevertheless, on what basis is it not understood to actually be performing
action? Hence, he (Krsna) says: It is “without all the sense organs

(indriya)”, without any instruments. '8

Samkara has just specified that indriya includes all instruments of knowledge — external and
internal organs, as well as buddhi (intellect) and manas (mind) — in other words the entire
conglomerate of the individuated agent superimposed on consciousness and through which
consciousness appears to act. Now, he uses the word iva (‘as it were/as though’) to
demonstrate how the non-dual brahman, the self devoid of all such instruments, merely
appears to perform actions — just as in 4.6 Samkara says that Krsna, as non-dual brahman,

merely appears to have a body that performs actions.

This key notion is fundamental to Samkara’s pedagogical interpretation. Throughout his
commentary, Samkara hints that Arjuna should renounce all actions, as they are not really
actions anyway. Right from 5.12, Samkara states that Arjuna can attain liberation
progressively. He comments, ‘The sentence is completed (by the idea) that [liberation is
attained]'%” through the stages of the purification of the mind, the rise of knowledge, the
renunciation of all actions, and foundation in knowledge’.!'? So Arjuna, by acting according
to his dharma in a detached way, with one-pointed devotion, can attain purification of the
mind, which is followed by the rise of knowledge, and then the renunciation of all actions.
In his extended comment on 13.2, Samkara explains that, for the one who has knowledge,

there are no actions anyway:

18 sarvendriya-gunabhasam sarvendriya-vyaparair vyaprtam iva taj jieyam ity arthah | dhydyativa
lelayativa (Br. Up. 4.3.7) iti sruteh | kasmat punah karanan na vyaprtam eveti grhyata ity atah aha
“sarvendriya-vivarjitam” sarva-karana-rahitam ity arthah ||

199 Samkara glosses santim (‘peace, indifference to pleasure or pain’) with moksakhyam (‘called liberation”).
10 sattva-suddhi-jiiana-prapti-sarva-karma-samnyasa-jiiana-nistha-krameneti vakya-sesah
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For the knower who has seen the changeless self, engagement in action is
impossible due to the absence of desire for results. So, when the activities
of the combination of the body and organs end, it is figuratively called

‘renunciation’.!!!

Here, Samkara speaks of the ‘enlightened’ (vivek?) person who he also describes as ‘rare’:
‘...discrimination arises only in some enlightened, rare person. For this rare one, among
many people, at this moment comes to possess discrimination’.''> However, Samkara’s use
of the term ‘figurative’ in relation to the enlightened, rare person’s non-action works in a
similar way, but in a different direction, to his calling Arjuna a ‘figurative yogin’ in chapter
6. The ‘rare’ person, the enlightened person who has nothing left to renounce because he is
unattached, is a ‘figurative renouncer’ as he is still said to renounce (as a renouncer) to show
that he does not become re-attached. Arjuna, not yet a yogin or renouncer, is called one
proleptically, as we saw above, to motivate him to give up attachment to results. Indeed,
even for Arjuna as a karma-yogin, once knowledge is achieved through stages, there is no

action to be done, due to the self no longer being identified with the body.

This is reiterated in Samkara’s gloss of 18.73:

Now, “I stand” under your teaching “with (my) doubts eradicated. I shall
follow your words”. By your grace | have achieved the goal. The notion

is, there is nothing to be done, as such, for me.!!3

Here, Arjuna specifically tells Krsna that he has reached the point where he is no longer
deluded, as he has realised the self. Samkara emphasises that the idea (abhiprayah) is that,
for Arjuna, there is nothing more to be done (na me kartavyam). As we saw in 13.14, the

ksetrajiia, the self to be known who is none other than the Lord (cf 13.2),!'4 is described as

"W yidusah punar avikriyatma-darsinah phalarthitvabhavat pravrtty-anupapattau karya-karana-samghata-
vyaparoparame nivrttir upacaryate

12 kasyacid eva vivekopapatteh | anekesu hi pranisu kascid eva viveki syat, yathedanim...

13 athedanim tvac-chasane “sthito "smi gata-samdeho” mukta-samsayah | “karisye vacanam tava” | aham
tvat-prasadat krtarthah na me kartavyam astity abhiprayah

14 iévaraksetrajiiaikatvadarst...
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acting ‘as it were’ by Samkara. Arjuna, having no actions to perform, is spoken of in a

similar way by Samkara. 18.10 is a key example generalising this:

The person eligible for rites and duties who, having attained the purified
self by stages through the practice of karma-yoga in the way outlined
previously, has realised that his own self is the actionless self, which is
without modifications such as birth, and so on, “having renounced all
actions in his mind, by not doing or causing (others) to act at all” (5.13),

attains steadfastness in knowledge characterised as “actionlessness”.!!3

For Samkara, through Krsna teaching about himself as Lord and non-dual non-agential self,
and through Krsna modelling the action which is to be done which is really non-action,
Arjuna can indeed reach the point of renouncing all actions, despite being a ksatriya. Using
the lens of the Nyaya-based sequence of action has thus enabled us to tease out the different
facets of Krsna’s action in the world and helped us to lay bare the pattern Samkara provides

for (and through) Arjuna.

3.4 —How is Krsna as an agent needed in Samkara’s Gitabhasya?

Krsna’s modelling divine agency is a key pedagogical device for Samkara for three key
reasons. First, there is no other text in which Samkara offers a model by which the seeker
of liberation can progressively work towards detached agency, from within the context of
the conventional world. Second, Krsna’s divine agency offers a model for how a person
should behave once they are liberated but still living — behaviour which is not specifically
modelled by other teaching figures in Samkara’s works. Third, there is no other teacher in

Samkara’s other key works and commentaries that can model specifically divine agency.

3.4.1 — Modelling divine agency for Arjuna

I propose there is a further layer to Samkara’s interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy. Krsna,

by modelling how Arjuna can progress towards detached agency, also models how Arjuna

YS yo “dhikrtah purusah pirvoktena prakarena karma-yoganusthanena kramena samskrtatma san janmadi-
vikriya-rahitatvena niskriyam atmanam atmatvena sambuddhah sah sarva-karmani manasa samnyasya
naiva kurvan na karayan asino naiskarmya-laksanam jiiana-nistham asnuta ity etat
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should behave once he does become liberated while still living. Although Samkara seems
to suggest that Arjuna cannot become a jivanmukta in this life, he does show how Arjuna

can become a jivanmukta in a future life, having worked towards liberation progressively.

As demonstrated in section 3.2.2, it is in Gitabhdsya 6.27 that Samkara uses the term
Jjivanmukta, in the past participle form. As Nelson reminds us, although the actual term
Jjivanmukta had not become a technical term by Samkara’s time, the concept of being
liberated while still living is certainly present in Samkara’s Gitabhasya.''® The majority of
the examples picked out by Nelson showing the liberated person (mukti) being discussed
are in Gitabhasya chapter 3. As Nelson notes, in Gita 3.20-26, Krsna ‘invites us to reflect
on the parallels between his mode of action as God, and that of the liberated sage’.!!” In the
Gita verses themselves, Krsna refers to his own action in the cosmos being a model for
action (for example in 3.22).!'® It is in the verses that follow, beginning with his introductory
comment on 3.25, that Samkara explicitly states that Krsna is the one who instructs the

‘knower’ (vidvas):

Like I (do), if you or someone else possesses the conviction of having
attained all that is to be attained, and are a knower of the self, you must
continue to act for the benefit of others, even if there is no obligation to do

S0.119

Here, we Krsna as the Lord instructs those who are liberated but still living by specifically
teaching them how they can continue to act in the world. However, while Nelson points out
that Samkara does indeed refer to Krsna modelling for the mukta, he makes no reference to
Krsna’s modelling applying to Arjuna, nor to this modelling functioning both progressively

and pedagogically for Arjuna as a seeker of liberation.

116 Lance Nelson, ‘Living Liberation in Samkara and Classical Advaita: Sharing the Holy Waiting of God’,
in Andrew O. Fort and Patricia Y. Mumme (eds.) Living Liberation in Hindu Thought (Albany: SUNY
Press, 1996), p.21.

7 Nelson, ‘Living Liberation’, p.41.

18 wa me parthasti kartavyam trisu lokesu kimcana |

nanavaptam avaptavyam vartaiva ca karmani ||

9 yadi punar aham iva tvam krtartha-buddhih atmavid anyo va tasyapi atmanah kartavyabhave 'pi
paranugraha eva kartavya ity ||
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Although Arjuna is not directly addressed in 3.25, we saw in section 3.2.2 that Arjuna is
clearly adjured to become a yogin of the kind who is a jivanmukta in Gitabhasya 6.46. As
we saw at the beginning of Chapter 3 (in section 3.1.4), it is in 2.10, a key verse for Samkara,
that he explicitly draws a parallel between Krsna’s action as the Lord and the action of the

liberated person:

For fulfilment of the aim of life, (the action) of the knower (vidvas) is like
the action of Lord Vasudeva (performing) his duties as a
ksatriya...because both are free from ego (ahamkara) and desire for

results.!20

The fact that Samkara refers explicitly to Krsna’s action not just as cosmic Lord, but as
manifest human and specifically as a ksatriya, demonstrates that Samkara uses the worldly
action of Krsna to help Arjuna understand his worldly action once he becomes a jivanmukta
— explaining that he can still act in the world but without attachment. Nonetheless, for
Samkara, the action of the knower is fathomed in divine terms, and Krsna’s action as
manifest human being grounded in Krsna’s action as cosmic Lord. I therefore argue that the
reason Krsna is the only one who can model unattached action through divine agency for
Arjuna, once he is liberated, is due to the parallel that emerges between Krsna as the cosmic
Lord (3.25) and Krsna as a human acting in the world as a warrior (2.10). The fact that 2.10
(above) is the verse where Samkara reintroduces the drowning metaphor, first described in
his Gitabhdsya introduction, is significant. Krsna’s modelling in 2.10 is framed in relation
to Arjuna as pupil at the point where he is struggling in samsara and confused about

dharma, but is progressively shown how he can eventually become a jivanmukta.

3.4.2 — Teaching figures in Samkara’s other works

Krsna the teacher modelling appropriate, detached agency for Arjuna is central to Krsna the
teacher leading Arjuna towards liberation. Samkara needs Krsna to act on multiple levels as
a teacher, as he can be the only model of divine agency. Although other teaching figures

appear in Samkara’s works, Krsna is the only teacher able to model specifically divine

120 yatha bhagavato vasudevasya ksatra-dharma-cestitam...purusartha-siddhaye tadvat tat-
phalabhisamdhy-ahamkarabhavasya tulyatvad vidusah ||
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agency. This is because Krsna is not only a teacher in his embodied form, but also teaches

at the level of being the cosmic Lord who is none other than the non-dual brahman.

In his survey of jivanmukti in the work of Samkara, Fort points out that the closest Samkara
comes to full descriptions of the liberated person (mukta), besides in his Gitabhasya, are
found in Upadesasdahasri Prose 1.2 and 1.6, where the student seeking liberation and the
teacher (acarya) are both characterised.'?! In Upadesasahasri Prose 1.2, the student seeking
liberation is characterised as being: indifferent to all that is transient, without desire for a
son, wealth, or worldly things, endowed with control over the mind and the senses,
compassionate, etc.!?? In Upadesasahasri Prose 1.6, the teacher: understands different sides
of arguments, shows compassion and an intention to help others, is versed in the scriptures,
remains unattached to seen and unseen enjoyments, is a knower of brahman and is
established in him, etc.'?> While these two key passages summarise Samkara’s view of the

attributes of the liberated being, they also refer specifically to the teacher.

Both Nelson and Fort refer to Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.12, where the brahmin renouncer is
urged to approach a teacher for the highest knowledge.'?* Samkara, in his commentary on
this verse, says that this teacher should be approached and questioned. In his Katha-
upanisad-bhasya 1.3.14, Samkara explicitly states that the ignorant should approach the
teachers who know the self, taught as ‘I am that’. Nelson and Fort also specifically draw
attention to Chandogya-upanisad-bhasya 6.14.2, where Samkara states that a teacher leads
one to liberation by taking off the ‘blindfold’ of delusion.'? In his comment on this verse,
Samkara explains that the ‘blindfold’ refers to the delusion that one is the body. The
‘blindfold’ can only be removed by the teacher who knows the self. So for Samkara, as Fort
points out, one freed by the teacher from delusion arrives at realisation of the self, no longer
blindfolded by misconception (avidya).'*® Moreover, as Hirst points out, this passage

illustrates the point that ‘the person who has a teacher knows’ (d@caryavan puruso veda) and

121 Andrew O. Fort, Jivanmukti in Transformation: Embodied Liberation in Vedanta and Neo-Vedanta (New
York: SUNY Press, 1998), p.34.

122 Fort, Jivanmukti in Transformation, p.34.

123 34,

124 pariksya lokankarmacitanbrahmano nirvedamayannastyakrtah krtena |

Transformation, p.34; Nelson, ‘Living Liberation’, p.25.

125 Fort, Jivanmukti in Transformation, p.41; Nelson, ‘Living Liberation’, p.25.

126 Fort, Jivanmukti, p.41.
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in his commentary Samkara stresses the role of the teacher.'?” Fort also draws on the
example of Samkara’s Brhadaranyaka-upanisad-bhasya 2.1.20, where he illustrates his
point by telling the story of an abandoned prince.!?® The prince was raised as a hunter, not
knowing of his royal descent. Samkara compares the prince not knowing who he is to the
embodied being not knowing they are the self. For Samkara, the realisation of their true

identity, in both cases, is only possible with the help of a compassionate teacher.

Samkara makes repeated references to the importance of the teacher throughout his works.
However, the role of the teacher in the examples above is primarily to teach about the nature
of liberation itself, as opposed to the behaviour of a liberated person, or indeed the
behaviour of a person seeking liberation but still in the conventional world — such as Arjuna.
As Fort has suggested, Samkara in the majority of his commentarial material places much
more emphasis on liberation (mukti) than how the liberated person (mukta) might conduct
themselves.'?’ It is clear, therefore, that a teacher who models how to act in the world once
you are liberated would be extremely helpful for the pupils Samkara is trying to teach. As I
have also shown, a teacher who models #ow you can become liberated in the first place is
also necessary. Although the teaching figures in Samkara’s other works are required to lead
the willing pupil towards realisation, these teachers do not, I contend, perform the specific
role of modelling appropriate behaviour, whether for the seeker of liberation or for the

person who has achieved liberation but still acts in the world.

There are many Upanisadic teachers that Samkara refers to: Uddalaka Aruni who teaches
Svetaketu in the Chandogya Upanisad, Se’lndilya in the Chandogya, and Yajiiavalkya in the
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, to name a few significant examples.!3° Three key points could
be made here. Firstly, none of these Upanisadic teachers can specifically offer a model for
how a person can continue to act in the world once liberated. This is because although
Upanisadic teachers can speak about liberation, they do not speak in detail about how a
person can both become liberated and continue to act in the world once liberated. The reason
for this brings us to my second point. I suggest that the Upanisadic teachers cannot model

agency for the liberated person, in the same way Krsna can because he is a divine agent. As

127 Hirst, Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta, p.60.

128 Fort, Jivanmukti, p.41.

129 1 34,

130 See also Brian Black, The Character of the Self in Ancient India: Priests, Kings and Women in the Early
Upanisads (New York: State University of New York Press, 2007).

106



I have argued, the reason that Krsna can model how to act in the world is because his action
as manifest human is grounded in his being both cosmic Lord and non-dual brahman. 1t is
only because Krsna is the Lord that he can provide himself with a body and model action
for Arjuna in the world, without compromising non-duality. We saw in the previous section
that, by applying Mohanty’s sequence of action to Krsna’s action in Samkara’s Gitabhdsya,

Krsna is able to model action for Arjuna because he is the Lord.

Thirdly, and linked with this, while any Upanisadic teacher can certainly model the
unattached self, in Samkara’s Gitabhasya it is Krsna as divine agent who best models the
self as being none other than brahman in a narrative form. In his comment on 13.12,

Samkara writes:

“I will declare”, I will thoroughly describe, correctly, “that which is to be
known”, the knowable. In order to entice the hearer through addressing
the senses, the Lord speaks of its result: “By knowing which (the
knowable) one attains immortality”, meaning he does not die again.
“Without beginning”, one who has a beginning is adimat, and one who
does not have a beginning is anadimat. What is that? The “supreme”,

greatest, “brahman”, that which has been discussed as the knowable.!3!

Here, the ‘knowable’ is the supreme brahman without beginning, initially conceptualised
as the cause of all, but as Samkara goes on to say later in his comment, beyond being (saf)
and non-being (asat). So brahman is being discussed here in a cosmic context, within the
Gita itself. Ultimately, the supreme brahman (param brahma) has no attributes, but because
we are thinking from within the conventional world, Krsna is conceptualised as the
knowable. Samkara makes this clear in his comment on 13.18, where he describes the one

who has ‘correct knowledge’:

All of this has been stated in order to conclude the meaning of the Vedas

and the meaning of the Gita. Who is capable of this correct knowledge? It

B “ijeyam” jiiatavyam “yat tat pravaksyami’ prakarsena yathavat vaksyami | kim-phalam tat iti

prarocanena Srotur abhimukhikaranayaha yaj jiieyam ‘jiiatvamrtam” amrtatvam “asnute” na punar
mriyata ity arthah | “anadimat” adir asyastiti adimat nadimad andadimat | kim tat? “param” niratiSayam

“brahma’ jiieyam iti prakrtam |
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is said: “my devotee”, who assigns [the fact of] being the self of all to me
who am the Lord, the omniscient, the highest teacher, Vasudeva, whose
conviction has been saturated with the idea that whatever he sees, hears or
touches is all indeed Lord Vasudeva. “After knowing this”, the correct
knowledge spoken of before, he “approaches my state”, the state of being

the supreme self, that state of mine. He achieves liberation.!3?

For Samkara, then, Krsna as divine agent makes it narratively easier to ‘get to> brahman.
Given that Samkara speaks specifically of the devotee becoming qualified for liberation in
his comment above, I suggest that Krsna models the brahman=dtman equation narratively
for a pupil. Krsna’s divine agency is therefore important for Samkara’s pedagogy because
the Upanisadic teachers, despite being able to model the unattached self, are not able to give
their teaching from within the context of the conventional world in being the Lord and

nirguna brahman for pupils seeking liberation such as Arjuna.

3.5 — Conclusion

As we have seen, Samkara opens his commentary by stating that Arjuna is ‘drowning in the
ocean of grief and delusion’. To save Arjuna from drowning, Samkara states that Krsna
gives Arjuna the teaching on the twofold dharma. Arjuna must be taught how to become a
detached agent in order to be rescued, and he is able to work towards detached agency by

following Krsna’s model of divine agency, a key pedagogical device for Samkara.

The fact that Samkara focuses his commentary on teaching Arjuna how to follow the path
of pravrtti-dharma is significant. We saw above that Samkara heavily criticises his
JjAanakarmasamuccayin opponent in numerous places.!3* The final occurrence is in his
extended explanation of 18.66 where Samkara asks, ‘In this scripture, the Gita, has

knowledge or action been confirmed as the supreme means to the highest good, or is it

132 etavan sarvo hi vedartho gitarthas copasamhrtyoktah | asmin samyag-darsane ko "dhikriyata ity ucyate —

“mad-bhakto” mayisvare sarvajiie parama-gurau vasudeve samarpita-sarvatma-bhavo yat pasyati srnoti
sprsati va sarvam eva bhagavan vasudevah ity evam-grahavista-buddhir mad-bhaktah sa “etad” yathoktam
samyag darsanam “vijiaya” mad-bhavaya mama bhavo mad-bhavah paramatma-bhavas tasmai “mad-
bhavaya upapadyate” moksam gacchati ||

133 The key places where Samkara engages with his jiianakarmasamuccayin opponent are 2.10, the
introductions to chapters 3, 5 and 6, chapter 13 and chapter 18.
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both?’!3* This echoes 2.10 — Samkara’s very first key comment — where he outlines the
position of the jiaanakarmasamuccayin before refuting it, showing the important framing
role this debate plays, not least in seeking to show the subtle differences in their positions.
As I have argued, rather than refute the path of pravrtti-dharma, Samkara in fact focuses on
this as Arjuna’s path to liberation. It is therefore crucial for Samkara, as a non-dualist, to

reiterate how his position differs in concluding his commentary:

Samkara: Someone might doubt that, as both knowledge and action have
been instructed as things to be done (kartavyatva) they might indeed be

the cause of the highest good in combination.

Opponent: Again, what was the result of the examination (mimamsa) in

this regard?

Samkara: Is it not indeed this: ascertaining which of all these is the cause
of the highest good? Therefore this must be examined (mimamsya) more
carefully. However (fu), knowledge of the self is the only cause of the
highest good. Through the removal of the idea of difference, it culminates
in the result that is liberation. The idea of difference between action, agent
and result is always active regarding the self, due to misconception. ‘My
action, I am the agent, I shall perform this action for its result’ — this form
of misconception has been active from time without beginning. The
destroyer of this misconception is the knowledge whose focus is the self,
in the form, ‘I am this alone (kevala), non-agent, without action, without
result; there is none other than myself’, because when (this knowledge)
arises it destroys the idea of differences which are the cause of the
performance of action. The word ‘however’ (fu) above is used to dismiss
the two other explanations. This dismisses the two other views by showing
that the highest good cannot be attained by actions alone, nor by a

combination of knowledge and action.!®

13% asmin gita-$astre parama-nihsreyasa-sadhanam niscitam kim jianam karma va @ho ’svid ubhayam iti
135 evam jiiana-karmanoh kartavyatvopadesat samuccitayor api nihsreyasa-hetutvam syad iti bhavet
samsayah kasyacit

kim punar atra mimamsa-phalam?
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The last is, once again, the position of the jianakarmasamuccayin and a further lengthy
argument ensues. Samkara of course refutes the idea that liberation can be attained through
a combination of action and knowledge. However, as Krsna’s teaching is delivered from
within the conventional world, and as Arjuna cannot renounce all actions as he is a ksatriya,
Samkara both maintains that following the path of pravrtti-dharma can lead to knowledge
and that knowledge of Krsna’s identity as self enables Arjuna to act without misidentifying

himself with the individuated locus of consciousness claiming ‘mineness’.

In this, the Gita itself is a unique text for Samkara, as Krsna’s presence as teacher on two
key levels — as the cosmic Lord, and as manifest human — provides us with a way of thinking
about how Arjuna (representing the seeker of liberation) can act in a detached way and work
towards liberation. This is not available in Samkara’s other major works, even when we
consider the teachers in some of his Upanisadic commentaries. For Samkara, Krsna is the
only available model for Arjuna precisely because Krsna is the Lord. Although other
teachers may be able to teach and model on a human level, they are not able to model divine

agency as Krsna does for Arjuna.

The very fact that Samkara sets out his commentary with Arjuna drowning as a key problem
to be solved in this way demonstrates that his commentary itself is framed around his
progressive teaching method. This progressive teaching also takes cognisance of Samkara’s
likely socio-religious background, as we saw in Chapter 2. A rise in Vaisnava devotional
movements and clues in his commentaries suggest that an audience Samkara wanted to
attract would have included Vaisnavas. In his Gitabhasya, Samkara works in key terms used
widely in Vaisnava traditions (including but not limited to Paficaratra) to make it appeal to

his audience, not least in his introduction, the importance of which we have seen throughout:

nanv etad eva esam anyatamasya parama-nihsreyasa-sadhanatvavadhdaranam | ato vistirnataram
mimamsyam etat | atma-jianasya tu kevalasya nihsreyasa-hetutvam | bheda-pratyaya-nivartakatvena
kaivalya-phalavasanatvat | kriya-karaka-phala-bheda-buddhir avidyayatmani nitya-pravrtta mama karma
aham kartamusmai phaldyedam karma karisyamitiyam avidyanadi-kala-pravrttd | asya avidyayah
nivartakam ayam aham asmi kevalo kartakriyo ‘phalah | na matto 'nyo ’sti kascid ity evam-riipam atma-
visayam jiianam utpadyamanam karma-pravrtti-hetu-bhiitaya bheda-buddher nivartakatvat | tu-sabdah
paksa-vyavrtty-arthah | na kevalebhyah karmabhyah na ca jiiana-karmabhyam samuccitabhyam nihsreyasa-
praptir iti paksa-dvayam nivartayati
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The Lord, always possessed of knowledge, sovereignty, potentiality,
power, might and splendour, controls root-prakrti, maya, composed of the

three gunas, which belongs to him as Visnu, the unborn one.!3¢

As we saw in Chapter 2 (section 2.2.2), the italicised qualities listed above are the six
qualities attributed to the Lord in Vaisnava traditions. The fact that Samkara also refers to
these six qualities in his commentary on Gita 7.1, 10.9, 10.15 and 11.3 suggests that he was
appealing to the growing number of Vaisnavas present. Moreover, it is in the following
sentence in his introduction that Samkara says Krsna, as manifest human, ‘appears as if he
possesses a body...as though he is born’ (dehavan iva.. .jata iva). So Krsna as the Lord with
these six qualities is fundamentally linked with the way in which Krsna as manifest human
models divine agency. Krsna’s modelling divine agency both as the Lord and as manifest
human is thus grounded in Samkara’s wider teaching strategy of drawing in his various
audiences, including Vaisnavas. In the Gitabhdsya, Samkara shows his audience how we
can have an interpretation of detached action in the world, from an Advaita Vedantin point
of view, out of a key text. By demonstrating the centrality of Krsna to Samkara’s Advaita
Vedantin pedagogy, | have shown a new way of understanding the relation of devotionalism

and non-dualism in Samkara’s Gitd commentary.

136 sa ca bhagavan jiianaisvarya-sakti-bala-virya-tejobhih sada sampannas trigunatmikam vaisnavim svam
mayam mila-prakrtim vasikrtya ajo |
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Chapter 4
Sridhara on Krsna’s Body and Pedagogy

4.1 — Introduction

Sridhara (c. 1350-1450 CE) flourished in Orissa and lived some 650 years after Samkara,
in a very different regional, devotional and intellectual climate. Nonetheless, it was one
which retained access to Samkara’s Gita commentary.! Although considerably less work
has addressed Sridhara’s socio-religious background than Samkara’s, the evidence we do
have indicates that Sridhara was writing in a particular devotional climate in Orissa. As
outlined in Chapter 2 (section 2.3.3-4), Sridhara’s main works are commentaries on well-
known Vaisnava texts, which certainly suggests he was writing to appeal to a Vaisnava
devotional audience. However, below I locate a hint that he may also have intended to

appeal to those with Saiva leanings.

There has been very little work in the academy specifically exploring Sridhara’s view of
Krsna in the Gita (see Chapter 1). Within the limited material available, two key questions
arise in the literature: was Sridhara was an Advaitin? If so, what ‘type’ of Advaita Vedanta
did he propose? Given Sridhara’s socio-religious context and the influence of the Bhdgavata
Purana around his time, the very question of how bhakti relates to his Advaita Vedantin
position is key. I begin my analysis of Sridhara’s view of Krsna in his Subodhini by asking,
again, the two key questions set out in Chapter 1. First, what questions does Sridhara himself
ask? This chapter will be structured around the topics Sridhara highlights himself, in relation
to Krsna’s body. Second, how does Krsna save Arjuna from drowning? I argue that it is
Krsna’s teaching, particularly in relation to his descent form that, for Sridhara, is the vehicle
for Arjuna’s rescue. Sridhara interprets Krsna’s ‘coming to be’ in the Gita in terms of Krsna
taking on a suddha-sattvic form. It is Krsna’s suddha-sattvic form that functions
pedagogically for Sridhara, in terms of i) Krsna modelling how Arjuna can develop his

sattvic guna® and therefore approach suddha-sattva himself, and ii) the language of Suddha-

! As Sridhara’s quotations and allusions, particularly Subodhini 13, show.

2 In Samkhya, there are two independent realities: prakyti and purusa (see Chapter 3, section 3.1.6.1).
Prakrti is the original producer of material nature, and is composed of three essential qualities (gunas):
sattva (purity), rajas (passion), and tamas (darkness). In Advaita Vedanta, prakrti is none other than
brahman (purusa) when properly understood, but retains a gunic view like the Gita’s at the conventional
level.
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sattva — the way in which Krsna’s descent form is actually spoken of — providing a way of

speaking of the transcendent in conventional terms.

4.1.1 — Why is Arjuna drowning?

In the introduction to his Subodhini, Sridhara states that it is Krsna who rescues Arjuna:

It was indeed here that the supremely compassionate Lord, the son of
Devaki, descended out of affection for® the whole world, when his feet
were worshipped by all. He rescued Arjuna — who was intent on giving up
his own dharma and taking that of another, due to his discrimination being
taken away by grief and delusion, resulting from ignorance of reality —
from that ocean of grief and delusion, with the boat being the teaching

on secret knowledge of dharma.*

Sridhara makes it clear from the outset that the intellectual problem he faces is how Arjuna
can be saved from drowning in the ‘ocean of grief and delusion’ (Soka-moha-sagara). Just
like Samkara, Sridhara introduces the stock metaphor of the ocean of rebirth (Gita 12.7) and
applies it specifically to Arjuna. Sridhara also uses this metaphor in the praise verse’®

following 2.72:

He who lifted up his devotee Arjuna, who was drowning in the ocean of
grief, by teaching him the yoga of discrimination® — that Krsna is my

refuge.’

In this praise verse, Arjuna the devotee is drowning (nimagna) in the ocean of grief (soka-

parika),® and Sridhara explicitly states, ‘Krsna is my refuge’ (krsnah Saranam mama).

3 Or, “for the welfare of”.

4 iha khalu sakala-loka-hitavatarah sakala-vandita-caranah parama-karuniko bhagavan devaki-nandanas
tattvajiiana-vijrmbhita-soka-moha-bhramsita-vivekataya nija-dharma-parityaga-purvaka-para-
dharmabhisandhinam arjunam dharma-jiiana-rahasyopadesa-plavena tasmdac choka-moha-sagarad
uddadhara ||

5 On the importance of introductions and praise verses in commentaries, see Chapter 1, section 1.5.3.4.

6 Or, the ways of knowledge and action (see Subodhini 3.3).

7 $oka-panka-nimagnam yah sarkhya-yogopadesatah |

ujjahararjunam bhaktam sa krsnah Saranam mama ||

8 Vire§warananda’s translation, p.80, misses the metaphor.
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Sridhara’s ‘drowning’ passages illuminate three key points. First, Arjuna is drowning
because he has not yet learnt discrimination (viveka) between the self and the body, is not
performing actions according to his own dharma (sva-dharma), and is therefore ignorant of
reality (tattvajiiana-). Second, in both passages, the vehicle of Arjuna’s rescue is precisely
Krsna’s teaching. This demonstrates that there is a clear link between Sridhara’s soteriology
of rescue and his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy. Third, Sridhara refers specifically to
Krsna in his descent (avatara) form in both passages. As such, Arjuna’s rescue from
drowning is linked to him taking refuge in or worshipping at the feet of Krsna. Krsna is
refuge (sarana) precisely in his manifested, gracious bodily form. Krsna being refuge, and
the giver of compassion and affection, is therefore directly linked to his descent body. As I
shall demonstrate, in Sridhara’s Subodhini it is through Krsna’s specific grace, for which
his specific body is the vehicle, that Arjuna learns to develop an understanding of who Krsna

is, by which he can prepare for realisation.

4.1.2— Why is body a key topic for Sridhara?

In the Gitd itself, Krsna first speaks of taking on a body in 4.6, which Sridhara glosses:

“Depending upon”, adopting “my prakrti”, which consists of pure sattva,

I descend by my own will, in a form of very pure and excellent sattva.’

This is Sridhara’s first interpretation of Krsna’s specific, descent body as being a pure
(Suddha) sattvic body. He continues this throughout his Subodhini, referring to Krsna’s
specific descent body as purely sattvic in 4.10, 7.24, 9.11 and 14.27, for instance. This is
important for two key reasons. First, Sridhara is the first of our three commentators to refer
to Krsna’s body as sattvic. In the Gitabhdsya, Samkara does not describe Krsna’s body
directly in gunic terms.'® Second, because Sridhara claims that Krsna’s descent body
comprises suddha-sattva, this initially implies that his body is a gunic body, made up of the

same ‘stuff” as human bodies are. We would not expect a self-proclaimed Advaita Vedantin

o “svam” Suddha-sattvatmikam “prakrtim adhisthaya” svikrtya visuddhorjita-sattva-miirtya
svecchayavatarami...|

10 Samkara prefers to use iva (“as it were/as though’) and speaks of Krsna controlling his maya, which
consists of the three gunas — see Chapter 3, section 3.3.4.
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commentator to refer to Krsna’s body, even in its descent form, as a gunic body. However,
as I will show, Krsna’s suddha-sattvic body is not interpreted by Sridhara as being a gunic
body as such — instead, suddha-sattva is what is closest in nature to the transcendent, but
can still be spoken of in conventional terms. Krsna’s body is a key topic for Sridhara because
it is through his specific suddha-sattvic body that Krsna acts particularly in the world, and
reveals himself specifically in his manifest form to Arjuna. It is through Krsna’s specific
action in this body that Krsna gives his grace to his devotee, Arjuna. It is through Krsna’s
grace as available in his particular descent form that Arjuna learns who Krsna is. It is also

in hearing about this descent form that future devotees are able to learn about Krsna.

4.1.3 — Why is $akti in relation to body important for Sridhara?

To show why Sakti is important in relation to body for Sridhara, it is necessary to outline
Sridhara’s link to Citsukha. As we saw in Chapter 2 (section 2.3.4), Sridhara, in addition to
his Gitad commentary, wrote a commentary on the Bhagavata Purana. As Sheridan points
out, the Bhdagavata Purana was commented on by two earlier Advaitins: Citsukha and
Punyaranya.'! Citsukha also commented on Samkara’s Brahma-sutra-bhasya, and on
Sriharsa’s (c. twelfth century)'? Khandana-khanda-khadya.® Citsukha, like Sriharsa,
sought to demolish the positions of previous commentators, often by rejecting every
possible formulation of a particular idea.'* However, unlike Sriharsa, Citsukha also
presented Advaitin reformulations, considering them from the point of view of the various
pramanas (means of knowing) in turn.!> This was especially critical in the case of the
concepts of svatah-pramanya (‘self-validity”) and sakti (‘power’ or ‘capacity’).'® Although
Samkara used the term jiigna-sakti for Krsna’s unobstructed power of knowledge as the

unborn Lord,!” and maya-sakti for the Lord’s creative power,'® it was left to other Advaitins

' Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and his Commentary on the Bhdgavata Purana’, p.47.

12 See Chapter 2 n.72.

13 See Chapter 2 n.73.

14 For an excellent example, see Paul Kuepferle, Sukharanjan Saha and Karl H. Potter (summarisers.)
‘Citsukha: Citsukhi or (Pratyak)Tattva(pra)dipika’, in Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies Volume XI,
Advaita Vedanta from 800 to 1200 (ed.) Karl H. Potter (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2006), pp.607-702, esp.
pp.608-42.

15 See Sarma, Citsukha’s Contribution, for examples from Citsukha’s Tattva-pradipika throughout.

16 John C. Plott, ‘Citsukha’, in Global History of Philosophy, Volume 5 (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1977),
p-177.

17 Gitabhasya 4.5/6 anavarana/aksinajiianasakti contrasted with Arjuna’s own power of knowledge
impeded by dharma and adharma: dharmadharmavibaddhajiianasakti-

'8 E.g. Samkara’s Brahma-siitra-bhasya 2.1.14.
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to develop the concept of sakti.!® Citsukha, in particular, aware of Navya-Nyaya’s

discussion of sentence cognition,?’ was faced with interpreting sakzi formally.

Svatah-pramanya means ‘self-certification” or ‘the self-validity of knowledge’.?! In this
view, a cognition does not require any external confirmation of its validity from a further
source (unlike in Nyaya). In both Pirva-Mimamsa and Vedanta, svatah-pramanya refers
especially to the self-validity of sruti.?? Citsukha shares this view, also holding that $ruti

passages refer to brahman through what he calls their ‘own capacity’ (sva-sakti).

Sakti, for Citsukha, is primarily the capacity of each word to convey meaning, activating
this meaning in the context of a sentence.?® Saktis therefore must be multiple, just as words
are multiple. As Citsukha accepts the self-validity of sru#i, his medium for knowing
brahman (Sruti/language) must be able to provide the sufficient conditions for valid
cognition of brahman to arise without need for further external validation. However, as an
Advaitin, Citsukha also wants to remove all duality, and for all language to point to
brahman, who is indivisible. Given his understanding of language, Citsukha therefore needs

to show how sruti can do this by operating through the multiple saktis of words in sentences.

First, Citsukha defends the notion of sakti as a word’s capacity against the critique that it is
an unnecessary explanatory concept.>* He draws on the pramana of sruti as an example,
citing Svetasvatara Upanisad 6.8 on ‘the supreme power of him [the Supreme Great Lord
of lords in Sve. Up. 6.71’ (parasya Saktih),? a verse Sridhara will later use when discussing
how scriptural language of the transcendent works.26 The use of the genitive in Sve. Up. 6.8,

Citsukha argues, shows that power (sakti) is not identical with the power-possessor, so the

19 Sometimes in conversation with the grammarians (Sthaneswar Timalsina, ‘The Brahman and the “Word
Principle” (Sabda): Influence of the Philosophy of Bhartrhari on Mandana’s Brahmasiddhi’, Journal of
Indian Philosophy 37.2 (2009):189-206).

20 Madhav Deshpande, ‘Sentence-Cognition in Nyaya Epistemology’, Indo-Iranian Journal 20 (1978),
p-196.

2L <A valid cognition is not generated by a cause different from the cognitional apparatus (or sufficient
condition) which generates it. It is indeed of itself’. The standard definition as given by Citsukha in his
Tattvapradipika, Sanskrit cited by Sarma, Citsukha’s Contribution, p.104 n.136: vijiana-samagrijanyatve
sati tad-atirikta-hetv-ajanyatvam pramayah svatastvam nama.

22 Surendranath Dasgupta, History of Indian Philosophy, Volume 4 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), p.169.

23 Cf Sarma, Citsukha’s Contribution, p.107.

24 The charge of the Prabhakara Mimamsaka, his main opponent here. Sarma, Citsukha’s Contribution, p.95.
25 Sarma, Citsukha’s Contribution, p.106. Citsukha also quotes Sve. Up. 1.3 to establish that the Lord’s
Saktis are multiple.

26 See section 4.3.1.1.
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concept is not redundant. Citsukha also draws on the pramana of inference to show the
existence of fire’s invisible capacity to burn.?” From this, he argues that the idea that a word
too could have a specific supersensible capacity is not incoherent. Such a capacity,
according to Citsukha, enables the individual words of a sentence, its ‘building blocks’, to

bear on the meaning of the sentence, the ‘building’.?8

Now, like other Advaitins, Citsukha held that propositional sentences operate in two ways.
In the former, a sentence can be seen as describing a subject which has attributes or qualities.
But that sentence can also be seen as designating the bare referent of a sentence, the simple
identity of that to which it refers (its akhandartha).?® In the latter, rather than ascribing
qualities to an object, words act by rejecting their opposites. In the sentence, ‘The moon is
that which has a brilliant light’, the word ‘brilliant’ excludes that which is dull, ‘light’ that
which is darkness, so both bear on the single subject of, and give knowledge of, the moon.*°
In the sentence, ‘Brahman is reality, consciousness, infinite’ (satyam jianam anantam
brahma), the words similarly exclude unreality, unconsciousness and limitation from, and

give knowledge of, brahman.’!

With this in mind, we go back to Citsukha’s concept of sva-sakti. Where the capacities of
words linked together form the sufficient conditions for a single meaning to arise (its
akhandartha), that meaning is deemed to be manifested by ‘own power’ (sva-sakti).
Through the sva-sakti of its multiple words and sentences forming a single whole,?? sruti
therefore has the capacity to do what it needs to: designating the identity of its single

referent. However, for the Advaitin, the only truly bare referent is the indivisible nirguna

27 yahnir advisthatindriya-sthiti-sthapaketarabhavasrayah gunatvattvat ghatavat, cited in Sarma, p.107
n.142. ‘Fire is the locus of an existent which is beyond the senses, is different from elasticity, and does not
exist in two places, i.c. elsewhere, because it possesses qualities, like a pot’. In other words, fire’s specific
capacity to burn, which is invisible but not elasticity (another invisible capacity), is not something separate
from it, rather it is a quality of it, its possessor, just like a pot possesses various qualities which all belong to
the one pot.

28 The terms are Matilal’s, explaining the Bhatta theory of sentence meaning known as abhihitanvaya, taking
the meaning of words first and then connecting these for the sentence meaning. By contrast, the Prabhakara
theory of anvitanvaya stressed that meaning arises from the sentence as a whole, hearing its syntax. See
B.K. Matilal, The Word and the World (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1990), p.108. Citsukha subscribed
to the former (Sarma, Citsukha’s Contribution, p.107).

2 Sarma, Citsukha’s Contribution, p.101.

30 See Kuepferle et al, ‘Citsukhi’, p.652.

31 Sarma, Citsukha’s Contribution, p.103. Here Citsukha builds on an approach used by Samkara (Hirst,
Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta, pp.148-49) and his pupil, Sure$vara, while drawing on later Advaitin
understandings of laksana.

32 The principle of ekavakyata is widely accepted in Vedanta.
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brahman. So, for Citsukha, John Plott claims, the notion of sva-sakti ‘makes it possible for
every logical proposition concerning every possible concept or Upanisadic scripture to refer

back to nirguna brahman’ >3

In summary, then, for Citsukha, words can lead to brahman through their saktis. While saktis
still operate in the conventional world of maya, they can point to that which is beyond.
Essentially, for Citsukha, sakti functions on the level of words/propositions, and sva-sakti
allows all words to point back to nirguna brahman. As Sarma puts it, for Citsukha, ‘the
validity of the srutis is independent and absolute [...] the Vedanta passages point to

brahman, on the strength of their own capacity (sva-sakti)’.>*

In later Advaita, we find that sakti develops a more cosmological (sometimes theological)
meaning. Although the idea that avidya has many forms (akara) is first seen in Citsukha,?
this notion was later developed by Madhustidana who, as Nelson points out, substituted
Citsukha’s term gkara with sakti’® As Fort notes, Citsukha discusses three forms (akara)
of the ignorance trace (lesa).’” Nelson summarises these forms as follows: ‘The first creates
the illusion that the universe is real. The second causes us to take the various constituents
of the empirical world seriously as having practical utility. The third is responsible only for
the bare apparatus (pratibhasa) of the forms of objects in immediate perception’.®
Citsukha’s view was then later developed by Madhusiidana, who distinguished between
revealing (@varana-) and concealing (viksepa-) sakti.® As Nelson explains, the former ‘is
responsible for manifesting all the forms and phenomena in creation, [while] the latter
performs the function of obscuring the unchanging reality that underlies the whole’.*’ By
contrast, although Citsukha held that there were various forms of avidya, the notion for
which he employed the term sakti was a formal one, in relation to words/propositions and

what they indicate. Between Citsukha (c. 1220 CE) and Madhustidana (sixteenth century

33 Plott, ‘Citsukha’, p.178.

34 Sarma, Citsukha’s Contribution, p.105.

35 Fort, Jivanmukti in Transformation, p.67.

36 Nelson, ‘Living Liberation’, p.33.

37 Fort, Jivanmukti in Transformation, p.68.

38 Nelson, ‘Living Liberation’, p.33.

%9 For earlier discussions on concealing and revealing, see Allen Wright Thrasher, The Advaita Vedanta of
Brahma-Siddhi (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1993), pp.63-75; Sthaneswar Timalsina, ‘Bhartrhari and
Mandana on “Avidya’”’, Journal of Indian Philosophy 37.4 (2009):367-82, pp.374-5; Gianni Pellegrini,
“‘Old is Gold”: Madhustidana Sarasvati’s Way of Referring to Earlier Textual Tradition’, Journal of Indian
Philosophy 43.2-3 (2015):277-334, p.303 on Padmapada.

40 Nelson, ‘Living Liberation’, p.34.
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CE), two salient understandings of sakti continued to develop: first, Citsukha’s
understanding of sakti functioning in a formal sense (that of words/propositions and what
they indicate); and second, Madhustidana’s understanding of sakti functioning on a more
cosmological and epistemological level (with ignorance/maya having concealing and
revealing functions). Later again, the Gaudiya Vaisnava (Caitanyite) tradition develops a

fully theological notion of Krsna’s powers.*!

In Sridhara’s Subodhini, 1 contend, we find an interesting link between these different
interpretations of sakti. As I shall demonstrate, Sridhara develops an understanding of both
concealing and revealing power, albeit not in a standard Advaitin form. This approach, I
argue, enables us to understand how Sridhara interprets Krsna’s suddha-sattvic body as
having a pedagogical function, namely as a model for Arjuna. Key to understanding
precisely how Sridhara demonstrates that Krsna’s suddha-sattvic body acts in this way, and
thus makes the transcendent accessible to Arjuna, is his theological understanding of /ila
(divine play) as having the power to reveal. Krsna’s body functioning pedagogically in
Sridhara’s interpretation is, I argue, fundamentally tied to Krsna’s power — specifically in

the form of his /ila.

For Sridhara, Krsna’s suddha-sattvic body certainly models a way for Arjuna as devotee to
develop his own pure sattvic form. I also propose that the specific language Sridhara uses
to talk about Krsna’s body — the language of suddha-sattva — functions pedagogically.
Although Sridhara himself does not use the term sakti specifically in the sense of
words/propositions indicating nirguna brahman — as Citsukha does — we know from the
second praise verse of his commentary on the Visnu Purana that he was aware of Citsukha’s

work. Naming him there indicates the importance of Citsukha for Sridhara:

After clearly looking up to the explanation composed from the mouth of
the blessed expert Citsukha, Sridharasvami the ascetic, drinking the honey
from the lotus which is the feet of the true teacher, properly composed the

explanation of the essence of the blessed Visnupurana, called the

41 See Lance Nelson, ‘The Ontology of Bhakti: Devotion as Paramapurusartha in Gaudiya Vaisnavism and
Madhusiidana Sarasvatt’, Journal of Indian Philosophy 32 (2004): pp.356-60. The notion of sak#i also had
theological/cosmological significance in tantric traditions, Vaisnava as well as Saiva.
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‘Illumination of the Self’ (Atmaprakasa), which holds all wisdom by

(following) his path (fanmargena), for the purification of his own mind.*?

This comment is key in grounding our analysis of Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s
pedagogy in Sridhara’s specific intellectual context. Citsukha held that words, through their
Saktis, point to the ground of all: nirguna brahman.** Sridhara in his Subodhint, as 1 will
show, holds that we can stretch language to point beyond the realm of the gunas to that
which is beyond. This is because language can function in a ‘purifying’ way. Despite the
fact, therefore, that Sridhara does not apply the term Sakti specifically to the function of
words themselves, he certainly holds that language can point to that which is beyond.
Furthermore, Sridhara also holds that the purification of the mind is key to Arjuna
progressing to knowledge, and that this is modelled by Krsna in his descent body. The
reference to purification of his own mind (svadhisuddhaye) in the praise verse above
demonstrates the importance of ‘purification’ for Sridhara. Sridhara’s intellectual
positioning in relation to Citsukha is therefore necessary to bear in mind as we consider the
way in which Sridhara interprets both Krsna’s body, and the function of language about that
body.

4.1.4 — Mapping terms for ‘body’

As we saw above, Sridhara refers to Krsna’s descent body as purely sattvic (4.6). Sridhara
sets Krsna’s descent body apart from ordinary human bodies in his Subodhini, which we
can clearly see when we map his terms for ‘body’. Sridhara uses a cluster of body-related
terms, some of which are not found in either Samkara’s or Madhusiidana’s commentary.
These terms fall broadly into two categories. First, we have ‘body’ in the sense of the
misidentified, physical human body. Sridhara’s terms here include deha (body), Sarira
(body) and manusya (person, human). Second, we have ‘body’ in the sense of Krsna’s
specific descent body. The terms Sridhara uses specifically for Krsna’s descent body include
mirti/-mirti (form, manifestation; that which is made of), avatara (descent), ripa (form),

svariupa (own form) and tanu (body). Also related to this cluster are: -atmika (having the

42 $rimaccitsukhayogimukhyaracita-vyakhyam nirtksya sphutam
tanmargena subodhasamgrahavatimatmaprakasabhidham |
Srimadvisnupuranasaravivrtim karta yatih sridhara-

svami sadgurupadapadmamadhupah sadhu svadhisuddhaye ||
43 We can see this as a kind of purification by exclusion.
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form of), -maya (composed of), pratima (image) and vigraha (image/shape). Sridhara sets
Krsna’s descent body apart from ordinary human bodies by his use of these specific terms.
Nonetheless, we know that Krsna’s body looks like a human body from the narrative of the
Gita itself — for instance, where Krsna is described as having four arms in his manifest form,

indicating that his body resembles a human body (see 9.11 below).

4.1.5 — Mapping terms for ‘Sakti’

Sridhara’s Subodhini does not use the term Sakti as frequently as we might expect, given
that the majority of secondary literature on Sridhara places him as the foundation of the later
Caitanyite tradition, which we know puts a strong emphasis on saktis as the ‘marvellous
powers of the Lord’ — a definition that clearly departs from Citsukha’s.** Nonetheless, sakti
in the sense of the Lord’s power plays an important role in the Subodhini, and Sridhara has
a number of related terms aside from sakti itself. These include maya (illusion), yogamaya
(yogic power), and /ila (divine play). The reason this cluster of terms is important for
Sridhara is twofold. First, it is through Krsna’s own power or play that he manifests in his
descent form. In other words, Krsna’s body is not a karmic body, but comes to be through
his own will (svecchayd). Second, it is Krsna’s descent form that has the power to reveal,

though now it is the power to reveal his descent form to the devotee.

The technical Advaitin terms for concealing and revealing powers, a@varana-sakti and
viksepa-Sakti, were not Sridhara’s preferred terms. In the Subodhint he never uses viksepa-
Sakti, and uses avarana-sakti only once (14.8). Nonetheless, he does indicate that the Lord’s
power has both concealing and revealing functions. Sridhara often uses the term yogamaya
to indicate the Lord’s power to conceal (7.25, 9.5, 9.7 and 11.47), taking his lead from Gita
7.25. Glossing 7.25, he writes:

The reason for their ignorance about him [the Lord] is being stated — “I am
not visible”, I do not become manifest “to all”, to the world, but to my
devotees alone, since I am “covered (samavrta) by yogamaya”. “Yoga”
means device/skill — some inconceivable play of my wisdom, the ability

3

to make the impossible, possible — that indeed is “maya”. Therefore,

44 The Caitanya tradition, however, is more interested in Sridhara’s Bhavartha-dipika than his Subodhini.
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hidden from reality by this, ignorant of my own nature, “this deluded

world does not know me, the unborn, the imperishable”.#>

Here, Krsna’s yogamadaya is described as ‘concealing’ (samavrta) in the Gita itself. However,
Sridhara’s elaboration is telling. By adding that yoga is the ‘inconceivable play of my
wisdom that is indeed mdaya’ and has ‘the ability to make the impossible possible’, he
incorporates the view that that which projects the apparent world is precisely that which
conceals it, resulting in ignorance (aj7iana), and attributes both to Krsna. Perhaps too ‘the
ability to make the impossible possible’ is the ‘play of Krsna’s wisdom’ unveiling reality

for his devotees.

Sridhara himself supplies the term yogamayd later in his Subodhinf, to refer to the power of
the cosmic Lord as the creator, sustainer and end of all (9.5-7). Echoing 7.5, Sridhara has
Krsna speak of his “divine power” as the ‘skill which has the ability to make the impossible
possible [...] the grandeur of my yogamaya is beyond all reasoning’.*6 Here, Sridhara

explains how all beings can subsist in Krsna while he remains unattached (asanga).

Aside from yogamaya, Sridhara uses the specific term gvarana-sakti in Subodhini 14.8:

The meaning is: “Know tamas to be born of ignorance”, arising from that
part of prakrti which has the power of concealment (avarana-sakti), thus

“deluding”, confusing, “all embodied beings”.*’

Although tamas being deluding ignorance is supplied by the Gitd itself, it is Sridhara who
links this ignorance with avarana-sakti, the power to conceal. Ultimately, this is Krsna’s
power acting through the gunas of prakrti — here, tamas. Specifically, then, in terms of his
action in the cosmos, Krsna’s power as cosmic Lord is referred to using several key terms:

maya, yogamaya, and avarana-sakti.

4 tesam svajiiane hetum aha “sarvasya” lokasya “naham prakasah” prakato na bhavami kintu mad-
bhaktanam eva | yato “yogamayaya samavrtah” yogo yuktir madiyah ko 'py acintyah prajia-vildasah sa eva
jam avyayam ca mam na janati’ ||

4 yuktim aghataghatand-caturyam madiya-yogamaya-vaibhavasyavirtarkyatva- ...na kificid viruddham

47 “tamas tv ajiianaj”’ jatam avarana-Sakti-pradhanat prakyty-amsad udbhutam “viddhi”ity arthah | atah
“sarv’esam “dehinam mohanam” bhranti-janakam...
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Although Sridhara does not use the technical term viksepa-sakti in his Subodhini, he does
use the term /ila, an important term in the Bhagavata Purana.*® Tt is important to point out
that, in the Subodhini, Sridhara only uses the term /ila in reference to Krsna’s specific
descent form.* We first see the term /il in Sridhara’s gloss of 2.12, where he speaks of
‘the body associated with my divine play’ (/ila-vigraha) which is sometimes manifested and
sometimes hidden (kaddcid...avirbhave tirobhave). Later in Subodhini 7.24, Sridhara again
uses the term /ila, this time to contrast Krsna’s freely chosen forms with the enforced bodies
(deha) of other gods, emphasising again both Krsna’s transcendence and the failure of the

ignorant to discriminate:

Hence, they (mis)perceive me, the Supreme Lord — who, through (my)
play, manifests in multiple bodily forms, made of very pure and great
sattva, for the sake of the protection of the world — as the same as the other

gods with material bodies, formed by their own actions.>

Sridhara thus plays with the ideas of concealing and revealing in a variety of ways, while
only using the technical term avarana-sakti once. Importantly, while Krsna’s power as
cosmic Lord projects the very universe which conceals reality from the ignorant, Krsna’s

specific suddha-sattvic descent form manifests/is revealed (aviskrta) through his divine

S E.g. BhP 7.7.34:

nisamya karmani gunan atulyan

viryani lila-tanubhih kytani |

vadatiharsotpulakasru-gadgadam

protkantha udgayati rauti nrtyati || My emphasis.

‘When (a devotee) hears of (Lord Vasudeva’s) incomparable kingly deeds, (his) heroic actions (done)
through the bodies of his play [e.g. Krsna and other descent forms], sobbing tears of great delight, he sings
with an open throat, praises and dances’.

BhP 10.52.36:

evam sampysta-samprasno

brahmanah paramesthind |

lila-grhita-dehena

tasmai sarvam avarnpayat || My emphasis.

[BhP is commenting on the questions Krsna in his human form asked to greet a brahmin messenger from
Rukmini (his future wife):]

‘The brahmin being courteously questioned by the Supreme Being who had taken a body through his /ila
(play) explained everything to him’.

4 However, in the Bhavartha-dipika (also ‘Sridhart’), following the Bhdgavata Purdna’s use, he also uses
I7la for the Lord’s cosmic actions of origination, preservation and destruction too, e.g. introducing 3.5.23
tatra srstililam varnayatum tatah parvavasthamaha... “Then to describe (his) play of origination, (the text)
next speaks of its previous state [i.e. of the universe before manifestation when there was nothing separate
from the Lord to be seen]’. Srimad Bhagavata-mahapuranam ‘Sridhari -fikopetam (ed.) Ramateja Pandeya
(Delhi: Chaukhamba, 2017), p.200.

0 ato jagad-raksanartham lilayaviskrta-nanda-visuddhorjita-sattva-mitrtim mam paramesvaram ca sva-
karma-nirmita-bhautika-deham ca devatantara-samam pasyanto || My emphasis.

123



play (/flaya). In turn, it is precisely through having the power to reveal his nature as Supreme

Lord that Krsna, in his descent form, is made known to the devotee.

4.2 — Krsna’s descent form

Having reviewed the central themes around which Sridhara focuses his Subodhini, I now
consider how Sridhara interprets Krsna’s ‘coming to be’ in the Gita, both in terms of a)

Krsna’s descent form, and b) the way language about Krsna’s descent form works.

4.2.1 — Krsna’s sakti and action in the world

In the Subodhint, Sridhara interprets Krsna as always acting through prakrti, but in different
ways: 1) via the gunas, which is his creative and sustaining action in the cosmos, and ii) via
the specific body, which is his particular action in the world. Both types of action require

Sakti, but in order to act in a particular situation in the world, Krsna also requires a body.

4.2.1.1 — Cosmic form: creative action (via the gunas)

Krsna as Lord acts in the cosmos through prakrti. In chapters 7 and 13, the two key places
in the Gita where Krsna speaks of higher and lower prakrti, Sridhara makes it clear that we
are to read prakrti — in the sense of material nature — as the Lord’s sakti through which he
acts. In Gita 7.4, Krsna says that prakrti is divided into eight categories. Sridhara glosses
‘my prakrti’ with ‘my power (Sakti) called maya’.5' Sridhara returns to explaining that

prakrti is the power of the Lord in 13.19:

Thus, “the field (ksetra), as it is, and whatever it is like” (13.2), has been
explained so far. But now, by describing prakrti and purusa as being the
cause of samsara, what has been declared previously, “What its
modifications are, when it appears, and what its powers are” (13.3), is
being explained in the following five verses (13.19-23) [...] If it is the case
that both prakrti and purusa might both have a beginning, then a different

prakrti must be their creator, which would lead to [the fallacy of] infinite

S “me prakrtir” mayakhya saktir
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regress. Hence, “know the two [i.e. prakrti and purusa] as beginningless”.
“Prakrti”, being the power of the Lord, who has no beginning, is itself
beginningless. “Purusa”, also being a part of that [the Lord], is indeed
without a beginning. As the great commentator on the Bhagavad-gita,
Samkara, has established this in his expert composition, the
beginninglessness and perpetual existence of the Supreme Lord, and his
powers, is not discussed by us. “Know the modifications”, such as the
body and the sense-organs, “and the gunas”, the modifications of the

gunas, such as pleasure, pain and delusion, “as generated from prakrti”.>?

Interestingly, Sridhara here claims that Samkara has already established the
‘beginninglessness and perpetual existence of the Supreme Lord, and his powers’
(paramesvarasya tac-chaktinam candditvam nityatvam ca). However, while in Samkara’s
comment prakrti and purusa are indeed identified as the Lord’s two ‘prakrtis’ without
beginning, Samkara makes no mention of the Lord’s ‘powers’ (Sakti).* Sridhara, by
contrast, glosses ‘prakrti’ as ‘the power of the Lord’ (iSvarasya $aktitvat). Sridhara clearly
departs from Samkara here, even while invoking him for legitimation. Sridhara then
reiterates in 13.30 that prakrti ‘has the form of the Lord’s power’.>* In reading prakrti in

this way, Sridhara makes clear that the Lord’s creative action in his cosmic form is

performed through his power (sakti).

4.2.1.2 — Descent form: particular action (via the specific body)

In the Subodhini, the transcendent not only acts creatively in the cosmos, but also acts

particularly in the world through Krsna, who takes on a specific body to intervene. This type

2 tad evam “tat ksetram yac ca yadrk” cety etavat prapaiicitam | idanim tu “yad vikari yatas ca yat | sa ca
yo yat-prabhavas” cety etat piirvam pratijiidtam eva prakrti-purusayoh samsara-hetutva-kathanena
prapanicayati paiicabhih [ ...] tatra prakrti-purusayor adimatve tayor api prakrty-antarena bhavyam ity
anavasthapattih syat | atas “tav ubhav anadi viddhi” | anader iSvarasya saktitvat “prakrtir” andadih |
“puruso” 'pi tad-amsatvad anddir eva | atra ca paramesvarasya tac-chaktinam canaditvam nityatvam ca
Srimac-chankara-bhagavad-bhdasya-krdbhir atiprabandhenopapaditam iti nasmabhih prayatante |
“vikarams” ca dehendriyadin “gunams ca” guna-parinaman sukha-duhkha-mohadin “prakrteh sambhavan
viddhi” ||

53 In Gitabhdsya 13.3 Samkara, constrained by Gita 13.3 describing the ksetrajiia as “yat-prabhavah” (“the
one who possesses powers”), does say that prabhavah (plural) are the powers of the ksetrajiia, created by
(superimposed) adjuncts (upadhikrtah saktayah). In other words, they are illusory and, in the context of
13.2, probably refer to all the superimposed adjuncts of mind-body through which the embodied self
functions.

54 Wvara-$akti-ripayam prakytau
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of action requires both sakti and a body. Krsna’s descent form is first mentioned in Gita
4.6. Sridhara’s comment, crucial to his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy, as we saw

briefly above, is now worth quoting at length:

Now, how can you, having no beginning, have a birth? And how can the
imperishable have repeated births, as said in “I passed through many lives”
(4.5)? And how can you, the Lord, devoid of merit and demerit, be born
like the individual self? Therefore it says (4.6), this being the case,
“Although I am birthless”, also, although I am the self “not subject to
change”, of an imperishable nature, also “the Lord”, devoid of dependence
on karma, “l come to be through my own maya”, 1 exist with the
completely undiminishing power of knowledge, strength, energy and so
on. For this reason, it is asked: But how can you, who are without a subtle
body consisting of sixteen parts, have a birth? “Depending upon”,
adopting “my prakrti”, which consists of pure sattva, I descend by my own

will, in a form of very pure and excellent sattva.>

Sridhara’s fictive dialogue again contrasts birth due to the results of action with Krsna’s
taking a specific body requiring his power. The way Sridhara glosses “through my own
maya” is key. The compound samyagapracyuta (‘completely undiminishing”) could govern
either ‘Sakti’ (‘power’) or ‘jiiana-bala-viryadi’ (knowledge, strength, energy and so on). If
the former, it would mean that Krsna’s power is undiminished by him coming into being. If
the latter, it would mean that Krsna’s knowledge, strength, energy and so on are
undiminished by him coming into being. Either way, Sridhara makes a strong statement

about Krsna’s transcendence.

Moreover, by appealing to the qualities ‘knowledge, strength, energy and so on’, Sridhara
may be appealing to both a Vaisnava and a Saiva set of qualities. We could certainly read -

adi (etc) as referring to the paired attributes of the six Vaisnava qualities of jigna (and

55 nanv anddes tava kuto janma? avindsinas ca katham punah punar janma yena “bahiini me vyatitani”-ity
ucyate? | isvarasya ca tava punya-papa-vihinasya katham jivavaj janmety? ata aha [Gitda 4.6] satyam evam
tathapi “ajo 'pi sann aham”, tatha- “avyaya”-atmapy anasvara-svabhavo ’pi san, tatha “isvaro” 'pi karma-
paratantrya-rahito 'pi san “sva-mayaya sambhavami” samyag apracyuta-jiiana-bala-viryadi-saktyaiva
bhavami | nanu tathapi sodasa-kalatmaka-linga-deha-sinyasya tava kuto janmeti? ata uktam | “svam”
Suddha-sattvatmikam “prakrtim adhisthaya” svikrtya visuddhorjita-sattva-mirtyd svecchayavatarami... ||
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aisvarya, ‘sovereignty’), bala (and sakti, ‘power’) and virya (and ftejas, ‘brilliance’).
However, since the list selects only jiana, bala and virya (compare the compound jiiana-
bala-kriya from the Rudra-Siva-leaning Svetasvatara Upanisad 6.8 which Sridhara quotes
in Subodhini 13.13 — see 4.3.1.1), it is possible that there may be an allusion to a Saiva set
of qualities t0o.>® We already know that the juxtaposition of Visnu and Siva was specific to
medieval Orissa,’” so the fact that Sridhara may appeal to both Vaisnavas and Saivas here,

as in his initial praise verse, would make sense in this context.

Krsna’s body is clearly set apart from ordinary human bodies by Sridhara. In Subodhini 4.6
(cited above), Sridhara references the subtle body (deha) found in Samkhya — he explains
that it consists of sixteen parts (the five organs of knowledge, the five organs of action, the
five vital forces (pranas), and the ego/mind (ahamkara or manas)). The key difference
between the subtle body and Krsna’s body is that, while the first is a carrier of karmic results,
the second is not. As Sridhara explains in 4.6, Krsna’s body is not a karmic body, and his
manifestation is freely chosen — this is made clear by Sridhara’s use of the phrase ‘by my
own will’ (svecchaya). Sridhara therefore makes the distinction between the human body
and Krsna’s body explicit by his specific use of terms. In 4.6, he refers to the ordinary subtle
body using the term deha, while Krsna’s body is arguably referred to using the term miirti.
The Sanskrit is ambiguous at this point, reflected in my translation: ‘I descend by my own
will in a form of very pure and excellent sattva’.>® The compound, visuddhorjita-sattva-
mirtyd, could adjectivally qualify svecchaya, indicating that Krsna’s will has the form
of/consists of (-mirti) this rarefied type of sattva. Alternatively, it could stand alone as a
noun, to indicate that Krsna descends/comes to be ‘with a form/“body” (miirti) of very pure
and excellent sattva’. Although the first seems more likely in 4.6, 9.11 gives support to the
second. Here Sridhara presents Krsna’s words as a response to why people fail to worship

him as the Supreme:

56 Samkara prefers to abbreviate the six Vaisnava qualities as: jiianaisvaryadi. For a Kashmiri Saiva
example where the six Vaisnava qualities were mapped onto the qualities of Siva, see Mark S.G.
Dyczkowski (ed.) The Stanzas on Vibration: The Spandakarika with Four Commentaries (Albany: SUNY
Press, 1992), p.362.

57 See Chapter 2, section 2.3.2.1.

8 visuddhorjita-sattva-miirtyd svecchayavatarami
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Although my “body” is made of pure sattva, fools despise...its “human”
form which I “have resorted to” according to the request of my devotees

(bhakteccha-vasat).”®

Here Sridhara unambiguously describes Krsna’s body (fanu) as being composed of pure
sattva. It appears to have a human form (manusyakara) and hence the foolish assume it to
be like theirs and not worthy of worship. Krsna’s body (mirti, tanu), the free response to
his devotees through his own will in coming to be, is marked off from the ordinary human
samsaric body (deha), compelled to be reborn while failing to worship Krsna (Subodhini

9.20).

Referring to such a deha, Sridhara alludes to a Samkhyan model of the gross and subtle
body, as we saw above in 4.6. Sheridan reminds us that Sridhara also references Samkhya
in his Bhavartha-dipika. For instance, in 2.9.34, Sridhara gives what Sheridan calls a
qualified non-dualistic Samkhyan explanation of how existent beings evolve from the gross
and subtle elements, concluding: ‘My [bhagavan’s] elements are existent (satta)’®® — that
is, they derive their existence from, and are ultimately non-different from, the Lord.
However, the Subodhini shows that the foolish do not recognise that, because the Lord’s
descent body is made of pure sattva, it is not affected or brought about by past karmic action,
and is therefore different from ordinary bodies made up of these elements, both gross and

subtle.

We have seen that the form that is freely chosen by Krsna is described by Sridhara as ‘a
form of very pure and excellent sattva’ (visuddhorjita-sattva-miirti-). Sattva (the pure) is
one of the three basic strands (gunas) making up prakrti in the Gita’s cosmology, (also in
the Bhdagavata Purana and Samkhya), alongside rajas (the energetic) and famas (the dull).
In different combinations, these gunas form the subtle and gross elements affecting every
aspect of psycho-materiality. The worship of fools who fail to recognise Krsna is identified

as tamasic (9.11).

3 mirkha “mam”...avamanyate. . .Suddha-sattva-mayim api “tanum” bhakteccha-vasan “manusya”akaram
“asritav”antam ||
60 Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and his Commentary on the Bhagavata Purana’, p.64.
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The first evolute of prakrti is the buddhi (intellect), followed by antahkarana (inner organ),
both of which Sridhara may refer to as citta (mind). Buddhi consists only of sattva®® and so
is the purest aspect of living beings and closest to the transcendent. Before Sridhara, many
Advaitins regarded the buddhi as the place in which pure consciousness (self) could be
reflected. As such, it is the site of both the misidentification of mind-body with self and

where they can be disentangled.

Although Sridhara does refer to Krsna’s body as a sattvic body in the Subodhini, the term
sattva when used in this context is always qualified with the term suddha (pure) or, as here,
with the strengthened form visuddha (very pure). Following the first mention of Krsna’s
Suddha-sattvic body in 4.6, Sridhara consistently refers to Krsna’s form using this same
phrase throughout his Subodhini. In his comment on 4.10, Sridhara says, ‘through my
descent forms of suddha-sattva’ (Suddha-sattvavataraih); in 7.24, Sridhara refers to the
Lord as having manifested in ‘multiple bodily forms made of very pure and excellent sattva’
(nana-visuddhorjita-sattva-miirti-); in 9.11, Sridhara says that Krsna’s body is ‘composed
of pure sattva’ (Suddha-sattva-mayi); in 14.27, Sridhara’s Krsna declares that he ‘consists
of pure sattva’ (suddha-sattvatmakatva). 1 contend that these qualifications indicate that the
body of Krsna, on whom prakrti depends, transcends even the ordinary pure strand of sattva.
Nonetheless, that Sridhara consistently and frequently describes Krsna’s descent form as
composed of suddha-sattva in key passages throughout his Subodhini suggests that this is

central to his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy, as I shall demonstrate below.

4.2.2 — Krsna’s suddha-sattvic body as the vehicle for grace

We have already seen that, in the Gita, Krsna acts as Lord in the cosmos, which is the result
of his creative action. Sridhara makes it clear that Krsna’s grace is generally available in
this cosmic form. In 10.2, Sridhara mentions Krsna’s creative action in the cosmos along

with grace (anugraha):

“Neither the gods nor” even “the great sages” like Bhrgu and others “know
my” excellent being — my manifestation through multiple ‘glories’, though

I am birthless. This is the reason: “For [ am the” cause or “origin of all the

1 So “sattva’ can be a synonym for ‘buddhi’.
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gods and great sages entirely”, through all means, as their creator and as
the author of their intellect etc. Therefore without my grace no-one can

know me. This is the meaning.?

In 10.8, Sridhara makes it clear that the discriminating (vivekin) who are firm in their love
(pritiyukta) for Krsna do recognise him as the cause. The context suggests we can read 10.2
as indicating that Krsna’s grace is available in his cosmic form, as creator of the universe.
However, Sridhara also points out that even gods and originary sages do not understand
Krsna as he is their ultimate creator, so he needs to use his grace as manifest through his
descent form for it to be made available. So, while Krsna’s grace is indeed present in the
shape of the cosmos, it largely goes unrecognised — which is why Krsna’s suddha-sattvic

body is so vital.

Indeed, it is primarily Krsna’s suddha-sattvic descent form that is the vehicle for grace, for
which the terms Sridhara uses are normally prasdda and anugraha, although a complex of
other terms helps build the picture: karuna (compassion), krpda (tenderness) and so on. Our
first indication of this comes right at the beginning of Sridhara’s introduction, which we

quoted above:

It was indeed here that the supremely compassionate (parama-karunika)
Lord, the son of Devaki, descended out of affection (kita) for the whole

world, when his feet were worshipped by all.®?

Right from the outset Sridhara establishes that, out of his great compassion (karund) and
grace/affection/favour (hita),** Krsna manifests himself in the world in his descent body in
order to make himself available to the whole world (sakala-loka). Soon after Krsna’s
particular descent form is mentioned in 4.6, in 4.10 Sridhara emphasises that it is Krsna’s

suddha-sattvic manifestations that are the vehicle for grace (prasada):

2 “me” mama prakrstam bhavam janma-rahitasyapi nana-vibhiitibhir avirbhavam “sura-gana’ api

“maharsayo” pi bhrgv-adayo “na” jananti | tatra hetuh — “aham hi sarva-devanam maharsinam cadih”
karanam, “sarvasah” sarvaih prakaraih utpadakatvena buddhy-adi-pravartakatvena ca | ato mad-
anugraham vind mam ke 'pi na janantity arthah ||

3 iha khalu sakala-loka-hitavatarah sakala-vanditacaranah parama-karuniko bhagavan devaki-nandanas ...
4 Or, ‘for the welfare of’.
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Having known my supreme compassion, namely that I maintain dharma
through my manifestations of pure sattva, “many”, for whom desire, fear
and anger have “gone away”, ceased, because of the absence of
disturbances, attain “my being”, identification with me, being “cleansed”,
purified from all the taints of ignorance and its results, “through
knowledge” received through my grace, and “austerity”, their own duty
which causes its ripening (the dvandva makes a singular of these two).
They are “absorbed in me”, their minds on me alone, “taking refuge in

me”.%

This comment is crucial to Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy, as it is through
the grace given in Krsna’s suddha-sattvic form that Arjuna can develop a ‘purified’

understanding, which is necessary for knowledge.

Such knowledge is gained by seeing Krsna as the ‘self of all’ (sarvatma), linked again with

Krsna’s descent form being the vehicle for grace. As Sridhara explains in 6.30:

Worshipping me as the self of all beings is the primary means to
knowledge of the self as such. It says: “He who sees me”, the Supreme
Lord, “everywhere”, in all beings, “and sees all” living beings, “in me, for
him I am not lost”, I do not go out of sight, “and he is not” out of sight for
me. The meaning is, having been present before the eyes, having been seen

through compassion, I favour him being looked at/visible.®¢

It is Krsna’s descent form, his suddha-sattvic body, which can be present before the
worshipper’s very eyes, looking at him graciously (krpa-drstya) and showing

compassion/kindness (anu\/grah).

 aham Suddha-sattvavatarair dharma-paripalanam karomiti madiyam parama-karunikatvam jiarva “vita”
vigata “ragabhayakrodha” yebhya ste viksepabhavat | “manmaya” madekacitta bhitva “mam evopasritah”
santo mat-prasada-labhyam yad atma-jrianam ca tapas ca tat-paripaka-hetuh sva-dharmah tayor
dvandvaikavadbhavah | tena ‘jhiana-tapasa “putah” suddha nirastajiana-tat-karya-malah santo
“madbhavam” matsayujyam prapta “bahavah’ |

6 evambhiitatma-jiiane ca sarva-bhitatmaya mad-upasanam mukhyam karanam ity aha yo mam iti |

“mam” paramesvaram “sarvatra” bhiita-matre “yah pasyati” | “sarvam ca” prani-matram “mayi”’ yah
“pasyati” | “tasyaham na pranasyamy” adrsyo na bhavami | “sa ca” mamddrsyo na bhavati | pratyakso
bhiitva krpa-drstyd tam vilokyanugrhnamity arthah ||
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It is also out of grace that Krsna in his descent form chooses to reveal his universal form,

showing who he really is as Supreme Lord. Sridhara makes this clear in 11.47:

O “Arjuna”, why are you afraid when “being gracious”, out of compassion,
“I have shown you this supreme”, highest, “form of mine through” my
“own yoga”, through the power of my yogamaya. Its superiority is stated:
“excellent, universal,” comprising all, “infinite” and “primeval”, this form
of mine “which has not been seen before by anyone else”, by any other

except a devotee like you.®’

As we saw in section 4.1.5, although Sridhara had not fully adopted the terms @varana- and
viksepa-sakti, Subodhini 7.25 presents yogamaya as that which conceals, and as Krsna’s
power at the level of his being the cosmic Lord. However, in Sridhara’s comment above,
Krsna’s descent body discloses his universal form through the power of yogamaya, which
is explicitly stated to be a means of grace. While at the cosmic level Krsna’s yogamaya is
that which conceals reality, here Sridhara shows that Krsna’s yogamaya in his descent form
is that which reveals the universal form, showing who he really is as Supreme Lord.
Moreover, Sridhara’s gloss above emphasises that the Lord, in his universal form, cannot
be seen ‘by any other except a devotee like you’ (¢tvadrsad bhaktad anyena na drstam).
This highlights the fact that bhakti is the means through which Krsna can give this
manifestation. In 11.47, Arjuna is addressed specifically. Through bhakti, Arjuna’s
perception is changed as he sees Krsna not only in his descent form, but in his universal
form as well. As I shall show below, it is through bhakti in response to Krsna’s grace that

Arjuna can then progress to the knowledge that leads to realisation.

4.2.3 — Bhakti: Arjuna as devotee

As we saw previously, Sridhara holds that Krsna’s power (yogamaya) in his form as cosmic

Lord refers to the power of maya, a power that simultaneously conceals him. Sridhara

7 he “arjuna’, kim iti bibhesi? yato “maya prasannena’ krpaya tavedam “param’ uttamam “ripam
darsitam, atmano” mama “yogad” yogamaya-samarthyat | paratvam evaha — “tejo-mayam visvam”
visvatmakam “anantam adyam” ca “‘yan” mama ripam “tvadanyena’ tvadyrsad bhaktad anyena “na piirvam
drstam” tat ||
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introduces 7.14 by posing a question asked by Arjuna puzzling over this issue: ‘Then who

does know you?’ (ke tarhi tvam jananti?). Sridhara writes:

“This divine”, world-transcending, meaning, very marvellous, “maya of
mine”, the power of the Supreme Lord, “made of the gunas”, composed
of the modifications of the gunas such as sattva, and so on, is “difficult to
cross”, to overcome. For this is widely known. Nevertheless, “those who
resort to”, worship, “me alone” — ‘alone’ means ‘with undeviating
devotion’ — “cross over this maya”, although it is difficult to overcome.

Then these beings know me. This is the meaning.®®

With the Gita, Sridhara holds that, while Krsna is made generally available in the cosmos
via his mdaya, here, becoming free from maya is an extremely difficult task. What it requires
is to know who Krsna really is. In other words, the subject to be understood is the
transcendent, which is concealed by the gunas, which are a product of Krsna’s maya. How,
then, can Arjuna or the devotee access the transcendent, given that Krsna’s maya functions
as concealing? The Gita says it is those who approach Krsna alone (mam eva prapadyante)
who can cross maya. With a nice twist, however, Sridhara makes clear his view that it is
only those who worship (bhajante) Krsna constantly who overcome maya. For, he says, ‘the

999

word eva, “alone” means “with undeviating devotion™’ (evakarenavyabhicarinya bhaktya).

Those who practise like this are the ones who come to know (jananti).

4.2.3.1 — Worship of Krsna’s revealing suddha-sattvic form

As made clear in 6.30 above, the subject of worship in the Subodhini is Krsna as the self of
all. We have also seen, in 7.14, that Krsna is made generally available through his creative
action (through the gunas). In 7.24, Sridhara refers to Krsna being worshipped in his specific
form. This form, as we have seen, is made available in the world through Krsna’s particular

action. Commenting on 7.24, Sridhara explains:

8 “daivi” alaukiki | atyadbhutety arthah | “guna-mayi” sattvadi-guna-vikaratmika “mama”
paramesvarasya saktir “maya duratyaya” dustara | hi prasiddhametat | tathapi ye “mam eva” ity
evakarenavyabhicaripya bhaktya “prapadyante” bhajanti “te mayam etam” dustaram api “taranti’ | tato
mam jananti...|| My emphasis.
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“The ignorant think of me, the unmanifest”, who am beyond this cosmic
manifestation, “as becoming manifest”, as “attaining” the state of a
human, a fish, a tortoise, and so on. The reason is, “They do not know my
supreme state”, my own form. What is its being? It is “imperishable”,
eternal, that than which nothing superior exists. However, (though)
through play (I), the Supreme Lord, (have) manifested in multiple
bodily forms made of very pure and excellent satfva for the protection
of the world, the foolish-minded (mis)perceive me as the same as other
gods with material bodies, formed by their own actions. They do not
honour (me) very much; on the contrary, they worship other gods only for
a fast result, in the manner explained above, and attain “a perishable

result” (7.23).69

Sridhara’s comment here is crucial to his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy. He points out
that the foolish and ignorant only see Krsna’s external body — whether currently or in
previous descents as the tortoise which held up the earth, the fish which rescued Manu from
the flood and so on. Consequently, they do not understand who Krsna really is — the
Supreme Lord. Sridhara goes on to imply that those who are not ignorant worship the Lord
in pure sattvic forms. Moreover, Sridhara specifically speaks of the ignorant not respecting
Krsna much in his pure sattvic form. This pure sattvic form, Sridhara explains, is ‘revealed
through my play’ (/flayaviskrta-). We saw in section 4.1.5 that in 2.12, Sridhara also uses

the term ‘play’ (/ila) in reference to Krsna’s specific descent body:

It is not the case that “I”, the Supreme Lord, “did not exist at any time”,
ever, even though the body associated with my divine play (/ila-vigraha-)
has been revealed and concealed. I indeed exist because I am without

beginning.”

8 “avyaktam” prapaiicatitam “mam vyaktim” manusya-matsya-kiirmadi-bhavam “praptam abuddhayo

manyante” | tatra hetuh — “mama param bhavam” svaripam “ajanantah’ | katham-bhitam? “avyayam”™
nityam na vidyate “uttamo” yasmattam bhavam | ato jagad-raksanartham lilayaviskrta-nana-
visuddhorjita-sattva-miirtim mam paramesvaram ca sva-karma-nirmita-bhautika-deham ca devatantara-
samam pasyanto manda-matayo mam | nativa driyante pratyuta ksipra-phalam devatantaram eva bhajanti
te cokta-prakarena “antavat phalam” prapnuvantity arthah || My emphasis.

" yatha “aham” parames$varo “jatu” kadacit lila-vigrahasyavirbhava-tirobhavato “nasam’” iti tu naiva |
api tv asam eva anaditvat
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Both Subodhint 2.12 and 7.24 are key examples of Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s
specific suddha-sattvic form as having the power to reveal. Not only is Krsna’s
manifestation in a specific body made possible ‘through his divine play’ (/ilayad), but it is
this very manifestation that has the power to reveal. We know that Krsna’s body, as the
manifestation of the transcendent, is still a product of Krsna’s maya. However, the fact that
Sridhara describes Krsna’s specific body in 7.24 as ‘made of very pure and excellent sattva’
is crucial to his theology of Krsna. The purest sattva is what is closest in nature to the
transcendent (see section 4.2.1.2). This is precisely how Krsna is able to become involved
in the world — through his pure sattvic body. Sridhara therefore interprets Krsna as providing
a way of making the transcendent available to the devotee. The ‘me’ that is being
worshipped in 7.14 is the transcendent, but through Krsna’s pure sattvic body, which has

the power to reveal.

4.2.3.2 — Arjuna’s developing suddha-sattvic understanding

In section 4.1, we saw that Sridhara’s introduction sets up the problem of Arjuna requiring
rescue from the ocean of grief and delusion. According to Sridhara, the reason Arjuna is
drowning in the first place is that he lacks knowledge, since he has not learnt to discriminate
between the self and the body. I propose that Krsna’s suddha-sattvic form is central to
Sridhara’s interpretation of the soteriology of Arjuna’s rescue, precisely because Arjuna
requires purification of his own sattvic element: his mind. In his Subodhini, Sridhara
progressively demonstrates how Arjuna can purify his mind, to gain a ‘purified’
understanding of the self, which will eventually become central to his progress as a true

bhakta of Krsna.

Sridhara’s focus on purification as a process indicates that Arjuna is his main referent, in
terms of pedagogy. Sridhara refers to the purification of the mind (sattva-suddhi) throughout
his Subodhini, but makes clear from the outset that Arjuna specifically requires this. At the
beginning of Gita 3, Arjuna asks Krsna why he should continue to act if knowledge (jriana)
is superior to action (karma). In 3.3, Sridhara explains the twofold approach
(sadhana/prakara) to liberation, karma- and jiana-yoga, as being stages (bhizmi). The latter
is for those whose inner organ is already pure (suddhantahkarana). The former is for those
who, aspiring to this latter stage, still require mental purification. Arjuna, being a ksatriya,

is eligible for the path of karma-yoga, as his mind is currently impure. Towards the
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beginning of his Subodhini, Sridhara repeatedly states this, emphasising that Arjuna should
perform actions without attachment and with dedication to Krsna alone, in order to attain

the mental purity necessary for knowledge.”! This is first indicated in 2.39:

If, in having been taught thus, the unmediated reality of the self does not
exist for you, then “hear about this” mental attitude,’? in respect of karma-
voga, aiming for the wunmediated reality of the self
(atmatattvaparoksartham) through the purification of the inner organ.
“Endowed with” which “attitude”, the inner organ purified through karma-
yvoga dedicated to the Supreme Lord, “you will” completely “abandon”,
renounce, “the bondage” comprising “action” by the unmediated

knowledge obtained through his grace.”?

Sridhara thus makes clear from the outset that those who do not yet have direct realisation
must perform actions offered to Krsna (paramesvararpita) to gain mental purification, so
they become ready for the knowledge which kindles realisation. Sridhara repeatedly uses
compounds such as ‘isvararadhana’ and ‘paramesvararpita/aradhana’ in chapter 2 when
speaking of Arjuna performing actions.”* This demonstrates that actions must be performed
for the sake of the Lord, indeed as worship (aradhana) of the Lord, if Arjuna is eventually

to progress to unmediated knowledge attained through the Lord’s grace (prasada).

We know that Krsna’s teaching on how purification of the mind can lead to knowledge is
directed to Arjuna specifically. In 5.1 Arjuna asks Krsna to tell him whether action or
renunciation of action is for him. With relatives facing Arjuna across the battlefield, in 5.2

Sridhara has Krsna offering a different sword:

But I tell you, who misidentify the body with the self, to practise karma-
yoga, which is the means to the knowledge of the supreme self, once the

doubt created by grief and delusion over slaying relatives etc has been cut

" On actions for mental purification: 3.4,7; 4.39; 5.2,6; 6.3,20.

2 buddhi — frame of mind.

3 evam “abhihitda "yam api tava ced atma-tattvam aparoksam na bhavati tarhy antahkarana-suddhi-dvara
atma-tattvaparoksartham karma-yoga “tv imam” buddhim “srnu” | yaya “buddhya yuktah”
paramesvararpita-karma-yogena suddhantahkaranah san tat-prasada-labdhaparoksa-jiianena “karma”
atmakam “bandham’ prakarsena “hasyasi” tyaksyasi ||

742.39,40,41,46,47,48,50,51,52,72.

136



off with the sword of the knowledge distinguishing self from body...“Both
renunciation and the performance of detached action lead to the highest
good” only when performed in accordance with the different stages

(bhiimi) of one’s progression...”>

Sridhara adds that knowledge of the self is reached by one who has become ‘pure-minded’
(Suddha-citta) through performing (detached) action (karma-yogena). Sridhara thus
crucially ties the notion of ‘purity’ to the teaching of action and knowledge being part of a
progressive teaching directed towards Arjuna. Sridhara’s comment above shows that the key
teaching of the Gita on action and renunciation, for him, is part of Krsna’s progressive
teaching and therefore Arjuna’s progressive learning. ‘Purification’ is key to this progression

for Sridhara.

In relation to Arjuna’s purification, Sridhara uses the terms krama (stage) and bhiimi
(step/stage) to indicate a progressive method of learning. This is in continuity with his wider
use of these terms throughout the Subodhini when he explains that passages where action
and renunciation are apparently described as different ‘paths’ are properly read as stages on
the way to understanding. Arjuna’s purification thus acts as a kind of ‘case study’ for what
Sridhara sees as Krsna’s more general pedagogy of progression. For instance, in relation to
the Gita’s key theme, Sridhara explicitly refers to action and knowledge as ‘stages’ (bhiimi)

when introducing 4.41:

Grounding in brahman is of two kinds — comprising action and knowledge
— taught in the (previous) two chapters as former and latter stages as

summarised in these two verses...”°

Similarly, in the praise verse at the end of chapter 5, Sridhara reiterates the fact that Krsna

teaches in stages:

5 api tu dehatmabhimaninam tvam bandhuvadhadinimittasokamohadikytam enam samsayam
dehatmavivekajiiandsina chittva paramatmajiianopayabhiitam karma-yogam atistheti bravimi...
“samnyasah karma-yogas ca” ity etav “ubhav” api bhiimika-bhedena samuccitav eva “nihsreyasam”
sadhayatah... | My emphasis.

S adhyaya-dvayoktam piirvapara-bhiimika-bhedena karma-jiiana-mayim dvividham brahma-nistham
upasamharati dvabhyam...
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I bow down to the omniscient Hari, who stated their combination in
sequence/stages, thus removing the doubt that there is a choice between

action (yoga) and knowledge.”’

Introducing 5.4, Sridhara reiterates that action and renunciation are to be practised in
sequence, according to the devotee’s ‘stage of progress’ (krama-samuccayah).”® Similarly,
in 5.8, Sridhara states that the one who performs detached action becomes a ‘knower of

reality’ (tattvavit) ‘in stages’ (kramena).

More specifically, the notion of ‘purification’ is integral to Krsna’s pedagogy of teaching

by progression/sequence in Sridhara’s presentation, as 5.7 makes clear:

Although through the stage (kramena) of karma-yoga and so on, brahman
might have been attained, actions performed following this might in fact
cause bondage. Anticipating this doubt, it says: “He who is engaged in
yvoga”, and therefore “whose atman”, i.e. mind, “is completely purified”,
and therefore “whose atman”, i.e. body, “is under control”, and therefore
also whose “senses are under control”, and thus “whose self (@tman) has
become the self of all beings” — this person, “although performing
actions”, for the sake of the world’s welfare or natural actions, “is not

stained”, is not bound.”®

Here, Sridhara stresses to Arjuna how purification is key to progression in stages (kramena).
He glosses the Gita’s own description with sequential terms (ata eva...ata eva...tatah...) to
show that, to reach the stage of detached action, the seeker must be ‘completely pure’
(visuddha) in mind. There are further examples of Sridhara’s notion that becoming pure is
tied to progression in stages. In 6.25, Sridhara emphasises that controlling the mind should

happen ‘by staged practice/repetition’ (abhydsa-kramena). In his extended comment on

"7 vikalpa-$arikapohena yenaivam sankhya-yogayoh |

samuccayah kramenoktah sarvajiiam naumi tam harim ||

78 Lit. ‘accumulation of stages’.

" karma-yogadi-kramena brahmadhigame saty api tad-uparitanena karmand bandhah syad evety asankyaha
— yoga-yukta iti | “yogena yuktah” | ataeva “visuddhatma” cittam yasya sah | ata eva “vijitatma” sariram
yena | ata eva “jitanindriyani” yena | tatas ca “sarvesam bhiitanam atma-bhiita atma” yasya sa loka-
sangrahdartham svabhavikam va karma “kurvann api na lipyate” ||
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13.24, Sridhara specifically states that the eight steps of yoga should be ‘practised in

sequence’ (krama-samuccaye).

Krsna’s teaching (and Arjuna’s learning) by progression has a further layer in Sridhara’s
Subodhini — that of Arjuna’s progression as a bhakta. In Subodhint 6.47, Sridhara has Krsna
adjuring Arjuna to be a devotee (mad-bhakta bhava!), one who worships him as the
Supreme Lord Vasudeva, the best of those engaged in yoga (yvoga- “yuktesu” srestha-).
Right at the end of his commentary, with an uncharacteristically long comment on the final
verse (18.78), Sridhara summarises his interpretation of the meaning of the Gita for all who
seek ‘freedom from bondage’. In doing so, Sridhara clearly refers to Arjuna as devotee who

can learn progressively through Krsna’s teaching:

The heart of the Gita’s meaning is that, for one who is devoted to the Lord,
knowing the self through his grace (prasada), freedom from bondage may
easily occur. For in verses such as “That Supreme Person, O Partha, is
attained by one-pointed devotion” (8.22); “But through one-pointed
devotion I can be [known] in this form, O Arjuna” (11.54), through which
it is heard (sravanat) that devotion to the Lord is the best means for
liberation, it is clearly recognised that the cause of liberation — linked with
knowledge arising from his grace which is only an intermediate concern —

is devotion with him as sole end.?°

Pointing back to 8.22 and 11.54, Sridhara reminds his wider audience that Arjuna, being
directly addressed (particularly by the use of the vocatives, “O Partha”; “O Arjuna”), has
been the exemplar and primary recipient of Krsna’s teaching, told explicitly by Krsna to be
his devotee (6.47). Like him, they can progressively reach their end: first through purifying
action (here assumed) which leads to knowledge through grace, as we also saw earlier. But
this knowledge is now explicitly described as preparatory, ‘only an intermediate concern’.
The primary means (sadhakatama) to liberation, Sridhara stresses, legitimated by the Gita’s

teaching whose heard authority (sravanat) is here paralleled with that of sruti, is devotion

80 bhagavad-bhakti-yuktasya tat-prasadatma-bodhatah | sukham bandha-vimuktih syad iti gitartha-
sangrahah || tatha hi — purusah sa parah partha bhaktyd labhyas tv ananyaya | (8.22) “bhaktya tv ananyaya
Sakya aham evamvidho ‘rjuna” | (11.54) ityadau bhagavad-bhakter moksam prati sadhakatamatva-sravanat
tad-ekanta-bhaktir eva tat-prasadottha-jiianavantara-vyapara-matra-yukto moksa-hetur iti sphutam
pratiyate |
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with the Lord as sole end. For Sridhara, bhakti is thus key to Krsna’s teaching by progression

both as method and as culmination.

This is also made clear in Sridhara’s gloss of 18.56, which is introduced with the comment

that liberation results from worship (aradhana):

That liberation results from worship of the Supreme Lord through one’s
own actions is concluded: “Performing all actions” — all actions are
obligatory, occasional and optional actions®' — in stages as described
previously, “taking refuge in me”, me being the only refuge, not results
such as heaven, “he attains through my grace the everlasting”,
beginningless, ‘“imperishable”, eternal, ‘“supreme” state of Visnu

surpassing all.?

Sridhara’s gloss here indicates that liberation is attained through worship of Krsna, which
forms part of a sequential progression of stages leading to this goal. The fact that Sridhara
specifically says here ‘by stages, as described previously’ (purvokta-kramena), alludes to
the progression for the devotee from action towards knowledge. Bhakti is therefore
fundamentally tied to learning in stages for Sridhara, showing that this is a further level on

which Sridhara interprets Krsna’s pedagogy as progressive.

How, then, does Sridhara interpret Krsna’s modelling for Arjuna’s purification as a devotee?
We know that, for Sridhara in the Subodhini, Krsna’s specific body is made of suddha-

sattva. 14.27 is one of the key places where Krsna’s body is described in this way:

The reason for this is being explained [Gita 14.27]: “For” thus “I am the
resting place”, image (pratima), “of brahman”, 1 am simply brahman
condensed, just as the solar orb is light condensed. Similarly, “of
imperishable”, eternal, “immortality”, liberation, being ever free. Just as

“of the permanent dharma”, which is the means to this [liberation], being

81 The three classes of ritual actions according to Plirvamimamsa.

82 sva-karmabhih paramesvararadhanad uktam moksa-prakaram upasamharati sarva-karmaniti: “sarva-
karmani” nityani naimittikani ca karmani purvokta-kramena sarvada “kurvanah mad-vyapasrayah™ aham
eva vyapasrayah asrayaniyo na tu svargadi-phalam yasya sa “mat-prasadac chasvatam” anadim,
“avyayam” nityam sarvotkyrstam “padam prapnoti” ||
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that which consists of pure satfva. Similarly, I am the resting-place “of the
one-purposed”, undivided “happiness”, because my sole form/nature is
supreme bliss. Therefore because my devotee will certainly become ready
for my state, it has properly been stated that he is fit for becoming

brahman.®

14.27 is a crucial verse whose initial words, ‘““For I am the pratistha of brahman™, have
divided Vedantin commentators of all kinds. Pratistha literally means ‘ground’ or
‘foundation’. How can Krsna be the foundation of brahman? Samkara solves this by giving
pratistha the meaning pratyagatman, ‘inner self” (see Chapter 3, section 3.3.1).
Madhustidana emphasises that the word brahman operates in its primary meaning (vacya-)
to denote the conditioned brahman as the source etc of the universe. Pratistha is that which
exists or grounds, so can be equated with ‘I’, the unconditioned Vasudeva, ‘the supreme
unconstructed, unconditioned one, consisting of being, consciousness and bliss, indicated
(laksya-) by the word “that”.”$* So Madhusiidana, like Samkara, twists the Gita’s words to

give an Advaitin interpretation.

Significantly, however, Sridhara glosses Krsna’s claim to be brahman’s pratistha with the
simple word pratimd, ‘image’, taking pratisthd in its related sense of ‘resting place’: “For I
am the resting place”, image, “of brahman” (“hi” yasmad “brahmano ’ham pratistha”

> as he

pratimd). For Sridhara, Krsna is speaking of his specific manifested body here,®
clarifies with the statement, “being that which consists of pure sattva” (Suddha-
sattvatmakatvat). The very fact that Sridhara follows this key statement by emphasising that
his devotee (sevin) ‘will certainly (or even ‘inevitably’) become ready to attain my state’
(mad-bhavasyavasyambhavi-) tells us that preparing the sattvic element (the mind) to

become pure, and therefore closer to Krsna’s own pure state, is key to realisation. Therefore,

8 tatra hetum aha [Gita 14.27] “hi” yasmad “brahmano "ham pratisthda” pratima ghanibhiitam
brahmaivaham | yatha ghanibhiitah prakdsa eva sirya-mandalam tadvad evety arthah | yatha *“'vyayasya”
nityasya “amrtasya’” moksasya “ca”, nitya-muktatvat | tatha tat-sadhanasya “sasvatasya ca dharmasya”,
Suddha-sattvatmakatvat | tatha- “ekantikasya” akhanditasya “sukhasya’ ca pratisthaham paramanandaika-
riipatvat | ato mat-sevino mad-bhavasyavasyam-bhavitvad yuktam evoktam brahma-bhiiyaya kalpata iti ||
8 Gitagiidharthadipika 14.27 brahmanas tat-pada-vacyasya sopadhikasya jagad-utpatti-sthiti-laya-hetoh
pratistha paramarthikam nirvikalpalpakam sac-cid-anandatmakam nirupadhikam tat-pada-laksyam aham
nivikalpako vasudevah pratitisthati... See further Chapter 5 on the significance of “you are that’ for
Madhusitidana.

85 Cf Subodhint 18.22 where he says that tamasic knowledge takes the Lord who is the self to be wholly
confined to a single body (deha) or image (pratima), and section 4.2.3.1 above on a similar deluded view.
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via Krsna’s specific revelation in the world, Krsna’s suddha-sattvic descent body provides
a model for Arjuna who, through purifying his mind and being a devotee of Krsna, can attain
‘that which consists of pure sattva’. Sridhara referring to the devotee becoming ready to
attain Krsna’s state implies that purifying the mind is preparatory for realisation, suggesting
again that Sridhara interprets Krsna’s pedagogy, as directed to Arjuna specifically, as

functioning progressively.

Sridhara’s take on the phrase ‘becoming brahman’ (brahma-bhiiya) in 14.27 is particularly
important. Minor points out that, in the Gita, there are four senses in which the term
brahman is used: 1) brahman is the state experienced in liberation, both in this life and after
death, ii) brahman is prakrti, iii) brahman is the Veda, and iv) brahman is Krsna.®® It
appears that ‘becoming brahman’ in 14.27, for Sridhara, refers to the devotee ultimately
attaining a state of consciousness which is identical to Krsna’s own state. The reason for
this is that, throughout the Subodhini, Sridhara refers to several states that a human being
experiences that are deemed sattvic or sattvika, ‘the [state of being] pure’. Crucially,
Sridhara also refers to Krsna — for instance, in 14.27 above — as ‘that which consists of pure
sattva’ (Suddha-sattvatmakatvat). So, ‘becoming brahman’ for Sridhara here is attaining a
state of consciousness with Krsna as its goal, as the devotee is becoming closer in nature
(being sattvic) to the way in which the divine manifests (being composed of suddha-sattva).

In his Subodhini 18.51, Sridhara also defines what he means by ‘becoming brahman’:

“Endued” with “a very pure understanding”, with a sattvika
understanding, already described, completely purified in the manner
explained above, “controlling the mind”, making that very understanding
determined, “with” sattvika “tenacity”, relinquishing “sense-objects such
as sound, and abandoning pleasure and displeasure” with respect to them
— these words are to be construed with, “He is fit for becoming brahman”

in 18.53.%

8 Minor, The Bhagavad-Gita, p.98.

8 uktena prakarena ‘“visuddhaya” pirvoktaya sattvikya “buddhya yukto dhrtya” sattvikya “atmanam’ tam
eva buddhim “niyamya” niscalam krtva “sabdadin visayams tyaktva” tad-visayau “raga-dvesau vyudasya”
buddhya visuddhaya yukta ity adinam brahma-bhityaya kalpata iti trtiyenanvayah ||
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Here, Sridhara directly equates ‘becoming brahman’ with the devotee developing a sattvika
understanding — this is how the devotee comes closer to the divine become manifest as
Krsna in his purest, sattvic body. The key here is that the devotee is purified of ordinary
human agency, becoming more like the transcendent as manifest in Krsna. By this, Sridhara
demonstrates how Krsna’s suddha-sattvic body acts as a model for Arjuna who himself is
Krsna’s devotee — the characteristic of Krsna’s body (being composed of pure sattva) acts
as exemplar to Arjuna, who requires purification of his mind, to come closer to being purely
sattvic himself. In his comment on 18.65, which in Sridhara’s view is the ‘summary’ of the

Gita, he explains:

“Fix your mind on me”, think of me, “be devoted to me” alone, “bow to
me, and worship me” alone. Living in this way, “you shall come to me”

through knowledge attained by my grace.

In 18.65, Sridhara uses the phrase ‘living in this way’ or even ‘being present in this way’
(evam vartamanah...) — this implies that, living with the focus Arjuna has developed (of
suddha-sattva) dedicated to Krsna, he can attain knowledge through Krsna’s grace. It is
Krsna’s suddha-sattvic form that is the precise mode of this grace. As we have seen so far,
Sridhara interprets Krsna’s pedagogy as progressive: preparing the sattvic body in itself
does not constitute non-dual realisation, but is a condition that helps Arjuna work towards
receiving Krsna’s grace. Arjuna can therefore work towards suddha-sattva by purifying his

sattvic guna.

Although Sridhara only uses the term jivanmukta once (in 6.28),%° he makes it clear that it
is the yogin who has realised brahman who can become a jivanmukta. 6.28 precedes 6.30,
a key verse for Sridhara where Krsna takes on a body to be the specific vehicle for grace,
which is what enables the yogin to realise brahman. Although Sridhara does not explicitly
state when Arjuna can become liberated, there are several key places in his Subodhini that
suggest Arjuna’s devotion to Krsna will enable him to become a jivanmukta. In 15.7,

Sridhara addresses Arjuna, stating that for the one who has attained Krsna’s suddha-svariipa

8 “man-mana” mac-citto “bhava” | “mad-bhakto” mad-bhajana-stlo bhava | “mad-yaji”’ mad-yajana-ilo

bhava | “mam” eva “namaskuru’ evam vartamanas tvam mat-prasadat labdha-jiianena “mam evaisyasi”
prapsyasi [...]
8 The verse after Samkara’s sole use.
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(‘pure essential nature”), there is no return.”® In 18.51, as we saw above, having a sattvika
understanding is tied to ‘becoming brahman’ (brahma-bhiiya-) — ‘becoming brahman’ is
then, in 18.53, tied to the Advaitin sense of ‘I am brahman’, which is tantamount to
becoming liberated (also in 14.26-7). Sridhara also claims, in 18.41, that the meaning of the
Gita is ‘summarised’, and this is liberation through the grace of Krsna.”! As seen earlier, in
the final verse of his Subodhini (18.78) Sridhara directly states that, providing Arjuna is a

Krsna-bhakta, he can be liberated in his current life through learning in stages.

4.3 — Language about Krsna’s body

4.3.1— Sridhara’s use of definitions

So far, we have seen that the characteristic of Krsna’s descent body is suddha-sattva. 1 will
now show how, for Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy, understanding the
characteristic of Krsna’s descent body is closely tied to being able to speak about it. At one
level, Krsna’s pedagogy revolves around his very exemplification of being sattvic.
However, for Sridhara, there is another level to this: language about Krsna’s body functions

pedagogically by pointing to that which is beyond.

4.3.1.1 — Sridhara’s language of the transcendent

In the Subodhint, Sridhara identifies the supreme brahman as nirvisesa (without attributes)
in 13.12 and 13.27. Nirvisesa is Sridhara’s preferred term for the supreme brahman,
although he does quote passages from the Svetdasvatara Upanisad where the specific term
nirguna is used (13.22). The sense in which brahman is without qualities and beyond is
outlined in three key verses in the Subodhint (13.12-14), where Sridhara reads the Gita to

show his own understanding of the “supreme brahman”:

“I will declare that which is to be known”. The result of this knowledge is
being presented, in order to cause the listener to fully understand. “Having

known” that which is about to be explained, “one attains immortality”,

N vidusam tu Suddha-svariapa-prapter navrttir iti
oV [...] apeksayam sva-svadhikara-vihitaih karmabhih parames$vararadhanat tat-prasada-labdha-jianenety
evam sarva-gitartha-saram sangrhya pradarsayitum prakaranantaram arabhate [ ...]
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liberation. What is that? “Beginningless”, meaning it has no beginning;
“the supreme”, unsurpassed, “brahman”. If ‘anadi’ alone had been used
as a bahuvrihi compound, then it would mean anaditve. Then the addition
of the suffix -mat would be related to metre. Or, the two words may be
separated as: andadi + matparam [rather than anadimat param], in which
case the meaning is “My, Visnu’s”, supreme form, which is without
attributes (nirvisesa), which is brahman (is beginningless). This is indeed
being stated: “Which is said to be neither being nor non-being”. That
which is the object of a valid means of knowing is said to be “being” using
a positive ascription, but that which is the object of a negation is said to be
“non-being”. But (brahman) is different from both of these, because it is

not an object [of knowledge].”?

Sridhara’s second explanation here is key. Considering the alternative possibilities for
construing the Sanskrit already pointed out by Samkara and other earlier Vedantins,”
Sridhara opts for the latter. He explains that it is the param, or supreme form of Visnu, the
form without attributes, which is brahman. So, the supreme brahman is indeed without
qualities but is identified with Visnu. To show the sense in which brahman is beyond, the
key phrase Sridhara glosses is ‘neither being nor non-being’. Brahman is different from sat
(being — applied, he says, to objects whose existence can be positively established, i.e.
through the pramanas of perception, such as inference; verbal testimony) and different from
asat (non-being — applied to ‘negated’ objects, i.e. those which cannot exist, such as the son
of a barren woman; a sky lotus). This is because brahman is not an object of any kind, real

or fictive. This echoes Ram-Prasad’s understanding of Samkara’s (much longer and more

92 “Vaj jiieyam tat pravaksyami’” | srotur adara-siddhaye jiana-phalam darsayati — “yad” vaksyamanam

“jaatva amrtam” moksam “prapnoti” | kim tat? “anadimat” | ddiman na bhavati iti anadimat | “param”
niratiSayam “brahma” | anadi ity etavataiva bahuvrihind anaditve siddhe ’pi punar matupah prayogas
chandasah | yad va — “anaditi mat-param” iti ca pada-dvayam mama visnoh param nirvisesam riipam
brahmety arthah | tad evaha “na sat na casad ucyate” | vidhi-mukhena pramanasya visayah sac-
chabdenocyate | nisedhasya visayas tv asac-chabdenocyate | idam tu tad-ubhaya-vilaksanam, avisayatvad
ity arthah ||

93 The Gita says: anadimatparam. This can be split up either as anadimat param or as anddi matparam.
Regarding the former, ‘an-adi’- ‘without beginning’, used as an adjective with ‘param’ (supreme), would be
sufficient in itself to indicate the beginninglessness of the Supreme. But, as Samkara points out, this would
make the suffix -mat (‘-possessing’) redundant. So it must be put in to make up the right number of syllables
in the line. Taking the latter, which avoids redundancy, changes the meaning since an-adi then governs mat-
param — ‘Me, the Supreme’. Samkara rules this out as contrary to a strong Advaitin reading of the rest of the
verse.
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technical) Advaitin exegesis in his commentary ad loc of how brahman transcends the

categories of sat and asat that are also evident elsewhere in the Gita.**

In Subodhini 13.13, Sridhara questions how Gitd 13.12 might be reconciled with the

Upanisadic verses he considers to lie behind Gita 13.13. He writes:

But, if brahman is neither characterised as being nor non-being, then the
sruti [verses], such as “All this is truly brahman” (Ch. Up. 14.1), and “All
this is brahman alone” (Nrsimha Uttaratapaniya Upanisad 7.3), would be
contradicted. Having raised this doubt, the text establish(es) it [brahman]
as being the self of all through its inconceivable power, as is well-known
from sruti, for instance, “The power of the supreme is declared to be
manifold, and knowledge, strength and action are described as belonging

to its own nature” (Sve. Up. 6.8)...%

There are several points worth noting here. First, Sridhara’s preface to his answer as to how
the Upanisadic verses he quotes can be reconciled with what is said in 13.12 is through
brahman’s being sarvatman, ‘the self of all’. For Sridhara, nirguna brahman is the one who
is ‘the self of all’,”® and this sort of language is used to speak of the transcendent elsewhere
in Sridhara’s Subodhini. Second, Sridhara understands the three Upanisadic statements that
he quotes here from within the world of construction/as part of the devotional world. His
third quotation, from the Svetdsvatara Upanisad, states that ‘the power of the supreme is
declared to be manifold’. ‘Power’ is in the singular (saktih), but is declared (Srityate) to be
manifold (vividha), is talked of as being manifold. This is the very verse Citsukha drew on
to justify his understanding of the power/capacities of words to denote, connect together
and refer to a single bare referent, the indivisible brahman (section 4.1.3). Sridhara here

indicates that that brahman is the self of all by its singularity being expressed as multiplicity.

%4 E.g. 2.16. Ram-Prasad, Divine Self, p.2.

% nanv evam brahmanah sad-asad-vilaksanatve sati — “sarvam khalv idam brahma” “brahmaivedam
sarvam’” ityadi-Srutibhir virudhyeta ity asankya — “parasya saktir vividhaiva srityate svabhaviki jriana-bala-
kriya ca” ityadisruti-prasiddhaya acintya-saktya sarvatmatam tasya darsayann...

% Although the Subodhini 13.13 appears in line with classical Advaita Vedanta on this basis, Sridhara goes
on to say that the self achieves its all-pervasiveness through its acintya-saktya, its ‘inconceivable power’
(used in the instrumental case). Although Sridhara notes that the notion of sakti is strongly grounded in the
Sruti (he quotes the Svetasvatara Upanisad 6.8), this is a marked departure from Samkara who rejects the
idea that Krsna is brahman’s supreme power (para Sakti) in Gitabhasya 13.12.
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Third, Sridhara’s quotations here are worth looking at as a set. Sridhara quotes from the
Svetasvatara Upanisad repeatedly (much more than Samkara does in his Gitabhasya). This
primarily indicates that Sridhara seeks to demonstrate how his interpretation is in line with
an Advaita Vedantin interpretation of the Upanisads, and that Krsna’s teaching is in line
with the Upanisadic texts. However, the key deity in the Svetasvatara Upanisad is Rudra-
Siva, the supreme whose power ($akti) and qualities (jiiana-bala-kriya) Sridhara here aligns
with Krsna’s. This could further hint at his aim to appeal to both Vaisnavas and Saivas just
as the contemporary images in the Purl temple in Orissa did — a suggestion possibly
strengthened by his second quotation. The form of the mahavakya, “All this is brahman
alone”, which Sridhara adds to the Chandogya’s more famous form, “All this is truly
brahman”, can be found in Nrsimha Uttaratapaniya Upanisad 7.3. This is the second part
of one of the later, minor sectarian Vaisnava Upanisads. Its first part, the Nrsimha
Purvatapaniya Upanisad, identifies the Man-Lion Nrsimha (one of Visnu’s descent forms),
as parabrahman and as Samkara (i.e. Siva).”” In Chapter 2 (section 2.3.2.2), we saw that
worship of Nrsimha was common in Orissa and that Nrsimha may well have been Sridhara’s
chosen deity. Sridhara may then have been familiar with this Upanisad in his personal
meditation practice, which may give us a further clue to the context in which he was writing

an Advaitin commentary on brahman as self of all.

Fourth, and most importantly, the language Sridhara uses to speak of the transcendent here
is the language of the world which nevertheless points past itself to that which is beyond.
This is demonstrated in Sridhara weaving a developing understanding of the function of
language, as closely tied to essential (svaripa) characteristics, into his Subodhini as it
progresses. | argue that it is this that gives us the hermeneutic key to a deeper understanding

of language, and the significance of Krsna’s body.

97 Upanisad 1, verse 12 speaks of immortality (amytatvam) as ‘the fruit of the knowledge of Nrsimha spoken
of in the Yajur Veda [the Veda to which this text became attached]’. It speaks of:

rtam satyam param brahma purusam narakesari-vigraham krsnapangalam |

urdhvaretam virtipaksam samkaram nilalohitam ||

umapatih pasupatih pinaki hy amitadhyutih |

isanah sarvavidyanam isvarah sarvabhiitanam brahmadhipatir brahmano “adhipatih ||

‘Truth, reality, the supreme brahman, the Person, in the form of the Man-Maned, the tawny Krsna; the one
who retains semen, Virlipaksa, Samkara, the blue and red-[throated] one [i.e. Siva]; the husband of Uma, the
Lord of creatures, the Bow-bearer [Siva]; the one with immeasurable splendour, the sun of all forms of
knowledge, the Lord of all beings, the master of Brahma, the master of brahiman [i.e. the Veda]’. Sanskrit
text from The Vaishnava Upanishads with the Commentary of Sri Upanishad-Brahma-Yogin, A. Mahadeva
Shastri (ed.) (Madras: Adyar Library (Theosophical Society), 1923), p.183.
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4.3.1.2 — Defining the sthitaprajiia

Towards the beginning of his Subodhini, Sridhara comments on Arjuna asking Krsna to
state the characteristic/definition of the sthitaprajiia (‘one grounded in wisdom”). Sridhara

writes:

Wanting to know the characteristic of the one grounded in wisdom, spoken
of in the previous verse, “Arjuna said” — “Of the one grounded in
concentration”, arising from his own nature; of the one whose wisdom or
intellect is thus grounded, unwavering, “What is the speaking? (i.e. what
language is to be used?” “Language” (bhdsa) is that by which (something
is) spoken of, insofar as it is a definition (laksana). The meaning is, By
what definition is the one grounded in wisdom spoken of? Similarly, the
meaning is, “What is one grounded in wisdom?”, “What kind of speaking,

sitting and wandering might he do?”*®

Here, Sridhara explains ‘speaking’ (bhdsd) in terms of giving a ‘definition’ (laksana). In

the following verse (2.55), Sridhara explains:

In this way, these methods of knowledge for the aspirant are the natural
characteristics of the established one (siddha). So, in speaking of the
characteristics of the one who is (already) established, he does indeed
speak of the methods of knowledge supporting them till the conclusion of
the chapter.”

Here, Sridhara uses laksana as ‘characteristic’. The fact that Sridhara uses the term laksana

>100

in his comment on 2.54-55 both as ‘definition’!%° and as ‘characteristic’!°! indicates that the

method of learning/practice (s@dhana) needed for jiana is the definition of the innate

“sthitaprajiiasyeti” | svabhavike “samadhau sthitasya” ata eva “sthita” niscald “prajia” buddhir yasya
tasya “ka bhasa”? bhasyate ‘nayeti “bhasa” laksanam iti yavat | sa kena laksanena sthita-prajiia ucyate
ityarthah | tatha “sthitadhth kim” katham “bhasanam asanam vrajanam’ ca kuryad ity arthah ||

% atra ca yani sadhakasya jiiana-sadhanani tany eva svabhavikani siddhasya laksanani | atah siddhasya
laksanani kathayann evantarangani jiiana-sadhanany aha yavad adhydya-samapti |

100 phasyate 'nayeti “bhasa’ laksanam iti yavat — ‘“Language” (bhdsa) is that by which (something is)
spoken of, insofar as it is a definition (laksana)’.

101 syabhavikani...laksanani — ‘natural characteristics’.
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characteristics developed in the one who has already attained jiigna and is grounded in
wisdom, the sthitaprajiia. In other words, it is the innate characteristics of the sthitaprajiia
which give us a definition of what it is to be a sthitaprajiia and show how to become one.!?
As such, characteristics and providing a definition as a method of learning are
fundamentally linked for Sridhara, and this is stated towards the very beginning of his
Subodhini.

4.3.1.3 — Defining yoga

Sridhara first uses the technical term svaripalaksana in his commentary on 6.20-23. He

introduces the term here to demonstrate the essential characteristic of yoga:

Then what is the primary (mukhya) meaning of the word yoga? In answer
to this question, the text shows that perfect concentration is defined by
both by its essential characteristic and its result, and that this is the
meaning of the word yoga, in the next three verses, starting with — That
specific state “in which the mind controlled” by the practice of
concentration “gets settled”. By this the essential characteristic/definition

(svariipalaksana) of yoga is stated.!*

Here, Sridhara clearly states that the svaripalaksana of yoga gives us the definition
(laksana) of what proper yoga is. So for Sridhara, a primary meaning is given in terms of
both the svaripalaksana and the result. The svaripalaksana is the essential or innate
characteristic, and so the definition of the primary meaning of a term is linked with the

innate characteristic it designates.

This links back to Sridhara’s comment on 2.54, where an innate characteristic
(svabhavika...laksana, 1.e. a svaripalaksana) was clearly linked with providing a definition.

Sridhara thus essentially shows how the technical term, svaripalaksana, works in his view:

102 §ridhara lists more of the ‘characteristics’ of the sthitaprajiia in his comment on 14.22.

193 satra mukhyo yogah ka ity apeksayam samadhim eva svariipatah phalatas ca laksayan sa eva mukhyo
yoga ity aha yatreti sardhais tribhih | “yatra” yasmin avastha-visese yogabhyasena “niruddham cittam
uparatam” (cf 6.20) bhavatiti yogasya svariupa-laksanam uktam |
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by linking innate or fundamental characteristics with definition. Sridhara continues in his

comment on 6.20:

This (yoga) is also defined by its result, i.e. obtaining what is desired. “In
which” particular state one sees “the self alone” but not the body, and so

on, “by the self”, by the purified mind. And “seeing”, “one is satisfied in

the self” alone, but not in the sense-objects...!%*

Sridhara makes it clear that the svaripalaksana definition of yoga, as the settling of the
controlled mind, while different from, is also fundamentally linked with the result of the
process of yoga — that is, seeing the self alone, through the mind becoming purified. So, the
process of purifying — that is, settling the mind — which fundamentally defines yoga, is the
very method of producing the result, here seeing the self alone. Similarly (above), the
sthitaprajia, defined as ‘one grounded in innate concentration’, becomes the exemplar of a
method (s@dhana), a learning process, and its result. Given this, we can see how Krsna’s
pedagogy, for Sridhara, entails the svariipa definition of yoga essentially referring to

Arjuna’s sattvic element, i.e. his mind, becoming purified, as we saw earlier.

4.3.2 — Language about Krsna’s descent form

We have seen that — in 2.54, 6.20-23 and 14.22 — Sridhara clearly links svaripa
characteristics with providing both a definition and a method for proceeding. We have also
seen the importance of the language of Suddha-sattva for Sridhara throughout his Subodhin.
Thinking specifically of Krsna’s suddha-sattvic form, 1 suggest that suddha-sattva is to be
understood as Krsna’s svaripa characteristic, given that it is innate to his freely chosen
(svecchaya) manifestation body. As we saw in 2.54 and 6.20-23, a svariipa characteristic is
clearly linked with its definition. As such, Krsna provides the characteristic (laksana),
suddha-sattva, which can then be spoken of, thus giving a language for talking about his
manifestation. What, then, is the connection between this language — the language of
suddha-sattva construed as the manifest Krsna’s svaripalaksana — and speaking of the

transcendent?

104 1] ista-prapti-laksanena phalena tam eva laksayati | “yatra ca” yasminn avastha-visese | “atmana’”
Suddhena manasa “atmanam eva” pasyati na tu dehadi | “pasyams” ca “atmany” eva “tusyati”’ | na tu
visayesu [...]

150



4.3.3 — The language of suddha-sattva

To demonstrate how the language of suddha-sattva is linked to speaking of the transcendent,
Sridhara introduces two Advaita Vedantin technical terms — svaripalaksana and
tatasthalaksana — in his commentary on 13.4. Prior to Gita 13.4, in 13.1-3, Krsna
differentiates the ksetra (‘field’, that is the mind-body), from the ksetrajiia (‘knower of the
field’, that is the individual embodied self). It is in 13.4 that Krsna explains where this
teaching comes from. In Subodhini 13.4, Sridhara comments on the Gita s use of two terms

— sitra and pada — to justify his use of the terms svariapalaksana and tatasthalaksana:

“It has been sung [...] through the sitras and padas on brahman”, (i) the
sutras on brahman are those (sentences) by which brahman is taught
(sutryate), i.e. indicated (siicyate) such as “Or from where these beings
arise” (Tai. Up. 3.1) — sentences/passages from the Upanisads which are
concerned with extrinsically related characteristics/definition through
incidentals (fatastha-laksana-parani). Moreover, padas are those such as
“Brahman is real(ity), conscious(ness), infinite” (7ai. Up. 2.1) by which
brahman 1is resorted to (padyate), understood, known directly, which are
concerned with its essential characteristics/definition of its own nature

(svaripa-laksana-parani) | ...]

Or (i1) the Brahma-siitras, beginning with “Then therefore the desire to
know brahman” are to be understood [by ‘sitras on brahman’/], padas
(their) words such as “By thinking; no sruti text” (Brahma-sitra 1.1.5)!%
(and) “The self of bliss, due to repetition” (Brahma-sitra 1.1.12), by
which brahman “is approached/understood”, is determined “with
reasons”’, by reasoning with the purpose of securely determining, The rest

is the same.!%¢

195 Understood, e.g. by Samkara in his commentary on Brahma-siitra 1.1.5, to refer to the rejection (na) of
the Samkhyan idea of material prakrti as the upadana-karana (substantive cause) of the universe because no
Upanisad (asabdam) holds this but all make it clear that the substantive cause is the self/brahman which
thinks/is conscious (tksateh).

196 “bahudha gitam” [...] “brahmanah siitraih padais ca” (i) brahma siitryate siicyate ebhir iti brahma-
siatrani “yato va imani bhitani jayante” (Tait Up 3.1) ityadini tatastha-laksana-parany upanisad-vakyani,
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In explanation (i), Sridhara imports the nominal verb sitryate from the noun sitra in the
Gitd verse, and glosses it as siicyate (‘is indicated”). This suggests that, for Sridhara, the
sentences of the Upanisads (‘sitras’) which he quotes are of a particular kind that speak of
characteristics of brahman which do not actually belong to brahman, but are incidental to
his nature (fatasthalaksana). Sridhara then gets the verb padyate from pada in the Gita
He then explains that such Upanisadic ‘words’ (padas) refer to the essential characteristics
of brahman (svariipalaksana). So, in 13.4 (i), Sridhara refers to fatasthalaksana as the
concern of ‘sutras’, while svaripalaksana is the concern of ‘padas’. The former are
Upanisadic sentences concerned with incidental characteristics, such as brahman being the
creator/originator, since causality is only attributed to brahman from a conventional point
of view; it is not innate. By contrast the latter, also Upanisadic sentences such as “brahman
is real(ity), conscious(ness), infinite”, are concerned with brahman’s essential
characteristics: reality, consciousness and infinity, much discussed from Samkara’s time on
in both Advaita and other forms of Vedanta.'%” Sridhara’s triple gloss in 13.4 (i) uses the
sense of pad- as ‘to resort to’, as one does to brahman through direct knowing. The fact that
Sridhara uses the term pada to refer to brahman’s essential properties (svaripalaksana)
suggests that Sridhara is pointing out the words that refer to brahman directly — so, we
might then read Tai. Up. 2.1 as “brahman is real(ity), brahman is conscious(ness), brahman
is infinite”. Each of these words designates brahman’s svaripalaksana. Explanation (ii)
does not explicitly use these technical terms, but reads the Gita’s key words this time as
referring to passages from the Brahma-siitras which support the understanding of brahman

gained in the Upanisads cited in explanation (i), and then says, ‘The rest is the same’.

........

ityadini brahma-sitrani grhyante, tany eva brahma padyate nisciyate ebhir iti padani, tair “hetumadbhih”
“Tksater nasabdam” (Brahma-sitra 1.1.5) “anandamayo "bhydsat” (Brahma-sitra 1.1.12) ity adibhir
yuktimadbhir viniscitarthaih | Sesam samanam || (i) and (ii) indicate the two explanations Sridhara gives
in his comment on Gita 13.4.

197 For the early use of the terms fatasthalaksana and svaripalaksana by the Advaita Vedantin, Padmapada
(c. 820) in his Paricapadika commentary on Samkara’s Brahma-siitra commentary, in relation to origination
and the sentence, satyam jiianam anantam brahma, respectively, see Jonathan Edelmann, ‘Sridharasvamin’,
in: Brill’s Encyclopedia of Hinduism Online (eds.) Knut A. Jacobsen, Helene Basu, Angelika Malinar and
Vasudha Narayanan. Consulted on 26 March 2019. <http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/2212-

5019 BEH_COM_1010068425> First published online: 2018, pp.5-6/12.
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The Advaita Vedantin technical terms Sridhara brings into his comment on Gita 13.4 are
key to his theology, as they also appear right at the beginning of his Bhavartha-dipika. In

his comment on 1.1.1 of the Bhagavata Purana, Sridhara explains:

His svaripalaksana and tatasthalaksana are described in this verse. Now
the svaripalaksana (essential characteristic) is “satyam” (the real).
...Although a false evolution, the evolution of the three constituents of
maya — sattva, rajas and tamas — formed into the elements, organs and
divinities, is “not false”, is real “in this”, in brahman [i.e. not in itself]. So
the one through whose reality (the evolution) is understood to be as if real

is “the supreme reality”.!%8

Shortly after, Sridhara gives an example of a tatasthalaksana characteristic:

Now the tatastha-laksana is stated — “(that from whom the universe is)

born, and so on (Brahma-siitra 1.1.2)”.1%

Just as we saw in his comment on 13.4, where brahman’s svaripalaksana characteristics
are ‘reality, consciousness, infinite’ (satyam jiianam anantam), in his comment above on
Bhagavata Purana 1.1.1, Sridhara explains that brahman’s svariipalaksana characteristic
is ‘reality’ (satyam). Similarly, brahman’s tatasthalaksana characteristic in Sridhara’s
comment on 13.4 was being the creator/originator (he quotes Taittiriva Upanisad 3.1), and

in his comment on Bhagavata Purana 1.1.1 above, brahman’s tatasthalaksana

198 tam eva svariipa-tatastha-laksanabhyam upalaksayati | tatra svariipa-laksanam — “satyam’” iti | satyatve
hetuh — “yatra” yasmin brahmani “trayanam’” maya-gunanam tamo-rajah-sattvanam “sargo’”’ bhiitendriya-
devata-ripo “"mrsd’” satyah | yat satyataya mithya-sargo 'pi satyavat pratiyate tam “param satyam” ity
arthah | Interpreting BhP 1.1.1 as giving the hetu (reason) to support the inference of the implied sa@dhya
(statement to be proved), Sridhara then gives the supporting drstanta (reason) — the standard Advaitin
example of the mirage, something appearing in that which is other than it and becoming confused with it:
atra drstantah — “tejovarimrddayam yathd vinimaya” iti | vinimayo vyatyayo ‘nyasminn anyavabhasah | sa
yatha ‘dhisthanasattaya sadvat pratiyata ity arthah | tatra tejasi varibuddhir maricitoye prasiddha | mrdi
kdcadau varibuddhir varini ca kdacadibuddhir atyadi yathayathamiithyam | ‘The example is: “like the mixing
of light, water and earth”. “Mixing” is transmutation, appearing as other in another. The meaning is that this
thus appears as if real due to the reality of the foundation. The idea of water (appearing) in light is well-
known, in the water of a mirage. The idea of water (appearing) in earth looking like glass etc, and the idea of
glass etc (appearing) in water is a confusion of what is not thus with what is thus’.

199 tatastha-laksanam aha — janmaditi
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characteristic is being that from whom the universe is born (janma). Sridhara cites Brahma-

sitra 1.1.2 on origination, widely held to summarise the same Taittiriya verse.''?

In his comment (i) on 13.4, once he has distinguished between svaripalaksana and
tatasthalaksana passages, Sridhara then explains the Gita’s references to ‘reasons’ (hetu)
with further passages. Brahman’s svaripalaksana is about brahman’s reality (sat is reality).
Brahman'’s tatasthalaksana is about brahman’s causality (i.e. being the source of all). The
passages, such as “This (universe), dear one, was Being alone in the beginning,” which give
the reasons (hetu) link svariipa and tatastha — the very point at which causality erupts is
from reality, which is none other than svaripalaksana.''' So, although that which is
indicated by the svaripalaksana does not in itself become the cause, we can speak of
causality as an incidental or extrinsic characteristic, which in turn directs us back to the

transcendent brahman.

As we have seen for the sthitaprajiia, yoga, and brahman, svariipalaksana in all cases is
used by Sridhara for both ‘essential characteristic’ and ‘definition’. So Sridhara shows that
the nature of the form in which Krsna comes to be can be described in a way which enables
us to understand Krsna as transcendent of the gunas. Moreover, as we saw above, Krsna is
the Supreme, and is clearly shown as the Lord of all, and the source of all. So Krsna certainly
teaches that he, in his suddha-sattvic form is none other than the Lord who is the source of
all. In other words, language that describes brahman’s tatasthalaksana is also properly

applicable to Krsna.

For Sridhara, it is clear in his Subodhini that he is far more concerned about providing a
theology of Krsna than of brahman. Sridhara, as we have seen, focuses heavily on being a
devotee of the Lord, and does not focus as heavily on brahman. He does, however, still seek
to ground his interpretation of the Gita in Advaita Vedantin interpretation, by using the
technical terms svaripalaksana and tatasthalaksana to relate his interpretation back to
nirguna brahman, and references to tat tvam asi. We have seen that Sridhara, by using the
technical term svaripalaksana in his comment on 13.4, states that ‘reality, consciousness,

infinite’ (satyam jianam anantam) is brahman’s svaripa definition — from Sridhara’s

110 See e.g. Samkara’s Brahma-siitra-bhasya 1.1.2.
1 kifica hetumadbhih “sad eva somyedam agre asit” (Ch. Up. 6.2.1)...(Ch. Up. 6.2.2) (Tai. Up. 2.7) ityadi-
yuktimadbhih...
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previous examples, we can assume that these are the characteristics of brahman’s own
nature. Krsna’s descent body can be understood to have the svaripa characteristic of
suddha-sattva, this being his innately chosen manifestation body. I propose that the specific
language of suddha-sattva, used to define Krsna’s descent body, is key to Sridhara’s
interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy. The very fact that Sridhara not only describes Krsna’s
descent body as sattva, but specifically suddha-sattva indicates that this ‘purifying’
characteristic — suddha — also functions as ‘purifying’, by taking language from the
conventional world, and using it in a ‘purifying’ way to speak about Krsna’s descent form.
The language of suddha-sattva therefore analogically purifies language, by talking in terms
of the gunas, which give us the best sense/understanding from within the conventional

world, but pointing to that which is beyond the gunas.

Further, brahman’s svaripa definition is satyam jianam anantam, as we saw above. If we
read this in a purified, stretched form, these characteristics — particularly ananta, which
itself can be read in the sense of being ‘pure’ because it is limitless — themselves point to
that which is beyond language. Language about Krsna’s suddha-sattvic form which gives
us a way to stretch language to point beyond suggests we can do the same here. Although
Sridhara does not use the specific term sakti in the same sense as Citsukha does — that words,
through their powers, designate that single reality which is beyond — understanding the way
language functions in the Subodhini is central to Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s
Advaitin pedagogy in the Gita. Sridhara still understands language as pointing beyond, to
the ground of all. One of Krsna’s key pedagogical strategies, as interpreted by Sridhara, is
therefore to take the kind of form which enables us to use language which we normally use
about ordinary bodies, but to say that we cannot use it in a conventional way: we need to
use purified language — that of suddha-sattva — just as, when we are talking about brahman,
we have to use language which points beyond, to its ground. Krsna himself, in his suddha-

sattvic form, therefore becomes the pointer to brahman which is beyond.

4.3.4 — Tat tvam asi

Sridhara, by referring to satyam jianam anantam brahma as brahman’s svaripalaksana in

his comment on 13.4, indicates that he seeks to ground his interpretation of the Gita in
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Advaita Vedanta, this sentence being key in Advaita Vedantin exegesis.!!? Just before this,

in his comment on 13.2, Sridhara writes:

“And know the ksetrajiia”, the individual self subject to rebirth, “to be” in
reality “me” alone, entered into all bodies (ksetra),!'* for my nature is
spoken of as the aspect of consciousness indicated by the sruti, “you are

that” (Ch. Up. 6.8.7).114

Satyam jiianam anantam brahma and tat tvam asi are frequently taken together in Advaita
Vedantin interpretations. Although, as we shall see in Chapter 5, fat tvam asi is a major
theme for Madhusiidana and not given as much emphasis in Sridhara, it is nonetheless
threaded through Sridhara’s SubodhinT in key passages. In his comment on 13.2 above,
Sridhara refers to Krsna’s own nature, spoken of (mad-riipasya uktatvat) as ‘an aspect of
consciousness’ (cid-amsena), which is what is implied by tat tvam asi. Crucially, Sridhara
makes exactly the same connection in his central comment on 4.10 (see section 4.2.2 above).
This is the passage where Sridhara explains that Krsna’s specific suddha-sattvic form is the

vehicle for grace. Sridhara then refers to tat tvam asi immediately following this:

Therefore, in “I know them all” (4.5) and the verses that follow, the Lord
and the individual self, the two referents of “that” and “thou”, with
knowledge and ignorance as their (respective) limiting adjuncts, have been
taught. Since the Lord is eternally pure as he is without ignorance, and the
individual self (becomes) pure, by having ignorance destroyed through the
knowledge obtained by the grace of the Lord, it is to be understood that
their identity spoken of here is in the aspect of consciousness (cid-

amsena).'®

"2 E g Samkara’s Taittiriyopanisadbhdsya 2.1.1. See I.J. Lipner, ‘Sankara on satyam jiianam anantam
brahma’, in P. Bilimoria and J. N. Mohanty (eds.) Relativism, Suffering and Beyond: Essays in Memory of
Bimal K. Matilal (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1997), pp.301-18.

113 Lit. “field’, but understood as the mind-bodies of prakyti.

W4 1 ] ta ca “ksetrajiiam” samsarinam jivam vastutah sarva-ksetresv anugatam “mam” eva “viddhi” |
tattvam asi iti Srutyd laksitena cid-amsena mad-ripasyoktatvat | He continues: ‘The knowledge of this is
praised to encourage effort...because it is the cause of liberation’: adarartham eva taj-jiianam stauti
[...Jmoksahetutvat ...

S tad evam: “tany aham veda sarvani’-ity adina vidyavidyopadhibhyam tat-tvam-padarthav isvara-jivau
pradarsyesvarasya cavidyabhavena nitya-suddhatvaj jivasya cesvara-prasada-labdha-jiianendajiiana-
nivrtteh suddhasya satas cid-amsena tadaikyam uktam iti drastavyam ||
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For Sridhara, the reason we can speak of fat and tvam as identical is because of the
individual self’s (jiva) purification, and the Lord’s purity. The very fact that Krsna is
described as ‘pure’ in relation to the term cit in this passage demonstrates that this is another
way of talking about the svariipalaksana of the transcendent. Moreover, Sridhara uses the
term amsa (‘aspect’) in reference to cit to qualify the notion of aikyam (‘oneness’). So
Sridhara is not saying that the individual self simply is consciousness, nor that it is a
‘part/portion’ of or dependent on ultimate consciousness. Rather he affirms its identity
(aikyam) with that ultimate consciousness, in its aspect as consciousness, insofar as it is cid-
amsena, like the Lord. This indicates that for both the individual self and for Krsna, it is
precisely by being who they are in the most pure way that each can be that they give the

language to talk of the identity at the heart of the Advaita Vedantin reading of tat tvam asi.

The identity statement, fat tvam asi, appears to be key to understanding Sridhara’s
interpretation of Krsna’s teaching methods. It is discussed by Sridhara at length in Subodhint
13. T argue, therefore, that this chapter is key to unpacking Sridhara’s interpretation of
Krsna’s pedagogy. In 13.11, Sridhara glosses the key terms as follows:

Referring to the self, “knowledge of the inner self”, is present knowledge:
“constancy”, or being ever focused on it, i.e. always making firm the purity

of the referents of “that” and “you” (in the sentence, “you are that”).!!6

Here, Sridhara refers to ‘making firm’, or ‘being grounded in’, the purity or clarified
understanding (Suddhi) of the referents fat (‘that’) and tvam (‘you’). This shows that the
process of purification is key for Sridhara in establishing to what the terms tat and tvam
refer. Interestingly, there is a slight variation in the Sanskrit in the Eight Commentaries
critical edition of Sridhara’s Subodhini. In this version, the Sanskrit reads: tvampadartha-

suddhi-nisthatvam ity arthah (‘making firm the purity of the referent “you”’). In this

16 gtmanam adhikrtya vartamanam jiianam “adhyatma-jiianam” | tasmin “nityatvam” nitya-bhavah |

tattvampadartha-suddhi-nisthatvam ity arthah... || Sanskrit text here from Vireswarananda. Note that in the
Gretil online text in roman, the Sanskrit reads: tattvam padartha-buddhi-nisthatvam ity
arthah...(‘Reality/truth is being grounded in understanding the referents’). Although this version is very
unlikely to be correct, given what we have shown above, if the Sanskrit does indeed read buddhi rather than
Suddhi, we can still read Sridhara’s exegesis of 13.11 in terms of the purification of the mind/understanding,
since, in his comment on 13.10, Sridhara explicitly refers to preparation through vivikta (solitude) as being
calming for mental purification (Suddhacittaprasadakara). It follows that 13.11 would be building on the
notion of purification in the previous verse.
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version, only tvam is referred to — not tat and tvam.''” However, even if we read tvam alone
in the Sanskrit, the theme of purification still clearly applies to Krsna modelling a method
of purifying the mind, but also to understanding language through a process of purification
by clarification and stretching — here, understanding the referent of tvam. Both language
and that to which it refers, Upanisadic mahavakyas and the mind-body of Arjuna modelled
on that of Krsna, are to be purified to achieve liberation. It is to the ‘purified’ version of

Arjuna that the ‘purified’ version of fvam correctly applies.

Further, given that in chapter 13 of his Subodhint, Sridhara discusses the whole phrase tat
tvam asi explicitly, it would follow that his comment on 13.11 contributes to this exegesis,
whether it refers to fvam, or to tat as well. I argue that this is part of Sridhara’s own holistic
teaching strategy, developed from his interpretation of Krsna’s words, insofar as the notion
of purification is integral to understanding fat tvam asi too. The notion of purification not
only applies to language, but to what the language refers to. We can therefore see that the
notion of purification applies not just to Arjuna as a ‘case study’, but is integral to the whole
process of understanding language in an Advaitin way, and gaining Advaitin understanding

for the devotee with a purified mind.

4.3.5 — Recitation of the Gita

There is a further layer on which Sridhara builds to draw his interpretation of Krsna’s
pedagogy together: this is to do ultimately with bhakti and the practice of recitation.
Sridhara flags this through the praise verses with which he characteristically ends each
chapter of his Subodhini. This is a technique that is used specifically by Sridhara (not at all

by Samkara and rather variably by Madhusiidana).!'® Sridhara’s praise verses summarise

17 Vire$warananda’s text/reading possibly amends the Eight Commentaries’ choice for consistency.

"8 In his Gitagidharthadipika, chapters 1, 8, 12 (on bhakti), 16 and 17 have no praise verses at all. Neither
do chapters 2-4 which each concludes with a verse summarising its content. 5 and 6 have brief indications of
praise, 9 praises devotees of Govinda (i.e. Krsna) and 10 expresses the author’s own exhilaration. 11 has a
long set omitted by the translator. 14 praises Krsna as the son of Nanda, who is the supreme brahman
removing bondage. 15 has a long praise verse and 18 a standard set of verses praising Madhusiidana, the
Gita itself and Madhusiidana’s teachers. In addition, his commentary begins with praise verses, as does
chapter 7 and, most remarkably, chapter 13, which praises first yogins who meditate and then starkly
contrasts them with the author’s own praise of the river Yamuna, site of Krsna’s play in the Bhagavata
Purana (see Jacqueline Suthren Hirst and Rosie Edgley, ‘Addressing Plurality in Madhustidana Sarasvati’s
Gita commentary’, in (eds.) Brian Black and James Madaio, Pluralism and Plurality in Classical and
Contemporary India (London: Routledge, forthcoming).
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the teaching of the chapter in a simplified form,'!” and are almost always to do with bhakti
specifically. For Sridhara, these praise verses reconceptualise the Gitd’s chapters into a
context of devotion that is congruent with the Bhagavata Purana. As we saw at the
beginning of this chapter, Sridhara’s praise verse at the end of chapter 2 reiterates the fact
that Arjuna is drowning, and must take refuge (sarana) in Krsna, ‘taking refuge’ itself being
a characteristic bhakti phrase. In the praise verses at the end of chapters 3, 6 and 9, Sridhara
focuses specifically on Krsna as teacher, i.e. what Krsna is actually doing, in a devotional

context. For instance, at the end of chapter 6 Sridhara writes:

I am devoted to that Madhava, the highest bliss, the treasure of the
devotees — he (Krsna) who taught the yoga of the self to the best of the

bhakti practitioners.!?°

Sridhara’s inclusion of praise verses indicates a further level of holism in his interpretation
of Krsna’s pedagogy. While these praise verses flag the importance of bhakti for Sridhara
throughout, they also indicate a holistic, progressive way through the Gita that is
incorporated into a wider universe of grace, one which includes recitation through which
Krsna’s name in turn becomes embodied and more widely accessible to future devotees.
Right at the end of his Subodhini, in chapter 18, Sridhara states the importance of hearing
the Gita and recitation. In his comment on 18.2, Sridhara directly quotes from the

Bhdgavata Purana which, as we know, is of central importance for him:

As it is said (by the Lord) in the Bhdgavata, “Perform actions until you

are tired of them, or until you have developed a veneration for

hearing/listening to stories about me, and so on”.!2!

119 Krsna also teaches by simplification in one of the key verses in the Subodhini — 13.4. Krsna tells Arjuna
‘What has been taught in detail by these texts, and is hard to condense, I shall tell you in brief’ (fad evam
etair vistarenoktam duhsangraham samksepatas tubhyam kathayisyami). The fact that Krsna is shown to
simplify the teaching in 13.4 in particular — where language is discussed at length — may indicate that Krsna
is trying to help to devotee to understand.

120 atma-yogam avocad yo bhakti-yoga-siromanim |

tam vande paramanandam madhavam bhakta-sevadhim ||

2! tad uktam Sri-bhagavate —

tavat karmani kurvita

na nirvidyeta yavata |

mat-katha-sravanadau va

Sraddhda yavan na jayate || (BhP 11.20.9)
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Sridhara also explicitly states that recitation of the Gita can reveal Krsna, in his atypically

long comment on 18.70:

The result for one who has studied (the Gita) is stated — “And he who will
study”, repeat as with japa, “this sacred, righteous dialogue between us”
— Krsna and Arjuna — “will be sacrificing to me through the knowledge
sacrifice”, which is the best of all sacrifices. “This is my opinion”.
Although that one simply repeats the Gita, without even comprehending
its meaning, still — hear this from me — he is revealing me alone. Similarly,
in the world, when anyone utters someone’s name at any time, the latter
thinks that it is he who is called and comes to that person. In the same way,
I will be near for the one (who, in reciting the Gita, recites my name). Just
as | was pleased simply by the repetition of my name by people such as
Ajamila and Ksatrabandhu, I will also be pleased with him (who recites

the Gita).!?

He emphasises that even a devotee who cannot reflect on or explain Krsna’s teaching can
just recite it and thus Krsna’s name under his breath (japa, a form of Vedic recitation). Since
this possibility of reciting is always available everywhere, Krsna is no longer limited to a
particular manifestation speaking to Arjuna. Not only does he become available when
devotees recite the Gita itself, the conversation held between the two of them, but wherever
a devotee pronounces Krsna’s name. This is a key part of worship for Sridhara,
demonstrating the reason bhakti is flagged progressively in the praise verses, and ultimately
given such emphasis right at the end of his commentary. Sridhara’s final comment, in 18.78
(as we saw in section 4.2.3.2), is also consonant with the Bhdgavata Purana (indeed the
story of Ajamila’s devotion is found in its sixth canto). The very fact that Sridhara

emphasises the importance of recitation right at the end of his Subodhini brings our

6=

122 pathatah phalam aha “adhyesyata’ iti | “avayoh” Sri-krsnarjunayor “imam dharmyam” dharmad
anapetam “samvadam yo” 'dhyesyate japa-riupena pathisyati “tena’ pumsa sarva-yajiiebhyah sresthena
“jRana-yajiiena” “aham istah syam” bhaveyam “iti me matih” | yady apy asau gitartham abudhyamana
eva kevalam japati | tathapi mama tacchrnvato mam evasau prakasayatiti buddhir bhavati | yathd loke
yarcchayapi yada kascit kadacit kasyacit nama grhnati tadasau mam evayam ahavayatiti matva tat-parsvam
agacchati | tathaham api tasya sannihito bhaveyam | ata eva ajamila-ksatrabandhu-pramukhanam
katharicin namoccarana-matrena

prasanno ’smi | tathaiva asyapi prasanno bhaveyam iti bhavah ||
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discussion back from talking about language as pointing to that which is beyond, to the very

embodiment of this in practice.

4.4 — Conclusion

Sridhara introduces his commentary by stating that Arjuna is drowning in the ocean of grief
and delusion. Key to Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy is the fact that Arjuna’s
drowning is reintroduced in 2.72, in relation to ‘taking refuge’ (sarana) in Krsna. I have
argued that, using praise verses at the end of each chapter, Sridhara flags bhakti as both
method and culmination of the process started with mental purification, for Arjuna.
Moreover, there are several hints in the Subodhini that Sridhara’s background is indeed
reminiscent of the Krsna-based cult at Jagannath in Puri, which also incorporated a Saiva
image as we saw in Chapter 2 (section 2.3.2.1). The hints in the Subodhini that this is the
case include mangalacaranas (praise verses), ‘double readings’ with both Vaisnava and
Saiva interpretations, and choosing Upanisadic grounding specifically in the Svetasvatara,
but in ways that point towards the transcendent (for example Sridhara’s comment on 6.8). I
have shown that these clues point not only directly to the importance of a particular context
for his Krsna-bhakti, but to the significance of Krsna’s manifest form as conceived by

Sridhara, and how it leads pedagogically to realisation.

I have argued that Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy can be broadly
conceptualised in terms of i) Krsna’s descent body, and ii) language used to describe
Krsna’s descent body. We have seen how, through modelling his suddha-sattvic form,
Sridhara’s Krsna teaches Arjuna how he can purify his mind, which is essential for giving
the knowledge which leads to realisation. It is also clear that the essential characteristic of
Krsna’s descent body — being suddha-sattva — is fundamentally tied to giving a language
for speaking about the transcendent. Krsna thereby gives a language for speaking about that

which transcends the world of samsara from which Arjuna needs rescuing.

I have suggested that Sridhara interprets Krsna’s pedagogy as progressive. I use the term
‘progressive’ not just in the sense that Krsna’s teaching itself unfolds as the Gita progresses,
but to refer to the developing understanding seen in Arjuna throughout Sridhara’s
commentary specifically. As such, there are several ‘layers’ to Sridhara’s interpretation of

Krsna’s pedagogy. First, we have Krsna teaching Arjuna in the Gita itself. Then, as a second
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layer to this, we have Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna teaching Arjuna. Similarly, as a
first layer where ‘body’ is concerned, we have Krsna ‘coming to be’ in the Gita itself (4.6).
Second, we have Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s ‘coming to be’ as taking on a form
composed of suddha-sattva. 1t is on this second level of pedagogy, I hold, that Sridhara
understands Krsna’s teaching as progressive. By revealing himself in the world, as
interpreted by Sridhara, Krsna teaches Arjuna to purify his mind and perform one-pointed

devotion, which leads to knowledge through Krsna’s grace.

I argue from this that Krsna’s manifest suddha-sattvic form acts as a crucial hermeneutical
key for Sridhara. To understand how Krsna’s Suddha-sattvic form functions in this way, [
have used laksana as a springboard for interpretation (as in section 4.3.1.2). Firstly, I argue
that Sridhara’s hermeneutical key to Krsna’s pedagogy is Krsna’s teaching about his
manifested form and true nature as brahman. There are three key layers to this, for which
laksana is our starting point for interpretation. The first is based on svariapalaksana, as
designating an essential characteristic. Just as the essential nature of the sthitaprajiia, yoga
and brahman is indicated by svaripalaksana definitions (as I demonstrated in section 4.3.1),
Krsna’s essential nature is indicated by the definition of his manifest form as suddha-sattva.
‘Suddha-sattva’ therefore provides the seeker with a language to use to understand Krsna’s
manifest nature (in other words, who Krsna is). Further to this, suddha-sattva uses the
language of the everyday/conventional world (of the gunas). Yet by adding the qualification
suddha (sometimes even visuddha), along with the denial that Krsna’s birth is affected by
karma (as a normal prakrtic/gunic birth is), Sridhara shows that language is being stretched,
or ‘purified’, here beyond its normal use. Moreover, if it is the case that terms from the
everyday/conventional world can be used to indicate Krsna’s (manifest) nature which
transcends that world, it is also the case that terms from the everyday/conventional world —
such as satyam, jiianam and anantam — mediated through the authoritative triple foundation
sources, can be used to indicate brahman’s essential nature which, as nirguna, transcends

that world.

The second layer to Krsna’s suddha-sattvic form being Sridhara’s hermeneutical key relates
to tatasthalaksana as designating an incidental characteristic. Sridhara points out that Krsna
identifies himself in his suddha-sattvic form in the Gita as the source of all, that is, the
cause. Krsna’s suddha-sattvic form is thus described in language which indicates a key

incidental characteristic of the transcendent/nirguna brahman: causality, which is a key
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notion linked with supporting the argument for brahman’s reality/existence in the triple
foundation (Upanisads, Brahma-siitras and Gita itself). I have argued that language about
the suddha-sattvic Krsna as source of all can thus be seen as providing supporting evidence

for the reality of brahman to which this language points, as Krsna himself teaches.

The third layer to Krsna’s suddha-sattvic form being Sridhara’s hermeneutical key relates
to laksana as indicating a method (s@dhana) or result (phala). The term ‘sthitaprajiia’, while
indicating the nature of the one grounded in concentration which is innate, also provides an
example of the method by which one may become a sthitaprajiia: that is, by practising
concentration until it becomes innate. The term ‘yoga’, while indicating the process of
mental purification, also indicates its result, which is mental calm as a result of purification.
The term ‘suddha-sattva’ applied to Krsna certainly indicates his nature, but for the devotee
who wishes to understand his true nature as Krsna’s also indicates a process required to start
to transcend the gunas — a process of purification and its result. I have argued that, just like
‘sthitaprajiia’ and ‘yoga’, ‘Suddha-sattva’ is a term which recommends a course of
purifying action geared towards a desired result. I have also argued, in parallel to this, that
‘bhakti’ 1s clearly understood in the Subodhini as both the method and culmination of the
process started with mental purification. This third layer is therefore critical to

understanding Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy as progressive.

I argue that Sridhara’s hermeneutical key is paralleled in Krsna’s pedagogy as modelled in
action. In parallel with the language which can be used to signal a method and result, in
addition to his essential nature, Krsna exemplifies the result of transcending the gunas in
his action, which is cosmic and grace-giving in his manifestation. He does this according to
his will and play (by choice). The seeker can also transcend the gunas by pursuing detached
action dedicated to Krsna, understanding who Krsna really is, and therefore being able to

receive Krsna’s grace.

That the suddha-sattvic form is Sridhara’s hermeneutical key to Krsna’s pedagogy as a
signifier of purification is also confirmed in his exegesis of the key mahavakya: tat tvam
asi. As we saw in 4.10 and 13.11 (in section 4.3.4), purification for Sridhara applies on two
levels: to a method of purifying the mind, as directed and modelled by Krsna, but also to
the process of understanding language, or understanding the referent of tvam. I contend that

Sridhara makes it explicit that it is both language, and that to which language refers, which
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are to be purified in order to achieve liberation. It is precisely by both the individual self
and Krsna being who they are in the most pure way that each can be that they give the
language for interpreting the identity statement fat tvam asi which is at the heart of Advaita

Vedanta.

Finally, it is worth noting that also key to Sridhara’s exegesis of tat tvam asi is being able
to speak of consciousness (cif) as ‘oneness’ (aikyam), the basis of the identity of the Lord
and Arjuna. It is not insignificant that, as we saw in his comment on 13.13, Sridhara
indicates that saktis and multiplicity ultimately point back to oneness. This is reminiscent
of the work of Citsukha, of whom we know Sridhara was at least aware. Sridhara seems to
use Citsukha by holding that language has different referents but really refers only to
brahman/oneness. However, I suggest that Sridhara goes beyond Citsukha in that he speaks
not only of words pointing to brahman, but of the process of purifying not only language

but the individual self in order to understand tvam correctly.
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Chapter 5

Madhusudana on Krsna’s Personhood and Pedagogy

5.1 — Introduction

Madhustidana Sarasvati (sixteenth century CE) was a prolific writer who spent most of his
life in Benares. As we saw in Chapter 2 (section 2.4.2.1), although the ecstatic bhakti of the
Gosvamis featured in the city, Advaita Vedanta was the mainstream ‘position’ of sixteenth
century Benares. The ‘divide’ between bhakti and Advaita Vedanta, and the relative extent
to which Madhustidana emphasises bhakti in his work, has been a key focus in the

scholarship to date.

To address this very ‘divide’, my analysis of Madhusiidana’s Gitagiidharthadipika will
again begin with the two key questions I outlined in Chapter 1. First, I consider the questions
Madhustidana himself asks in his Gita commentary. By demonstrating how Madhustidana
structures his Gitagidharthadipika around tat tvam asi, a key Advaita Vedantin mahavakya,
I shall demonstrate that Madhusiidana’s primary concern is to establish who ‘that’ (taf) and
‘you’ (tvam) are, and what ‘you are that’ (tat tvam asi) means. Second, I look at
Madhustidana’s view of Arjuna drowning. Through close-reading the Gitagiidharthadipika
on personhood I argue that, for Madhusiidana, Krsna’s personhood is key to Arjuna’s

developing understanding of ‘you’.
5.1.1 — Why is Arjuna drowning?

Just as Samkara and Sridhara claim in the introductions to their Gitd commentaries, for

Madhustidana too, Arjuna is drowning. Madhusiidana introduces the metaphor in 2.10:

“To him”, to Arjuna who, having approached the battle with
determination, was “in the middle of the two armies”, overwhelmed by
delusion and despair, which was opposed to that (i.e. determination).
“Hrsikes$a”, the Lord and the inner controller of all, “laughing as if”, like
drowning him in the ocean of shame, by illuminating his improper

behaviour, said “these words”: “Those are not worthy to be grieved for”,
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and so on, which had a deep meaning and illuminated his improper

behaviour. But he did not disregard him. This is the meaning.!

Madhustidana’s gloss here highlights two key points. First, Madhustidana explicitly states
that Arjuna is drowning in the ocean of shame due to his ‘improper behaviour’, implying
that Arjuna has not understood what constitutes proper behaviour. Second, Madhustidana
states that the one who is making Arjuna drown is in fact Krsna, the Lord and inner
controller of all. This is fundamentally different from the way Samkara and Sridhara present
Arjuna’s drowning — for them, Arjuna is certainly drowning, but is not actively put in this
predicament by Krsna. These two key points show us that, from the beginning of
Madhustidana’s commentary, Krsna’s drowning of Arjuna is used pedagogically. For
Madhustidana, Arjuna is drowning because he has not understood his own personhood
(what it means to be a ‘you’), and it is by drowning Arjuna that Krsna puts Arjuna in a

position where he must re-evaluate his own personhood.

5.1.2 — Why is Madhusiidana’s tat tvam asi structure important?

In his Gitagiidharthadipika introduction (8-10), Madhustdana clearly outlines how he
structures his commentary around the most important Upanisadic mahavakya (found in the

Chandogya Upanisad 6.8.7 etc): tat tvam asi:

But there in the first section, the pure self is defined as what is to be
investigated in relation to the meaning of the word “you”, through the path
of action and its renunciation. In the second (section), the meaning of the
word “that”, the Lord who is supreme bliss, is ascertained through the path
describing being grounded in devotion to the Lord. And in the third
(section), the meaning of the sentence (“you are that”) is described clearly
as the identity of the two (“you” and “that”). So, here also (in the Gita as

in the Veda) there is mutual connection of these (three) sections.?

' “senayor ubhayor madhye” yuddhodyamenagatya tad-virodhinam visadam moham prapnuvantam “tam”

arjunam “prahasann iva” anucitacarana-prakdasanena lajjambudhau majjayann iva “hrsikesah”
sarvantaryami bhagavan “idam” vaksyamanam asocyan ity adi “vacah’ parama-gambhirartham
anucitacarana-prakasakam uktavan na tu apeksitavan ity arthah |

2 tatra tu prathame kande karma-tat-tyaga-vartmana |

tvam-padarthe visuddhatma sopapattir niripyate ||

dvitiye bhagavad-bhakti-nistha-varnana-vartmana |
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In Chandogya Upanisad 6, ‘you’ is initially Svetaketu, the pupil, and ‘that’ the self as
originator of the cosmos with whom Svetaketu is gradually brought to understand his true
identity. In this chapter, I demonstrate how Madhusiidana uses a similar model but develops
it differently. Introduction 8-10 above indicates how, for Madhusiidana, chapters 1-6 of his
Gitagiidharthadipikd reveal the meaning of ‘you’ (tvam). 1 argue that fvam, in
Madhustidana’s interpretation, is a pedagogical exposition, showing not just who Arjuna is
on the battlefield, but who he can become, and finally who he really is — as none other than
‘that’ (tat). Tvam, for Madhusiidana, is targeted throughout his Gitagiidharthadipika
whereby its meaning shifts and develops as the text unfolds. The Gitagudharthadipika’s
structuring around tat tvam asi is a clear indication that Madhustidana’s aim is to show how
his commentary is in line with fat tvam asi as a key Upanisadic teaching. This is confirmed
in his introduction 5-6 where Madhusiidana holds that the three kandas reflect the same
three concerns as the Veda® — underlining his concern to demonstrate that the Giza is indeed

a Vedanta scripture.

I also challenge Nelson’s claim that tat tvam asi for devotionalists is problematic.* Nelson
has argued that Madhusiidana’s Gitagiidharthadipika is directed specifically to the Advaitin
renunciate.’ I argue that, although Madhusiidana’s tat tvam asi structure gives a strongly
Advaita Vedantin way of reading the Gita, and although the Advaitin renunciate is certainly
important, the Advaitin renunciate is not Madhusiidana’s primary subject. Madhusiidana’s
clear focus is on Arjuna, and the ways in which he can work towards realising minimal
selfhood. Although Madhustidana makes it clear that realisation of minimal selthood can
certainly be reached by the standard Advaitin study route of sravamna (hearing), manana
(reflection) and nididhyasana (contemplation) — and those who follow this route are the
iconic tat tvam asi understanders — by foregrounding Arjuna, he is determined to show how

Arjuna can become liberated without being a renouncer. The fact that Madhusiidana spends

bhagavan paramanandas tat-padartho 'vadharyate ||

trative tu tayoraikyam vakyartho varnyate sphutam |

evam apy atra kandanam sambandho ’sti parasparam ||

3 ekam ekena satkena kandamatripalaksayet |
karmanisthajiiananisthe kathite prathamantyayoh ||

yatah samuccayo ndsti tayor ativirodhatah |
bhagavadbhaktinistha tu madhyame parikirtita ||

4 Nelson, Bhakti in Advaita Vedanta, pp.1-2.

5 Nelson, ‘Madhusiidana on the “Hidden Meaning”’, pp.83-4.
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so much time addressing Arjuna also demonstrates how central Krsna’s role in rescuing him

1S.

Madhustdana’s structuring of his Gitagudharthadipika around tat tvam asi tells us that the
sentence itself is key.® In creating a picture of who ‘you’ (fvam) and ‘that’ (tat) are,
Madhustidana brings in other sets of texts where particular systems of thought have already
been established. This, I argue, is integral to his progressive pedagogy and the way he builds
a system around the Gita as root text. To do this, Madhustidana quotes most extensively
from Yoga texts, including Patafijali’s Yoga-siitras (second-third century CE), the Laghu-
Yogavasistha and Vidyaranya’s Yogic Advaita Jivanmuktiviveka (fourteenth century CE).
Madhustidana often clearly shows how the quotations he uses from such texts are in line
with the sruti texts themselves. I argue that commenting on these sorts of texts within his
Gitagudharthadipika is key to Madhusiidana building a progressive picture of ‘you’, and
mapping Arjuna’s transition from individuation to selfhood. I also argue that Madhusiidana
shows how his commentary is in line with tat tvam asi in terms of bhakti, which is revealed

to be a preliminary exercise that prepares Arjuna for hearing the Upanisadic sentence.

5.1.3 — Why is personhood a key topic for Madhusiidana?

The very structure of Madhustidana’s Gita commentary around fat tvam asi clearly indicates
the importance of personhood in his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy, hence my focus
here. Chapters 1-6 are critical to revealing the developing sense of ‘you’ (tvam), and begin
with Arjuna being identified as psycho-physical person, struggling in samsara. Arjuna is
shown how he can progressively work towards becoming a jivanmukta of the highest kind
who has established rattvajiiana (knowledge of reality), manonasa (mental quiescence)’ and
vasanaksaya (destruction of latent tendencies) together, who is ultimately none other than
the saksin (witness). At different points in his commentary, Madhusiidana aligns Arjuna
both with the path of kramamukti (liberation in stages), and with the bhakta who can become
liberated while still living. In each case, it is Krsna’s personhood that is key to Arjuna’s

progression. Arjuna being drowned by Krsna thus has a clear pedagogical function for

¢ See Chapter 1, section 1.4.3.2 on Niranjan Saha’s mention of this structure without direct analysis. See
Saha, ‘Nature of “that’, pp.393-405.

7 See James Madaio, ‘The narrative shape of orthopraxy: storytelling, dharma and the path to liberation in
Advaita Vedanta’, Journal of Hindu Studies (2021):1-52 n.31.
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Madhustidana, and it is precisely because Arjuna is drowning in the first place that he must
reconsider his understanding of his own personhood, which begins with the mapping of

‘you’ from chapters 1-6.

5.1.4 — Madhusiidana on Krsna’s personhood and pedagogy

In his Gitagiidharthadipika chapters 7-12, Madhustidana builds a picture of who ‘that’ (zat)
really is by revealing Krsna’s many layers: as the one who manifests in the cosmic cycle,
as where mayd is grounded, as the perceiver, as the Supreme Teacher, and as the witness.
A complex picture of who Krsna is therefore emerges, yet it is ultimately revealed that Krsna
is none other than nirguna brahman. Chapters 7-12 are bhakti-oriented, and it is in this
middle section that Krsna is the overt teacher and exemplification of being the witness. I
argue that Madhustidana’s starting point for interpreting Krsna’s pedagogy, in terms of tat,
is Krsna’s personhood. It is Krsna as person who is the subject of Arjuna’s devotion.
Krsna’s personhood is thus the key pedagogical tool for showing Arjuna how he can
progress, through bhakti. As Madhusiidana takes us through the layers that reveal who
Krsna really is, resulting in Krsna being revealed ultimately to be none other than nirguna
brahman, we can see that it is bhakti that has led ‘you’ to this point, where it is realised that
‘you’ are nothing other than the self as witness. Once we reach chapters 13-18, we are
certain that bhakti prepares ‘you’ for hearing the mahavakya. Chapter 13 demonstrates how
the sentence itself — tat tvam asi — points directly to Krsna, as the subject of devotion and

the subject of the Upanisads, at both a linguistic and ontological level, as I show below.

Krsna’s role as ‘teacher’ is fundamental to Madhusiidana’s theology, as his repeated use of
the term shows. It is only by Krsna’s teaching and modelling that he demonstrates being
‘that’ to Arjuna, who is seeking to develop his understanding of himself. Indeed Arjuna is
saved from drowning by Krsna as teacher, the very one who made him drown in the first
place. Tat tvam asi in Madhusiidana’s commentary is only fully understood when Arjuna

has been taught by Krsna, who models himself as ‘that” which is to be known.

5.1.5 — Mapping approaches to personhood

To date, none of the philosophical surveys focused on Madhusiidana concentrates on his

understanding of personhood. One key trend, particularly pertinent in the work of Nelson,
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concentrates on the tension between the paths of jiiana and bhakti in Madhustidana’s work,
and whether or not it is possible that Madhustidana be both non-dualist and devotee.®
Sanjukta Gupta’s substantial study argues that the particular synthesis Madhustidana makes
between Advaita Vedanta and bhakti ‘does not lose sight of the non-dual reality’.” However,
despite such work, there has not yet been a study of Madhusiidana’s understanding of
personhood, nor has there been a critical analysis of the coherence of this in an Advaita
Vedantin context. I contend that, given that Madhusiidana structures his Git@ commentary
around tat tvam asi as the most important sentence from the Upanisads, it is worth seriously

considering who #fvam and tat actually refer to.

One author who has written more extensively on personhood, but in relation to Samkara, is
Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad. Ram-Prasad has also written on selthood and personhood in
relation to Advaita Vedanta more generally, considering how Advaita Vedanta both ‘affirms
a unified consciousness (which might be called a self), and rejects the intuition that “I” picks
out that self”.!? In this regard, Ram-Prasad positions himself between Dan Zahavi’s theory
of a ‘minimal self’, and Metzinger’s stance that ‘consciousness generates a model of a
phenomenal self, so the construction of an illusory self is transparent to consciousness
itself”.!! For Ram-Prasad, the self in Advaita Vedanta is ‘like Metzinger’s in taking the first-
personal perspective as an illusion, but also like Zahavi’s in insisting on a minimal subject,
a consciousness reflexively aware of its own presence’.!? In short, Ram-Prasad understands

selfhood minimally as the consciousness which is necessary for personhood to operate. '3

8 See Nelson, ‘Madhusiidana Sarasvati on the “Hidden Meaning””, pp.73-89 and Nelson, ‘The Ontology of
Bhakti’, pp.345-92.

° Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnavism, p.7.

10 Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, ‘Situating the Elusive Self of Advaita Vedanta’, in Mark Siderits, Evan
Thompson and Dan Zahavi (eds.) Self, No Self? Perspectives from Analytical, Phenomenological, and
Indian Traditions (Oxford Scholarship Online, 2011), Abstract and Keywords. Consulted on 10 September
2020.
<https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199593804.001.0001/acprof-
9780199593804-chapter-9> First published online: 2010.

' Ram-Prasad, Situating the Elusive Self’, Abstract and Keywords. Consulted on 10 September 2020.
<https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199593804.001.0001/acprof-
9780199593804-chapter-9> First published online: 2010.

12 Ram-Prasad, ‘Situating the Elusive Self’, Abstract and Keywords. Consulted on 10 September 2020.
<https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199593804.001.0001/acprof-
9780199593804-chapter-9> First published online: 2010.

131 ‘minimal selfhood’ in this sense, following Ram-Prasad’s interpretation, in Advaitin terms, of Zahavi’s
notion of the minimal self. ‘Minimal selthood’ simply is, and is what allows any functionality at all. It can
never be ‘attained’ or be the object of anything (see Chapter 3 n.63 for an example of when language has to
be used for that which is strictly beyond language).
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In his Divine Self, Human Self, Ram-Prasad highlights the overarching problem of the Gita
— the question of how to act dharmically, i.e. should Arjuna go and fight? Ram-Prasad
argues that Samkara takes little notice of this, because for him, personhood is about
individuality and individuated characteristics, as we saw in Chapter 3. These individuated
characteristics all belong to the realm of not-being, so are fundamentally different from
selfhood.!* Clearly, Samkara’s sense of self is rather a minimalist one, which Ram-Prasad
compares to the transcendental selfhood of Kant and Husserl.!> Ram-Prasad’s position is
certainly helpful in relation to Samkara. In this chapter, I apply Ram-Prasad’s model of
‘minimal selfhood’ (from an Advaitin lens), to my reading of Madhusiidana’s Gita
commentary to demonstrate the pedagogical importance of personhood for Madhusiidana.
I argue that personhood is precisely the tool by which Madhusiidana shows how Arjuna can

transition from individuation to selthood.

In the following, I use Madhusiidana’s own threefold structure — tvam, tat and tat tvam asi

— as the basis of my analysis, starting with the ‘layers’ of tvam.

5.2 — Tvam

5.2.1 — Arjuna as the ‘you’

Like Samkara and Sridhara, Madhusiidana accepts a Samkhyan view of the psycho-physical
person.!® When confused with the self through superimposition, misidentification and
attachment, this is nothing other than what we might call the samsaric ‘you’ trapped in

rebirth. Early on in 2.14 Madhusiidana has Krsna adjuring Arjuna:

Do not know yourself as the sufferer by superimposing identity on the

sufferer...!”

The true ‘you’ is the self, as he explains just before:

14 “Not-being’ here in the sense that, for Samkara, everything other than consciousness, brahman, self, is not
ultimate reality. See Ram-Prasad, Divine Self, pp. 2-6 & 19-28.

15 Ram-Prasad, Divine Self, pp.87-8.

16 See e.g. Gitagiidharthadipika 7.4.

7 dukhitadatm(y)adhyasenatmanam dukhinam ma jaasir...
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...just as there is no difference due to the serial arising and destruction of
states of the body, because you, the embodied, one only, are eternal, so
also (it is) with the simultaneous acquisition of other bodies, because you

are all-pervading, one only...!8

That Arjuna initially represents the samsaric ‘you’ in need of teaching, is implied in 3.3:

In line with the different states, in the form of purification and non-
purification of the mind, two kinds of firmness have been taught to the
very same one, you (tvam): “This knowledge of the self (samkhye
buddhih) has been described to you. But you must listen to this
(knowledge) in relation to yoga (of karma)” (2.39). Thus, since both are
useful to the very same one according to their different stages (of progress)
(bhumika-bhedena), it is not redundant to give the teaching (to the very

same person) despite differences in eligibility.!”

Which teaching Arjuna should follow — karma-yoga or jiiana-yoga — will depend on his
progression towards selfhood, since Madhusiidana clearly holds that the paths of karma-
yoga and jiiana-yoga are not to be practised in combination,”® but rather in stages
(bhitmika). Right at the end of his comment on 3.3, Madhustidana writes, ‘The Lord will
say, until the conclusion of the chapter...“Hence you (Arjuna) will become (bhavisyasi) fit
for knowledge through the purification of the mind attained by performing actions without
desire, indeed”.’?! Madhusiidana also comments, ‘By addressing him as “faultless”, the
Lord points out that Arjuna is fit to be taught’.?? By addressing Arjuna directly as a ksatriya

trapped in samsara,? stating that he will become capable of eradicating desire through the

182.13 ...athava dehina ekasyaiva tava yatha kramena dehavasthotpattivinasayor na bhedah | nityatvat,
tathd yugapat dehantarapraptir api tavaikasyaiva vibhutvat ...

9 citta-Suddhy-asuddhi-riipavastha-bhedenaikam eva tvam prati dvividha nisthoktd | esa te "bhihita
samkhye buddhir yoge tv imam Srnu (Gita 2.39) iti | ato bhimika-bhedenaikam eva praty ubhayopayogan
nadhikara-bhede "py upadesa-vaiyarthyam ity abhiprayah |

20 Madhustidana refers to Samkara’s position before commenting on Gita 3.3, demonstrating that he follows
Samkara’s critique of the jidnakarmasamuccayin.

2 atah kama-rahityenaiva karmani kurvann antah-karana-suddhya jiianadhikart bhavisyasiti yavad
adhyaya-samapti vadisyati bhagavan ||

22 he ‘naghapapeti sambodhayann upadesayogyatam arjunasya siicayati |

23 Arjuna is addressed a ksatriya in Madhusiidana’s Gitagiidharthadipika 2.10, 3.7,20,30, 6.43,45, 18.36-
7,41,48.
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purification of the mind, Madhusiidana introduces Arjuna as the primary subject who

requires Krsna’s teaching.

5.2.2 — Who is the dharmic person?

Krsna’s diagnosis of Arjuna’s problem is inappropriate, adharmic behaviour. What, then,
constitutes appropriate behaviour for Madhustidana? The term sva-dharma (one’s own
dharma) is first introduced by Madhustidana in 2.31, soon after he has explained why Krsna

is drowning Arjuna in 2.10:

Now, with a view to destroying the delusion of Arjuna himself —
originating in defects like compassion, and in the form of the appearance
of his own dharma, called fighting, as adharmic due to the extent of injury,
and so on, in it — the Lord makes him understand that fighting, although
beginning with injury, and so on, is not adharmic, because it is his own

dharma.**

This interpretation of acting appropriately, according to dharma, is standard. However, we
have seen that ‘Arjuna’s own inappropriate behaviour is brought to light by the Lord as if
to create shame in order to create discrimination’.?> Krsna thus encourages Arjuna to

reconsider the way he looks at things, including dharma.
Madhustidana in fact reiterates the ‘drowning’ metaphor, first seen in 2.10, in 6.5:
“With the self”, with the mind engaged with discrimination (viveka), “one

should raise” up “one’s self”, from that ocean of samsara in which it is
9

drowned, meaning one should procure its absorption in yoga by

2 samprati yuddhakhye sva-dharme himsadi-bahulyenadharmatva-pratibhasa-riipam arjunasyaiva
karunadi-dosa-nibandhanam asadharanam bhramam nirakartum himsdadimattve 'pi yuddhasya sva-
dharmatvenadharmatvabhavam bodhayati bhagavan sva-dharmam apiti |

3 lajjam utpadayitum iva vivekam utpadayitum arjunasyanucitacaranam bhagavata prakasyate... | See
section 5.5.1 on Arjuna’s drowning.
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abandoning attachment to objects. But “one should not lower”, drown in

the ocean of samsara “the self”, by attachment to objects.?®

Here, Madhusiidana re-states — in the concluding chapter of the first third of his commentary
— that ‘drowning’ (nimagna) in the ‘ocean of samsara’ (samsara-samudre) results from
being attached to objects. Although a person might act appropriately according to their sva-

dharma, until attachment is removed they will remain in samsara.

The fact that Madhustidana innovatively brings in yoga here — particularly given that 6.5
reiterates our key drowning metaphor — points to the importance of Yogic Advaita in the
Gitagiidharthadipika, specifically in terms of building a picture of how personhood is
understood. His extensive quotations from Vidyaranya and the Laghu-Yogavasistha®’ —
underline this,2® showing that Madhusiidana goes well beyond Samkara, who holds that
being a ‘knower’ is enough for liberation. Although Madhusiidana’s interpretation of acting
dharmically in the world may be technically standard in terms of Advaita Vedanta, the way
in which he uses the dharmic agent in chapters 1-6 of his commentary, to problematise

Arjuna’s understanding of personhood, is innovative.

5.2.3 — Who is the yogin?

Although Arjuna may have figured out how to act appropriately in the world, he still faces
the problem of how his attachment and desire for results can be eradicated. Madhusiidana
directly addresses this problem in Gitagiidharthadipika 6, which is primarily orientated
around explaining who the yogin is. It is here we learn that sub-commenting on Yoga texts
is key to building Madhusiidana’s picture of the ‘you’, many of his comments including

glosses of Patafjali’s Yoga-sitras. For instance, in 6.2:

For it is said, “Yoga is restraint of the modifications of the mind” (Yoga-

sitra 1.2). There are five types of modifications: pramana (means of

26 “Gtmana” viveka-yuktena manas-“atmanam” svam jivam samsara-samudre nimagnam tata “uddharet” |
ut urdhvam haret | visayasanga-parityagena yogaridhatam apadayed ity arthah | “na” tu visayasangena-
“atmanam avasdadayet” samsara-samudre majjayet

27 Used also in his Advaita-siddhi and Siddhanta-bindu.

28 See Chapter 2, section 2.4.4.
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knowing), viparyaya (misapprehension), vikalpa (doubt), nidra (sleep)

and smyrti (memory) (Yoga-siitra 1.6).>°

Here, Madhusiidana quotes Patafijali’s Yoga-siitra to assert that yoga is restraining the mind
from undergoing modifications. Madhustidana then explains, in turn, each modification of
the mind by quoting Yoga-sitra 1.6. Madhusiudana is, however, careful to ground his
quoting of Yoga texts in Upanisadic texts — in 6.2, Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.22 — to
support his statement that a person must renounce attachment to the results of actions.

Again, in 6.26, Madhusiidana explicitly states that Patafijali Yoga is grounded in the sruti:

And this type of yoga has been declared by the sruti: “[...] They consider
that ‘keeping the senses steady through meditation’ is that yoga. One then
becomes attentive, for yoga is subject to growth and destruction” (Katha

Upanisad 2.3.10-11).3°

Following this, Madhustidana immediately again quotes Yoga-siitra 1.2:

And the aphorism, “Yoga is the restraint of the modifications of the mind”

(Yoga-siitra 1.2) is indeed rooted in [the sruti].3!

By quoting the Yoga-siitra alongside the Katha Upanisad, Madhusiidana justifies drawing
on yoga to build a picture of who the Gita’s yogin is. His explanation continues into 6.28,
where his commentary is substantial, continuing to sub-comment on texts other than the
Gita and gloss them within his explanation. By doing this, Madhustidana constantly re-
states that the specific type of yoga he advocates — eight-limbed Patafijali Yoga — is

Upanisadic.

Madhustidana’s incorporation of Yoga texts into his Gita commentary — particularly in

chapter 6 — helps us to understand what kind of yoga he advocates for the seeker of

2 tatha hi — yogas citta-vrtti-nirodhah (Yoga-siitra 1.2) pramana-viparyaya-vikalpa-nidra-smrtaya iti
vrttayah paiica-vidhah |

30 etadrsas ca yogah Srutya pratipaditah — [...] tam yogam iti manyante sthiram indriya-dharanam |
apramattas tada bhavati yogo hi prabhavapyayau (Katha Upanisad 2.3.10-11) iti |

3 etan-miilakam eva ca yogas citta-vrtti-nirodhah (Yoga-sitra 1.2) iti sitram |
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liberation. In his extended explanation of 6.25, Madhusiidana glosses a verse from the Katha

Upanisad following Vidyaranya’s earlier use:

“The tranquil self” (Katha Upanisad 1.3.13) is that which is free from both
these egos and is without qualities, which is the essence of the one
consciousness. One should control the great self, the universal intellect,
into that one. Thus, should one control that cause — the unmanifest
(avyakta) — of that (the great self). As such, the pure self without qualities,

which is indicated by the word “you” (rvam) becomes directly realised.

Here, Madhustidana draws on terms developed in Samkhya. His gloss of the Katha
Upanisad supports his explanation, showing the importance of the psycho-physical person,
in Samkhyan terms, for Madhusiidana’s basic understanding of ‘you’. More importantly,
what we see emphasised in Madhustidana’s commentary (as in 6.25) is the yogic framework
of a person, as developed before him in Yogic Advaita,>® where mental restraint is vital to
go beyond the attachments of the dharmic self to manifest the true ‘you’. This becomes
even clearer as Madhusiidana draws extensively on Yogic Advaita texts to explain the three
stages of jivanmukti itself, which is integral to his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy in the

Gita.

5.2.4 — Who is the jivanmukta?

Madhustidana holds that yogic practice is key to a person developing their understanding of
self and attaining jivanmukti (liberation while still living). Introducing chapter 3,

Madhustidana summarises how a person can become a jivanmukta:

First comes firmness in selfless works (niskama-karma). Then comes
purification of the mind. Then comes renunciation of all actions, led by
tranquillity (Sama), restraint (dama), and so on. Then comes firmness in

devotion (bhakti) to the Lord, along with deliberation on the Upanisadic

32 tabhyam aharikarabhyam vivikto nirupadhikah “santatma’ sarvantas cid-eka-rasas tasmin mahantam
atmanam samasti-buddhim niyacchet | evam tat-karanam avyaktam api niyacchet | tato nirupadhikas tvam-
pada-laksyah suddha atma saksatkrtau bhavati | See Jivanmuktiviveka 3.7.1/3.8.1.

33 See also Mallinson and Bouy on Yogic Advaita beyond Advaita Vedanta (Mallinson, ‘Hathayoga’s
Philosophy’, pp.225-47 and Bouy, Les Natha-Yogin et les Upanisads).
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sentences. Then comes firmness in knowledge of reality (tattvajiiana), and
the result is liberation while still living (jivanmukti), which arises through
the cessation of ignorance consisting of the three gunas, and continues

until the end of the experience of the results of prarabdha-karma.>*

Here, Madhusiidana explains that once a person has tattvajiiana (knowledge of reality), they
become a jivanmukta. Once a jivanmukta, a person continues to perform actions in the world
but without attachment — so no longer identifies the self with the psycho-physical gunic
person. Madhusiidana, in his comment on 4.20, glosses the Gita’s description of action

without attachment, and applies this description to the jivanmukta:

“Even though” one who has reached such a state (of having abandoned
attachment) and is a jivanmukta is “engaged in actions”, Vedic or ordinary,
awakening from this state — even though, under the control of prarabdha-
karmas, he appears to the world to be engaged in undertaking actions, with
their appendages and subdivisions, “he” from his own perception “in
reality does not do anything”, [actions] having been sublated by the

perception of the actionless self.?

Prarabdha-karma, the reason that the jivanmukta is still ‘engaged in actions’ despite having
attained fattvajiiana, refers to results of past actions that are currently manifesting — in other
words, are ready to be experienced and need a body for this to occur. This already-initiated
prarabdha-karma cannot be avoided, even by the knower. As these results must fully run

their course, embodiment persists.

5.2.5 — The Laghu-Yogavasistha’s seven stages of yoga

To reveal who ‘you’ is, at the level of being a jivanmukta, Madhusiidana draws on the

Laghu-Yogavasistha’s seven stages of yoga. I argue that drawing on these seven stages is

3 tatha hi-adau niskama-karma-nistha | tato 'ntahkarana-suddhih | tatah Sama-damadi-sadhana-
purahsarah sarva-karma-samnydsah | tato vedanta-vakya-vicara-sahita bhagavad-bhakti-nistha | tatas
tattvajiiana-nistha tasyah phalam ca trigunatmakavidya-nivrttyd jivan-muktih prarabdha-karma-phala-
bhoga-paryantam |

35 evambhiito jivanmukto vyutthana-dasayvam “karmani” vaidike laukike va- “abhipravrtto” “api”
prarabdha-karma-vasal loka-drstyabhitah sangopanganusthandaya pravrtto 'pi sva-drstya “naiva kimcit
karoti sa” niskriyatma-darsanena badhitatvad iti
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key to Madhustidana showing how a person can work towards becoming a jivanmukta. It is
by laying out these stages that Arjuna is given the vision of the sort of yogin he can become,
and how he can work towards a correct understanding of tvam (‘you’). Madhusiidana first

alludes to the seven stages in Gitagiidharthadipika introduction 24-27:

Knowledge of reality (tattvajiiana), mental quiescence (manonasa), and
eradication of latent tendencies (vasanaksaya) — when these three are
practised together, liberation while still living (jivanmukti) becomes
established. Total renunciation of all actions as a result of enlightenment
is explained in the sruti for this reason — that there may be effort for
completing that very part (among those three) which was not completed
before. Once the mind is first restrained through savikalpa-samadhi,
nirvikalpa-samadhi may come to be, which has three stages. In the first
the person awakes by themselves, in the second they are awakened by

others. In the last they do not awake at all; they remain always absorbed.3®

Here, Madhusiidana explicitly refers to the final three stages of yoga: stages 5, 6 and 7, as
outlined in the Laghu-Yogavasistha. These final three stages are described by

Madhusiidana, as in the Laghu-Yogavasistha, as ‘stages of jivanmukti itself”.>

All seven stages are first referred to together by Madhusiidana in his extended comment on
3.18 where he explains, ‘This kind of knower of brahman has been described by Vasistha
in terms of seven different stages’.?® Following this, Madhusiidana then directly quotes the

passage from the Laghu-Yogavasistha where these seven stages are outlined:

The stage of knowledge called subhecchd (desire for liberation), is said to

be the first; the second is vicarana (reflection); the third is tanumanasa

36 tattvajiianam manonasa vasanaksaya ityapi |

yugapat tritayabhyasaj jivanmuktir drdhd bhavet ||

vidvatsamnydsa katham etad artha srutau krtam |

pragasiddho ya evamso yatnah syat tasya sadhane ||

niruddhe cetasi pura savikalpasamdadhind |

nirvikalpasamadhis tu bhavet atra tribhumikah ||

vyuttisthate svatastvaddye dvitiye parabodhitah |

ante vyuttisthate naiva sada bhavati tanmayah ||

37.Cf6.43.

38 etadrso brahma-vid-bhimika-saptaka-bhedena niriipito vasisthena —
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(ability of the mind); the fourth is sattvapatti (experience of reality); then
comes asamsakti (non-relationship); the sixth is padarthabhavani
(absence of objects); the seventh is called furyaga (total absence of the
perception of duality) (Laghu-Yogavasistha, Lavana-upakhyana 13.113-
14).%°

Following this quotation, Madhusiidana himself explains that the first three stages of yoga
(Subheccha, vicarana and tanumanasa) constitute the waking state, and the fourth stage
(sattvapatti) constitutes the dreaming state. In the first three stages, the world appears with
plurality and individuation, meaning that personhood is problematic. In the fourth stage,
personhood is still problematic because, although the yogin who has reached this stage is
called a ‘knower of brahman’ (brahmavit), they still require tattvajiiana, manonasa and

vasanaksaya.

The final three stages of yoga, ‘the different stages of jivanmukti itself, explained
previously, in the third (chapter)’,*® are presented in 6.43 as stages of how the yogin emerges
back into the world after being in states of meditative concentration (samdadhi). At stage 5,
(asamsakti, or the sleeping state), the yogin emerges (awakes) by himself, due to prarabdha-
karma. Although the jivanmukta at stage 5 may have achieved tattvajiiana, mental activity

still intervenes.

At stage 6 (padarthabhavant, or the state of deep sleep), the yogin is referred to as a ‘greater
knower of brahman’ (brahmavid-variyan). The yogin who has reached stage 6, although
starting to practise manonasa and vasandksaya simultaneously (having already achieved
tattvajiiana), can still be awakened by someone else. Madhusiidana quotes the Laghu-
Yogavasistha again, suggesting that the yogin at stage 6 may still, to an extent, be
individuated: “(In the sixth stage) he (the yogin) might perceive just some difference, or he
may not perceive anything whatsoever” (Laghu-Yogavasistha, Yoga-saptabhiimika-

upakhyana 80-1).4!

3 jiiana-bhiimih Subhecchakhya prathama parikirtita |

vicarand dvitiya syat trtiyd tanu-manasa ||

sattvapattis caturthi syat tato ‘samsakti-nasika |

padarthabhavant sasthi saptami turyagda smrta || iti |

4 paficama-sastha-saptama-bhiimayas tu jivanmukter avantara-bheda iti trtiye prag-vyakhydatam
4 kimcid evaisa sampannas tv athavaisa na kimcana |
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5.2.6 — The jivanmukta as exemplar of minimal selfhood

The yogin who has reached stage 7 is called the ‘highest knower of brahman’ (brahmavid-
varistha). It is only once the yogin has reached stage 7 that there is no perception of duality

whatsoever. Madhustidana directly quotes from the Laghu-Yogavasistha in 3.18:

“The seventh stage of yoga is called liberation without a body
(videhamukti)” (Laghu-Yogavasistha, Yoga-saptabhumikda-upakhyana
43.81).42

Madhustidana then quotes Bhdgavata Purana 11.13.36 on inebriation and 3.28.38 on no

further rebirth directly before quoting sruti:

“Just as the lifeless skin of a snake is cast off and lies on the ant hill, so
this body lies. Then this (self is) disembodied, immortal, life, brahman
alone, light alone” (Br. Up. 4.4.7).83

Madhustdana thus reinterprets the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad in the light of the Laghu-
Yogavasistha, using Bhdagavata Purana as a bridge. Although the Brhadaranyaka passage
clearly refers to bodiless liberation after death in its original context, Madhusiidana
reinterprets the meaning of videhamukti here as bodiless liberation in this life without any

perception of duality, and in this respect follows Vidyaranya’s view.**

At stage 7 (turydga), in contrast to stage 6, the yogin does not emerge from samadhi either

by themselves or through the efforts of others, as Madhustidana affirms in 3.18:

Stage seven — the state of turiya — is the state of samdadhi from which, due
to the complete absence of the perception of difference, he (the yogin) does

not emerge either by himself or by others. He remains always self-

2 videha-muktata titkta saptami yoga-bhiimika |

3 tad yatha "hinirlvyayant valmike mrta pratyasta sayitaivam evedam Sariram Sete 'thayam asariro ‘mrtah
prano brahmaiva teja eva iti |

44 Madaio, Advaita Vedanta as Narrative Theology, p.86.
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absorbed everywhere as a mass of complete supreme bliss alone, without
his own effort, with his bodily functions controlled by others, due to his

organs of vitality being under the control of the highest Lord.*

At stage 7, the jivanmukta does not possess consciousness of the body. For this person, there
is no awareness of anything separate whatsoever. The passage from the Laghu-Yogavasistha

quoted above also makes this clear:

“That one (the yogin), after being established in the sixth stage, should
achieve the seventh stage [...] In the stages of yoga, this is the climax, it

is beyond words and is tranquil ($anta)” (Laghu-Yogavasistha 43.80-1).4

The ‘tranquil self” from the Katha Upanisad is again referred to here. This tranquil self has
no individuation whatsoever, meaning that the yogin at stage 7 satisfies Ram-Prasad’s
model of selfhood as minimal condition and can thus be an exemplar of the minimal self.
The jivanmukta teaches only by being an exemplar of minimal selthood, only by being there,

and does not actively engage in any way in the world.

5.2.7 — Arjuna becoming the highest yogin

One of the primary ways in which Madhustidana builds a systematic and progressive
understanding of Arjuna’s personhood is through his explanation of the Gita’s vocative
addresses to Arjuna.*’ As we saw in 3.3, Arjuna is addressed as a ksatriya who can progress
towards liberation through desireless action. When we reach chapter 6, Madhusiidana

repeatedly refers to Arjuna as a yoga-bhrasta,*® for instance in 6.43:

4 yasyds tu samadhy-avasthdyd na svato na va parato vyutthito bhavati sarvatha bheda-darsanabhavat |
kintu sarvada tanmaya eva sva-prayatnam antarenaiva paramesvara-prerita-prana-vayu-vasad anyair
nirvahyamana-daihika-vyavaharah paripirna-paramananda-ghana eva sarvatas tisthati | sa saptami
turiyavastha |

6 sasthyam bhitmam asau sthitva saptamim bhiimikam apnuyat [...] agamyd vacasam $anta sa sima yoga-
bhumisu || iti |

47 Cf Jacqueline Suthren Hirst and Rosie Edgley, ‘Addressing Plurality in Madhustidana Sarasvati’s Gita
commentary’ (forthcoming).

48 One ‘failed in yoga’ (Gitd 6.41).
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O “descendent of the Kurus”, as a yoga-bhrasta who has been born into a
family of pious and wealthy people, for you too the attainment of

knowledge will be easily achieved due to your past impressions.*

We know from the battle context of the Mahabhdarata that the ‘descendent of the Kurus’ is
Arjuna. In 6.43, Madhustidana refers again to the Laghu-Yogavasistha’s seven stages of
yoga first comprehensively introduced in 3.18. By reintroducing them in 6.43 where Arjuna
is addressed directly, Madhusiidana appears to suggest that Arjuna can indeed become a

stage 7 jivanmukta (i.e. a yogin of the highest kind), albeit in a future life.

Introducing 6.45, worth quoting at length, Madhusiidana specifically explains how Arjuna,

as a yoga-bhrasta, is eligible for knowledge:

A yoga-bhrasta who dies when in the first stage, having indeed been born
into a lineage of great kings which is the cause of various errors — (if that
birth is) separated from the latent tendencies of many kinds of experiences,
transcends eligibility for rites and duties (and) becomes eligible for
knowledge due to the prevalence of the residual impressions of knowledge
previously attained. Then how much more should it be said that a yoga-
bhrasta — who, after dying while in the second or the third stage, once the
experience of objects is at an end, is born into a lineage of great kings or,
if no experience at all is needed, is born into a family of brahmins who are
knowers of brahman — becomes liberated from the bondage of rebirth as a
result of becoming eligible for knowledge by transcending the eligibility
for rites and duties, attaining the result of that (knowledge) by practising

the disciplines that are required for it.>°

4 he kuru-nandana tavapi Sucinam srimatam kule yoga-bhrasta-janama jatam iti pirva-vasana-vasad
andyasenaiva jiiana-labho bhavisyatiti

0 yada caivam prathama-bhiimikayam mrto ‘pi aneka-bhoga-vasand-vyavahitam api vividha-pramada-
karanavati maharaja-kule 'pi janma labdhvapi yoga-bhrastah piurvopacita-jiiana-samskara-prabalyena
karmadhikaram atikramya jiianadhikart bhavati tada kim tu vaktavyam dvitiyayam trtiyayam va
bhumikayam mrto visaya-bhogante labdha-maharaja-kula-janma yadi va bhogam akrtvaiva labdha-
brahma-vid brahmana-kula-janma yoga-bhrastah karmdadhikaratikramena jiianadhikart bhiitva tat-
sadhanani sampadya tat-phala-labhena samsara-bandhanan mucyata iti
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This tells us that, for Madhusiidana, varnasramadharma impacts our understanding of what
constitutes a person. However, Madhusiidana also shows how, under certain circumstances
(namely the exhaustion of the results of actions), ksatriyas as well as brahmins can be
eligible for realisation. Here, Madhustidana may seem to imply that, although Arjuna cannot
become a stage 7 jivanmukta in his current life, he can if he dies at stage 3 and is then born
into either a(nother) lineage of great kings or a brahmin family, of knowers of brahman.
This indicates that showing how Arjuna can become liberated is Madhusiidana’s focus, and
through establishing Arjuna’s eligibility, Madhustidana demonstrates that Krsna can give

Arjuna the teaching.

In Madhusiidana’s introduction 24-27, he makes it clear that the yogin who practises
tattvajiiana, manonasa and vasanaksaya together does not return to rebirth. Madhusiidana

addresses Arjuna about such a yogin in 6.32:

O “Arjuna, one who”, “in comparison with the self” — the analogy is by
holding one’s own self as an exemplar — “sees everywhere” in all living
beings “the same” equal “whether in terms of happiness or sorrow”, who,
being empty of hatred, does not bring about another’s disadvantage just as
he does not bring about his own disadvantage, and who, similarly being
empty of desire, brings happiness to others in the same way as he brings
to himself, “that yogin”, a knower of brahman, through being tranquil due
to the expulsion of (desire), “is considered superior to” better than the
previous one (who has not achieved manonasa and vasanaksaya).
Therefore, one should put in a great effort to practise tattvajiiana,

manondsa and vasanaksaya together.>!

Crucially, in 6.46 Madhusiidana aligns Arjuna with such a yogin, showing that Arjuna is
explicitly addressed as eligible to become a yogin of the highest kind, providing he
progresses through the stages of yoga:

SU “Gtmaivaupamyam” upama tenatmadystantena “sarvatra” prani-jate “sukham va yadi va dubkham

samam” tulyam yah “pasSyati” svasyanistam yatha na sampadayati evam parasyapy anistam “yo” na
sampadayati pradvesasinyatvat evam svasyestam yathda sampadayati tatha parasyapistam yah sampadayati
ragasunyatvat “sa’” nirvasanatayopasantamand “‘yogi” brahmavit “paramah’ srestho “matah” piarvasmat
he “arjuna’ | atas tattvajiiana-manonasa-vasanaksayanam akramam abhydsaya mahan prayatna astheya
ity arthah |
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Now, in order to enjoin yoga accompanied by the pre-eminent arousing of
confidence (Sraddhd) in Arjuna, the yogin is praised in “Than the
ascetics”: “A yogin is higher than the ascetics, and is even held to be higher
than those of knowledge. And a yogin is higher than those of action. Thus,
Arjuna, be a yogin” [...] Even higher than those who have direct
knowledge but are not jivanmuktas — because of the absence of manondsa
and vasandaksaya — is the yogin who is a jivanmukta and engages in
manonasa and vasanaksaya. This is my thought. Because of this,
“therefore” you who are a yoga-bhrasta now (idanim) by tattvajiiana,
manonasa and vasanaksaya, practised at the same time with higher and
higher effort “be”, “a yogin”, of the kind spoken of previously: a
jivanmukta who is considered the highest yogin, by the ripening of

means.>?

Here, Arjuna (referred to as ‘you’ (tvam)) is addressed directly as both a yoga-bhrasta and
as potentially a yogin of the highest kind. Not only is Arjuna eligible to receive Krsna’s
teaching, but he is eligible to becoming the highest yogin: a jivanmukta who practises

tattvajiiana, manondasa and vasanaksaya together.

It is by referring to Arjuna directly as a yoga-bhrasta that Madhusiidana establishes his
eligibility for receiving Krsna’s teaching. Madhustidana’s gloss of the Gita’s vocative in

54 _ helps to build a picture of who Arjuna is, this

6.46 — ““O Arjuna” means “O pure one
gloss occurring at exactly the point in his commentary where he shows that Arjuna is pure

of rituals and should learn to become a jivanmukta. The fact that Arjuna is ‘pure’ reflects

52 idanim yogi stityate "rjunam prati Sraddhatisayotpadanapiirvakam yogam vidhatum tapasvibhya iti |
tapasvibhyo 'dhiko yogi jiianibhyo 'pi mato dhikah | karmibhyas cadhiko yogi tasmdad yogt bhavarjuna [...]
evam aparoksajiianavadbhyo 'pi manondsa-vasanaksayabhavad ajivanmuktebhyo manonasa-
vasanaksayavattvena jivanmukto yogy adhiko mato mama samyatah | yasmad evam “tasmad” adhikadhika-
prayatnabalat tvam yoga-bhrasta idanim tattvajiiana-manondasa-vasanaksayair yugapat-sampaditair
“yogi” jivanmukto yah sa yogi paramo mata iti prag-uktah sa tadrso “bhava” sadhana-paripakat | My
emphases.

53 Note Madhusiidana’s nicely ambiguous placing of the word ‘id@nim’: Arjuna is now a yoga-bhrasta who
can become a jivanmukta in (a) future (life); or Arjuna, having been a yoga-bhrasta in a past life and
currently being born in a lineage of great kings can now practise the three disciplines: tattvajiiana,
manondsa and vasanaksaya to be a jivanmukta, a yogin of the highest kind.

5% he ’rjuneti Suddheti sabodhanarthah
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the fact that he is eligible to receive Krsna’s teaching in his current life, even if he cannot

yet become the highest yogin.

In the very next verse, 6.47, concluding chapters 1-6, Madhustidana shifts the focus towards

bhakti:

Although the difficulty of the practice of yoga and the effort in devotion
are the same, he alone who is my devotee is higher than those devoid of
devotion to me. The meaning is that you who are my highest devotee will
easily be able to become the highest of those whose minds are controlled.>
Therefore, in this chapter, the parameters of karma-yoga’s causes of
mental purification have been shown and then yoga and its components
for the renunciation of all actions done have been described and the means
for the overcoming of the mind preceded by the rejection of objections
have been taught, and the section on action, describing the meaning of the
word ‘you’, has been completed. Following this, bhakti-yoga is
summarised in “the one with faith who worships me...” (6.47) and the next
group of six chapters is begun for ascertaining the meaning of the word

“that”: the Lord Vasudeva, who is to be worshipped.>®

There are several points 6.47 illuminates. First, 6.47 is directly addressed to Arjuna, as
indicated by ‘you will be able to become’ (bhavitum Saksyasi). Second, it is Arjuna as the
voga-bhrasta (6.46) who is addressed here as being Krsna’s ‘highest devotee’. As I shall
argue below, Krsna as the subject of bhakti is fundamental to Madhustidana’s interpretation
of Krsna’s pedagogy in terms of the possibility of Arjuna attaining liberation in his current
life. Third, Madhustidana reiterates here that the first six chapters establish the meaning of

tvam, and ties this directly to Arjuna being addressed and his progression via yoga being

55 Madhusiidana’s explanation of yuktatamah (sarvebhyah samahitacintebhyo yuktebhyas Sresthah) in the
previous sentence.

56 samane 'pi yogabhyasa-klese samane ’pi bhajandydse mad-bhakti-Siinyebhyo mad-bhaktasyaiva
Sresthatvat tvam mad-bhaktah paramo yuktatamo ’nayasena bhavitum saksyasiti bhavah | tad
anenadhyayena karma-yogasya buddhi-suddhi-hetor maryadam darsayata tatas ca krta-sarva-karma-
samnydasasya sangam yogam vivrnvata mano-nigrahopayam caksepa-nirasa-pirvakam upadisata yoga-
bhrastasya purusartha-sinyatasankam ca sithilataya/vata karma-kandam tvampadarthaniriipanam ca
samapitam | atahparam sraddhavan bhajate yo mamiti sutritam bhaktiyogam bhajaniyam ca bhagavantam
vasudevam tat-padartham niriipayitum agrima-madhyaya-satkam arabhyata iti sivam ||
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summarised. This further supports my contention that for Madhusiidana it is Arjuna, rather

than the Advaitin renouncer, who is the primary subject of Krsna’s pedagogy.

5.2.8 — Person as witness

In 6.36, Madhusiidana directly refers the reader to Vidyaranya’s Jivanmuktiviveka when

mentioning the saksin:

So when samsara, connected to the witness because of non-
discrimination, gets removed through direct realisation of discrimination,
one becomes the highest yogin, a jivanmukta, when even the innate
modifications of the mind, sustained by prarabdha-karma, are removed
through persistence in practising yoga [ ...] The remaining details are to be

scrutinised in the Jivanmuktiviveka.’’

Madhustidana, directing the reader to the Jivanmuktiviveka for a full explanation of his own
position,>® suggests he is familiar with this text, where Vidyaranya stresses that the self is a
witness, and not a dharmic agent. In 1.10.4, for instance, Vidyaranya writes, ‘He who
understands the highest state as the witness of all, distinct from the body and senses, the
absolute consciousness, self as bliss, self-luminous — he is one beyond varnpasrama’.>®
Madhustidana adopts a similar position on the witness, when he indicates that 6.29 reveals
the true meaning of ‘you’: ‘In this way, he [Krsna] first speaks of the existence of what is

implied by the word “you” (tvam)’:°

“He sees”, makes immediate, the self — one, all-pervading, innermost
consciousness, the witness, the highest reality, a mass of bliss, “existing in
all beings”, in all bodies moving and not moving as the enjoyer —

discriminated from things witnessed, whose forms are unreal, insentient,

57 tasmat saksi-gatasya samsarasyaviveka-nibandhanasya viveka-saksatkarad apanaye 'pi prarabdha-
karma-paryavasthapitasya cittasya svabhavikinam api vrttinam yogabhydasa-prayatnenapanaye sati
Jivanmuktah paramo yogi [...] avasistam jivanmukti-viveke savistaram anusandheyam ||

58 And his frequent use of Vidyaranya’s ideas and wording.

% yah $arirendriyadibhyo vibhinnam sarvasaksinam | paramarthikavijiianam sukhatmanam svayam prabhum
param tattvam vijandti so ‘tivarnasrami bhavet | Translation in: Robert A. Goodding. The Treatise on
Liberation-in-Life: Critical Edition and Annotated Translation of the Jivanmuktiviveka of Vidyaranya
(Austin: University of Texas, 2002), p.110.

0 tatra prathamam tva-pada-laksyopasthitim aha sarveti
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limited, suffering. “And in” that “self”, the witness, he sees “all beings”,
the objects witnessed, imagined to be objects of enjoyment through a
superimposed relationship — for it is impossible for there to be any other
relationship between the witness and the witnessed — which are unreal,

limited, insentient, suffering, as discriminated from the witness.®!

Here, Madhustidana makes it clear that the self is not an agent, precisely because the self'is,
in reality, none other than the witness. It is due to misconception, and the resulting
misidentification of the self with the body and the external world, that the quality of being
a ‘doer’ or an agent gets superimposed onto the self. Indeed, as he shows in 7.14 (see below),
even the very notion of the jiva (and the Lord) as witness is superimposed. As he establishes
that Arjuna is told to become the highest yogin, Madhusiidana signals how Arjuna is able
to reach this point, with Krsna’s help, where all superimposition is realised for what it is —

including even, eventually, the notion of the witness itself.

There is, then, a fundamental difference between ‘you’ as witness and the previous
conditioned understandings of ‘you’ we have seen in Gitagidharthadipika 1-6. 1t is the
conditioned ‘you’, the ahamkara (ego, ‘I’-sense), that experiences ordinary mental states,
which makes ‘you’ an agent, the vasanas (latent tendencies) impelling a person to action
which must be eliminated before direct realisation can be achieved.®> We saw earlier that
the stage 7 jivanmukta is the highest yogin and exemplar of minimal selfhood. In 6.36 above,
Madhustidana equates the highest yogin with the witness. In 6.29, Madhusiidana states that
‘you’ (tvam) fundamentally represents the self as none other than the witness. It is only this

‘you’ as witness that satisfies Ram-Prasad’s model of selfhood as minimal condition.

5.2.9 — Who is tvam?

I argue, then, that Madhustidana’s understanding of ‘you’ is clearly progressive, as mapped

out in chapters 1-6 of his Gita commentary. From the drowning passage in 2.10, Arjuna is

L “sarvesu bhiitesu sthavara "-jangamesu Sariresu bhoktrtaya sthitam ekam eva vibhum atmanam pratyak-

cetanam saksinam paramartha-satyam ananda-ghanam saksyebhyo ’nrta-jada-paricchinna-duhkha-
riupebhyo vivekena “tksate” saksatkaroti | tasmims “catmani” saksini “sarvani bhitani” saksyany
adhyasikena sambandhena bhogyataya kalpitani saksi-saksyayoh sambandhantaranupapatter mithya-
bhutani paricchinnani jadani dubhkhatmakani saksino vivekeneksate |

62 See on the ‘tranquil self> in 6.25 above.
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taken through the various understandings of ‘you’. Once ‘you’ understand yourself as the
highest yogin, previous understandings of ‘you’ are removed, just as other conditioning
factors are removed from the samsaric ‘you’. It is then realised that ‘you’, as the highest
yogin, are in fact none other than the witness, with any sense of ‘I’ removed. So the word
tvam in the Upanisadic sentence is revealed to be not only the jiva who is struggling in
samsara, but who ‘you’ can become, when seen from a conventional point of view where
the pedagogy begins. Arjuna is the ‘you’, who is taught how to progressively shape himself
towards becoming the ‘you’ he really is, illustrated precisely through Madhusiidana’s
interpretation of the Gita’s vocative addresses to Arjuna, both as ksatriya and as yoga-

bhrasta.

5.3 — Tat

Towards the end of the first third of Madhustdana’s Gitagiudharthadipika, he introduces
what ‘that’ (fat) refers to in 6.30: ‘Having therefore established the meaning of the word
“you” in its purity, he establishes the meaning of the word “that” in its purity’.%® In 6.30,

Krsna speaks of ‘the one who sees me everywhere’.

Madhustidana glosses Krsna’s ‘me’ with ‘the Lord, the meaning/referent of the word “that™’
(iSvaram tat-paddrtham) who, as ‘the one in whom the limiting adjunct of maya, the cause
of the whole manifestation, subsists, is to be distinguished from limiting adjuncts by the
yogin who realises him directly through perception born of yoga’.** It is as Madhusiidana
reveals the referent of ‘you’ that he also begins to reveal the referent of ‘that’: the Lord,

Krsna — a process that chapters 7-12 continue.®

I have shown that, in chapters 1-6, Madhusitidana’s focus is Arjuna, and how he can become
liberated without being a renouncer. In chapters 7-12, Madhustidana moves from holding
that Arjuna, as a yoga-bhrasta, can become liberated but only in a future life, to
demonstrating that, through Krsna’s grace, Arjuna can in fact become liberated while still

living. The key pedagogical tool for Arjuna’s progression, in Madhusiidana’s interpretation,

83 evam $uddham tvam-padartham niriipya Suddham tat-padartham niriipayati yo mam iti
4 “Yo” yogi “mam” i$varam tat-padartham asesa-prapaiica-karanammayaupadhikam upadhi-vivekena
“sarvatra” [...] “pasyati” yoga-jena pratyaksenaparoksikaroti

% Gitagiidharthadipika 7 introduction, see 5.3.2 below.
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is Krsna’s personhood, through whose many layers Krsna now reveals himself as fat and,
through this, is able to teach Arjuna (the ‘you’). These chapters reveal an emerging
understanding of who ‘that’ is, whereby bhakti is revealed as the means that has led ‘you’
to understanding yourself as ‘that’ — the realisation that ‘you’ are none other than the self as

witness. Introducing chapter 10, Madhustidana refers to the focus of chapters 7-9:

Therefore, in the seventh, eighth and ninth chapters, the reality of the Lord
meant by the word “that”, both with and without attributes, has been

seen.%

Importantly, Madhustidana thus shows in the middle third of his commentary that the Lord
— Krsna — is both saguna (with qualities/attributes) and nirguna (without
qualities/attributes). I argue that it is Krsna in his human form, as a manifestation of saguna
brahman, who functions as the key pedagogical tool in Madhusiidana’s interpretation of

Arjuna’s progression through bhakti here.

5.3.1 — Krsna’s many layers

Madhustidana shows how Krsna, who is Arjuna’s friend, relative, charioteer and teacher
explains that, unlike ordinary human beings who are bound by the world of maya/rebirth,
Krsna freely takes a body to restore dharma and teach Arjuna, the ‘you’. In 4.6 — also key

for Samkara and Sridhara — Madhusiidana explains this:

Then how can [Krsna] assume a body? [Krsna] answers in the second half
(of the verse): “Depending upon my prakrti, I come to be”. By ruling over,
by bringing under control, through the manifestation of consciousness,
prakrti, called maya, which is possessed of various diverse powers, which
makes the impossible possible, which is “my own”, an wupddhi

(conditioning factor) of mine, I am born: associated verily with the

% evam saptamastama-navamais tat-padarthasya bhagavatas tattvam sopadhikam nirupadhikam ca
darsitam
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different modifications of that [maya], I become possessed of a body and

ccbom”'67

Here, Madhustidana highlights the fact that Krsna can freely take on a body, because maya,
which has everything else in its power, is under Krsna’s control — both in him taking a four-

armed human body, but also as Lord of the cosmos, as in 11.32:

“I am Time”, the Supreme Lord, with the limiting adjunct of the power of
action, am the destroyer of all, who has now become grown. Hear the
reason for which I have become active: “become active”, at this time, “to

destroy”, to devour, “people” like Duryodhana.®®

Krsna’s action is described by Madhusiidana here with a past participle (upahita) indicating
a ‘limiting/conditioning adjunct’, which is his power (Sakti). So, we can see that Krsna’s
acting in the world — both through taking on a body and manifesting in his cosmic form —

is possible through his sakti.

With this parallel, Madhusiidana paints a similar picture to Samkara and Sridhara but as
with Sridhara, Madhusiidana holds a view which becomes important in later Advaita: that
maya has powers of both revealing/manifesting the cosmos and concealing/hiding its

source, the ‘that’ which is the current topic of investigation, as 7.14 shows:

“Mine”, of the controller of maya, the highest Lord, the cause of the entire
universe, all-knowing and all-powerful. Belonging to me, it (maya),
dependent on me, accomplishes the world’s creation etc. Maya impedes
the appearance of the real, and is the cause of the appearance of the not-
real. It has two powers — concealing and revealing. It is misconception, the

(root)-nature (prakrti) of the whole manifestation, as sruti says: “You

7 katham tarhi deha-grahanam ity uttarardhenaha “prakrtim svam adhisthaya sambhavami” | prakytim
mayakhyam vicitraneka-saktim aghatamana-ghatanapatiyasim “svam” svopadhi-bhitam “adhisthaya” cid-
abhasena vasikrtya “sambhavami”

8 “kalah” kriya-sakty-upahitah sarvasya samharta paramesvaro “asmi” bhavam idanim “pravrddho”
vrddhim gatah | yad-artham pravrttas tac chrnu “lokan” duryodhanadim” samahartum” bhaksayitum
“pravrtto” "ham ihasmin kale
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should know that prakrti is indeed maya, and the Supreme Lord is
certainly the ruler of maya” (Sve. Up. 4.10).%°

Here, Madhusiidana introduces the idea of maya as having the power (Sakti) to both conceal
(@varana) and reveal (viksepa).’® This is also the case in 9.8, where Madhustidana explains
how the whole manifestation is subject to the force of the concealing and revealing powers

which are the causes of adherence to misconception, egoism, attachment and aversion.”!

5.3.2 — The Personhood of Krsna

The main focus of chapters 7-12, according to Madhustidana, is Krsna as the subject of
bhakti. Structurally, then, bhakti is shown to be preparatory to, but necessary for, direct
realisation (which is established in chapters 13-18). Here, I argue that it is Krsna as a person
and manifestation of saguna brahman that is key to Madhusiidana’s interpretation of

Krsna’s pedagogy of tat.

The initial six chapters of Madhusiidana’s Gitagidharthadipika conclude in 6.47 with a

shift towards bhakti, which is reiterated in the initial praise verse in chapter 7:

I bow to the blessed son of Nanda who is absolute supreme bliss, without
devotion to whom there is no liberation, and who is the one to be served

by all the yogins.”

Here, Krsna is referred to as ‘son of Nanda’, an explicit reference to his descent form.
Directly following this, Madhusiidana outlines that chapters 7-12 are focused on explaining

tat:

8 “mama” mayavinah paramesvarasya sarva-jagat-karanasya sarvajiiasya sarva-sakteh sva-bhiita

svadhinatvena jagat-srsty-adi-nirvahika | maya tattva-pratibhasi-pratibandhenatattva-pratibhasa-hetur
avarana-viksepa-sakti-dvayavaty avidya sarva-prapanca-prakrtih “mayam tu prakrtim vidyan mayinam tu
mahesvaram” (Sve. Up. 4.10) iti Sruteh

0 See also Gitagiudharthadipika 4.5, 4.6, 5.15-6 and 14.8.

" tasyah “prakrter” mayaya ‘“vasad” avidyasmita-raga-dvesabhinivesa-karanavarana-viksepatmaka-sakti-
prabhavat

2 yad-bhaktim na vina muktir yah sevyah sarva-yoginam |

tam vande paramananda-ghanam Sri-nanda-nandanam ||
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...Now in the middle six (chapters) whose core is teaching the brahman to
be meditated on, the referent of the word ‘that” has to be explained. So the
seventh chapter is commenced for explaining the worship of the Lord
stated previously (in 6.47): “Among all the yogins, the one with faith who

worships me with his mind fixed on me, is in my view the best of the

yogins”.”3

Right from the start of chapter 7, then, we can see how Krsna (the Lord) as the focus of
bhakti is fundamentally tied to Madhustidana’s interpretation of the pedagogy of tat.
Madhustidana goes on to say, in his gloss of 7.1, that Arjuna as the seeker of liberation
‘takes refuge in me (Krsna) alone’ (mad-dasrayah), by practising yoga/concentration of the
mind outlined in chapter 6. It is the yogin from chapter 6, now to be understood as the
bhakta, who makes Krsna the subject of their devotion. Moreover, the fact that
Madhustidana introduces Krsna’s comment here by explaining that it is ‘out of his supreme
compassion’ (parama-karunikataya) that Krsna offers Arjuna these answers, indicates the

importance of Krsna’s grace.

In his extended comment on 7.14, Madhustidana elaborates on his interpretation of ‘taking

refuge’ in Krsna:

Even though (the Gita) should have said: “They see (me)” (prapasyanti),
“They take refuge (in me)” (prapadyante)’* suggests: Those who, taking
sole refuge in me, pass their days thinking constantly of me alone, the Lord
Vasudeva, endowed with such qualities as being the essence of infinite
beauty in its totality, the dwelling-place uniting all the divisions of time,
the splendour of whose two lotus-like feet surpasses the beauty of a new
lotus, the cowherd who bore up the mountain called Govardhana in sport,
whose mind is absorbed in the play at Vrndavan, delighting in constantly
playing the flute, the slayer of groups of wicked ones like SiSupala and

Kamsa, whose feet rob all the beauty possessed by new rainclouds, whose

3 ...adhunad dhyeya-brahma-pratipadana-pradhanena madhyamena satkena tat-padartho vyakhyatavyah |
tatrapi — “yoginam api sarvesam madgatenantaratmand | Sraddhavan bhajate yo mam sa me yuktatamo
matah” (Gita 6.47) iti prag-uktasya bhagavad-bhajanasya vyakhyanaya saptamo ’dhyaya arabhyate |

" The Gita’s actual verb.
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form totally comprises supreme bliss, transcending the material world of
Brahma — they, with minds drowned in the ocean of great bliss which is
love for me, are thus not overcome by any of the modifications of the

gunas of maya.”

Here, Madhusiidana refers explicitly to Krsna in his manifest form as person in the world.
This is directly in line with the descriptions of Krsna as the cowherd in the Bhagavata
Purana. Significantly, Madhusiidana states that the verb used by the Gita here, prapadyante,
‘take refuge (in me)’, should be read as prapasyanti, ‘see (me)’ — as yogin visualisation, but
also maybe alluding to Gaudiya Vaisnava practice where devotees visualise Krsna’s play
imagining themselves to be present.”® As we saw in Chapter 2 (section 2.4.2.3), one of the
specific types of devotionalism prevalent in sixteenth century Benares was Krsna-bhakti
including the ecstatic bhakti of the Gosvamis.”” The Gosvamis maintained an intense
hostility towards Advaita Vedanta, as they were trained in traditional Vaisnava theology,
which was committed to the refutation of non-dualistic thought.”® In particular, the
Gosvamis refuted Advaita Vedantin interpretations of the Bhagavata Purana, despite
building on Citsukha’s Advaitin commentary (see Chapter 4). The tension between bhakti
and Advaita Vedanta in Madhustidana’s Benares would have been palpable, suggesting

Madhustidana’s potential agenda for incorporating this type of bhakti into his work.

Similar language — referring directly to Krsna as a person — is used elsewhere in chapters 7-
12. In 8.22, Madhustudana states that ‘one-pointed devotion’ (ananya bhakti) to the
‘Supreme Person’ (parah purusah) is ‘characterised by pure love’ (prema-laksana). Here,

Madhustidana possibly co-opts ‘preman’, a term which, as love of the divine, is strongly

5 prapasyantiti vaktavye prapadyanta ity ukte ‘rthe mad-eka-saranah santo mam eva bhagavantam
vasudevam idysam ananta-saundarya-sara-sarvasvam akhila-kala-kalapa-nilayam abhinava-pankaja-
Sobhadhika-carana-kamala-yugala-prabham anavarata-venu-vadana-nirata-vrndavana-kridasakta-
manasa-heloddhrta-govardhanakhya-mahidharam gopalam nisudita-sisupala-kamsadi-dusta-sangham
abhinava-jalada-sobha-sarvasva-harana-caranam paramananda-ghana-maya-murtim ativairifica-
prapainicam anavaratam anucintayanto divasan ativahayanti te mat-prema-mahananda-samudra-magna-
manasas tathda samasta-maya-guna-vikarair nabhibhiiyante |

76 See David Haberman, 4 Study of Raganuga Bhakti (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988).

7S K. De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith and Movement in Bengal (Calcutta: General Printers and
Publishers Ltd, 1942), p.121.

78 Caitanya perhaps had some sympathy for Advaita Vedanta not shared by his followers. See Stuart
Elkman, Jiva Gosvami’s Tattvasandharbha: A Study on the Philosophical and Sectarian Development of the
Gaudiya Vaisnava Movement (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1986).
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linked with the ecstatic Krsna-bhakti of Caitanya and the Gosvamis.” Indeed, commenting
on Gita 11.2 where Arjuna addresses Krsna as ‘lotus-petalled eyed’, Madhusiidana
elaborates lyrically, then says (Arjuna’s) fulsome description (atisayollekha) of Krsna’s

immense beauty (atisaundarya) is out of exceedingly great pure love (prematisayat).

Yet as 7.14 implied, this personal Krsna is supreme bliss, beyond the phenomenal world,

the personal God ‘with attributes’ (saguna) of whom Madhusiidana says in 7.29:

“Resorting to me”, taking refuge in me — who am the sole means to that
(putting an end to sorrows), and who am the Lord with attributes (saguna)
— after turning away from all others, “they”, becoming pure in mind in
stages, “know” me, the supreme “brahman”, the source of the universe,
the substratum of maya, pure, without attributes (nirguna), indicated by

the word “that”.8¢

Krsna’s personhood is thus central to Madhusiidana’s interpretation of the pedagogy of zat.
It is through devotion, taking refuge in, or ‘seeing’ saguna brahman that ‘you’ can progress,
through bhakti, to the end of nirguna brahman. It is Krsna’s descent form/avatara as a

manifestation of saguna brahman that enables the devotee to focus on who Krsna really is.

5.3.3 — Krsna as the subject of bhakti

In chapter 9, Madhustidana elaborates on the identification made throughout the Gita itself
—that Krsna is the subject of bhakti. In Gita 9.13-14, different types of people are described.
According to Madhustidana, 9.14 is addressed to those who go to an Upanisadic teacher
and keep Krsna in mind constantly when studying the Upanisadic sentences. Although we
know that Krsna is the subject of devotion in the Gita, Madhustidana’s comment on this
verse makes it clear that Krsna is also the subject of the Upanisads for those able to follow

the standard Advaitin study route:

7 Tamil Krishna Goswami, 4 Living Theology of Krsna Bhakti (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012),
p.202. Sridhara never uses this term in his Subodhin.

80 /...] tad-eka-hetum mam sagunam bhagavantam “asritya’-itara-sarva-vaimukhyena Saranam gatva ...
“te” kramena suddhantahkaranah santas taj-jagat-karanam mayadhisthanam suddham param “brahma’”
nirgunam tat-pada-laksyam mam “viduh’ |
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“Constantly” always “praising me”, who in my own form am brahman
presented by all the Upanisads — by determining the sense of the Vedanta
sentences, having approached a teacher who is intent on brahman, and
through repetition of Om and recitation of the Upanisads at times other
than when approaching a teacher — making me the subject of the action of

sravana in the form of study of the Vedantic sastras, as it were.?!

Krsna, then, is what is taught in all the Upanisads, none other, as 9.14 says later, than ‘the
knowledge, “I am brahman”, direct realisation generated by the Vedanta sentences which
bears on the undivided [i.e. nirguna brahman], the direct cause of liberation’.®* This is a
strongly Advaita Vedantin reading of the verse. I contend, however, that within such a
framework, Madhustidana aims to show how bhaktas (rather than only Advaitin

renunciates) can attain liberation and that Krsna’s teaching of Arjuna is central to this goal.

Once Madhusiidana has explained, in 9.14, that Krsna is none other than the subject of
bhakti — and of the Upanisads — he introduces other texts to support his explanation,
including the Bhagavata Purana, Pataijali’s Yoga-siitras, and the Svetasvatara Upanisad.
Quoting the Bhdgavata Purana directly, Madhusiidana begins to outline what he
understands by devotion, quoting the classic nine forms of devotion observed in Krsna

traditions:

Hearing about, chanting his name, and remembering Visnu, serving
respect (at his) feet, worshipping, saluting, serving, considering a friend,

and offering self-dedication (Bhagavata Purana 7.5.23).%

Madhusiidana brings in this specific passage, along with Svetasvatara Upanisad 6.23 on the

‘highest devotion to God’ (deve para bhaktih) to reveal his interpretation of isvara-

81 “satatam” sarvada brahma-nistham gurum upasrtya vedanta-vakya-vicarena guriipasadanetara-kale ca

pranava-japopanisad-avartanadibhir “mam’” sarvopanisat-pratipadyam brahma-svaripam “kirtayanto”
vedanta-sastradhyayana-riapa-sravana-vyapara-visayikurvanta iti yavat

82 yadvedantavakyajam akhandagocaram saksatkararipam aham brahmasmiti jiianam...saksan
moksahetuh...

8 Sravanam kirtanam visnoh smaranam pada-sevanam |

arcanam vandanam ddasyam sakhyam atma-nivedanam || A classic verse in the Bhdgavata Purana where the
nine forms of devotion observed in Krsna traditions are outlined.
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pranidhana, a term found in Yoga-sitra 1.23. Thus initially Madhustidana links Yoga-siitra

1.23 with his own focus on tvam:

And as Patanjali has said, “From that arises direct realisation of the internal
consciousness, and even the destruction of obstacles” (Yoga-siitra 1.29).
“From that”, i.e. from i$vara-pranidhana, arises the direct realisation of
the internal consciousness implied by the word “you” (in “you are that”),
and the destruction of obstacles and hindrances. This is the meaning of the

aphorism.34

‘From that’ (tatah) (Yoga-sitra 1.29) refers to the previous verse, Yoga-sitra 1.28,
‘Through repetition of that, its meaning is manifested’.%> Japah is recitation done under a
person’s breath, here repetition of the syllable Om. It is Madhustidana who equates ‘fatah’
with isvara-pranidhana, understood from his Svetasvatara and Bhagavata Purana
quotations as deep Krsna-inflected bhakti, thus justifying its translation in this context as
‘profound devotion to the Lord’. Madhustidana’s quoting of Yoga-sitra 1.29 within 9.14
shows him building a systematic commentary.’® Elsewhere in his Gitagiidharthadipika,
Madhustidana also quotes passages from the Yoga-siitra to build up his Bhagavata Purana-
influenced interpretation of ‘profound devotion to the Lord’.}” Crucially, in most
interpretations of the Yoga-siitra, isvara-pranidhana could not be translated as ‘profound
devotion to the Lord’.®® For Pataiijali, in a Yoga context iSvara is a purusa of a special kind,
and isvara-pranidhdana bears no resemblance to loving devotion. Pranidhana can just mean
‘mental focus on’, iSvara-pranidhana meaning ‘focus on pure awareness’, with repetition
of Om a meditative technique for this. For Madhustidana, however, isvara is clearly Krsna,

the subject of bhakti and of adorations from the Bhdgavata Purana (remembering him,

8 patafijalina coktam tatah pratyak-cetanadhigamo 'py antarayabhavas ca (Yoga-siitra 1.29) iti | “tata”
iSvara-pranidhanadt pratyak-cetanasya tvam-pada-laksyasyadhigamah saksatkaro bhavati | antarayanam
vighnanam cabhavo bhavatiti sitrasyarthah |

8 taj-japah tad-artha-bhavanam |

% In 6.28, he also quotes Yoga-siitra 1.23: i$vara-pranidhana va, here in a more obviously Yogic context
linked with the repetition of Om, a preparatory separation of inner consciousness (Madhusiidana’s ‘you’)
from prakrti.

87 In 8.12-14, Madhusiidana quotes several Yoga-siitra verses, including 1.23, to support the need to focus on
Krsna constantly, to remember him in life and in dying. While the verb smarati occurs in Gita 8.14,
Madhusitidana’s use of smarana (remembering) recalls Bhagavata Purana 7.5.23 as above. In 12.13-14,
Madhusitidana links Yoga-sitra 2.45 ‘success in samadhi (comes from isvara-pranidhana)’ to Krsna’s
kindness (sukara) in speaking of saguna meditation.

88 Hartranft, for example, translates it as ‘orient[-ation] (pranidhana) toward the ideal of pure awareness
(isvara)’. Chip Hartranft, The Yoga-Sitra of Patarijali (London: Shambala, 2003).
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singing his name and so on). Om is brahman, who is Krsna. As I shall show shortly, focusing
on Om at the end of your life takes you to the world of Krsna, one of the ways in which a

person can become liberated.

We have seen how Madhusiidana reinterprets isvara-pranidhana as Krsna-inflected bhakti,
which allows the bhakta to focus on ‘you’. I argue that this type of bhakti prepares the
devotee to understand the sentence fat tvam asi — with the help of Krsna’s grace. At the end
of chapter 12, itself focused on bhakti-yoga, Madhusiidana describes the type of
madbhaktah — ‘devotee of mine’ — who is priyah me, ‘dear to me’. This is set out in 12.13-

19, and summarised in 12.20:

Although it (this immortal dharma) is a characteristic of the knower
insofar as it is the fulfilment of his own nature — since the one who follows
this immortal dharma with faith is very dear to Lord Visnu, the highest
Lord — it (the immortal dharma) should be followed with effort by the one
who wants to go to the supreme state of Visnu, insofar as it is a means to
knowledge of the self for the one seeking liberation who wants to know

the reality of the self.®’

Here, Madhustdana is contrasting ‘the knower’ (jianavat, the one who already knows, the
meditator on the imperishable/nirguna brahman) with ‘the one who seeks liberation’
Krsna).”® Madhusiidana is explaining why the virtues outlined in Gita 12.13-19 are both
innate to the knower and are to be cultivated by the one who wants to know (the devotee of
Visnu). The immortal dharma discussed in 12.20 is specifically described as a characteristic
(laksana) of the knower, but is also recapitulated as applying to the one who seeks/wants
liberation. This verse is key for two reasons. First, as we saw in 2.10, Arjuna is the one who
is drowning due to his adharmic behaviour, and therefore seeks liberation. In 12.20,

Madhustidana explains that following the immortal dharma with devotion is a means

8 yasmad dharmamytam idam Sraddhayanutisthan bhagavato visnoh paramesvarasyativa priyo bhavati

Jhanopayatvena yatnad anustheyam visnoh paramam padam jigamisuneti
%0 Meditators on the ‘conditioned’ brahman are differentiated in various ways in chapter 12.
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(upaya) to knowledge of the self, implicitly directed to Arjuna, the ‘you’. Second, 12.20 is

the last verse of the middle third of Madhustidana’s commentary:

Therefore the meaning of the word “that” is to be construed as capable of
congruence with the meaning of the Vedantic mahavakya which leads to

liberation, because (its) result is liberation.’!

This comment shows us that, if chapters 7-12 are bhakti-oriented to Krsna (the ‘that’) as
Madhustidana claims they are, then it is clear that bhakti prepares ‘you’ — i.e. Arjuna as
devotee — for what is to be directly realised through the mahavakya: ‘you are that’ in
chapters 13-18. It is thus by focusing on Krsna in his form as a manifestation of saguna

brahman that Arjuna can prepare himself for hearing the Upanisadic sentence.

At the end of Gitagudharthadipika 9, as elsewhere in Madhustidana’s commentary, it is
stated that it is ‘through the Upanisads’ that liberation is attained. Verses 9.30-34 are
centered on bhakti, with 9.34 reading, “Have your mind fixed on me as my devotee”.
Straight after his commentary on 9.34 ends, Madhusiidana’s concluding verse-affirmation
reads, ‘Those whose minds have become purified by tasting the nectar of the lotus-feet of
Govinda immediately cross over the ocean of samsara and see the great light; they
understand the highest goal by means of the Upanisads, cast off delusion, know that duality
is like a dream, and reach untainted bliss’.”> Madhustudana could not be more explicit that
those Krsna-bhaktas who see the highest goal do so by means of the Upanisads. Crucially,
however, Madhustidana is clear that this does not necessarily need to be via the standard
Advaitin path of nirguna brahman. Commenting on 12.6-7, Madhustidana makes the one

who seeks liberation the focus:

For those, all of whose obstacles have been removed by meditation on the
one with qualities (saguna brahman) — without the instruction of a teacher
and without the trouble of the repetition of hearing, reflection, meditation

and so on — through the self-manifesting Upanisadic sentence with the help

o tato mukty-upapatter mukti-hetu-vedanta-mahavakyarthanvaya-yogyas tat-padartho "nusandheya iti |
2 $ri-govinda-padaravinda-makarandasvada-suddhasayah

samsarambudhim uttaranti sahasda pasyanti piarnam mahah |

vedantair avadharayanti paramam Sreyas tyajanti bhramam

dvaitam svapna-samam vidanti vimalam vindanti canandatam ||
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of the Lord’s grace, due to the removal of ignorance and its effects through
the arising of the knowledge of reality, at the end of their
enjoyment/experience of power (aisvarya) in the world of Brahma,
through the arising of the supreme liberation, attain the fruit of the

knowledge of brahman without qualities.”

Here, Madhusiidana’s focus on saguna brahman is key to his interpretation of Krsna’s
pedagogy — specifically Krsna’s pedagogy of fat. In his explanation of 12.6-7, Madhusiidana
clearly pinpoints as possible objects of meditation manifestations of saguna brahman —
Krsna as Visnu or in his descent forms. He describes Krsna as ‘having two or four arms’
(dvibhujam caturbhujam va); as being ‘in the form of a Man-Lion, or of Raghava (Rama)’
(narasimha-raghavadi-ripam va); and as ‘one whose lotus-like hands are decorated with a
conch, a lotus, a club, and a discus’ (dara-kamala-kaumodaki-rathanga-sangi-pani-
pallavam). As with the Krsna of the Bhagavata Purana, here it is Krsna’s personhood, i.e.
his descent form as a person, that is the key tool which leads the devotee of saguna brahman
to the same result as the follower of the path of nirguna brahman. Madhusiidana clearly
indicates that devotees who have received Krsna’s grace are able to attain liberation through
the Upanisadic sentence, as the sentence is self-manifesting and helped by Krsna’s grace.

12.6-7 makes clear that the bhakta is not, ultimately, inferior to the Advaitin renunciate.

Such liberation, however, comes after the ‘world of Brahma’ (brahma-loka), according to
12.6-7. Madhusiidana also refers to the world of Brahma in Gitagiidharthadipika 8.16,
citing Chandogya Upanisad 8.15.1, ‘He reaches the world of Brahma. He does not return’.
Earlier, he glossed 8.15:

The meaning is they do not come back again because they are “great
selves”, whose minds are without the impurity of rajas and tamas, being

of pure sattva, in whom has arisen true realisation, who “have attained”

93 sagunopdsanaya nirasta-sarva-pratibandhanam vind guriipadesam vina ca Sravana-manana-
nididhyasanady-avrtti-klesam svayam avirbhiitena vedanta-vakyenesvara-prasada-sahakrtena
tattvajiianodayad avidya-tat-karya-nivrttya brahma-loka evaisvarya-bhogante nirguna-brahma-vidya-
phala-parama-kaivalyopapatteh |
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the supreme, “the highest perfection”: liberation at the end of experience

in my world (mal-loka-bhogante).*

Madhusiidana’s parallel could imply that the world of Brahma is the world of Krsna.”> If
so, Madhusiidana recasts the general Puranic cosmology of the world of Brahma in terms
of how he interprets devotion to Krsna. In other words, Madhustidana holds that, if devotees
undertake devotional practices (including repetition of Om), this will give them birth into
the world of Brahma — now seen as the world of Krsna — and from that world they will not
be reborn again. This is how Madhustidana understands liberation in stages (kramamukti)

in the technical sense.

Importantly, Arjuna is addressed directly here. Madhustidana comments:

Through the two words of address — “Arjuna” and “Kaunteya” — it is
revealed that, due to his own nature and doing, he (Arjuna) is pure so can
attain knowledge. This is the rule: Those who attain the world of Brahma
through devotional practices resulting in liberation in stages, for those
alone there arises liberation with Brahma after the attainment of true

realisation in that world.”®

At this point, in Madhustdana’s view, the text holds that Arjuna, who is not yet a
Jjivanmukta, can pass into the world of Krsna/Brahma at death and never be reborn due to
his previous practices. Madhusiidana’s focus here is on who Arjuna can become, in this
world of Krsna, i.e. liberated through bhakti and Krsna’s grace. Devotees get perfect
knowledge in the world of Brahma, now seen as Krsna’s, having been devoted to Krsna. By
giving standard sruti passages (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 6.2.15; Chandogya Upanisad
8.15.1; Brahma-sitra-bhasya 4.4.22) to support his view, Madhusiidana grounds his
understanding of kramamukti in standard Advaita Vedanta. Bhakti here is preparatory, but

is also the final ‘gift’ (the Lord’s help) for Madhusiidana. By explicitly stating in 12.6-7 that

%4 punar navartanta ity arthah | yato “mahdtmano” rajas-tamo-mala-rahitantahkarand suddha-sattvah
samutpanna-samyag-darsand mal-loka-bhogante “paramam” sarvotkrstam “samsiddhim” muktim “gatas” te
|

95 Cf hiranya-garbha-loka-bhogante in 8.5.

% atrarjuna kaunteyeti sambodhana-dvayena svariipatah karanatas ca Suddhir jiiana-sampattaye siicita |
atreyam vyavastha | ye kramamukti-phalabhirupasanabhir brahma-lokam praptas tesam eva tatrotpanna-
samyag-darsananam brahmand saha moksah |
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the Vedantic sentence (tat tvam asi) manifests by the Lord’s grace, Madhustidana is also

claiming that bhakti is in line with the wider context of the Upanisads.

Although, in 8.15, Arjuna is addressed as eligible for kramamukti, 1 argue that
Madhustidana’s interpretation of the Gita’s vocative addresses to Arjuna in chapters 7-12
(and 13-18) also aligns Arjuna with the bhakta to suggest that he can even become liberated
in his current life, through Krsna’s grace. As Hirst and I have argued elsewhere, Arjuna’s
devotion to Krsna in the Gitagiidharthadipika is characterised by Madhusiidana in terms of
preman (pure love), both that of a niskamabhakta (desireless devotee) and of a
niskamasuddhapremabhakta (desireless devotee with pure love, like the gopis’) (7.16).°7 In
9.28, Madhusiidana follows the Gita’s vocative ‘O Arjuna’ (9.27) with the comment that
Arjuna will ‘become free even while living’ (jivann eva vimuktah), providing he dedicates
all actions to Krsna, i.e. is without desires of his own. This suggests that Arjuna, who was
previously adjured to become a yogin of the highest kind (6.47) — that yogin being a
Jjivanmukta (6.43) — can now attain this as a niskamabhakta of pure love, here and now.
Moreover, I suggest that, in the metric exhortation to worship Krsna which Madhustidana
inserts in 15.19, directly after his reference to bhakti being characterised by preman, Arjuna
is implicitly included in the second personal plural address addressed to

suddhapremabhaktas:

O you who are skilful in good works, constantly worship the one who takes
descent-form again and again to destroy the burden on the earth, whose
form is consciousness and bliss, the essence of the sruti’s words with the
splendour of a raincloud, the garland of the women of Vraja [gopis], the

other shore of the ocean for those who have become wise.”®

For Madhustidana, showing how Arjuna as a bhakta can come to understand tat/‘that’, with

Krsna’s help, is key. This is carried through to chapter 18, where Madhusiidana refers to

7 ‘The word “and” has the sense of including the desireless devotee of pure love of whatever kind in “the
knower”.” (cakaro yasya kasyapi niskamapremabhaktasya jiianiny antarbhavarthah) Jacqueline Suthren
Hirst and Rosie Edgley, ‘Addressing Plurality in Madhusiidana Sarasvati’s Gitd commentary’
(forthcoming).

B cid-anandakaram jalada-ruci-saram Sruti-giram

vraja-strinam haram bhava-jaladhi-param krta-dhiyam |

vihantum bhibharam vidadhad-avataram muhur aho

tato varam varam bhajata kusalarambha-krtinah ||
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Arjuna specifically as a bhakta and non-renouncer (18.66).° In 18.63, the ‘summary’ of the
Gita in Madhustidana’s view, Arjuna is addressed as a non-renouncer who is eligible to
attain tattvajiiana (knowledge of reality as ‘you are that’) through Krsna’s grace. For
Madhustidana, Krsna taking form as a person, so that the bhakta as ‘you’ can understand he
is ‘that’ is Krsna’s key pedagogical tool for leading Arjuna as a non-renouncer to liberation,
whether in his current life or a future life. It is through bhakti that Arjuna can work towards
realisation and hearing the mahavakya from Krsna, and this here is Madhusiidana’s focus —
rather than the standard Advaitin study route. Nelson has argued that bhakti, although
important in Madhusiidana’s commentary, ‘is ultimately made subordinate to the path of
knowledge and, in deference to orthodoxy, forced to accommodate itself to traditional
Vedantic discipline’.!?’ T contend that, rather than being subordinate, bhakti is preparatory
but necessary in leading ‘you’ to understanding who ‘you’ really are. As such,
Madhustidana’s interpretation of the role of bhakti in the Gita is not just in deference to

Advaitin orthodoxy but has its own specific pedagogical function.

5.3.4 — Krsna as witness

We have already seen, in 6.29 and 6.36, that Madhustidana equates the saksin with both the
jiva and the Lord. This parallel is key. As Krsna is none other than the witness, he can
exemplify being the witness to Arjuna, the ‘you’ who seeks liberation and is developing his
understanding of his true nature as person — and witness. Glossing Arjuna’s question to
Krsna in 6.39, Madhustidana directly links Krsna being the witness with him being the

Supreme Teacher (parama-guru):

“Other than you”, the omniscient Supreme Lord, the creator of the Sastras,
the compassionate Supreme Teacher. Since no other sage or god, who is
not omniscient because they are not the Lord, can, by giving the
appropriate reply, be “the destroyer”, the remover, of “this doubt” relating

to attaining the next world by a yoga-bhrasta, therefore you alone, the

9 dharmah santu na santu va kim tair anyasapeksair bhagavadanugrahad eva tv anyanirapeksad aham
krtvarthah bhavisyamiti niscayena paramanandaghanamiirtim anantam Srivasudevam eva bhagavantam
anulaksanam bhavanayd bhajasva, idam eva paramam tattvam nato 'dhikam astiti vicarapirvakena
premaprakarsena sarvanatmacintasunyaya manovrttya tailadharavad avacchinnaya satatam cintayet ity
arthah

100 Nelson, ‘“Madhusiidana on the “Hidden Meaning™”, p.81.
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direct witness of all and the Supreme Teacher, are able to dispel this doubt

of mine.!0!

Here Madhusiidana refers to Krsna, the ‘that’, specifically as the witness and the Supreme
Teacher. Everything is an object of perception to Krsna, the overseer (upadrasta) of the
senses and the direct witness (pratyaksadarsi) (9.6). As the witness, Krsna is the direct seer
(drasta) through and of all living beings, and therefore through and of Arjuna. As parama-
guru Krsna can exemplify being the witness, a model of who ‘you’ can shape yourself
towards becoming. Madhusiidana’s reference to the yoga-bhrasta in 6.39 supports this
interpretation since Arjuna — aligned with the yoga-bhrasta (as shown above) — is eligible
to become the highest yogin. Moreover, Krsna as witness is talked about in terms of being
the seer of all things. As the source of maya, Krsna knows its nature as other than the
witness. This suggests that the witness-devotee, seeing all things in Krsna, comes to
understand Krsna as the source of all maya and separates the witness from what is seen. For
Madhustdana, it is by ‘visualising/seeing’ Krsna as he is through bhakti, and focusing
entirely on Krsna, that Arjuna can understand the sentence tat tvam asi, through Krsna’s
grace. It is thus through focusing on Krsna as a person that Arjuna can reach an

understanding of himself as ultimately none other than the witness.

Madhustidana’s extended comment on 7.14 is key to his understanding of Krsna as witness.
Here, Madhusiidana reveals that consciousness with the limiting adjunct maya

(mayopadhicaitanyam) is in fact the witness:

Consciousness with the limiting adjunct maya — which applies to both the
Lord and the jiva, like a face applies to the face reflected and the reflection
— 1is considered to be the witness. By that alone, maya which is
superimposed on itself is revealed, and all of its results. So, the word
“divine” is used by the Lord meaning ‘witness’, but the word “mine” is

used meaning ‘Lord’ as the (face) reflected (bimba).'*

08 “tvad anyah” tvat paramesvarat sarvajiiac chastra-kytah parama-guroh karunikad anyo "nisvaratvena

asarvajiiah kascid rsir va 'devo vasya yoga-bhrasta-para-loka-gati-visayasya “samsayasya cchetta”
samyag-uttara-danena nasayita hi yasman “nopapadyate” na sambhavati tasmat tvam eva pratyaksa-darst
sarvasya parama-guruh samsayam etam mama cchettum arhasiti

192 pimba-pratibimba-mukhanugata-mukhavac cesa-jivanugatam mayopadhicaitanyam saksiti kalpyate |
tenaiva ca svadhyasta maya tat-karyam ca krtsnam prakasyate | atah saksy-abhiprayena “daivi’-iti
“bimba "-isvarabhiprayena tu “mama’”-iti bhagavatoktam || 1 have translated mayopdadhicaitanyam in line
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For Madhustidana, then, both the Lord and the jiva are consciousness constrained by maya.
Where the bimba is the original, the one to be reflected (i.e. Krsna as the Lord), the
pratibimba is the reflection (i.e. the jiva).!%® Yet both the bimba and the pratibimba share
the same set of features: consciousness, as mediated through the limiting adjunct maya. So
both the Lord and the jiva (Arjuna as one of many refractions) share being the witness.!%* It
is precisely because the Lord is the witness that he can show Arjuna how to be the witness.
So Madhusiidana says “divine” refers to the witness and points to consciousness beyond,
while “mine” refers to Krsna as Lord of maya, but also as Supreme Teacher standing in
front of Arjuna. Fundamentally, 7.14 separates the consciousness which is beyond from the
consciousness which is in Krsna standing before Arjuna — just as Arjuna has to learn to

discriminate what is not his true self from what is his true self.

Just as in 7.14, in his comment on 7.4, Madhustidana states that ‘this prakrti, the power of
the highest Lord called maya, is manifest/perceptible due to being revealed by the
witness’.!%° This follows Madhusiidana’s comment on 7.3, that ‘you’ can learn about who
the Lord really is (tattvatah) — non-different from the inner self (pratyag-abhedena) —
directly through great sentences (mahavakyas) such as tat tvam asi ‘taught by teachers’
(guripadista). So Krsna being the witness making known what is other than the witness/true
self is key to Madhusiidana building a picture of who ‘that’ is. Just as with ‘you’,

Madhustidana’s developing picture of ‘that’ is key to his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy.

5.3.5 — Krsna as nirguna brahman

At several points throughout his commentary, Madhustidana equates Krsna with nirguna

brahman, as in his gloss of “that brahman” in 7.29:

with the Bombay edition. Cf Gitagidharthadipika 9.7: ‘The one who is simply consciousness (-caitanya-
matra), the witness of everything (sarva-saksi), is not an experiencer (bhoktr)’ (tasya sarva-saksi-bhiita-
caitanya-matrasya bhoktrtvabhavart)

193 yadyapy avidyapratibimba eka eva jivas tathapy avidyagatanam antahkaranasamskaranam bhinnatvat
tadbhedenantahkaranopadhes tasyatra bhedavyapadesah...  Although the jiva which is the reflection of
misconception is one only, here (Gita 7.15-16) teaches about the plurality of those whose inner organs are
different due to difference in impressions of those inner organs understood from (the point of view of)
misconception’.

104 As Sanjukta Gupta explains, Madhusiidana’s view is an eka jiva version of Advaita. For a full discussion,
see Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnavism, p.84.

105 1. ] iyam aparoksa saksi-bhasyatvat prakrtir mayakhya paramesvari Saktir
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“They know” me, “that” “brahman” without attributes, the cause of the
universe, the abode of maya, pure, the highest, indicated by the word

“that™,1%°

Madhustdana thus identifies ‘that hrahman’ as cause of the universe, abode of maya,
indicated by the word ‘fat’ — all of which we have seen are layers of who Krsna is — but

above all, as nirguna, without attributes. Similarly, in 8.5:

“He”, that worshipper, at the end of his enjoyment in the world of

2 ¢

Hiranyagarbha “attains” “my state”, my nature, the state of nirguna

brahman.'"’

Madhustdana first emphasises that Krsna can be seen as both conditioned and
unconditioned brahman. Ultimately, however, Krsna is nirguna brahman. 1t is ‘nirguna-
brahma-bhavam’ — ‘the state of nirguna brahman’ — which is ‘madbhavam’. Krsna, for
Madhustdana, thus describes his own state as that of nirguna brahman. The world of
Hiranyagarbha mentioned here is the world of Brahma. We saw above that Arjuna can reach
the world of Brahma (which has been reconceptualised by Madhustidana as the world of
Krsna), and then progress beyond that to liberation — here the state of Krsna, of nirguna

brahman.

Although the middle third of his commentary reveals multiple key layers to who Krsna is,
Madhustidana maintains his Advaita Vedantin position by referring these layers back to
Krsna as none other than nirguna brahman. Through their bhakti orientation, chapters 7-12
reveal a progressive understanding of ‘that’, whereby Krsna is the exemplification as well
as the overt teacher of being the witness. We thus gradually discover the layers of
personhood that reveal who Krsna is for Madhustidana. We first learn that Krsna takes on a
body and acts in the world, then is the one who manifests in the cosmic cycle, then is where

maya is grounded, then is the subject of bhakti, and then is the witness which is nirguna

106 “tai”jagat-karanam mayadhisthanam suddham param “brahma” nirgunam “tat”-pada-laksyam mam

“Viduh”
07 “yati sa” upasako “mad-bhavam” mad-riipatam nirguna-brahma-bhavam hiranya-garbha-loka-
bhogante yati prapnoti
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brahman — bhakti has led ‘you’ to this point, where it is realised that ‘you’ are nothing other
than the self as witness. I argue that, although Krsna may be divine body and divine agent,
the fact that Krsna exemplifies being the witness to Arjuna means that he is demonstrating
to Arjuna what minimal selthood really is — that is, Krsna as witness and nirguna brahman
is ultimately without characteristics/qualities, and Arjuna must work towards removing

characteristics/qualities in order to become liberated.

5.4 — Tat tvam asi

I have argued that, together, understandings of Arjuna’s personhood (as ‘you’) and Krsna’s
personhood (as ‘that’) are crucial to preparing for an understanding of ‘you are that’, by
pointing to that which is beyond. In Madhusiidana’s view, it is chapters 13-18 that reveal
the identity of fat and tvam as the sentence meaning (introduction 10).!% In introduction 18,

he continues:

When the mind becomes freed from faults, the idea of reality arises from
the (Upanisadic) sentence. From the very word (of the Upanisad) arises

direct realisation beyond construction.'®

The point itself is common. In his Siddhanta-bindu, Madhusiidana writes, ‘The great
Vedantic sentences alone — “you are that” and “I am brahman” — are competent to generate
knowledge of that self’.!1? Significantly, right from the outset, Madhusiidana tells us that
the mahavakya, from which arises direct realisation, is structured into the Gita. How then
does tat tvam asi in the Gita yield knowledge of that which is ‘beyond construction’, as

Madhustidana clearly contends, given that words have a cognitive function?

In chapter 13 of his commentary, the first chapter of the final third, Madhustdana

differentiates between what we may call indirect and direct language, closely following

198 srtiye tu tayor aikyam vakyartho varnpyate sphitam |

199 ksinadose tatascitte vakyat tattvamatir bhavet |

saksatkaro nirvikalpah sabdad evopajayate ||

19 yasya catmatattvasya tattvamasyaham brahmasmityadivedantamahavakyam eva pramapakam ||
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Sridhara’s wording but subtly altering it.!"! Gitagiidharthadipika 13.4 is worth quoting at

length. First, Madhustidana explains how language works indirectly:

“And indeed through the sitras and padas on brahman”. The siitras on
brahman are those (sentences) by which brahman is taught (sitryate), is
indicated (siicyate), is explained/conveyed as something through an
overlay (vyavadhana); (these are) the Upanisadic sentences which are
concerned with extrinsic characteristics, such as “That from which these
beings are born, by which they live when born, that which they approach
and enter” (Tai. Up. 3.1.1).112

Like Sridhara, Madhusiidana takes the Gita’s term, “brahma-siitras”, as designating the
Upanisadic sentences that refer to the properties of brahman which do not actually belong
to brahman — tatasthalaksana, or ‘extrinsic characteristics’. He identifies these, with a
longer version of the quotation Sridhara gives from Tuaittiriya Upanisad 3.1.1, as being the
origin, sustainer and end of the universe — which are extrinsic because brahman does not
actually change, so they do not designate brahman’s nature. Adding three small words to
Sridhara (kimcid vyavadhanena pratipadyante — ‘something is taught by overlay’),
Madhustidana clarifies that such sentences teach or convey brahman by superimposing
extrinsic characteristics on brahman, and so indicate indirectly the reality of that on which

they are superimposed.

Madhustidana then continues, in 13.4, to identify language which works to convey brahman
directly or, as it really is (saksaf). He glosses the Gita’s term “pada” and quotes Sridhara’s

explanation (i) more or less verbatim:

Moreover, padas are those (passages) such as, “Brahman is reality,

consciousness, infinite” (7ai. Up. 2.1.1) by which brahman is directly

11 See Chapter 4, section 4.3.3. Note that in Gitabhdsya 13.4, Samkara speaks of sentences indicating
brahman (brahmanah siicakani vakyani) and so their words are said to make brahman known as self
(...brahmasitrapadair atma jiiayate). By contrast, for Sridhara and Madhusiidana, it is the sentences
speaking of extrinsic characteristics that indirectly speak of brahman, for Madhusiidana explicitly by
superimposing these characteristics on brahman, while the sentences concerned with svaripalaksana are
those which speak directly. Samkara makes no such twofold division.

12 “brahma-siitra-padais caiva” brahma siitryate siicyate kimcid vyavadhanena pratipadyata ebhir iti
brahma-sitrani “yato va imani bhiitani jayante | yena jatani jivanti | yat prayanty abhisamvisanti” | ityadini
tatastha-laksana-parany upanisad-vakyani
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explained/conveyed, (and) which are concerned with essential

characteristics.!!?

I return to this below. First though we note Madhusiidana’s next move. Elaborating
Sridhara’s use of Chandogya Upanisad 6.2, important to him as it initiates the fat tvam asi
passage, Madhusiidana stresses how the Gita’s next term, “hetumat”, refers to reasoning

embedded within sruti:

...by those “sitras and padas on brahman which contain reasons
(hetumat)”.!'* Reasoning (in the passage which) begins, “O dear one, in
the beginning this was existence alone, one only, without a second”, sets
out the view of the nastikas, “Some say, ‘What?! In the beginning this was
non-existence alone, one only without a second. Therefore, existence
should come from non-existence’, (and then) says, “But how, indeed, O
dear one, might it be,” he said, “How could existence come from non-

existence?” (Ch. Up. 6.2.1-2).11°

Finally, and subtly altering Sridhara by importing part of his explanation (ii) here,
Madhustidana only then explains the Gita’s adjective “viniscita” as qualifying all three
previous terms. This implies not just that the local reasoning exemplified above is coherent,
but that the wider context of all these types of passages form ‘a single passage’, a

harmonised reading of the Upanisads as a whole:

And (it has been) sung in many ways by (sentences etc) “which are
convincing” (viniscita), which are conclusive, which establish a meaning
beyond doubt, due to the opening and closing forming a single passage

(ekavakyata).!1®

Y3 tatha padyate brahma saksat pratipadyata ebhir iti padani svaripa-laksana-parani “satyam jianam
anantam brahma” ityadini

114 Taking lectio difficilior of Bombay edition.

WS tair “brahma-sitraih padais ca hetumadbhih” “sad eva saumyedam agra asid ekam evadvitiyam” ity
upakramya “taddhaika ahur asad evedam agra asid ekam evadvitiyam tasmad asatah saj jayeta’ iti
nastika-matam upanyasya “kutas tu khalu somyaivam syad iti hovaca katham asatah saj jayeta” ityadi-
yuktth pratipadayadbhir...

16 “yiniscitair” upakramopasamharaika-vakyataya sandeha-sinyartha-pratipadakair bahudha gitam ca |
Cf Gitagidharthadipika 18.63 on need to understand the Gita’s own ekavakyata.
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We return now to Madhusiidana’s quotation of ‘satyam jianam anantam brahma’
(‘brahman is reality, consciousness, infinite’). In what way could the individual words
satya, jiana and ananta denote brahman’s essential characteristics (svaripa-laksana)

without entailing duality?

A long history of debate within and beyond Advaita had dealt with this, starting with
Samkara’s long discussion on Taittiriya Upanisad 2.1.1.''7 We know that, in the Advaita-
siddhi, Madhusiidana adopts Citsukha’s notion of akhandartha,''8 the undivided or integral
meaning of a sentence whose multiple non-synonymous words denoting apparently multiple
characteristics really bear on a single subject. In the Advaita-siddhi, Madhusiidana applies
this to ‘satyam jianam anantam brahma’.''® Each term drops the unwanted connotations of
its primary denotation to use its secondary power of implication (laksandavrtti) to bear only
on brahman: not unreality, not limited by misconception and without any limitation

whatsoever. In the Gitagidharthadipika, Madhustidana takes this for granted.

Crucially, for our purposes, tat tvam asi is grammatically similar.'?® In the Advaita-siddhi,
the integral meaning of satyam jiianam anantam brahma is shown to be the ultimate referent
of tat, which in turn helps to yield the akhandartha of ‘you are that’.!?! Madhustidana uses
complex technical arguments to defend his position. The Gitagidharthadipika takes a
different approach. I have demonstrated above that Madhusiidana uses the whole text to
show how the referent of ‘you are that’ turns out to be the transcending consciousness of
both Arjuna (tvam) and Krsna (fat). However, at various points, Madhusiidana uses the term
‘akhanda’ to refer to that transcendent. Most explicitly, in 5.16, he explains how
misconception (ajriana), with its powers of projecting and concealing (avarana-viksepa-

Saktimat), is to be sublated (badhita). It is

by knowledge of the self which arises from the great sentences of the
Upanisads taught by a teacher, direct realisation of the unconditioned,

...whose single focus is the pure entity which is reality, consciousness,

"7 Hirst, Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta, pp.145-51.

8 ddvaita-siddhi quotes Tattva-pradipika 1.19, ‘while discussing and defending another pivotal issue: the
definition of the indivisible meaning (akhandarthalaksana) arising out of great Upanisadic sentences’
(Pellegrini, ““Old is Gold™”, p.312).

19 Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaispavism, pp.57-9.

120 samanadhikaranya: sentence with terms in the same case.

121 Gupta, pp.57-8.
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bliss, undivided, single delight, whose non-differenced nature is the

referent of ‘that’ and ‘you’ when purified.!?

That Krsna is integral to this is clear in 7.14:

Those who “worship me” make me alone, devoid of all limiting
conditions, the self, which is consciousness, bliss, reality, undivided, their
focus, by the removal of all ignorance and its results...whose nature is
direct realisation of the unconditioned, which arises from the sentences of

the Upanisads...!?

The parallel between the straight Advaitin language in 5.16 and the devotionally-coloured
context of 7.14 could not be more explicit. Moreover, as we saw in his gloss on verse 9.14,
Madhustidana clearly states that Krsna is not only the subject of devotion, but is also the
subject of what is taught in the Upanisads — ‘““Constantly praising me”, who in my own
form am brahman presented by all the Upanisads...’!?* We also saw —in 7.29 and 8.5 — that
Krsna is none other than nirguna brahman. So too in 5.16 and 7.14, knowledge of the
akhanda with whom Krsna is equated comes through the Upanisadic passages (vedanta-
(maha)vakya). Considered in the light of Madhustidana’s comment on 13.4, if we apply
akhandartha to the sentence tat tvam asi, the single substantive it refers to is the self,
nirguna brahman, who is in fact Krsna, the subject of the Upanisads. Akhandartha, when
applied to tat tvam asi, at the level of the sentence and at the level of what the sentence
refers to is Krsna — the subject of devotion, the topic of the Upanisads, consciousness,

nirguna brahman.

If what fat tvam asi refers to on both a linguistic and ontological level is Krsna, we can
apply Madhustidana’s explanation of 13.4 to chapters 13-18 more generally.
Madhustdana’s understanding of fat tvam asi is compounded at the very end of his
commentary. His comment on 18.65 clearly reiterates that the sentence tat tvam asi is how

direct realisation is attained. The verse reads, ‘Your mind fixed on me, you must be my

122 .atmano jiianena guriipadista-vedanta-mahavakya-janyena...nirvikalpaka-saksatkarena Sodhita-tat-

tvam-padarthabheda-riapa-suddha-sac-cid-anandakhandaikarasa-vastu-matra-visayena. . .

123 mam eva sarvopadhi-virahitam cidananda-sadatmanam akhandam ye prapadyante vedanta-vakya-
Jjanyaya nirvikalpa-saksatkara-ripaya ... sarvajiana-tat-karya-virodhinya visaytkurvanti

124 “mam” sarvopanisat-pratipadyam brahma-svariipam “kirtayanto”
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devotee, my worshipper, you must respect me. You will come to me alone. I promise you
this reality. You are dear to me’.!? In his explanation, Madhustidana directly quotes the

Bhagavata Purana:

[...] If devotion consists of these nine characteristics, directed towards
Lord Visnu by a person, then I consider this to certainly be the highest
learning (BhP 7.5.23).12

Significantly, this passage is from the very same verse of the Bhdgavata Purana which
Madhustidana quoted earlier in 9.14. Madhusiidana’s explanation of bhakti spans his entire
commentary, not just the middle third. Drawing further on Bhagavata Purana 7.5.23 here,
Madhustdana refers the reader to his Bhakti-rasayana, indicating that these ‘nine
characteristics’ of Vaisnava devotion have been discussed in detail in this text. This is
another way in which Madhustidana’s system is built in this particular commentary — by
referring to systems established elsewhere, as we saw also with the Yogic Advaita material

of Vidyaranya in Gitagiidharthadipika 6 and the Advaita-siddhi discussion assumed in 13.4.

Ultimately, as was the case in chapters 7-12, in 18.65 (directly following the Bhagavata
Purana quotation) Madhustidana emphasises that direct realisation is ultimately produced

by the Upanisadic sentence. He addresses Arjuna directly:

Having your mind fixed on me as a result of the rise of affection for me,
through the constant performance of dharma for the Lord, “you will come
to” attain “me alone”, through my realisation produced by the Upanisadic

sentence.'?’

125 manmana bhava madbhakto madydjt mam namaskuru |

mam evaisyasi satyam te pratijane priyosi me ||

126 _iti pursarpita visnau

bhaktis cen nava-laksana

kriyeta bhagavaty addha

tan manye ’dhitam uttamam ||

127 evam sada bhagavatadharmanusthanena mayy anurdgotpattya manmandh san “mam’” bhagavantam
vasudevameva “esyasi” prapsyasi vedantavakyajanitena madbodhena
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Right at the end of his commentary, Madhusiidana reiterates the sentiment we learnt in
chapters 7-12 — that bhakti prepares Arjuna (the addressee in 18.65) for direct realisation,

which is produced only by the Upanisadic tat tvam asi.

Although Madhustidana draws on other texts in order to establish his system, he ultimately
grounds his commentary in the sruti. As we saw earlier, Nelson has argued that tat tvam asi
is fundamentally problematic for devotionalists and that Madhusiidana successfully
combining bhakti with Advaita Vedanta ‘cannot be accepted without serious
qualification’.!?® T propose, however, that Madhusiidana’s structuring of his commentary
around fat tvam asi, and with bhakti being preparatory, has demonstrated that the sentence
itself is central to his reading of the Gita. In his comment on 18.65 above, the pedagogy I
have argued is presented by Madhusiidana is neatly summarised. Through bhakti, and
through acting dharmically, which Arjuna is forced to do by being drowned by Krsna in the
first place, Arjuna is prepared for direct realisation. This direct realisation, as stated above,

arises from tat tvam asi, which yields a single meaning, which is Krsna.

Significantly, in his explanation of 13.4, Madhusiidana includes the very passage from the
Chandogya Upanisad that is the original context of tat tvam asi (i.e. Chandogya Upanisad
6.2). I have argued that tat tvam asi is used pedagogically by Madhustidana, and we can
apply his explanation of what we may call direct language in 13.4 not only to how we read
chapters 13-18, but to how we read his entire commentary. What is particularly interesting
is the fact that Madhusiidana repeatedly uses the phrase ‘direct realisation’ (saksatkara).'?’

For instance, right at the end of the middle third of his Gitagidharthadipika:

Therefore [...] it is possible to directly perceive the reality which forms
the content of the great Upanisadic sentence. Since liberation follows
logically from this, therefore one should seek for that meaning of the word
“that”, which is capable of being construed logically with the meaning of

the Vedantic mahavakya, which leads to liberation.!3°

128 Nelson, Bhakti in Advaita Vedanta, pp.iii-iv & 1-2.

129 Madhusiidana uses the phrase saksatkara numerous times in his Gitad commentary, a phrase which does
not appear anywhere near as often in the work of Samkara or Sridhara.

130 tad evam [...] vedanta-vakyartha-tattva-saksatkara-sambhavat tato mukty-upapater mukti-hetu-vedanta-
mahavakyarthanvaya-yogyas tat-padartho ‘nusandheya iti | My emphasis.
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Here, Madhusiidana stresses that the referent of the mahavakya itself is direct realisation of
reality, and this can only be achieved by seeking the meaning of ‘that’, who is Krsna. This
passage strongly reflects the fact that Madhustidana’s use of fat tvam asi is pedagogical,
whereby ‘you’ realise that you are none other than ‘that’, direct realisation. The problem
with ordinary perception or realisation is that it immediately implies an object. However, as
direct realisation has no subject or object, there can be no duality creeping in. Indeed,
saksatkara is literally from the root kr + saksat, which means ‘to make direct’, so direct

realisation can be understood as direct disclosure.

The phrase ‘direct realisation’ is first seen in Madhusiidana’s Gitagudharthadipika
introduction: ‘From the very word (of the Upanisad) arises direct realisation free of
constructions’ (saksatkaro nirvikalpah sabdad evopajayate).'®' Similarly, glossing 13.11,

Madhustudana writes:

Because one who is established in discrimination becomes fit for
knowledge of the meaning of the sentences. “Of the experience of reality”,
of direct realisation, “I am brahman”, whose cause is the Vedantic

sentence(s).!?

‘Direct realisation’, in both cases, is what the word/verbal testimony (sabda) or
sentence(s)/entire text (vakya) of the Upanisad refers to. So, when understood in the light
of Madhusiidana’s interpretation of 13.4, ‘direct realisation’ is what the akhandartha of tat

tvam asi 1s — Krsna as consciousness.

The fact that ‘direct realisation’ is the akhandartha of tat tvam asi is important for three key
reasons. First, on a structural level, tat, tvam and tat tvam asi form the very structure of
Madhustidana’s commentary — the entire text is centered around the meaning of the
sentence. Second, Madhusiidana ultimately defines ‘you’ as the witness, which is the case
precisely because there is no subject/object perception involved in the grounding

consciousness of direct realisation. Third, tat tvam asi reveals who Krsna really is — as

131 Cf use of ‘without construction’ (nirvikalpa(ka)) in 5.16 and 7.14 above.
132 viveka-nistho hi vakyartha-jiiana-samartho bhavati | “tattvajiana” syaham brahmasmiti saksatkarasya
vedanta-vakya-karanakasya...
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linked with direct realisation and as teacher giving pedagogical instruction so that Arjuna

can transition from individuation to selfthood.

5.5 — Conclusion

The Gita itself addresses various types of people. Although Madhusiidana’s
Gitagiidharthadipika also addresses various types of people, I have argued that the main
subject is Arjuna. This is made clear right from the outset — in 2.10, we learn from
Madhustidana that Krsna is the one who actively ‘drowns’ Arjuna, and in doing so exposes
his ‘improper behaviour’. This gives us three initial clues for analysing Madhusiidana’s
interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy in the Gita. First, Arjuna (the ‘you’) is the one who is
being drowned here, which tells us that he is the primary subject who requires Krsna’s
teaching. Second, to be rescued, Arjuna must learn what constitutes appropriate behaviour
— this requires Arjuna to reconsider his view of his own personhood (what it means to be a
‘you’), which gives us a way of reading that is directly linked to how Arjuna can progress.
Third, the very fact that Arjuna is drowned by Krsna himself shows the possibility, and
importance, of Krsna helping and ultimately being the giver of grace — this emerges as
central to Arjuna becoming liberated through bhakti, and it is grace by which the mahavakya
tat tvam asi self-manifests.!3® This final point is crucial in pinpointing Arjuna as the primary
subject in Madhusiidana’s commentary. The emphasis Madhustidana places on bhakti,
particularly in the middle third of his Gitagidharthadipika where he directly addresses the
meaning of fat (‘that’), indicates that the main subject is not the Advaitin renunciate, as has
been argued by Nelson. The key reason for this is that bhakti, although preparatory, is also
instrumental in leading Arjuna, the ‘you’, to the realisation that he is none other than the
self as witness. Although Madhusiidana seeks to demonstrate that his commentary is in line
with the key Advaita Vedantin mahavakya (as is indicated by its very structure), it is also
directly addressed to Arjuna who is the ‘you’ and devotee who can attain liberation, but not
via a standard Advaitin route — and this does not make him inferior. Madhustidana seeks to
demonstrate how Arjuna has a place here, and can realise minimal selthood albeit not via
the standard Advaitin route of sravana, manana and nididhyasana. The fact that
Madhustidana incorporates the bhakta into an Advaita Vedantin pathway clearly

demonstrates that bhakti is central to his reading of the Gita.

133 12.6-7. See Chapter 5, section 5.3.3.
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I have argued that Madhustidana’s interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy in the Gita can be
broadly conceptualised in terms of personhood being a hermeneutical key on three levels:
for understanding 1) tvam (‘you’), ii) tat (‘that’), and iii) tat tvam asi (‘you are that’). Tat
tvam asi, then, is the pedagogical tool in Madhusiidana’s interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy
in the Gita. As we know, Madhusiidana explains in his introduction 8-10 that he structures
his commentary around tat tvam asi. As this pedagogical tool is embedded in the very
structure of Madhustidana’s commentary, it functions progressively as the narrative unfolds.
We can see how personhood as a hermeneutical key ‘maps’ onto each key third of
Madhustidana’s commentary: tvam (‘you’) maps onto karma, in terms of what constitutes
an unsatisfactory person; tat (‘that’) maps onto bhakti, in terms of devotion to the Supreme
Person; tat tvam asi (‘you are that’) maps onto jiiana, in terms of establishing direct
realisation — which is none other than the realisation of minimal selfhood.!** Although
Madhustidana’s commentary has been analysed by scholars in terms of karma, bhakti and
jiana, while this structuring is important, I have argued that these three are means to
Madhustdana’s primary focus of each third, which is structured around tat tvam asi. Taking
each third in turn, I have shown how we can read Madhusiidana’s commentary, by using
personhood as a hermeneutical key, as follows: in the first third, chapters 1-6 which are
karma-oriented reveal that by learning to act in a detached way, Arjuna (the ‘you’) learns
who he can become, once he realises the true meaning of ‘you’. In the middle third, chapters
7-12 which are bhakti-oriented reveal that by devoting himself to Krsna, Arjuna can come
to know who ‘that’ really is. It is at this point that Krsna’s personhood itself functions as a
pedagogical tool by which Arjuna, as a devotee of Krsna as a manifestation of saguna
brahman, can progress towards hearing the mahavakya with the help of Krsna’s grace. In
the final third, chapters 13-18 which are jiiana-oriented reveal how Arjuna can finally come
to understand the meaning of the Upanisadic sentence: direct realisation, the akhandartha
of tat tvam asi, which is Krsna. So while Nelson has argued that bhakti is ultimately made
subordinate to knowledge in Madhustidana’s commentary, I have argued that rather than
being subordinate or secondary to the mahavakya, bhakti is in fact crucial in preparing the
primary focus of Madhustidana’s commentary — Arjuna (the ‘you’) — for the transition from

individuation to selthood.

134 The ‘mapping’ of ‘you’, ‘that’ and ‘you are that’ in terms of karma, bhakti and jiiana in Madhustidana’s
commentary is consistent throughout. As we have seen, Madhustidana uses the same quotations to draw his
points together across the ‘thirds’ of his commentary.
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Central to Madhustidana using personhood as a hermeneutical key is the way in which he
draws on other texts in his commentary. It is clear that fat tvam asi is the most important of
these for Madhusiidana. However, we have also seen that Madhusiidana quotes heavily from
both Yoga and Bhakti texts, at times referring the reader to other texts of his own (i.e. the
Bhakti-rasayana) and the texts of other commentators (i.e. Vidyaranya’s Jivanmuktiviveka).
Drawing on terms and concepts already systematised elsewhere, for instance in Yoga and
Yogic Advaita texts, is central to Madhusiidana building a picture of tvam (‘you’) in the
first six chapters of his commentary. Although Madhusiidana draws on various other texts,
he is intent on grounding his commentary in the sruti texts. For Madhustidana, the meaning
of tat tvam asi, although supported by texts such as the Bhagavata Purana, is ultimately
grounded in the Upanisads. Essentially, the quoting of other texts by Madhustidana is part
of progressively working towards direct realisation, yet his final interpretation of the

sentence, ‘you are that’, itself is grounded in the sruti.

Madhustdana, I argue, interprets Krsna’s pedagogy as progressive. Madhusiidana uses the
Gita’s vocative addresses to Arjuna to build a picture of how he can become liberated,
meaning that Arjuna’s understanding of ‘you’ develops as the text unfolds. By drawing on
Ram-Prasad’s model of minimal selfhood, we can see how Madhusiidana carefully maps
Arjuna’s transition from problematic personhood to minimal selthood from the very
beginning of his commentary. Madhustidana shows how both Arjuna’s personhood (as the
‘you’) and Krsna’s personhood (as the ‘that”) together are crucial to understanding tat tvam
asi, thus leading beyond — to the realisation of minimal selthood. Karma can only lead
Arjuna (as the ‘you’) to develop his own understanding of himself through Krsna teaching
Arjuna how his understanding of ‘you’ can develop. Similarly, bhakti can only lead Arjuna
(as the ‘you’) to understanding the meaning of ‘that’ because Krsna reveals who ‘that’ is
himself, in order to teach Arjuna. It is only once Arjuna comes to understand who tvam
(‘you’) really is, and who tat (‘that’) really is — as none other than the witness and nirguna

brahman — that tat tvam asi is ready to be understood as indicating consciousness beyond.
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Chapter 6

Conclusion

6.1 — Revisiting Arjuna’s Drowning

I started this thesis by highlighting the fact that each of my three Gita commentators,
Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana, purposely attaches the stock metaphor of drowning
in the ocean of rebirth to Arjuna, Lord Krsna’s interlocutor in the Gita. While they do so at
different points in their commentaries, they each frame Arjuna’s drowning as an intellectual
dilemma in order to introduce Krsna’s teaching in different ways. Taking this as my starting-
point, I have argued that my three commentators interpret Krsna’s presence as working
towards a solution, as opposed to presenting a problem for their Advaita Vedantin positions,
and that the soteriology of Arjuna’s rescue is directly linked to their interpretations of

Krsna’s pedagogy.

This thesis provides a novel approach for understanding the relationship between non-
dualism and devotionalism in Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana’s Gita commentaries.
As outlined in Chapter 1, there has not yet been a study of the person of Krsna in the Gita
commentaries of Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana, nor has there been a study of the
way in which they interpret Krsna’s pedagogy. By considering how these commentators
interpret the person of Krsna from within their Advaita Vedantin frameworks, I have shown
that the relation of bhakti to Advaita Vedanta is a fundamental question at the heart of these
three Advaita Vedantin Gita commentaries. To show this, I have taken Arjuna’s drowning

in each commentary as my key springboard for inquiry, and the source of my two initial

questions:
1) What are the commentators’ own questions?
i1) Why is Arjuna drowning, and how can Krsna save him?

Exploring these led me to formulate my third and main research question:

iii) How does examining the relation perceived between Krsna’s person and
pedagogy help us to understand Krsna’s place in Advaita Vedanta in Samkara’s

Gitabhasya, Sridhara’s Subodhini and Madhusidana’s Gitagidhdarthadipika?
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By beginning my analysis by considering Arjuna’s drowning, I have found that each
commentator offers a coherent interpretation of how bhakti can be incorporated into their
Advaita Vedantin interpretation of the Gita. Moreover, through a close reading of the
Sanskrit commentaries, I have argued that scrutinising the way in which my commentators
view the person of Krsna points to their primary agenda being the interpretation of Krsna’s
pedagogy. My method of looking at the commentators’ own questions, and analysing why
Arjuna is drowning and how Krsna can save him, has laid the groundwork for my central
argument: that Krsna is not irrelevant, a problem, or something to be ‘bracketed out’. For
Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana, Krsna’s person is fundamental, in different ways, to
his pedagogical role of rescuing Arjuna, and thus to a soteriology which draws the seeker

of Advaitin liberation from the world of rebirth to realisation of that which is transcendent.

6.2 — Outline of Chapter Structure

In this concluding chapter, I begin by suggesting how to read this sort of commentarial text
(6.3), drawing on the methods I have used in this thesis. I then consider exactly what
Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana tell us about the person of Krsna (6.4). To do this, I
start by explaining the way in which the concepts of agency, body and personhood can
function as hermeneutical keys for my three commentators (6.4.1). From this, I consider
what my commentators tell us about brahman, being and embodiment (6.4.2), by
considering the person of Krsna as vehicle (6.4.2.1), the role of language in relating
embodiment to the transcendent (6.4.2.2), and the importance of ‘getting to’ the
transcendent (6.4.2.3).

Following this, I then focus on pedagogy (6.5), by revisiting the layers/levels of Krsna’s
pedagogy, as interpreted by my commentators (6.5.1). This will involve demonstrating how
Arjuna offers a lens through which we can look closely at the significance of Krsna for
Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana. To do this, I address Arjuna as my commentators’
primary subject (6.5.2), Krsna’s progressive method of teaching and Arjuna’s progressive
learning (6.5.3), and Arjuna and liberation (6.5.4). Finally, I consider how this thesis might
provide a resource for thinking about divine embodiment, the function of language and
teacher-pupil relationships as key themes, in addition to offering a new way of

understanding bhakti in the Advaita Vedantin tradition (6.6).
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6.3 — How to read this kind of commentarial text

Looking at the intellectual and textual context of Samkara, Sridhara and Madhustidana has
been crucial in helping me focus on their interpretations of Krsna’s person and pedagogy.!
In particular, considering the ways in which my commentators weave previous
commentaries and other key texts into their Gita commentaries has proven key to i) looking
at how they build coherent readings, ii) giving clues about their interpretations of Krsna’s
pedagogy, iii) shaping where I have found my hermeneutical keys, and iv) highlighting the
respective importance of agency, body and personhood as key to understanding how each

views the person of Krsna.

I have demonstrated how looking carefully at why Samkara deals with his key opponent,
the jiianakarmasamuccayin, in such detail in his Gitabhasya shows the significance of
agency in his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy. | have also indicated that the way in which
Sridhara positions himself in relation to Citsukha is not insignificant, and that this
positioning forms the foundation for his interpretation of sakti in relation to Krsna’s body,
and the function of language about Krsna’s body. I have also shown how Madhusiidana’s
use of key terms and ideas synthesised by other commentators — particularly in Yogic
Advaita and Vidyaranya’s Jivanmuktiviveka — proves key in building a progressive picture

of ‘you’ (tvam), which is central to his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy.

The way in which Sridhara and Madhusiidana refer back to Samkara and earlier Advaitin
commentators, in order to accept or modify their authority, is also key to building their
views (e.g. Sridhara’s reading of 13.19, where Samkara is invoked for legitimation before

Sridhara introduces $akti to his understanding of Krsna as the Lord). Their quoting of the

!'Socio-religious contextualisation has its limitations, but has offered historical ‘colouring” of my
commentators’ audiences. As we saw in Chapter 2, the influence of Vaisnava devotional movements around
Samkara’s time is reflected in the fact that he describes Krsna using terms found in certain Pafcaratra
Vaisnava traditions, e.g. the six Vaisnava qualities attributed to the Lord referenced in Samkara’s
introduction and 4.6, possibly appealing to particular contemporary brahmins attracted to Visnu worship.
Sridhara appeals to the qualities jiiana-bala-viryadi (knowledge, strength, energy, and so on), and thus
positions himself to appeal to what could be interpreted as both a Vaisnava and a Saiva set of qualities (4.6).
For Sridhara, the Orissan context of the Krsna-bhakti in his commentary is indicated by such clues as:
double readings, praise verses, and choosing Upanisadic grounding specifically in the Svet@svatara.
Madhusiidana shows that there is a place for Krsna-bhaktas in Advaita Vedanta, not just in the Caitanyite
tradition or Madhva Dvaita Vedanta, by opening up the path to liberation for bhaktas directly.
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Bhagavata Purana is also significant, and indicates that this text had, by Sridhara’s time,
become recognised as an important source. For Sridhara and Madhustidana, the Bhdgavata
Purana is quoted specifically where they seek to ground their understanding of bhakti as
congruent with other key sources (e.g. Subodhini 18.70 where Sridhara stresses the
importance of recitation of the Gita,; Gitagiidharthadipika 3.18 where Madhustidana quotes
the Bhagavata Purana, alongside the sruti, to support his inclusion of the stages of
Jjivanmukti he quotes directly from the Laghu-Yogavasistha). The Laghu-Yogavasistha is
quoted at length by Madhustidana, and he uses specific terms already systematised in what
is referred to as ‘Yogic Advaita’.2 The Svetdsvatara Upanisad is another key text referred
to by all three commentators, to ground their interpretations in the sruti but in different ways
(for instance, Sridhara departs from Samkara by claiming that the notion of Sakti is grounded

in the Svetdsvatara in his reading of 13.13).

A close reading of the Sanskrit has been key to my method. Through my close textual
analysis, I have shown that the introductions to Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana’s Gita
commentaries are key to framing their positions. I have also highlighted the importance of
looking at the way each structures their commentary. For Samkara, his Gitabhasya 1is
structured around the twofold dharma, which is outlined right from the start. For Sridhara,
although there is no explicit reference to the structuring of his commentary in his
introduction (by contrast to Samkara and Madhusiidana), his whole commentary is framed
around bhakti, and the praise verses at the beginning and end of each chapter flag this by
showing bhakti as both progressive and cumulative. For Madhustidana, tat tvam asi is
declared (in his introduction 8-10) to be the primary focus of chapters 1-6, 7-12 and 13-18,
respectively. There has previously been no substantial study of the significance of this
structuring,® Radhakrishnan’s unnuanced claim that each third focuses respectively on ‘the
three methods of...karma or work, upasana or worship, and jiiana or wisdom’,* becoming
standard. In Chapter 5, I demonstrated that while it is indeed the case that Madhusiidana
outlines the structuring of his commentary around both tat tvam asi and karma, bhakti and
jhana, it is the former that is his primary focus, with the latter being ‘mapped’ around this

(see 5.5). Madhustidana’s exegetical principle here is partly about aligning the Gita with the

2 Madaio, Advaita Vedanta as Narrative Theology, p.75.

? See Chapter 1, section 1.4.3.2, on Niranjan Saha’s mention of this structure but without additional analysis.
See Saha, ‘Nature of “that™’, pp.393-405.

4 Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Volume I (1993), p.554. See Chapter 1, section 1.4.3.2.
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Veda: by claiming that the three kandas reflect the same three concerns as the Veda
(introduction 5-6), Madhusiidana is showing how the Gita is indeed a Vedanta scripture,
delivered by Krsna. Although Madhusiidana does not use praise verses (marngaldcaranas)
as extensively as Sridhara does, they do appear in his Gitdgidharthadipika and,
significantly, are used to emphasise the person of Krsna in key passages (15.19, 18.66 and,
significantly, 18.78, providing his final framing).

Through my close reading, the importance of ‘key verses’ in chapter 18 of each commentary
is clear: for Samkara, it is 18.66 that summarises the teaching of the Gita, for Sridhara it is
18.65 and 18.78; for Madhusiidana it is 18.63. It is in these key verses that my three
commentators most clearly suggest both when and how Arjuna can become liberated — the
culmination of their interpretations of Krsna’s pedagogy. Interpreting the Gita’s vocative
addresses to Arjuna certainly contributes to both Samkara and Sridhara’s interpretations but
is a central pedagogical strategy for Madhusiidana in particular. While, for Samkara and
Sridhara, the vocative addresses are used to focus on Arjuna, for Madhusiidana they are
used to show how Arjuna, at different points in the text, is aligned with a particular route to

liberation.

6.4 — What does my thesis tell us about the person of Krsna?

6.4.1 — Agency, body and personhood as hermeneutical keys

6.4.1.1 — What do I mean by a hermeneutical key?

It is from within the conventional world that Arjuna, or the devotee seeking liberation, can
receive Krsna’s teaching. Thinking in terms of ‘levels’ or ‘layers’ of pedagogy, we can
conceptualise a ‘hermeneutical key’ in the following terms: on one level of pedagogy, we
have Krsna teaching Arjuna in the Gita. On a second level of pedagogy, we have the
commentators’ interpretations of Krsna teaching Arjuna in the Gita. It is to this second level
that I apply the notions of agency, body and personhood as hermeneutical keys in the sense

that they provide a gateway for our deeper understanding of these texts.’

5 See Chapter 6 n.23 for a potential third level of pedagogy: the commentators” own.
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I argue that agency, body and personhood provide keys, or primary ways, to unlock how
each commentator understands both the meaning and significance of the Gita. In addition,
they are keys to the ways in which, from within the conventional world, my commentators
show how the goal — the transcendence of living within the conventional world — is to be
attained. Importantly, they are both the explicit hermeneutical keys which I employ in my
own scholarly analysis and, I hold, implicit hermeneutical keys used by my commentators
themselves. While agency, body and personhood are not necessarily categories that the Gita
pinpoints itself, nor do the commentators explicitly name them as such, I have identified
them, respectively, as my commentators’ own preferred ‘keys’ by using my own method.
This identification and demonstration of the ways in which these particular hermeneutical
keys function forms part of my original contribution to knowledge. Further to this, these
hermeneutical keys not only function as exegetical keys, but as pedagogical keys as well.
They not only enable my commentators to read and comment on the Gita’s significance,
but to show how the text provides a method of teaching for the seeker of liberation. I
demonstrate this through my own method of focusing on Arjuna, and on the way these
understandings of different aspects of who Krsna is as a person show how he both articulates

in words and models himself what each commentator perceives as the Gita’s core teaching.

6.4.1.2 — Why agency, body and personhood?

There are two primary reasons I have pinpointed agency, body and personhood as my key
themes: i) based on the structure of the commentaries themselves (Samkara structuring
around the twofold dharma; Sridhara structuring around repeated references to Krsna’s
descent body; Madhustidana structuring around tat tvam asi), and ii) the drowning passages,
and why Arjuna is drowning (as linked specifically to agency, body and personhood). My
choosing agency, body and personhood is rooted in my overall method: focusing on the
commentators’ own questions, and asking why Arjuna is drowning in each Gita

commentary.

For Samkara, first, although agency is key to the narrative of the Gita as a root text (Krsna
being an agent in the world; Arjuna being about to fight), the twofold dharma is a central
theme in terms of the structure of his commentary, and one that is returned to throughout.
Second, agency is given particular focus in Samkara’s introduction and is directly linked to

the passages where he inserts the drowning metaphor, which is attached to Arjuna having
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not received the teaching on the twofold dharma (introduction, 2.10 and 6.5). Third,
Samkara’s only key opponent is the jiignakarmasamuccayin (who claims that liberation is
attained by a combination of action and knowledge), indicating that agency is a significant

theme.

The theme of body for Sridhara also arises in part from looking at the structure of his
Subodhini around praise verses, which re-focus on Krsna’s body at the end of almost every
chapter. Secondly, Sridhara refers specifically to Krsna’s descent body in the drowning
passages (introduction and 2.72), seeing Krsna’s bodily form as ‘refuge’, meaning Arjuna’s
rescue is directly linked to him worshipping at the feet of Krsna. Thirdly, it is through
Krsna’s specific suddha-sattvic body that Krsna acts particularly in the world and reveals
himself in his manifest form to Arjuna. It is also through Krsna’s grace, available in his

descent body, that Arjuna can learn who Krsna is.

It is also the very structure of Madhustidana’s Gitagiidharthadipika that locates the theme
of personhood. For Madhusiidana, first, the structuring of his commentary around tat tvam
asi suggests personhood is his primary focus (introduction 8-10). Second, where
Madhustidana inserts the drowning passage (2.10), Arjuna’s drowning is due to his
‘improper behaviour’, which immediately puts the focus on Arjuna, as key subject, as a
‘you’. Third, the fact that Krsna actively puts Arjuna in the position where he must re-
consider his own behaviour highlights the importance of considering personhood (i.e. what

it means to be a ‘you’) for Madhusiidana.

6.4.2 — Understanding brahman, being and embodiment

The person of Krsna can only be understood in terms of his ultimate identity as cosmic Lord,
self and nirguna brahman (which I return to in 6.4.2.3). Here, however, I focus on Krsna,

as person standing in front of Arjuna on the battlefield.

6.4.2.1 — The person of Krsna as vehicle

Each commentator’s interpretation of Gita 4.6 is key to their interpretation of the person of
Krsna. This is not surprising, as 4.6 is the verse in the Gita where the significance and mode

of Krsna’s taking on a body/‘embodied-ment’/manifestation in the conventional world is
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first explicitly raised. The key similarity in my commentators’ interpretations of 4.6 is their
focus on the person of Krsna as vehicle, which demonstrates that Krsna is not to be
‘explained away’ or side-lined. Where my commentators differ is in their interpretations of

precisely how the person of Krsna acts as vehicle.

When we look at exactly what each commentator says in 4.6, we learn that it relates to my
key themes of agency, body and personhood. For Samkara, in his Gitabhdsya 4.6 where
Krsna takes on a body by his own maya, Krsna appears as though (iva) he is born, as though
he becomes embodied, and is set apart from an ‘ordinary person’. Yet in reality Krsna is
nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta (eternal, pure, knowing and free). As we saw in Chapter 3
(section 3.3.4), the key phrase in Samkara’s gloss of 4.6 is iva (‘as it were/as though’).
Samkara highlights the fact that Krsna has no need for a body for the working out of karmic
results,® but does have a need to provide himself with a body to which he is not attached in
order to teach. The function of Krsna as embodied teacher in the conventional world is
developed by Samkara in 4.6-7. For Samkara, the levels at which Krsna’s teaching operates
map onto his twofold purpose: Krsna models in his cosmic form through showing (as in
chapter 11), and models in his manifest human form by acting in the world, as well as by
the content of his teaching. It is Krsna’s descent body which models detached action in the
conventional world that acts as vehicle. As we saw in Chapter 1 (section 1.4.1), there are
various ways in which Samkara’s interpretation of Krsna has been approached in secondary
literature, and many scholars view Krsna as posing a problem for Samkara. Todd has
explicitly said that Krsna can be ‘[bracketed from] Samkara’s main gnoseological
concerns’.” I have argued that Krsna is neither bracketed out nor side-lined, but in fact offers

a solution for Samkara through acting as vehicle in his human form.

Sridhara offers a different interpretation of Krsna’s descent form, in that he describes
Krsna’s specific, descent body in his Subodhini 4.6 as suddha-sattva (just as he does in 4.10,
7.24,9.11 and 14.27). Suddha-sattva is closest in nature to the transcendent, but still spoken
of in conventional terms. It is this specific suddha-sattvic body that allows Krsna to act
particularly in the world and reveal himself specifically in his manifest form to Arjuna.

Krsna’s specific body is also the vehicle for grace. We can see that the mapping of terms

¢ I.e. Krsna’s descent body is freely ghosen, as a result of his own will (introduction and 4.6).
" Todd, The Ethics of Samkara and Santideva, pp.7-8.
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throughout the Subodhini reflects this: mirti is used to refer to Krsna’s body; deha refers to
ordinary human bodies. In 4.6, for Sridhara, for Krsna to act in the world requires both maya
and a body — although Krsna’s body is freely chosen, just as is the case with Samkara and
Madhustdana. It is through Krsna’s specific grace, for which his body is the vehicle, that
Arjuna learns to develop an understanding of who Krsna is (4.10; 6.30). As purification of
the mind is key to Arjuna progressing to knowledge, this is modelled by Krsna in his descent
body. Krsna taking on this specific suddha-sattvic form provides a way of making the

transcendent available to the devotee.

For Madhusiidana, in his Gitagidharthadipika 4.6 — like Samkara and Sridhara — Krsna is
able to freely take on a body because maya is under Krsna’s control. In chapters 7-12,
Madhustidana focuses on the many layers of Krsna’s personhood: he freely takes on a body
in the world, is Lord of the cosmos, but is ultimately the non-dual brahman. Madhusiidana
specifically establishes that it is Krsna in his human form, as a manifestation of saguna
brahman, who functions as the pedagogue. While this part of Madhustidana’s interpretation
is in line with Samkara and Sridhara’s, for Madhusiidana, it is specifically the level of
Krsna’s being a person and manifestation of saguna brahman that is key to his pedagogy of
tat. It is also devotion to this form of Krsna (the subject of chapters 7-12) that is key to
Arjuna’s progression — precisely why we see a shift towards bhakti in chapter 7. In other
key verses (i.e. 7.14 and 8.22), Madhusiidana refers to Krsna explicitly in his manifest form,
as a person in whom Arjuna must take refuge, which resonates with descriptions of Krsna
in the Bhagavata Purana, and could be construed as in line, and competition, with Gaudiya

Vaisnava discourse.

6.4.2.2 — The role of language

Although the person of Krsna is key for each commentator, and clearly acts as vehicle, the
way in which each is able to ‘speak’ about Krsna, or relate the person of Krsna to the
transcendent, as an Advaita Vedantin, is key to their theologies of Krsna. Specific phrases
or characterisations are used by all three commentators as a key technique to set Krsna’s
descent body apart from ordinary human bodies. These contribute to the way in which my
commentators relate Krsna as embodied to Krsna as nirguna brahman: for Samkara, it is
nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta; for Sridhara it is Suddha-sattva; for Madhusiidana it is satyam

jhanam anantam. These phrases are also used to ‘speak of” the transcendent, in terms of
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Krsna’s descent body: for my three commentators, speaking about Krsna’s descent body

gives a way of speaking of/pointing to that which transcends language.

Samkara uses the phrase nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta to refer to both Krsna as the Lord and
the transcendent brahman throughout his works, including his Gitabhasya.® This key
phrase, found in Samkara’s introduction and 4.6, is used to differentiate Krsna’s descent
body from ordinary gunic human bodies. As we saw in Chapter 3 (section 3.3.1), Samkara
uses the term nirguna in conjunction with Krsna being nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta (7.13).
In 9.11, Samkara uses nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta to refer to nirguna brahman, Krsna as
cosmic Lord, and Krsna’s descent body. This shows that who Krsna is — at all levels — is
grounded in him being the transcendent brahman. Further to this, Samkara also interprets
the self as acting as the ‘linguistic signifier’ that renders inquiry possible, as has been
pointed out by Ram-Prasad.” Ram-Prasad also refers to this as the ‘mapping of self on
self’.'% T have argued that there is a further pedagogical layer to Samkara’s interpretation of
the self acting as ‘linguistic signifier’ here: Krsna’s self-declarations, for Samkara, are part
of a progressive teaching on divine agency, that is modelled to Arjuna. I have shown how
these self-declarations model the knowledge Arjuna can progressively work towards
attaining. Specifically, these self-declarations model who Arjuna can become, by saying he

‘is set on’ a path (such as in 7.18).

As we saw in Chapter 4 (sections 4.1.2 and 4.2.1.2), Krsna’s suddha-sattvic body, for
Sridhara, is not a gunic body as such; suddha-sattva is that which is closest in nature to the
transcendent but can still be spoken of. Although Sridhara does refer to Krsna’s body as a
sattvic body in his Subodhini, it always has the qualifier suddha (pure) or visuddha (very
pure). The same phrase is used in every single reference to Krsna’s body in Sridhara’s
commentary. Sridhara also refers to Krsna as the “self of all” when linking him to being the
vehicle for grace in his specific bodily descent form (6.30 and 11.47). For Sridhara,
understanding the characteristic of Krsna’s descent body is closely tied to being able to
speak about it. The specific phrase suddha-sattva is linked to speaking about the
transcendent, and this is shown by Sridhara through his use of the two key Advaita Vedantin

technical exegetical terms: svaripalaksana and tatasthalaksana (13.4). Just as the essential

8 Cf Chapter 3, section 3.2.3 n.56.
° Ram-Prasad, Divine Self, p.9.
1059,

226



nature of brahman is made directly known through its essential characteristics
(svaripalaksana), so the essential nature of Krsna’s descent body is made known through
the definition of his manifest form as suddha-sattva. In turn, the one who knows Krsna’s
suddha-svariipa gains liberation (15.7), implying that the essential nature of Krsna’s descent

body provides the clue to his essential nature as the transcendent itself.

Moreover, the qualifier suddha (or even visuddha) shows the stretching, or ‘purifying’ of
language beyond normal use. For Sridhara, both the individual self and Krsna being who
they are in their most pure way is what gives the language to talk of the identity statement
at the heart of Advaita Vedanta: tat tvam asi. Further, as source of all Krsna embodies the
tatasthalaksana (incidental or extrinsic characteristic) of brahman as originator. This points
to, and enables us to speak of, brahman’s svaripalaksana as the real, the consciousness
which is the basis for asserting ‘you are that’. Sheridan has argued that, in his commentary
on Bhdagavata Purana 1.1.1, Sridhara uses the Advaita Vedantin distinction between
svarupalaksana and tatasthalaksana to interpret the Bhdagavata Purana in a visistadvaitin
or bhedabhedin way.!! However, I have argued that these two key technical terms are used
by Sridhara, in his Subodhini, to relate the language of suddha-sattva back to nirguna
brahman, and that this is a key move Sridhara uses in order to ground his interpretation of
the person of Krsna in Advaita Vedanta. While Okita and Sheridan have argued that
Sridhara lies somewhere between Advaita Vedanta and bhedabheda,' 1 argue that in his
Subodhint Sridhara uses key Advaita Vedantin technical terms rather precisely to ground
his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy in Advaita Vedanta. Moreover, although I have
shown that Sridhara does not use the term Sakti in his Subodhini in precisely the same sense
as Citsukha (as referring to the function of words themselves), he does seek to show how

we can stretch language to point to that which is beyond: nirguna brahman.

13.4 is also a significant verse for Madhusiidana, who follows Sridhara’s approach (and
much of his wording) in his commentary. This is the key verse where Sridhara introduces
the terms svaripalaksana and tatasthalaksana together. As I demonstrated in Chapter 5
(section 5.4), in 13.4 Madhusiidana differentiates between what we may call direct and

indirect language, which proves key to his interpretation. For Madhusiidana, brahman is

' Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and his Commentary on the Bhdgavata Purana’, p.55.
12 Okita, Hindu Theology, p.123; Sheridan, ‘Sridhara and his Commentary on the Bhdagavata Purana’, p.58.
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made known directly through the svaripalaksana (essential characteristics) spoken of in
Upanisadic sentences such as “brahman is reality, consciousness, infinite”; brahman is
made known indirectly, its existence indicated by the tatasthalaksana (extrinsic
characteristics) spoken of in passages on origination etc. It is both direct and indirect
language (using svariupalaksana and tatasthalaksana) that are key to relating Krsna’s
descent body to the transcendent brahman. We know that, in the Advaita-siddhi,
Madhusiidana adopts Citsukha’s notion of akhandartha,'® and applies this to satyam jiianam
anantam brahma (‘brahman is reality, consciousness, infinite’). In Gitagiidharthadipika
13.4, Madhusiidana also refers to the context in which tat tvam asi is taught. As
demonstrated in Chapter 5 (section 5.4), for both satyam jiianam anantam brahma and tat
tvam asi, the akhandartha is brahman as self, that which is beyond. The single substantive
referred to by both sentences at a linguistic and ontological level is nirguna brahman, who

is none other than Krsna.

6.4.2.3 — ‘Getting to’ the transcendent

Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana use various thematic models to conceptualise the
‘stripping away’ of individuation/characteristics needed for Arjuna to realise his true
identity as non-dual self. The key point to bear in mind for each commentator is that Krsna

delivers his teaching to Arjuna from within the conventional world. Each commentator lays

out this ‘stripping away’ in line with his key focus: for Samkara, it is conceptualised as
starting with the removal of attachment; for Sridhara it is conceptualised as the process of
purifying the mind; for Madhusiidana it is conceptualised as gradual progression towards

the realisation of minimal selfthood.

As we saw in Chapter 3 (section 3.2.1), it is the ‘individuatedness’ of a person that
constitutes problematic, attached agency in Samkara’s Gitabhasya. By contrast, Samkara
says that Krsna, being the ‘self of all’, is nirguna. Krsna’s knowledge as the Lord is
grounded in him being nirguna brahman'* — as in 7.13 (above), where we saw that Samkara
uses the term mirguna in conjunction with Krsna being nitya-suddha-buddha-mukta.'

‘Getting to’ nirguna brahman, for Samkara, involves starting out by showing Arjuna how

13 Cf Chapter 4, section 4.1.3 and Chapter 5, section 5.4.
14 Cf Chapter 3, section 3.3.1.
15 Cf Chapter 3, section 3.3.1.
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he can become detached, and Samkara frames this around agency. The key thing Arjuna
must understand is that he is none other than the self (which is nirguna brahman), and it is
Krsna who provides him with the understanding for nirguna brahman, by modelling the
stripping away of agency. For Samkara, Krsna as divine agent best models the self as none
other than nirguna brahman in narrative form,'® making it narratively easier to ‘get to’
brahman. 1 have also demonstrated how Krsna’s divine agency is key to Samkara’s
interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy on a further level: Upanisadic teachers are unable to give
their teaching from within the context of the conventional world in being the Lord and
nirguna brahman as, while in the conventional world, are not divine. Krsna as nirguna
brahman models the brahman=datman equation more clearly than the Upanisadic teacher
who can model the unattached self, but not brahman=datman narratively for a pupil (see
Chapter 3, section 3.4.2). As we saw in Chapter 1 (section 1.4.1.2), Malkovsky has argued
that personalism and divine grace are indispensable for Samkara in leading to non-dual
realisation. Malkovsky goes as far as to argue that Samkara introduces references to Krsna’s
grace where the root text does not require it. Although I have argued that the person of Krsna
is crucial in showing Arjuna how to ‘get to” brahman, Krsna’s teaching is always ultimately
grounded in Krsna at the level of being nirguna brahman, which is Samkara’s primary
concern. I also argue that, while grace is crucial for Samkara (as demonstrated in 11.47 and

18.73), it is part of Krsna’s pedagogy, where nirguna brahman is the ultimate goal.

In Chapter 4 1 demonstrated that, as an Advaitin, Sridhara too identifies the supreme
brahman as being without attributes, for which his preferred term is nirvisesa (13.12;
13.27), although he does directly use the term nirguna quoted from the Svetasvatara
Upanisad."” For Sridhara, the key thing Arjuna must understand is that he is none other than
the self — Krsna teaches Arjuna this by using the theme of purification which strips away
unwanted qualities. I have demonstrated that, in the Subodhini, Sridhara equates ‘becoming
brahman’ with the devotee developing a sattvika understanding (18.51), free from taints.
However, the way in which the devotee does this and so comes closer to his true identity is
through emulating Krsna in his purest, sattvic body. Krsna’s body thus has a key function,
as it is through this body that Krsna models for and provides Arjuna with the understanding

required for Advaitin realisation. Moreover, as we saw above, in the Subodhini, Sridhara

16 Cf Chapter 3, section 3.4.2.
17 For Sridhara’s use of these terms see Chapter 4, section 4.3.1.1.
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shows how language can be ‘stretched’ to point beyond the realm of the gunas to that which
is beyond.!® This theme of purification, as I argued in Chapter 4, applies on two levels —
first, to a method of purifying the mind, as modelled by Krsna; second, to the process of
understanding language through purification, i.e. understanding the referent of fvam. Put
simply, to reach the transcendent, both the terms of Upanisadic mahavakyas and the mind-

body of Arjuna are to be purified.

For Madhusiidana, Arjuna’s progression towards the transcendent is perhaps most evident
on a structural level. Once we are taken through the progression of tvam (‘you’) in chapters
1-6, Madhusiidana reveals the many layers of who Krsna is in 7-12, before addressing tat
tvam asi in 13-18. This progression begins with Krsna as descent manifestation of saguna
brahman, to Krsna as witness, and finally as nirguna brahman. Madhusiidana introduces
the specific term nirguna beyond his glosses on Gita verses that use the term (e.g. 7.29, 8.5)
(see Chapter 5, section 5.3.5). Devotees who have received Krsna’s grace are able to attain
liberation through the Upanisadic sentence, tat tvam asi, as the sentence is self-manifesting
(12.6-7). I have argued that devotees are able to attain liberation, for Madhustidana, without
following the standard path to nirgumna brahman. In Arjuna’s case specifically,
Madhustidana clearly shows how Krsna as person provides Arjuna with the understanding
for nirguna brahman, by modelling minimal selthood, and showing how to progress to this
point. It is the ‘stripping away’ of individuation/characteristics that is necessary for Arjuna
to realise minimal selfhood. In 7.29, as we saw in Chapter 5 (section 5.3.2), Madhusiidana
makes it clear that Krsna’s personhood is central to his interpretation of tat, and the
development of tvam. It is thus Krsna as saguna brahman that enables Arjuna as devotee to
focus on Krsna. Krsna’s personhood is the key tool which leads the devotee of saguna

brahman to the same result as the follower of nirguna brahman.

6.5 — Understanding pedagogical issues/pedagogy

6.5.1 — Layers/levels of Krsna’s pedagogy

For each commentator, Krsna functions as pedagogue on two levels: i) as manifest human

in his descent form, and ii) as cosmic Lord. I have argued that it is on the level of Krsna as

18 Cf Chapter 4, section 4.3.3.
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manifest human in his descent form that my three commentators interpret Krsna’s pedagogy
in terms of their key concepts of agency, body and personhood. Krsna’s agency, body and
personhood — at the level of Krsna being manifest human — act not only as hermeneutical
keys, but as pedagogical keys for accessing an understanding of Krsna both as cosmic Lord

and nirguna brahman.

6.5.2 — Arjuna as primary subject

By looking at Arjuna, we are offered a different lens for approaching the issue of how
significant Krsna is in these Advaitin commentaries. For each commentator, Arjuna is made
the primary subject of the teaching — initially as a ksatriya who is eligible for karma-yoga.
Our first clue that Arjuna is the primary subject is that he is specifically attached to the
drowning metaphor, by each commentator: for Samkara, Arjuna is drowning as he is
confused about dharma, for Sridhara, Arjuna is drowning because he has not learnt to
discriminate between the self and the body; for Madhusiidana, Arjuna is drowning because

he has not learnt what ‘proper/appropriate’ behaviour is, i.e. how to be a ‘you’.

We saw, in Chapter 3 (section 3.2.2), that at the beginning of his Gitabhdsya, Samkara lays
the ground for Arjuna to work progressively towards nihsreyasa (the highest good) by
initially following the path of pravrtti-dharma. Specifically, in 14.26, both the fourth stage
renouncer and Arjuna as a karma-yogin are eligible to become fit for ‘becoming brahman’
(brahma-bhiiya), which Samkara glosses as ‘liberation, through one-pointed devotion’.
Although Samkara of course speaks of liberation for the brahmin renouncer, I have shown
how he also clearly addresses Arjuna, who is given a different route. Similarly, as we saw
in Chapter 4 (section 4.2.3.2), in his Subodhint 3.3, Sridhara explains the twofold path (of
karma- and jiiana-yoga) in terms of stages (bhiuimi) for those of pure and impure minds,
respectively. By this, Arjuna who is addressed as eligible for karma due to his mind
currently being impure, is given a place. The Subodhini’s focus on purification as a process
indicates that Arjuna is Sridhara’s primary focus. I also demonstrated, in Chapter 5, how
Madhustdana in his Gitagiidharthadipika aligns Arjuna at various points of the text with
various routes to liberation. I have argued that the Gita’s vocative addresses to Arjuna are
central to Madhustidana’s mapping of these routes. As I argued in Chapter 5 (sections 5.1.2

and 5.3.3), disagreeing with Nelson who sees Madhusiidana’s Gita commentary as a text
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specifically aimed at Advaitin renouncers,!” Arjuna is explicitly not addressed as an
Advaitin renouncer. Rather, I have shown that Madhusiidana clearly focuses on Arjuna to

offer a direct path to liberation for non-renouncer bhaktas.

6.5.3 — Krsna’s progressive teaching and Arjuna’s progressive learning

I have argued that the progression of the narrative structure of the Gita as a root text is used
consciously by my three commentators to underpin their interpretations of Krsna’s
pedagogy, through which the pupil who seeks liberation is drawn towards full
understanding. Both Krsna’s teaching and Arjuna’s learning are progressive. My three
commentators claim to be Advaita Vedantins, with a focus on knowledge/realisation (jiiana)
of nirguna brahman. The fact that they each try to write Advaitin commentaries of different
kinds on a text which has such a strong narrative insistence on a ksatriya about to go into
battle highlights their key dilemma. I argue that my commentators can either try to side-step
this issue, or turn it into an opportunity to address new audiences not only comprised of
brahmin renouncers. All three commentators emphasise who Arjuna can become, by
outlining the sort of progress he can make. In addition to this, the focus is also on who
Arjuna can learn about in the third person (as the commentaries are not only for ksatriyas

and non-renouncers).

As Arjuna progresses through Samkara’s commentary, his transition from problematic
(individuated) agency to detached (de-individuated) agency progresses with the narrative.
Arjuna begins as misidentified person. In 2.10, where Arjuna’s delusion is first extensively
commented on along with his drowning, Samkara signposts forward to chapters 5 and 18,
demonstrating that Arjuna’s path towards liberation is to be laid down as the commentary
progresses. There is, in the Gitabhdsya, a clear, unfolding path for Arjuna which is learnt
through Krsna modelling his divine agency. This demonstrates how thinking about agency
in a conventional sense can help Arjuna progress towards detached agency and (in a future
life) become a jivanmukta. Through this progressive pedagogy, Samkara retains jidana as

his priority and avoids jaanakarmasamuccaya.

19 Nelson, ‘Madhusiidana Sarasvati on the “Hidden Meaning™”, p.83.
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Arjuna’s learning is also framed progressively in the Subodhini. Sridhara shows how Krsna
tells Arjuna how he can purify his mind, to gain a ‘purified’ understanding of the self, which
will eventually become central to his progression as a true bhakta of Krsna. Bhakti is key to
Krsna’s teaching by progression, both as a method and as culmination (18.56) and is
therefore fundamentally tied to both teaching and learning in stages for Sridhara. Sridhara
indicates that liberation is attained through devotion to Krsna, which forms part of a
sequential progression of stages leading to this goal.?’ I have argued that the notion of
purification is integral to Sridhara’s interpretation of Krsna’s method of pedagogy, in terms
of teaching by progression/sequence (as demonstrated in 5.7, 6.25 and 13.24). Sridhara also
weaves into the Subodhini a developing understanding of the way language functions to
delineate the essential (svariipa-) characteristics of a series of terms as his commentary. We
are taken through definitions of the sthithaprajiia, yoga, Krsna’s suddha-sattvic body, until
we reach nirguna brahman. 1 have also argued that bhakti is central to Krsna’s teaching via
progression: the praise verses at the beginning and end of each chapter of the Subodhini flag
the importance of bhakti as progressive, and indicate a progressive, holistic way through the
Gita, which is emphasised right at the end in 18.78. I argue that, for Sridhara, bhakti is a

method and culmination of the process started with mental purification.

The structuring of Madhusiidana’s commentary around taf tvam asi indicates a clear notion
of progression in terms of his interpretation of Krsna’s pedagogy and Arjuna’s learning. By
using personhood not only as hermeneutical, but as pedagogical key, we learn how
Madhustidana’s structuring of his commentary around fat tvam asi is fundamentally linked
with karma, bhakti and jiana. In chapters 1-6, which are karma-oriented, Arjuna learns who
he can become once he realises the true meaning of fvam. In chapters 7-12, which are bhakti-
oriented, Krsna as a person, as a manifestation of saguna brahman, functions by revealing
how Arjuna can progress towards tat tvam asi by knowing who tat really is. In chapters 13-
18, which are j7iiana-oriented, Arjuna is finally able to understand fat tvam asi by direct
realisation. The shift towards bhakti beginning in chapter 7 indicates this notion of
progression clearly. This notion of progression is framed in terms of Arjuna’s understanding
of ‘you’ as fundamentally tied to Krsna’s unfolding method of teaching and modelling. For

Madhustidana, Arjuna is taught progressively how he can move from the ‘you’ that is stuck

20 Liberation by the progression of practice is not to be confused by kramamukti in the technical sense of
‘liberation in stages’.
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in samsara, to the dharmic ‘you’, to yogin, to jivanmukta, then to witness. This is set up
right from the start in 2.11, where Madhusiidana refers to Arjuna’s delusion as both personal
to him as a ksatriya, and representative of that of ‘the everyday activity of all beings’. In
chapters 1-6, which are karma-oriented in Madhustidana’s interpretation, ‘you’ is clearly
targeted and defined progressively: previous understandings of ‘you’ are gradually removed

for Arjuna.

6.5.4 — Arjuna and liberation

Although each commentator demonstrates that Arjuna’s learning is progressive, this is to
different ends. For Samkara, Arjuna can indeed progress towards nihsreyasa by following
the path of pravrtti-dharma, but the implication is that he cannot become liberated in his
current life. For Sridhara, Arjuna requires purification, and appears to be eligible to become
liberated in his current life, providing he is a Krsna-bhakta. For Madhustidana, Arjuna is
initially aligned with being a yoga-bhrasta in chapter 6, where it is indicated that he can
become a jivanmukta in a future life. However, later in his commentary, Madhusiidana
aligns Arjuna as ksatriya with being eligible for liberation in his current life, providing he

receives Krsna’s grace.

Each commentator uses a key strategy to deal with the dilemma of Arjuna in the root text,
and how he can still become liberated without being an Advaitin renouncer. For Samkara,
it is decoding figurative language; for Sridhara, it is seeing Arjuna as a Krsna-bhakta; for

Madhustidana, it is presenting Arjuna as the recipient of Krsna’s grace.

I have argued that, for Samkara, Arjuna as a man of action and ksatriya, can become a
Jjivanmukta (Samkara’s gloss on ‘a yogin whose mind is pacified” in 6.27) but only in a
future life, once he has worked gradually towards liberation through progression of practice.
For Samkara, the path of action (pravrtti-dharma), for which Arjuna as a ksatriya is
qualified, cannot itself yield nihsreyasa. The key strategy Samkara uses to ‘get around’ the
problem of Arjuna being a ksatriya is figurative language. In chapter 6, Samkara reads the
Gita as using the terms “sannyasin” and “yogin” in both a primary/literal and a
secondary/figurative sense. Only a formal renouncer can literally be a sannyasin or a yogin
in Samkara’s view. So, he holds, when Krsna refers to the man of action as a sannydasin and

yogin, he must be speaking figuratively. The figurative sense sets apart the man of action
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who does renounce attachment to results from the man of action who does not. Arjuna,
although not an actual renouncer, is referred to figuratively as a sannydsin and yogin as he
does renounce results (also in 13.2). Samkara construes the Gitd as transitioning from
speaking about the figurative yogin to discussing the ‘real renouncer’ in 6.4. At the end of
the chapter, in 6.46, Samkara reads the Gita’s vocative address to Arjuna as showing that
he can become a yogin of this kind (whose mind is pacified). Chapter 13 is also key for
Samkara: from 13.14 onwards, he makes several slippages, moving between talking about
the real renouncer and talking about the man of action who renounces actions in a ‘figurative
sense’. This is a key strategy that allows Samkara to show how Arjuna, by acting in a
detached way, with one-pointed devotion, can progress to knowing who Krsna really is, and
eventually attain liberation in a future rebirth as a brahmin renouncer, by following Krsna

and the path of pravrtti-dharma now (11.54 and 18.66).

In the Subodhini, although there are very few explicit mentions of when Arjuna can attain
liberation, Sridhara does indicate in several key places that Arjuna can attain liberation in
his current life, providing he is a devotee of Krsna. This is a key strategic move. Although
Sridhara also only uses the term jivanmukta once (in 6.28), it is the yogin who has realised
brahman who is a jivanmukta. The placing of this reference is crucial, as it is in 6.30 that
Sridhara’s Krsna says he takes on a body to be a specific vehicle for grace, which enables
the yogin to realise brahman. As we saw in Chapter 4, there are several further verses where
Sridhara indicates that Arjuna can become liberated in his current life, including 15.7, 18.51,
18.53 and 18.78.2! As we saw in Chapter 1 (section 1.4.2.1), both Chakravarti and Sukla
have argued that Sridhara’s primary focus was on bhakti. However, 1 have shown how,
while bhakti may be both method and culmination of a process, this is part of providing a
progressive path for Arjuna, i.e. the purification of rvam. For Sridhara, the end is still
nirguna brahman (13.12-14),22 and bhakti is both means and end for the purpose of
including Arjuna. Bhakti, 1 argue, is presented in the Subodhini in order for Sridhara to show
how his devotional interpretation is grounded in nirguna brahman, i.e. as an Advaita

Vedantin interpretation.

2l For an explanation of these verses, see Chapter 4, section 4.2.3.2.
22 See Chapter 4, section 4.3.1.1.
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Madhustidana’s strategy is to present Arjuna as the recipient of Krsna’s grace. Although,
by the end of the text, Arjuna is told he can progress to liberation in his current life,
Madhustidana explicitly states in chapters 1-6 that Arjuna cannot yet become a jivanmukta.
6.46-47 is key for Madhustidana, who shows how Arjuna, addressed as a yoga-bhrasta, may
become eligible to become a yogin of the highest kind — that is, a jivanmukta who practises
tattvajiiana, manonasa and vasanaksaya together. Yet at this early point in the text, the
emphasis is that this cannot happen in Arjuna’s current life. As such, Madhusiidana
effectively ‘maps’ Arjuna’s progress, up to a point, in terms of the yoga stages, indicating
that he cannot attain the seventh and final stage of exemplifying minimal selthood in his
current life, due to prarabdha-karma. 1t is not until later in his commentary that
Madhustidana makes the move to arguing that Arjuna can become liberated in his current
life. In 18.65-8, Madhusiidana allows the option for Arjuna, as a yoga-bhrasta, to be
liberated in his current life through Krsna’s grace. This is reiterated in 18.66. Bhakti is
demonstrated to be key to Arjuna’s progression towards tvam/the realisation of minimal
selfhood, as it is from chapters 7-12 (where the focus is on bhakti) onwards that Arjuna is
given the option of being liberated in his current life. Bhakti, for Madhusiidana, thus
‘stretches’ both ways: back to karma, and forward to jiana. Arjuna’s understanding of tvam
is precisely tattvajiiana — knowledge of the reality, ‘you are that’. However, in terms of the
minimal selthood of the stage 7 jivanmukta (in Gitagidharthadipika chapter 6), that yogic

bhiimi is now replaced by Krsna’s grace being its ‘guarantor’ in chapter 18.

6.6 — Understanding bhakti within the Advaita Vedantin tradition

The question of how the transcendent relates to the human is a major question in Indian
philosophy and occurs across traditions. The so-called ‘divide’ between bhakti and non-
dualism has been a key focal point in the secondary literature on Advaita Vedantin Gita
commentaries. The central question of this thesis is rooted in this very divide. By focusing
on Krsna’s person and pedagogy in the Gitd commentaries of Samkara, Sridhara and
Madhustidana, I have shown that each commentator weaves bhakti into their Advaita
Vedantin approach in various ways. Here, I locate the key themes that this thesis has
addressed, and I consider the wider implications of the findings of this thesis for

understanding bhakti in relation to Advaita Vedanta more generally.
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The key themes this thesis has explored are i) divine embodiment, ii) ‘speaking of’ the
transcendent, and iii) teacher-pupil relationships. Firstly, the focus of this thesis on the
person of Krsna in the Gita commentaries of Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana has
centered around the theme of divine embodiment. Each commentator seeks to show how
the transcendent can take human form. Within the theme of divine embodiment, key
questions that arise in these three commentaries include: what does it mean to talk about a
‘body’ for the transcendent? How is the transcendent able to act in the world? What does it
mean for the transcendent to act in the world? Directly related to the theme of divine
embodiment is also the question of how Krsna’s ‘body’ relates to ordinary human bodies.
Looking at our commentators’ interpretations of the person of Krsna in the Gita urges us to
consider the difference between ordinary human bodies, and a divine ‘body’ that looks like
a human body. Looking specifically at the concepts of agency, body and personhood has
also highlighted how the transcendent-become-manifest may be understood to function in

the world.

Secondly, this thesis has centered around the theme of the role and function of language —
in other words, how we can ‘speak of” the transcendent. One of the fundamental questions
my commentators must address is how we can speak of the transcendent who is
beyond/without qualities, using everyday terms. As I have shown, Samkara, Sridhara and
Madhustidana each have a specific set of strategies to deal with the issue of relating
embodiment to the transcendent via conventional language. These strategies include: adding
qualifiers, using figurative language, using definitions to remove misconceptions, and
taking ordinary language and showing how it can be ‘stretched’ to point to that which is
beyond. An overarching question linked to this key theme is the relation between language
used to describe the divine-become-manifest, and language used to describe the
transcendent. By looking at Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana in particular, I have

explored some of the ways in which language can point to that which is ‘beyond’ words.

Finally, looking closely at the person of Krsna has been central to considering another key
theme in this thesis: the nature and function of teacher-pupil relationships. The relationship
between Krsna and Arjuna has been at the forefront of my analysis. To look at the way in
which this sort of teacher-pupil relationship functions in Samkara, Sridhara and
Madhustidana’s commentaries, I have pinpointed the various layers or levels of pedagogy

at play. Distinguishing between the two key layers of pedagogy I have addressed and adding
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a third?® — first, the layer of Krsna teaching Arjuna in the Gita,; second, the commentators’
interpretations of Krsna teaching Arjuna in the Gita, and, thirdly, the commentators’ own
forms of pedagogy — has provided the framework for my analysis of Samkara, Sridhara and
Madhustidana’s interpretations of Krsna. In addition to this, taking into consideration the
progression in the Gita as a root text has been key to uncovering the progressive pedagogy
in my commentators’ particular interpretations of the Gita. In this thesis, we have seen that
my commentators deploy various tactics to show that their pedagogy is progressive,
including but not limited to: showing how the transcendent-become-manifest models for the
pupil, acts as exemplar, addresses the pupil (in our case, Arjuna) directly or implicitly, and
shows who the pupil can learn about in the third person. It is also the narrative dialogue of
the Gita itself that is key to my commentators’ interpretations of Krsna’s pedagogy. The
story of the Gita unfolding through a conversation between Krsna and Arjuna offers my
commentators a specific context for delivering their interpretations of Krsna’s teaching —
that is, the context of the conventional world. In highlighting this, my thesis has
demonstrated how my commentators’ particular audiences are addressed through a

progressively unfolding narrative dialogue between teacher and pupil.

This thesis has demonstrated how Samkara, Sridhara and Madhustidana all take an analogy
already in the Gita itself — drowning in the ocean of rebirth — and apply it to Arjuna directly.
My method of close reading the Sanskrit has not only involved translating passages from
the commentaries themselves, but has required looking closely at the way in which these
commentaries are structured, including the importance of introductions and praise verses.
My hermeneutical and pedagogical keys of agency, body and personhood, drawn from the
commentators’ own questions, were located in part from a close analysis of the structure of
each commentary in relation to the Gita as a root text. From this, I have suggested ways in
which we might read this sort of commentarial text, including asking how a commentator
builds a coherent reading and pinpointing the key hermeneutical strategies they use to build

a systematic reading.

23 A third level of pedagogy would be each commentator’s own pedagogy. Hirst has argued convincingly
that Samkara’s mode of commenting is in itself a form of pedagogy and that this can be seen across his
corpus (Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta: A Way of Teaching, pp.8-10). To consider the wider issues of how
Sridhara and Madhusiidana build a pedagogy one would need to look across their works as Hirst has done
for Samkara. This thesis is a key building block for further work on the commentators’ own pedagogy.
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Overall, by looking at Arjuna’s drowning as a fundamental pedagogical device, this thesis
has offered a study of Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusitidana’s interpretations of Krsna in the
Gita that is anchored in an analysis of the person of Krsna. All three commentators, by
introducing Arjuna as ‘drowning in the ocean of grief and delusion’ at the beginning of their
commentaries, turn Krsna’s presence in the Gita into an opportunity to incorporate bhakti
into their Advaita Vedantin interpretative frameworks. This indicates a clear link between
the commentators’ soteriology of Arjuna’s rescue and their interpretation of Krsna’s
pedagogy. By drawing attention to the person and pedagogy of Krsna in these three Advaita
Vedantin Gita commentaries, I have shown how each commentator can be understood in

relation to the other two.

The key findings of this thesis contribute to a new understanding of the relationship between
non-dualism and devotionalism in the Advaita Vedantin tradition. The Bhagavad-gita is a
text that allows Samkara, Sridhara and Madhusiidana, as Advaita Vedantin commentators,
to address new audiences that would otherwise not be explicitly addressed in their other
works. The scholarship on Advaita Vedantin Gita commentaries to date has largely focused
on the key issue of what has been seen to be a ‘divide’ between non-dualism and
devotionalism. This thesis, placing the person of Krsna at the forefront of its analysis, has

demonstrated a new way of looking at devotionalism within the Advaita Vedantin tradition.

O son of Partha, for those whose minds are fixed on me, I soon become

the rescuer from the ocean of death and rebirth.
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Bhagavad-gita 12.7
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