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PREFACE

This work is an attempt to arrive at an impartial and objective 

appreciation of Ramanuja’s contribution to Indian religious philosophy. 

The term ’Vedanta’ is often narrowly understood to denote the 

philosophical system of Sankara. In fact, the Sankarite type of 

idealism represents only one of the many schools of Vedanta. The 

theistic systems of Vedanta have generally received less attention 

than they deserve. Therefore, it is felt that this rather neglected 

and insufficiently explored, yet important, field should be paid due 

attention.

Ramanuja’s greatest contribution to the Indian religious 

tradition is his new and unique interpretation of the term ’bhakti', 

which is quite often misunderstood by the scholars of advaita as a 

mere path of emotion. But this work, being an impartial evaluation 

of Ramanuja's religious philosophy, will show that bhakti, in his view 

point, is a category of knowledge and the only means to liberation.

A comprehensive study of the religious system of Ramanuja 

necessarily entails a systematic and thorough investigation of the 

conditions preceeding it. So we have presented Ramanuja's doctrine 

in comparison with that of Sankara in order to furnish the ideological 

background against which Ramanuja worked.

Now we will proceed to make a brief structural survey of the 

dissertation, the subject matter whereof will be divided mainly into
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six chapters and a concluding chapter. The first chapter will locate 

Ramanuja in the Vedanta tradition and describe him as an acarya 

faithful to the fundamental teachings of Vedanta, with a special 

fascination for theism. The second chapter will explain his doctrine 

of God which vividly describes God as the possessor of numerous 

auspicious qualities and saviour of every being. The third chapter 

will explicate the status of jivatman. The fourth chapter will 

bring out the central point of the dissertation; namely, that bhakti, 

as a means of release, is not a mere expression of religious feeling, 

but a kind of knowledge based primarily on the understanding of the 

real nature of the Supreme Person and of the individual soul. The 

fifth chapter will continue this inquiry into the nature of bhakti 

and prapatti, which, indeed, indicate the emotional side of his 

religious system. It seems, however, that Ramanuja has taught only 

one path to mukti and that is the way of bhakti. The same chapter 

will reflect the controversy between two groups of his followers 

regarding the understanding of divine grace and human response to it, 

and it is shown that both these schools could not comprehend the 

full dimension of Ramanuja’s philosophy.

The sixth chapter will describe the nature of the state of 

release, which is not a merger into Brahman but, on the contrary, 

indicates the persistence of individuality. In fact, the release 

is the result of the expansion of intelligence or consciousness 

(dharma-bhuta jnana) which is the essential nature of the individual 

soul. In other words, Ramanuja is not describing moksa as heaven, 

as it is depicted in the popular religious movements, but as a
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State of consciousness in which the souls live in a state of union with 

one another and with God who is their real soul. Finally, we will 

arrive at the conclusion that the theistic Hinduism has been elevated 

to a higher altitude by the religious Philosophy of Ramanuja which 

could infuse a philosophical content into the term 'bhakti'. There­

fore, Ramanuja could be held responsible for the revival of theism 

as a philosophic system.

It is with great pleasure that the author records his obliga­

tions. First of all, the author acknowledges his debt of gratitude 

to Professor John G. Arapura of McMaster University, under whose  

guidance he has carried out his research. Professor Arapura moulded 

the author’s ways of thinking and gave direction to this study and 

above all filled him with a strong desire to pursue this inquiry in 

a critical and comparative manner. Secondly, the author owes a debt 

to Professor T. R. V. Murti, also of McMaster University, for his 

many constructive criticisms and helpful suggestions.
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INTRODUCTION

Ramanuja can claim legitimately to be the first and greatest 

architect of Visistadvaita philosophy. In fact, he was influenced by 

the philosophy of Vedanta on the one hand and by the theistic system 

of Pancaratra1 on the other. Ramanuja successfully integrated these 

two divergent traditions, i.e. the Upanisad - inspired monism and 

theism in his religious thought. While Advaitins treated bhakti as 

a mere path of emotion suitable only to illiterate and the lower 

2 - 
castes, Ramanuja adopted it as the central theme of his religious 

philosophy and added a new dimension to it by interpreting it as a 

philosophical category. Bhakti, according to him, is not essentially 

a path of emotion, but a special form of knowledge that fills the 

heart of the individual with deep feeling of attachment for the 

Supreme Person.3 Thus Ramanuja became the first thinker who succeeded 

in transforming devotional religion into a real philosophical system. 

While advocating the supremacy of bhakti saturated with knowledge, he 

has tried to bring about a reconciliation with karma by personalizing 

it.

See Ramanuja’s exegesis of Vedanta Sutra, ll.ii.40.
2 
Kalpataru, quoted in S. Radhakrishnan's The Brahma Sutra, 

translation and Introduction (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1960), 
p. 127.

3
See Chapter IV.
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The Life and Work of Ramanuja

It is worth noting that South India has been the home of subtle 

philosophies and great religious movements; for whosoever may have 

chanted the Vedas or developed their philosophical implications ori­

ginally, the most striking and valuable presentations of these as 

• /
coherent philosophical systems came from South India - from Sankara, 

Ramanuja, Madhva, Vallabha, Nimbarka, and Srikantha.

Ramanuja was born in 1017 A.D.,4 at Sriperumbudur of Tamil 

Nadu State. He received his formal religious training, together with 

his cousin Govinda Bhatta, from Yadavaprakasa, a famous teacher of • ·

advaita, who tried to elucidate every Upanisadic passage in the light 

of monism, which Ramanuja often refuted. After having listened to 

Yadavaprakasa's interpretation of the great philosophical proposition, 

"Truth, knowledge and infinite is Brahman",5 Ramanuja gave a new 

exposition from the point of view of Visistadvaita. The tradition 

states that Yadavaprakasa not only rejected the interpretation of 

Ramanuja, but also arranged a plot to annihilate him. But later 

Ramanuja was reconciled to his teacher and studied with him.

4
S. Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy (Cambridge: 

University Press, 1961), Vol. III, p. 100. But Radhakrishnan gives 
1027 A.D. as the date of birth of Ramanuja, see his Indian Philosophy, 
(Eighth Impression, London: George Allen & Unwin, Ltd., 1966), Vol. 
II, p. 665. Sir R. G. Bhandarkar says that "Ramanuja was born in 
Saka 938 corresponding to 1016 or 1017 A.D.," see his Vaignavism, 
Saivism and Minor Religious Systems (Varanasi: Indological Book House, 
Reprint, 1962), p. 51. R. D. Karmarkar also agrees with Dasgupta; see 
his Sribhasya of Ramanuja (Poona: University of Poona, 1959), p. xv. 
Swami Ramakrishnananda also maintains 1017 A.D., (939 of Saka era) as 
the date of Ramanuja's birth; see his Life of Sri Ramanuja (Madras: 
Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1965), p. 72.

5
Taittiriya Upanisad, II.1 "satyam, jnanam anantam Brahma". 

6
Dasgupta, op. cit., Vol. III, p. 101.
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Ramanuja again fell out with his teacher on the meaning of the text, 

'Kapyasam pundarikam,'7 which Yadava explained means that Brahman had 

his eyes like the red buttocks of a monkey. But Ramanuja repudiated 

the exposition of his teacher and presented a new interpretation. 

His new rendering runs as follows: ' ka' means 'water’, and 'pibati' 

means ’drinking’, and, therefore, 'kapi’ signifies that which drinks 

water, the Sun or the lotus stalk. ’Asa’ is to open, and 'pundarika' 

is the lotus. So the import of the passage is that God has eyes like 

"the lotus which blooms before the morning Sun".8 This interpretation 

is no doubt strained and far-fetched, but it exhibits the extraordinary 

ingenuity of Ramanuja.

As a result of this quarrel, Ramanuja was driven out by 

Yadavaprakasa. But Mahapurna, a well-known Vaigpava saint, imparted 

to Ramanuja the essentials of Vaigpava religion. Later Mahapurna 

sent him to Gosthipurna for further learning. But he tested the 

faith and zeal of Ramanuja through an ordeal. Ramanuja could undergo 

the ordeal successfully and, therefore, Gosthipurna revealed the

hidden truths of Tirumantra, the eight syllabled and three worded, 

pranava, namas Narayapa, to Ramanuja. Then Ramanuja became the 

steward of the Srirangam temple, which was corrupted by the Custodians. 

Chandogya Upanisad, I.vi.7. See six different meanings given 
in J. A. B. Van Buitenen's translation of Ramanuja’s Vedarthasamgraha 
(Poona: Deccan College Postgraduate and Research Institute, 1956), p 
305.

8
Ramanuja, Vedarthasamgraha, trans. Van Buitenen, op. cit., para.

134, p. 290.
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But Ramanuja, by his will and effort, could make tremendous changes in 

the administration. He systematically organized the temple services.

Thenceforth, he renounced the domestic life and became attached 

completely to the worship of Narayana. Many devotees gathered round 

him and became his disciples. Eventually Yadavaprakasa, his former 

teacher, also joined Vaisnavism and became his pupil under the new 

name of Govinda-dasa.

The tradition says that Ramanuja had a long life span of 120 

years and he spend most of his time at Srirangam expounding the 

sastras to his disciples. Ramanuja, the great acharya of Visistadvaita 

 
School, died at Srirangam in 1059 Saka era (1137 A.D.).9

Ramanuja wrote extensive commentaries on the Brahma Sutra and 

the Bhagavadgita. His Vedantasara and Vedantadipa are abridged 

commentaries of the Brahma Sutra. Finally, apart from these com­

mentaries, he wrote an independent work called Vedarthasamgraha, 

which presents the essentials of the Visistadvaita teaching. 

Vaispavites believe that Ramanuja wrote an independent work in prose 

called Gadya Traya. But we, after a thorough examination of the 

text, maintain that it is attributed to him by one of his later 

 
disciples.10

The Historical Context

Gaudapada stands out as an early expondent of Kevaladvaita.11

Swami Ramakrishnananda, op., cit., p. 237. 
10 

See Chapter V.

T. Μ. P. Mahadevan, Gaudapada (Madras: University of Madras, 
1960), p. 10-20.
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Sankara who followed Gaudapada brought the monistic thoughts under a 

complete system by his commentaries on the Braham Sutra, the Upanisads, 

and the Bhagavadgita - the prasthanatrayi that constitute the founda­

tion and supreme authority of the philosophy of Vedanta. Thus the 

advent of Sankara and his all-engrossing absolutism had already been 

an event of historic importance in the annals of India in as much as 

he developed, on the materials supplied by his predecessors, a complete 

system of metaphysics and justified its credentials by explaining it 

to be the only correct interpretation of Upanisadic texts.

Sankara’s mind was dominated completely, it seems, by the one 

self-evident principle - the absolute unity of ultimate reality (in- 

12 eluding the identity of the Brahman and the self) and its corollary 

13
- the illusory character of the world. Not bhakti but these 

philosophical truths were Sankara’s passion, not the love of God 

primarily but these truths were the content of his preaching.

Sankara’s relentless logic, his astounding dialectical acumen, and, 

above all, his peculiar knack for explaining the Vedic texts attracted 

the intelligentsia of the country. On the one hand, he dismissed the 

heretic nihilism of the Sunyavadins, and on the other, he decried the 

efficacy of Karma as an ultimate means to liberation. Sankara thus 

succeeded in establishing a philosophy which prescribed the knowledge 

of Brahman or the Ultimate Reality as the only means to emancipation.

Sankara, Commentary on Madukya Upanisad with Gaudapada's 

Karika, translated and annotated by Swami Nikhlananda (Mysore : Sri 
Ramakrishna Ashrama, 1955), Mantra. 3: ’Sarvaprapancopasame advait- 
asiddhih. sarvabhutasthas ca atma eko drstah syat, sarvabhutani catmani.’

13 
Ibid., II.6. ’Vaitathyam jagad-drsyanam bhedanam adyantayor 

abhavat.’
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Ramanuja, who followed Sankara three centuries later, tried to 

prove from the same sources that the Ultimate Reality is an integral 

whole comprising the cit or conscious and acit or the unconscious, both 

of which constitute the body of Isvara, and that Isvara is the soul 

(sariri) of the entire universe. In Sankara’s system, the universe 

consisting of the individual selves and matter is regarded as illusory 

(maya). Ramanuja repudiates the theory of mâyâ,14 and establishes the 

reality of the universe and also maintains oneness of reality as an 

integral whole without sacrificing the individualities of the selves. 

According to Ramanuja, a body is dependent for its existence upon its 

soul. Hence, the world as the body of Brahman, cannot exist indepen­

dently of its soul, Brahman; and it is from Brahman that the world 

/ 
derives its reality, whereas Sankara had thought that the reality 

of God necessitated a denial of the reality of the world. Ramanuja 

reverses this position and roots the reality of the world directly 

in God. The question of whose interpretation is correct does not 

arise here. It is quite legitimate, however, on the part of Ramanuja 

to interpret the scriptures in such a way as to build a strong 

theological system against Sankara in defence of the visistadvaita 

doctrines. J. A. B. Van Buitenen rightly observes that: "before 

Ramanuja could start developing and elaborating the ideas of his 

teachers, he had to refute Sankara’s entire philosophy and to prove 

that the great revelations of the Upanisads admitted of a very 

different interpretation".15

See the arguments in the second Chapter.

15  
J. A. B. Van Buitenen, Ramanuja on the Bhagavadgita ( S - 

Gravenhage: H. L. Smits, 1953), p. 3.
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The controversies centered mainly around nine topics :

(1) Pramanas

(2) Perception

(3) The nature of Consciousness

(4) The individual self and the Absolute

(5) The Nirguna Brahman

(6) Universe

(7) The doctrine of Avidya

(8) Means of Moksa

(9) No incompatability between the two inquiries

The discussion on moksa . covers the most important ontological 

issue; viz., whether or not the individual self is identical with the 

Absolute. One cannot fail to notice the idea, almost universal with 

practically every exponent of Indian Philosophy, of associating the 

causes of pain with the finite and limited character of the empirical 

self whose existence in this world is always related to certain 

extraneous conditions not belonging to its essential nature.

Moksa, according to Sankara, is the very nature of the self 

and it is not a state to be newly attained. It is self realization.16 

It is owing to avidya that the jiva is in bondage and so Sankara re­

peatedly asserts that liberation is possible only through knowledge; 

i.e., by comprehending that the real nature of jiva is not its 

physical or psychic appearance, but its essential sacchidananda 

character. The individual self is Brahman, there is in truth neither

Sankara built his main thesis on one of the famous upanisadic 
texts, tattvamasi (Ch.VI.9.4) means ’thou art that’ and not ’that thou
becomes’.
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any bondage or release. The solution to the problem of liberation lies 

in realization arid not in acquisition.17

Ramanuja holds a different view, which is in direct conflict 

with the above doctrine. According to Visistadvaita Vedanta, the 

individual self (jivatman) is an eternal spiritual entity distinct 

from Brahman, a spiritual monad of Brahman. God, the chief factor, 

comprehends in Himself matter and the souls, the reality may be 

regarded as advaita, one without a second. God,the substantive factor, 

directs and predominates over the attributive factors. Though the 

world of matter and souls have real existence of their own, they are 

entirely subject to the control of God in all their conditions. Here 

the ’qualified non-dualism' is not a synthesis of the distinctions 

between the attributive factors and the substantive factor, but that 

God, who is the soul of souls and matter, is one. It is the non­

dualism of the qualified whole. Liberation, therefore, according to 

Ramanuja, is not the merging of the individual soul into the absolute,18 

but only the direct intuitive realization by the individual soul of 

its own essential nature as a mode of God. Ramanuja admits that 

knowledge is the immediate cause of liberation. This knowledge, he 

says, is obtained by constant remembrance of God as the only object 

— of devotion, which is called upasana or dhyana.19 

 

Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, ed., Mahadeva Sastri 
Bakre (Third Edition, Bombay: Nirnaya Sagar Press, 1934), I.i.4. 

18 
See Chapter VI. 

19 
See Chapter IV.
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Ramanuja built a strong theistic system on the foundation of 

Vedanta philosophy by making room for bhakti. As a result of this 

new interpretation of religion, the status of theism is elevated to 

high altitude and many people were attracted to the vitalized religion 

of bhakti. But it is doubtful if his disciples succeeded in continuing 

the mission of their Guru. They probably misunderstood his religious 

philosophy which is, indeed, the integration of Sankhya and Yoga 

(Philosophy and Religion) in imitation of the Bhagavadgita itself.



CHAPTER I

THE PLACE OF RAMANUJA IN INDIAN RELIGIOUS TRADITION

Visistadvaita philosophy of Ramanuja is the confluence of two 

different streams of religious traditions, the orthodox Vedanta system 

and the Bhagavata or the Pancaratra tradition. Ramanuja’s greatness 

as a theologian consists in his ability to integrate these religious 

systems in an excellent manner.

Ramanuja has a unique place among the eminent acaryas of Vedanta. 

He, like other Vedantists, deduced his philosophy from the sastra. His 

commentaries on the Brahma Sutra and the Bhagavadgita are considered to 

be the canon of Vaisnavism. Ramanuja not only achieved wonderful success 

in infusing a new life and spirit into the religious need of his followers 

but also into the political, social, and, above all, the intellectual 

environment of his time. The negative contribution of Sankara’s 

thought had a greater influence in the history of religious philosophy 

after him, in as much as it gave birth to a great movement - the 

Vaisnavite or Bhakti movement that had its origin in the shortcomings 

of Sankara's system. According to George Thibaut, Ramanuja is a more 

genuine and authentic interpreter of the Brahma Sutra than Sankara, 

since, in his opinion, the Brahma Sutras themselves do not lend any 

countenance to Sankara’s mayavada, because of the introduction of 

which he is obliged to twist a good many Sutras to yield a meaning

- 10 -
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suitable to his own stand.

P. M. Modi, after a careful study of the Brahma Sutra, has prac­

tically succeeded in deriving a new scheme, a sort of critical apparatus, 

which he applies to Sankara’s commentary of the Brahma Sutra and points 

out that in many places Sankara has, really consciously or unconsciously, 

twisted the meaning of the Brahma Sutra to his own advantage.

Dr. S. Radhakrishnan gives a comparative evaluation of Sankara’s

and Ramanuja’s positions thus: 

Both Sankara and Ramanuja were great exponents 
of the Vedanta. Their minds were driven to the same 
problem, their texts were practically the same, their 
methods were based on the same assumptions, and yet 
their results show striking differences.

Ramanuja’s philosophy is based on the teachings of the Vedas and

the Upanisads, but as an exponent of the Visistadvaita his expositions 

are different from those of Sankara, who, however, had inherited the 

advaitic tendency of Gaudapada. Numerous Vedic and Upanisadic passages 

have been cited by Ramanuja in order to support his interpretation, 

which we will discuss in detail in the following chapters. But here, 

however, we may mention a few passages on which Ramanuja has built his

1
George Thibaut, Vedanta Sutras with Ramanuja's Commentary, ed. 

F. Max Muller, Sacred Books of the East (Reprint, Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass, 1962), Vol. XLVIII, p. xx.

2
See P. M. Modi, A Critique of the Brahma Sutra (Bhavanagar: P.

M. Modi, 1943), Part I, p. 3.
3
S. Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, op. cit., Vol. II, pp. 666-

667.
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cardinal doctrines. According to Ramanuja, Svetasvatara Upanisad states 

that there are three eternal and distinctive entities which constitute 

the absolute; namely, the individual being, the Personal God, and 

Prakrti.4 He makes use of a Brhadaranyaka5 passage in support of his 

theology of antaryamin6 (the Inner Ruler). His idea of the Supreme 

Deity full of attributes is also formed on the basis of the Upanisads.7

Ramanuja used not only the Vedantic texts but also the Commen­

taries of the early exponents of the Vedanta and it is a fact that 

many of his interpretations rest on the expositions of the ancient 
 

masters. Ramanuja gives a list of these masters of old in his

Vedarthasamgraha8 in which he mentions Bodhayana, Tanka, Dramida, 

Kapardi, and Bharuci.9 Srinivasadasa, the author of Yatindramata- 

dipika,10 has mentioned Vyasa, Bodhayana, Guhadeva, Bharuci, 

Brahmanandin, Dramidacarya, Sriparankusanatha, Yamunamuni, Yatisvara

Svetasvatara Upanisad. 1.9; jnajnau dvav ajav isanisav aja hy 
eka bhoktr-bhogyartha-yukta anantas catma visva-rupo hy akarta trayam 
yada vindate brahman etat.

5
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad. III.vii.3; yah prthivivyam tisfhan 

prthivya antarah yam prthivi na veda, yasya prthivi sariram, yah 
prthivim antaro yamayati, esa ta atmantaryamy amrtah.......... etc.

6
Brahman abides in the souls and rules them. See the details 

in Chapter II.
7
Taittiriya Upanisad. II.i.l.
Mundaka Upanisad. II.ii.7.
Chandogya Upanisad. VIII.vii.1.

8
Ramanuja, Vedarthasamgraha, op. cit., para. 93, p. 128.

9
They are the early acaryas of Vedanta and the commentators of 

the Brahma Sutra who maintain that bhakti is the major path of release 
but unfortunately most of their works are lost to us.

10 
Yatindramatadipika (The light of the system of Yatindra or 

Ramanuja) was composed by Srinivasadasa, a well known Visistadvaita 
philosopher who lived in Tirupati in the beginning of the 17th century.
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(Ramanuja), in the beginning of his book as the propounders of the 

11 - -
system. The followers of Ramanuja believe that the system was 

taught by several teachers who flourished before Ramanuja. Ramanuja, 

in his Sribhasya,12 writes that Bodhayana13 wrote a very elaborate 

work on the Braham Sutra and that in writing his own Commentary he 

has closely followed the interpretation found in the Bodhayana Vrtti. 

The Bodhayana Vrtti on which Ramanuja depended a great deal for writing 

his Commentary was a work in the line of bhakti. So it was more 

favourable to Ramanuja's rather than to Sankara's system of Vedanta.

Ramanuja quotes Bodhayana in his writings, particularly in the 

Sribhasya and the Vedarthasamgraha which we are going to analyse 

critically. In the Vedanta systems, as a rule, the discussions 

center around the meaning of the first words of the Vedanta Sutra: 

"subsequently therefore, arises the desire to know Brahman" atato 

braham jijnasa). Can this mean that the desire for moksa through 

knowledge is conditioned by something that precedes it? Bodhayana 

says and Ramanuja quotes: "The desire of knowing Brahman arises 

14 
immediately after the acquisition of Karman". Bodhayana's view

Srinivasadasa, Yatindramatadipika, trans. Swami Adidevananda 
(Madras: Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1949), p. 2.

12
Ramanuja, Sribhasya, I.i.l. the first sentence: Bhagavad 

Bodhayana krtam vistirnam Brahma Sutra Vrttim purvacaryas sanciksipuh 
tanmatanusarena sutraksarani vyakhyasyante.

13
Bodhayana is an early commentator of Purva and Uttara - 

Mimamsa Sutras, which in his time seem to have been treated as con- 
stituting one Sastra in two parts, not two different branches of 
knowledge and this Commentary went by the name of 'Krtakoti'. See S. 
Dasgupta, op. cit., Vol. III, pp. 105ff. and also J. A. B. Van 
Buitenen, Ramanuja's Vedarthasamgraha, op. cit. , p. 19ff.

14 
Sribhasya, I.i.l. Para. 3. "tadaha Vrttikara:- Vrttat
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was indeed what is expressed as 'jnana karma samuccaya', i.e. the com­

bination of both knowledge and act. This teaching influenced Ramanuja 

very much and that is the reason why he advocated ritual acts as 

preparatory to the liberating intuition of the Absolute. In this 

connection, Ramanuja again cites the passage from Bodhayana Vrtti 

in which the Vyttikara says that the Karma - mimamsa and the Brahma - 

mimamsa have the nature of one sastra.

This sastra dealing with the embodied (soul) 
has been welded together by the treatise of Jaimini 
in sixteen chapters and so is proved the oneness of 
the (two) sastras.15

It is worth noting that Ramanuja intends to treat the purva and uttara 

Mimamsa as earlier and later parts of one science possibly deriving 

the suggestion from Bodhayana’s treatment. In connection with the 

discussion on the nature of the Atman, Ramanuja cites the Vrttikara: 

"(The Atman) is akin to light when free from involvement in the 

world's activities".16 This is decided by the union and non-union 

as in the text "with the existent, my dear, does he become united".17

14 (Con’t.)  
karmadhigamad anantaram brahmavividisa".

15
Ibid. , trans. R. D. Karmarkar, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 4: 

samhitma etad sarirakam Jaiminiyena sodasalaksaneneti satraikatva 
siddhi.

16 
Sribhasya. I.i.1. (Para. 57.): jagad vyapara varje samano 

jyotisa.
17
Ibid., I.i.10. (Para. 122.),' sata somya tada sopanno 

bhavati iti sampattya sampattibhyam etad avasiyate.
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According to Ramanuja, Paramatma is the cause of the universe as 

qualified by the sentient and non-sentient in their subtle state; 

Brahman is the effect as qualified by the sentient and non-sentient 

in their gross state; and therefore, the effect is nondifferent from 

the cause. Then he quotes Bodhayana in support of his view where the 

latter says, "Brahman the Lord is indeed all (and) the soul of all". 

Further, Ramanuja seeks to show that Brahman is Bhuma and to this end 

he cites Bodhayana again. "Brahman is Bhuma (the vast one) in view 

of the teaching on that (subject which says that) Brahman exceeds the 

things which have come into being through the progression of name, 

etc. . Ramanuja quotes another text from Bodhayana's Vytti in 

order to support his religious conviction that Brahman itself is the 

object of worship.

There is, indeed, the possibility in the case of 
Madhu (Vidya) and others on account of Brahman alone 
being everywhere fit to be meditated upon.20

Ramanuja makes it clear that the Bodhayana Vrtti is an extensive 

one, but has quoted only fragments from the first chapter. Here a 

legitimate question arises: how much did Ramanuja know of Bodhayana 

himself? Dasgupta relates the story of how Ramanuja got the Bodhayana 

Vrtti.21 Ramanuja, with Kuresa, visited the Sarada Math in Kashmir

18

Ibid., I.ii.l. (Para. 161.): yadaha vrttikara: sarvam 
khalv asti sarvatma brahmesah.

19
Sribhasya. I.iii.7. (Para. 184.).' Bhuma tu eveti bhuma 

brahma namadiparamparayat namna urdhvam asyopadesat.
20

Ibid., I.iii.33. (Para. 198.) Trans. R. D. Karmarkar, op. 
cit., Vol. II, p. 454: "asti hi madhvadisu sambhavo brahmana eva 
sarvatra nicayyatvat".

21
S. Dasgupta, op. cit., Vol. III, p. 102—103.
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and Kuresa procured the manuscript of the Bodhayana Vrtti and then they 

proceeded to Srirangam. The keepers of Math, however, finding the 

manuscript missing, chased him and took it away. But Kuresa had 

learnt it by heart during the several nights on the way. Kuresa could 

remember its purport and so was able to repeat it. Thus Ramanuja used 

the memory of Kuresa to quote Bodhayana while he wrote his sribhasya.

Apart from Bodhayana, Ramanuja quotes regularly from Dramida’s

Bhasya. The first fragment of Dramidabhasya quoted in Ramanuja’s

Vedarthasamgraha and Sribhasya is as follows :

Since they want to obtain the results they desire, 
they want to propitiate, with acts like sacrifice, 
....When He has been propitiated with those acts, 
He grants the results they desire.22

He says that Vedas speak of merit and demerit as the actions consti­

tuted by the worship of the highest Purusa. In other words, the Lord’s 

pleasure and displeasure then brings either happiness or suffering, as 

the case may be, to the individual who has done this action. In this 

connection, Ramanuja again quotes Dramida:

In obedience to His command the wind blows, the 
rivers flow; by Him the oceans have been confined 
and they spring like rams as if they were rutting 
and for being dependent on His will the world 
neither falls nor bursts asunder. When the 
Venerable Lord knows that someone follows His 
commandments, then He makes him propser in His 
mercy, for He knows and is capable of acting.23

22
Vedarthasamgraha, trans. Van Buitenen, op. cit., para. 124, 

p. 278.' "phalasambibhatsaya hi karmabhir atmanam piprisanti sa prito 
’lam phalayeti sastramaryada." See Sribhasya. II.ii.3.

23
Vedarthasamgraha, trans. Van Buitenen, op. cit., para. 125, 

p. 281: "tasyajnaya dhavati vayurnadya sravanti tena ca krtasimano 
jalasayab samada iva mesa visarpitam kurvanti iti tat samkalpanibandhana 
hime loke na cyavante na sphutante."
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Dramida’s God is a merciful sovereign who rules all over the 

worlds as an emperor. Dramida believed that object of our knowledge 

is the personal deity who possessed of a supra sensible body.

The form of the creator of all is His by nature; 
however, it cannot be grasped by the eye, it can 
only be apprehended by the untroubled mind which 
has another means; this on account of sruti.24

Ramanuja adopts this idea from Dramida and says that the Supreme Person

Narayana, who is the Supreme Lord of all, has a beautiful shape which

is in accordance with His pleasure.

Tanka also comments on the form of the Supreme Person and 

Ramanuja quotes:

The sruti the golden person is regarded teaches 
that the one who is knowing is within everything, 
because we learn that He is the lord of the 
world and the desires, and also because He is 
beyond sin.25

Bodhayana, Dramida, and Tanka were quite unambiguous in their 

theistic approach which had a remarkable influence on Ramanuja and 

his School. Sankara pays compliment to these early Vedanta commen­

tators and accepts their interpretation where he can safely do so and 

leaves many passages without any comment.

Ramanuja and the Pancaratra System

Ramanuja incorporated all Hindu religious literature, particularly

24
Vedarthasamgraha, Van Buitenen, op. cit., para. 135, p. 291: 

"anjasaiva visvasrjo rupam. tat tu na caksusa grahyam manasa tv 
akalusena sadhanantaravata grhyate- na caksusa grhyate napi vaca 
manasa tu visuddhena iti sruteh."

25
Ibid., "hiranmayah puruso drsyata iti prajnah sarvantarah 

syat loke kame vyapadesat tatho dayat papmanam."
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the Pancaratra into his theological system. But Sankara refutes the 

teachings of the Bhagavata or the Pancaratra school in his Commentary 

on the Brahma Sutra.26 Ramanuja, on the contrary, interprets the

Pancaratra literature in the light of Vedanta and he asserts that the 

doctrines of Pancaratra are in harmony with Sruti, and he further 

comments that the Pancaratra system is not refuted by Badarayana, 

the author of the Brahma Sutra. In this connection, he quotes from 
 27 

the Pauskara Samhita, the Satvata Samhita, and the Parama Samhita.

26  
Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, II.ii.42-43.

27
Sribhasya, II.ii. 39-42. II.ii.42: bhagavat prakriyamajana-

tamidam codyam yad jivotpatti virudhâbhihitoti. Vasudevakhyam param 
brahmaivasritavatsalam svasritasamasrayaniyatvaya svaccheya 
caturthavatistate, iti hi tat prakriya. tatha pauskara samhitayam.

28
Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, II.ii.45.

29
Sribhasya, II.ii.43.

30 
Chandogya Upanisad, VII.i and ii, quoted in Sribhasya. II. 

ii.43: "yatha ca bhumavidya prakrame naradena. Rgvedam bhagavo 
adhyemi Yajurvedam Samavedam atharvanam so ahamam bhagavo mantra vide 
asmi na atmavit".

Sankara accuses the Pancaratra of treating the Vedas with contempt, 

since it is stated in one of their books that Sandilya, not having 

found the way to the highest good in the four Vedas, had recourse 

 
to this Sastra.

Ramanuja, replying to this accusation of Sankara, shows that 
30

all similar statements occur in the Chandogya Upanisad. When

Narada acknowledges to Sanatkumara that he has studied all the Vedas
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and other branches of learning, still he only knows the mantras and 

not the atman. The object of the statement is simply to extol the 

bhumavidya and not to find fault with the Veda. Precisely the same 

interpretation could be put on this statement of Sandilya.

The History of the Pancaratra System

The Pancaratra system is a reformed religious movement built

on the principles of the Pancaratra Samhitas.3 Otto Schrader main­

tains that the Pancaratra "would be a designation of the ancient 

32Vaisnavite system". This system worships a Supreme Deity, namely

Vasudeva. Vasudeva was recognized as the Supreme Deity even in the 

time of Patanjali, for under Panini IV.3.98, the author of the 

Mahabhasya states that Vasudeva occurring in the Sutra is not the 

name of a Ksatriya, but of 'tatrabhagavat', which term is explained 

33by Kaiyata as signifying a certain Supreme Deity. It shows that 

the Bhagavata religion of bhakti is as old as Panini himself.34

An ideal Samhita consists of four quarters (padas) teaching 
respectively jnana, yoga, kriya (making of images and construction of 
temples), carya (rituals).

32
Otto Schrader, Introduction to the Pancaratra (Madras: Adyar 

Library, 1916), p. 24. Schrader explicates the significance of the term 
Pancaratra: 1) "The Pancaratra means five nights; the names of the ratras 
are Brahma, Siva, Indra, and Rsi Ratra, the fifth is not in the manuscript" 
(p. 23); 2) The name of Pancaratra signifies that it deals with five sub­
jects; Ontology (tattva), liberation (mukti-prada), devotion (bhakti-prada), 
yoga (yaugika), the object of sense (Vaisesika).

33 
R. G. Bhandarkar, Vasudeva of Panini, IV.iii.98, Collected Works 

of Sir R. G. Bhandarkar, ed. Nirvana Utgikar (Poona: _Bhandarkar 
Oriental Research Institute,_1933), p. 82: "kimartha Vasudeva sabdat 
vijnadhiyate. na gotra ksatriyakhyebhyo bahulam vrngteva siddham na hasti 
videso Vasudeva sabdadnjo va tadeva rupam sa eva svarah. athava naisa 
ksatriyakhya samjnaisa tatrabhagavat."

34
R. G. Bhandarkar, 'On the dates of Patanjali and the King in
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The Pancaratra system is mentioned along with the rival systems in the 

Narayaniya section of the Mahabharata. Narada is represented to have 

gone to the Badarikasrama to see Nara and Narayana. Narayana was en- 

gaged in the performance of religious rites. Narada asked Narayana 

whom he was worshipping. Narayana answered Narada that he worshipped 

his original prakrti, the source of all that is and that is to be.

Bhandarkar points out that the Narayaniya section of Mahabharata 

is written much earlier than the time of Patanjali. "In Patanjali’s 

work we find in one place the names of Bhimasena, Sahadeva and Nakula, 
35 

who are mentioned as descendants of Kuru." The Besnagar pillar

inscription of the 2nd century B.C. bears evidence to the worship 
36 

of Vasudeva in the temple. Bhandarkar, therefore, unequivocally 

shows that the monotheistic cult of Vaisnavism developed as a strong

34 (Con’t.)
whose reign he lived’, Indian Antiquary, Vol. V, 1872, pp. 

229ff. "We see that Patanjali lived in the reign of Puspamitra and 
that he probably wrote the third chapter of his bhasya between 144 
B.C. and 142 B.C." Also see, Ratilal Mehta, Pre-Buddhistic India 
(Bombay: Examiner Press, 1939), p. 25.

35
R. G. Bhandarkar, ’Consideration of the date of the 

Mahabharata’, Collected Works of R. G. Bhandarkar, op. cit., Vol. I, 
p. 83. Cf. Ibid., p. 423: "If we judge from the language we shall 
find that it is not in strict conformity with the rules of Panini. 
This is a stage in the growth of the Sanskrit language at which Panini’s 
idiom was not strictly cared for, and a great deal of freedom was used 
—but the sounds of the language at that stage had not become corrupt 
by passing through the mouths of foreign races....This stage in the 
growth of the language belongs to a period later than Yaska and Panini." 

36 
Bhandarkar, Vaisnavism, Saivism, and Minor Religious Systems, 

op. cit., p. 3.
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religion which had a considerable following in the second century B.C.37 

According to Bhandarkar, the religious systems that had sprung 

up during those days were mostly atheistic.38 It was necessary at 

that time for systems such as the Bhagavata to counteract this ten- 

dency.39 The Bhagavata religion is an attempt to introduce a religious 

reform on more conservative principles. "The repudiation of the 

slaughter of animals and the inefficiency of the sacrifical worship 

and austerities are common to the religious reform with Buddhism".40 

But Buddhism could not satisfy the religious instinct of the common 

man who longed for a God who could receive and reward passionate 

devotion. So in the Bhagavata religion ’the Supreme Lord Hari is 

worshipped with devotion’.41

The doctrine of the Visistadvaita of Ramanuja is ultimately 

the same as the one professed by the more ancient school of Pancaratra. 

Vasudeva is the Supreme Deity of Pancaratra and the Visistadvaita 

also worships the same deity.42 God is described as free from three

37
Ibid., p. 39, and also see Schrader, op. cit., p. 17.

38 /
Bhandarkar, Vaigpavism, Saivism and Minor Religious Systems, 

op. cit., p. 29.
39
Ibid.

40
Ibid., p. 7.

41
Ibid.

42
The names Vasudeva and Narayana are often used in Ramanuja’s 

writings. See Sribhasya. II.ii.42; "Brahman Vasudevakhyayajinam" (The 
highest Brahman is called Vasudeva.)
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gunas in the Pancaratra and Ramanuja stresses this point very much. 

This description does not mean that God is without any qualities; on 

the contrary, He is the possessor of numerous attributes. The 

Pancaratra describes six attributes (gad gunas) of the Lord which 

Ramanuja had adopted into his religious thought.44 Ramanuja, with­

out any hesitation, incorporated the theory of Vyuha (chain of 

emanation) in his theological doctrine. Each emanation except the 

first (Vasudeva), originates from an anterior emanation and thus 

this process has the same law as that of one flame proceeding from 

another. The worship of this four-fold form means the worship of 

the Supreme Brahman called Vasudeva.45 The bhakti as the way to 

liberation is also common in the Pancaratra and the Visistadvaita.

44 
jnana(knowledge), aisvarya (Lordship), sakti (potency), bala 

(strength), virya (virility), and tejas (splendour) are the six attri­
butes of Vasudeva described in the Pancaratra. See Sribhasya. III.ii. 
11 for Ramanuja's opinion: "tejobalaisvarya mahavabodha suvirya 
saktadi gunarkarasi."

45 - - -
Sribhasya. II.ii.42: bhagavat prakriyamajanatamidam codyam 

yad jivotpatti virudha abhihita - iti Vasudevakhyam param brahmaivasrita 
vatsalam svasrita samasrayaniyatvaya svecchaya caturdha avatistata iti 
hi tat prakriya. yatha pauskara samhitayam "kartavyatvena vai yatra 
caturatmya upasyate. kramagatais sva samjnabhih brahmanairagam tu tat".

This remarkable parallelism between the Bhagavata tradition and 

the Ramanuja School naturally leads us to infer that the Bhagavata 

religion had influenced Ramanuja’s thought a great deal.

The Bhagavata system did not owe its origin to the Vedas or 

the Upanigads, but Ramanuja incorporated its literature in order to

Sribhasya. III.ii.ll; I.i.l, Bhagavadgitabhasya. XIII.ii.
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justify the devotional theism of the Vaisnavism. But the concept of 

bhakti as it is depicted by Ramanuja in his Sribhagya46 is different 

from the bhakti of the Pancaraatra. As an acarya of Vedanta, he in­

fused more elements of knowledge (jnana) into the framework of bhakti 

and described bhakti as a category of knowledge. As the result of 

this integration, the content of the knowledge is also slightly 

changed, which has been repeatedly explained by Ramanuja in his 

Sribhasya. This knowledge is not a mere knowledge of pure academic 

kind, but a knowledge that arises as the result of real confrontation 

with Ultimate Reality. In this respect, it is not inferior to 

perception (pratyaksa). A steady remembrance of this kind is desig­

nated by the word devotion (bhakti), for this term has the same 

meaning as meditation (upasana). According to Ramanuja, karmayoga 

purifies the soul and leads one to jnanayoga. This knowledge con­

sists in seeing oneself as the mode (prakâra) and slave (sesa) of the 

Supreme Person leading to bhakti.

It is interesting to note that Yamuna did not attempt to recon- 

49 
cile the mysticism of Bhagavata with Vedanta monism. But Ramanuja

Ibid., I.i.l, (Para. 14-15): "seyam smrti darsana rupa 
pratipadita darsana rüpatâ ca pratyksatapatti" .

Sribhasya. III.ii.23.
48

Ibid., I.i.l. This point has been elaborated in the fourth 
chapter of this Dissertation.

49
C. H. Vadeville, ’Love Symbolism in Bhagavata Tradition’, 

The Journal of The American Oriental Society, Vol. LXXXII, No. 1, p.
31.
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accepted a more intellectual and static conception of bhakti and tended 

to effect a compromise with Vedanta doctrines. It was Ramanuja’s 

effort to combat the doctrine of maya and seek a Vedantic and philo­

sophic basis for the religion of bhakti that had existed from time 

immemorial. There is a striking similarity50 in the manner of ap­

proach between the author of the Bhagavadgita and Ramanuja. In fact, 

the author of the Gita, with his unique method of synthesis, could 

liberate a portion of smrti and elevate it in practice almost to the 

level of sruti.

The uniqueness of Ramanuja's position in the history of Indian 

philosophy and religion consists in the fact that he was the first 

great thinker who tried to construct a complete system of philosophy 

on the basis of the bhakti tradition. As a champion amongst the 

defenders of theism in India, Ramanuja's contribution is almost as 

great as that of St. Thomas Aquinas in the medieval period of Western 

philosophy and theology.

50
Van Buitenen points out the similarities: "just as the 

Bhagavadgita seeks to reconcile within the Orthodox Brahmanism monism 
and theism, Ramanuja seeks to reconcile within the Orthodox Vedanta 
- unity and distinctness in the Universe". See his Ramanuja on the 
Bhagavadgita, p. 4.



CHAPTER II

THE NATURE OF THE SUPREME PERSON

The description of the nature of moksa in every system of Indian 

philosophy generally depends on its conception of the individual and 

his relation to the Supreme Being. Therefore, in this chapter, we will 

focus our attention on the nature and the status of the Supreme Person 

as it is depicted in the School of Ramanuja’s visistavaita. But the 
 

visistavaita concept of the Supreme Person could be interpreted best 

only by comparison and contrast with the parallel views of advaita 

vedanta. As Ramanuja was the first eminent and original thinker of 

this movement, a correct assessment of his contribution to Indian 

religious thought requires a thorough understanding of the weak 

aspects of Sankarite thought for theology.

The definitions of Brahman in Advaita Vedanta

There is a two-fold presentation of the Absolute (Brahman) in

the advaita vedanta. Brahman is defined both as svarupalaksana2

1
Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. III, p. 139ff. 

Cf. Van Buitenen, Vedârthasamgraha, op. cit., pp. 44-48.
2
Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, trans. George Thibaut, 

SBE (Reprint, Delhi: Motild Banarsidass, 1962), Vol. XXXIV, Part I, 
p. 14. I.i.l: "Brahman which is all-knowing and endowed with all 
powers, whose essential nature is eternal purity, intelligence and 
freedom". Also see Ibid., I.i.15: "satyam jnanam anantam brahma" 
ityasmin mantre yat prakrtam brahma satya jnana ananta visesanaimirdhar 
itam.

- 25 -
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(essential or substantial; nirguna Brahman), and tatasthalaksana3 

(accidental; saguna Brahman; Isvara). Sankara contends that we are 

primarily concerned with the svarupalaksana, because it gives us the 

essential nature of Brahman and tells us what it is. In Sankara’s 

opinion, the main goal or objective of the upanisadic writers is to 

teach us that there exists one Reality called Brahman and to set forth 

4 
the nature of that Reality. There are three major definitions of 

Brahman as svarupalaksana; sat (Being), cit (Consciousness), and ananda 

(Bliss). To say that Brahman is sat, cit, and ananda (pure being, 

pure knowledge, and absolute bliss), is not to say that they belong 

to Brahman as attributes, but rather that they constitute the essential 

nature of Brahman. For to know Brahman’s intrinsic nature is to know 

Brahman as eternal, pure Being as having the nature of intelligence 

or pure knowledge and absolute bliss. These three definitions of 

Brahman do not point to three different Brahmans, but define the one 

and the same Brahman differently. When Brahman is looked at in the 

light of svarupalaksana, Brahman is known as eternity, purity, conscious­

ness, infinity, and freedom.

Sankara's description of svarupalaksana (nirguna Brahman) 

Brahman as svarupalaksana is Brahman absolutely destitute or

Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, I.i.2. 

4
Ibid., I.i.4.: "sarvesu hi vedantesu vakyani tatparyena tasya 

arthasya pratipadakatvena samanugatani. Sadeva somyedamagra asit 
ekamevadvitiyam (Chandogya Upanisad, VI.ii.l) atma va idam eka evagra 
asit (Aitariya, II.i.l).
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devoid of qualities. According to Sankara, those passages in the

Upanisads which refer to the unqualified Brahman as describing the 

real nature of Brahman are the essential ones. For instance, Sankara 

says that the following passage in the Brhadârànyaka Upanisad aptly 

describes the unqualified Brahman.

Yâjnavalkya said "that 0 Gargi, the knowers of 
Brahman call the imperishable. It is neither 
gross nor subtle, neither short nor long, neither 
red nor moist; it is neither shadow nor darkness, 
neither air nor akâsa; it is unattached, it is 
without taste or smell, without eyes or ears, 
without tongue or mind,...it does not eat any­
thing, nor is it eaten by anyone.5

✓
It is Sankara’s conviction that the non-determinate rather than the 

determinate describes the true nature of Brahman.6 Through this nega­

tive description of Brahman in the above passage, the teacher, 

Yâjnavalkya,declares that Brahman is so utterly transcendent that it 

cannot be described with qualities or attributes. Sankara contends 

that the ’neti' ’neti' texts should have precedence over those texts 

which describe with qualities, because it is these negative descriptions 

of Brahman which point to the non-phenomenal character of Brahman, to

5 
The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad with the Commentary of Sankaracarya, 

trans. Swami Madhavananda (Almora: Advaita Ashrama, 1950), p. 517.

6
Cf. Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, III.ii.14: "rupâdyakara 

rahitameva brahmâvadharayitavyam na rüpâditam kasmât tat pradhânatvât. 
asthulamanamvaharsvamâdirdhama (Brhadârayyaka III.viii.8) asabdam 
asparsam arupam avyayam (Katha III.15) ...tasmat evam jatiyakesu 
vakyesu yatha srutam nirâkaram eva brahmavadhârayitavyam. "Brahman 
ought only to be understood to be without any form etc. and not as 
having a form...therefore, as expressed in such passages in the scrip­
tures, brahma should be understood to be without any form", Brahma 
Sutra Shankara Bhasya, trans. V. M. Apte (Bombay: Popular Book Depot,
1960), p. 585.
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the absolute transcendence of Brahman. To describe Brahman as 'neti' 

'neti' (not this, not this),7 is a refusal to limit the nature of 

Brahman. Another negative description of Brahman, which gives us the 

nature of Brahman, is the argument from silence; this, the advaitin 

declares, is the most positive assertion by the vedic seers of the 

absolute transcendence of Brahman. Brahman cannot be described by 

words or by speech. Dr. John Arapura throws more light on this 

problem. "Undoubtedly, implicit truth is what is intended in Sruti 

statements, but stated truth pre-supposes extension and therefore 

distinction....Nevertheless the irony of having to make implicit 

truth explicit may sometimes be dramatically expressed in silence." 

According to him, Bahva's silence before Vaskali is an outstanding 

example of such a dramatic expression. So Dr. Arapura explicates 

this dramatic event and points out that Sankara’s intention of nar­

rating this episode is just to express the irony of having to say

7
Yajnavalkya sums up his speculations five times in the 

Brhadaranyaka, Upanisad: IV.ii.4, IV.iv.22, IV.v.15, III.ix.26, II. 
iii.6. See Sankara's Commentary on the Brahma Sutra, III.ii.22: 
"tatra prakrtatva visesadubhayamapi pratisedhat ityasankamaha. dvau 
caitau pratisedhau dvir neti sabda-prayogat.tayorekena saprapancam 
brahmano rupam pratisidhyate aparena rupavahyeti; bhavati mati.

"There are two denials here, because the words 'not so' 
(neti) are used twice. We feel that by the first, the phenomenal 
aspects of Brahma are denied, and by the other, Brahma, of which they 
are the two phenomenal aspects, is denied", (trans. V. M. Apte, op. 
cit., p. 598).

8
J. G. Arapura, Maya and Discourse about Brahman (a paper 

presented at a conference on Eastern philosophy which was held at 
Brock University, 1968; unpublished), p. 1.

9
Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, III.ii.17. When Bahva 

was questioned by Vaskali, Bahva maintained silence and when he was 
questioned the third time, he said: "Indeed I have told you (by my 
silence) but, of course you don’t understand".
"Khalu tvam tu na vijnasi. upasanto ayamatma".
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10 
what cannot be said.

Svarupalaksapa establishes then the utter transcendence of Brahman, 

and it means a denial of the subject-object relationship. Sankara, 

therefore, denied all attributes to the higher Brahman and held that it 

is the lower Brahman that possesses attributes.

The relation between God and Absolute has been an immensely 

difficult and complex problem in Indian thought. The Absolute is a 

metaphysical concept, signifying an ultimate supra-rational reality. 

God is essentially a concept of religious philosophy signifying a 

divine personality with whom communion and adjustment is possible for 

man. This satisfies some of the most vital spiritual needs of man. 

This God of religion is kept distinct from the Absolute of metaphysics 

in Advaita.

Strictly speaking, there is no transition from nirguna to 

saguna. The moment we try to bring Brahman within the categories of 

intellect and try to make this ultimate Being an object of thought, 

we miss its essential nature. Saguna Brahman, Sankara says, reflected 

through our intellect is the product of maya.11 Isvara is the 

personal aspect of the impersonal Brahman. The transition, therefore, 

takes place in the individual due to the limiting adjunct (adhyasa) 

of avidya.

10
J. G. Arapura, op. cit., p. 1.

11
Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, I.iv.3.
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Ramanuja's criticism against Sankara's concept of nirguna Brahman

The concept of Isvara as described by Sankara may appear incom- 

patible with the Sankarite theory of the indeterminate Brahman. We 

may rightly be led to question whether the two conceptions of Brahman 

as qualified and unqualified are capable of being reconciled within a 

system of philosophy.

Ramanuja repudiates the advaitic theory of the two-fold view of 

Brahman and asserts that the supreme reality is one, and that it is 

simultaneously nirguna and saguna. He explains it further in order 

to eliminate occasions for misunderstanding: the Supreme Person is 

nirguna in the sense that satva, rajas, and tamas do not exist in his 

essence (svarupa) and saguna in the sense that all blessed qualities 

are his essential attributes.

In all the sruti and smrti passages, it is stated that Brahman 

has characteristics of two kinds, which means that he is free from 

all evils (dosatva) and possessed of all auspicious attributes 

(Kalyana guna)11 Ramanuja points out that Brahman is saguna and 

savisesa, having the ontological predicates of satyam, jnanam, anantam, 

and a treasury of all beautiful qualities. He cites a smrti passage 

in order to substantiate his point:

All auspicious attributes are constituted 
within Him and by a small part of his power all

11
Sribhasya. III.ii.ll: "yatah sarvatra sruti smrtisu param 

brahma ubhayalingam ubhayalaksanam abhidhiyate, nirastanikhiladosat- 
vakalyana gunakaratvalaksanopetamityarthah".
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beings are supported. Splendour, strength, lord­
ship, wisdom, virility, potency, and all other 
noble attributes are in Him. He is the highest 
of the high, no pain or other imperfections 
after him. The Highest one, the Lord of all is 
free from all evil.13

The fact that the Supreme Person is free from all imperfections is not 

only stated in Smrti, but also in numerous srutis.

Supreme Person is free from evil, free from 
old age, free from death, free from sorrow, free 
from hunger and thirst....whose desire is real and 
whose thought is the real.14

(Chandogya Upanisad, VIII.i.5.)

The view that the representation of Brahman as Isvara is a 

concession to the weakness of the human mind, as some advains15 hold.

Ramanuja, Sribhasya, III.ii.ll: "samsta kalyana gunatmako 
asau svasakti-lesad-bhutasrayah. tejo bala isvarya mahabodha suvirya 
sakti adi gunaikarasi. Para paranam sakala na yatra klesadayas santi 
paravarese. samasta heya-rahitam-visnvakhyam param padam".

14
Ibid.: "apahata papma vijaro vimrtyur visoko vijighatso 

pipasah satya kameh satya samkalpah".

15
Kalpataru, quoted in Radhakrishnan, Braham Sutra, Transla­

tion and Introduction, p. 127: "nirvisesam param brahma saksat kartum 
anisvarah ye mandas te 'nukampyante savisesanirupanaih vasikrte manasy 
esam saguna brahma silanat. tad evanirbhavet saksat abhedo upadhi 

kalpanam".
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is not supported by the Vedanta Sütra. V. S. Ghate,16 like P. M. 

16
V. S. Ghate, The Vedanta (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental 

Research Institute, 1960), p. 159. He remarks: "The sutras lend 
no support to the two main points in Sankara's doctrine....We 
arrive at the same conclusion on the point of the two-fold dis­
tinction of higher and lower Brahman. This two-fold distinction 
is, however, quite against the general spirit of the sutras fol­
lows more positively from the manner of which the sutrakara de­
fines the Brahman in I.1.2."

17
P. M. Modi, A Critique of the Brahma Sütra, op. cit., p. 3.

18 
P. N. Srinivasachari, The Philosophy of Visistadvaita 

(Madras: The Adyar Library, 1943), p. 117. "The theory of two 
Brahmans involving the affirmation of saguna Brahman and its later 
denial is opposed to logic and life, as does not admit of ambiguity 
and compromise".

Modi, criticizes Sankara’s interpretation of the Sutra. P. N. 

Srinivasachari,18 a well-known Visistadvaita scholar, also points out 

the faulty logic of the advaitins. According to the Visistadvaitins, 

the advaintin makes the mistake of interpreting nirguna texts in 

isolation, as the consequence of the two-fold distinction of Brahman, 

without considering other texts which describe Brahman as having 

several qualities. The advaitin’s theory is that the texts which 

deny all qualities of Brahman are of greater validity than the saguna 

texts. But the Visistadvaita seeks to disprove the arguments of the 

Advaita school and offers what is claimed to be a better solution to 

the problem. According to it, the negative texts will have to be
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interpreted in accordance with the affirmative texts. Ramanuja says 

that the implication of the negative texts is that Brahman is devoid 

of such inauspicious attributes as change, karma, etc.,19 but not that 

it is devoid of all characteristics. Similarly commenting on the 'neti, 

neti' declaration, Ramanuja argues that the passage is not intended

to teach that Brahman has no qualities, but only that He is not re­

garded as limited to the qualities already enumerated; He is more 

21 
than that. This conviction of Ramanuja is very clear in his 

description of the innumerable qualities of Brahman.

The nature of the supreme Person is absolutely 
opposed to all limitations and imperfections. 
He is an ocean of auspicious qualities22 - un­
limited, unsurpassed and immeasurable - which 
are appropriate to his nature.23

Brahman: the possessor of qualities

The upanisadic text satyam, jnanam anantam Brahma (Taittiriya

Upanisad, II.1) is interpreted in two different ways by the Vedanta

19
Sribhasya, I.i.l; Bhagavadgitabhasya, XIV.12.

20 
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, II.iii.6, quoted in Ramanuja’s 

Vedarthasamgraha, para. 38.
21 
Vedarthasamgraha, para. 38, and also Sribhasya, III.ii.22: 

"uttaram atha namadheyam satyasya satyam prana vai satyam tesamesa 
satyamiti satyadi guna gauasya pratipaditatvat purva prakrtai tavan- 
matram na bhavati brahmeti brahmana etavan matrata pratisidhyata iti 
sutrartha".

22
Udara guna is synonymous with Kajyana guna. The supreme 

person's six perfections are jnana, sakti, bala, virya (dhairya), 
aisvarya, and tejas. Ramanuja does not explain himself on the re­
lation of these gunas mutually.

23
Vedarthasamgraha, para. 42: "svabhavato malapratyamkatisaya 

parimito udara guna sagaram nimesa-kastha kalamuhurtadi parardha 
paryanta parimita vyaccheda svarupa sarvot patti".
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schools. The main issue is whether it declares the very svarupa of 

Brahman or its characteristics. Sankara maintains the former; the 

Upanisadic text in question is understood to mean that Brahman is 

truth, knowledge, and infinite, and not that it (Brahman) is the 

possessor of these three characteristics. Ramanuja controverts the 

above argument of Sankara and states that Brahman is qualified by 

truth, knowledge, and infinite. These are not independent substances, 

but properties. For, 'words which denote properties that describe 

24 
the proper form of that entity itself by means of that attribute’.24

Satyam

The definition of Brahman as satyam brings out its nature as 

the absolutely unconditioned reality and distinguishes it from the 

conditioned reals of cit and acit. Brahman is 'satyasya satya', as 

it is free from mutations of matter and contractions of Karma. 

Brahman is perfect and ultimately real as distinguished from the pro­

cess of Prakrti and the evolving individual self.

Jnanam

Sankara contends that difference is ultimately unreal; all 

things other than pure non-differenced consciousness are ultimately 

unreal. Hence Brahman, which is the non-differenced consciousness,

24
Vedarthasamgraha, para. 24.
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is identical with pure intelligence. Such a view reduces the Supreme 

Person to bare quality-less thought which is the very antithesis of the 

compassionate Krsna of the Bhagavadgita or the God of Alvars. Ramanuja, 

therefore, shows that the view of Brahman as pure thought (jnana) is 

false. Those texts which refer to mere knowledge indeed declare that 

knowledge is the essential nature of Brahman, but this does not mean 

that mere knowledge constitutes the fundamental reality. For know­

ledge constitutes the essential nature of a knowing subject only, 

which is the substrate of knowledge, in the same way as the sun and 

the lamps are the substrate of light. So Ramanuja argues that the 

Supreme Being may be conceived as Person, characterized by jnana, as

26 
well as by several other attributes.

Anantam

According to Ramanuja, Brahman has the remarkable character 

of infinity as a determinate quality, which distinguishes it from 

prakrti and the finite self. Brahman is free from all the limitations

25 
Sribhasya, I.i.l: "tasmat paramarthato nirasta-samasta bheda- 

vikalpa nirvisesa cinmâtraikar sakütasthanitya samvideva bhrantya jnatr 
jneya jnana rupa vividha vicitra bheda vivartata iti tanmula—bhuta— 
vidyani baharuaya nitya-suddha buddha mukta svabhava brahmatmaikatva 
vidya pratipattaya".

26
Vedarthasamgraha, para. 24: "svarupa nirupana dharma sabda 

hi dharma mukhena svarüpamapi pradipâdayanti-tadâha sutrakâra-tadguna 
saratvât tad upadesa prajna-vat-Jnanena dharmena svarupam api nirupitam".
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of space, time, and causality. The negative method of neti neti does 

not deny the finite, but denies the finitude of the infinite. 

Anandam

If Brahman, as the advaitin maintains, is pure consciousness 

devoid of all characteristics, it cannot be regarded even as ananda

in the sense of the term. Ramanuja, therefore, remarks:

The (advaitin) interpretation of the text 'Bliss
is Brahman (Taittiriya Upanisad, III.vi.1); the 
essential nature of Brahman is constituted by 
mere bliss is refuted by (saying) that jnana 
constitutes the essential nature of Brahman.
Brahman being the reality the substrate only 
of knowledge. Bliss is described as a favour­
able jnana. It is said in such passages 
"special knowledge, bliss is Brahman". Therefore, 
it means the essential character of which is 
bliss - is Brahman.28

Ramanuja asserts that Brahman, while having knowledge for its 

essential nature, is at the same time a knowing subject. He quotes:

'That is one bliss of Brahman' (Taittiriya Upanisad, II.viii.l).

'He knowing the bliss of Brahman (Taittiriya Upanisad, II.iv.l).

Ramanuja adds, 'the bliss of Brahman may be said to indicate

His noble qualities, for the scripture has mentioned the relative bliss

27 
If ananda means that which induces an agreeable experience 

(anukula vedaniyatvam), then Brahman would be knowable. This position 
is not agreeable to an advaitin. Nor can we understand by ananda the 
negation of pain (dukha nivrtti rupata), for Brahman in that case 
would not be positive. This is quite against the purport of the 
Upanisadic teaching.

28
Sribhasya, I.i.l. (para. 51): "anando brahma (Taitt., III.vi.1) 

iti anandamatrameva brahma svarupam prati-yate iti yaduktam, tad jnana- 
srayasya brahmano jnanam svarupam, iti parihrtam jnanamevah anukulam 
ananda ityucyate.'vijnanam anandam brahma' (Br., III.ix.28) iti ananda 
svarupam eva vijnanam brahma ityartha. atha eva bhavata mekarasata asya 
jnana svarupa syaiva jnatrtvam api srutisataih".
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enjoyed by souls in the different worlds; the highest bliss is said to 

be the bliss of Brahman; that is, the soul which realizes him finds 

Him to have blessed qualities which fulfil all its desires and thus

29 
produce in its supreme bliss. Ramanuja, after establishing his

theory that satyam, jnanam, and anandam are Brahman's essential 

qualities, cites numerous passages from the smrtis in order to indicate 

that Brahman is the highest Person, characterized by the most blessed 

attributes’ and free from all evil qualities. Here is one from the 

Visnu Purana:

To that pure one, the great manifestation, the 
cause of all causes the highest Brahman to whom 
the word bhagavat is pronounced. The sound 'bha' 
associated with two meanings, the nourisher and 
sustainer, the sound 'ga', the leader, mover and 
creator. The two syllables 'bhaga' proclaim the 
six attributes, dominion, might, prowess, 
prosperity, wisdom, detachment. That in him - 
the universal self, the self of the beings - all 
beings dwell and that he dwells in all, this is 
the meaning in letter 'va', wisdom, might, strength, 
dominion, glory without any evil qualities, are 
all connoted by the word bhagavat. This way this 
great word bhagavat belongs to Vasudeva who has 
become the highest Brahman and not going to (de­
note) another. This word which denotes persons 
worthy of reverence in general is used in its 
primary sense with reference to Vasudeva only; 
in a derived sense with regard to other persons

29
Ibid.
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(Visnu Purana, VI.v.72-75).30

Therefore, on the basis of sruti texts and smrti texts, Ramanuja 

comes to the conclusion that all of these scripural passages describe 

the nature and the innumerable and infinite qualities of Brahman.31 

It is futile and unreasonable, he thinks, to argue that the descrip­

tion of Brahman in the sruti texts as endowed with attributes refers 

only to an inferior Brahman as assumed by the Sankarites, because they 

do not mention any other kind of Brahman than the qualified one. 

Ramanuja’s metaphysics as an intellectual quest, defines satyam, 

jnanam, and anatam as the essential characteristics of Brahman.

The Advaita definition of tatasta laksana

From the pure absolutist standpoint, Sankara says, Brahman is 

the only Reality, and there is no creation at all. Brahman is the

Sribhasya, I.i.l: "suddhe mahavibhutyakhye pare brahmani 
sabdayate maitreya bhagava cchabdah sarva karana karane. sambharteti 
tatha bharta bhakâroartha dvayanvita neta gamayita srsta gakararthas 
tatha mune. aisvaryasya samagrasya virasya yasasah sriyab jnana 

vairagyayosvaiva sannam bhaga itirana. vasanti tatra bhutani bhutat- 
manyakhilâtmani sa ca bhutesva sesesu vakarartha stato avyayah. jnana 
sakti balaisvaryavirya tejamsya sesatah bhagavacchabda vacyani vina 
heyairgunâdibhih. evamesa mahasabdo maitreya bhagavaniti paramabraham 

bhutasya vasudevasya nanyagah."
31 
Sribhasya, I.i.l (para. 52): "ityadina param braham svabhavata 

eva nirastanikhiladosa gandham samastakalyanagunatmakam."
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Absolute Reality, one without a second. The advaita of Sankara em­

phasizes the 'oneness of Brahman’, the undivided Brahman, and declares 

32that nothing apart from Brahman exists. In his Commentary on the 

/
Brahma Sutra, Sankara cites certain relevant texts which deny the

existence of anything other than Brahman.

"He alone is below" (Chandogya Upanisad, VII.25.1);
• "I alone am below","Atma alone is below" (Chandogya 
Upanisad, II.4.6); "All this is Brahma", "The Atma 
is all this" (Chandogya Upanisad, VII.25.2); "There 
is no diversity or many-ness here" (Brhadaranyaka 
Upanisad, IV.4.19); "Beyond whom nothing else is 
higher, i.e. transcendent", and "From whom nothing 
else is lower, i.e. smaller (Svetasvetara Upanisad, 
3.9); "That this here is Brahma, without cause, 

' without effect, without anything inside or outside 
[of it] (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, II.5.19).33

33
Ibid.: "sa evadhastat (Chandogya Upanisad, VII.25.1), aham 

evadhastat (Chandogya Upanisad, VII.25.2), sarvam tam paradadyo 
anyatratmanah sarvam veda (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, II.4.6), 
brahmaivedam sarvam atmaivedam sarvam (Chandogya Upanisad, VII.25.2), 
neha nanasti kimcana (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, IV.4.19), yasmat 
param na param asti kimcit (Svetasvetara Upanisad, III.9)."

34
Brahma Sutra, 1.1.2: ’janmadyasya yatah’.

Brahman is so pure, so transcendent, that it cannot be considered as the

cause of the world. That is, Brahman, defined as svarupalaksana, is

Brahman without a second, for which no dualities exist. There is no 

such thing as cause or effect. From the point of view of man in the 

phenomenal world, however, Brahman appears as the cause of the world.

In the tatastha34 definition of Brahman, Brahman is the

Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, III.ii.36, p. 664: 
"tathanya pratisedhadapi na brahmanah param vastavantaramastiti 
gamyate."
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cause of the entire world. It is through Brahman’s association with 

its own power of maya that Brahman becomes Isvara; Brahman, in its 

aspect as Isvara, is able to project the phenomenal world. Brahman 

— / 
as Isvara or tatasthalaksana is both material and efficient cause of 

the world.

Brahman as the cause of the universe

As soon as Brahman is said to be the cause of the origin, sub­

sistence, and reabsorption of the whole world, certain qualities are 

implied in Brahman being the cause of the world, such qualities as 

all-pervadingness, eternity, omniscience, omnipotence, and beneficience. 

In other words, as soon as Brahman is acknowledged as the cause or 

ground of the world, all attributes required in the cause of the world, 

says Sankara, are seen to be present in Brahman. With these words, 

Sankara attempts to overcome the apparent contradiction in the Upanisadic 

conception of Brahman, Brahman with attributes and Brahman transcending 

all attributes; for to speak of Brahman as the cause is also to speak of 

its attributes. Sankara is convinced that we must know Brahman with at­

tributes before attaining knowledge of an attributless Brahman. For to 

know Brahman as destitute of qualities is to penetrate to the very depths 

of its nature; we must first know that of Brahman before knowing what it 

is in depth. Those passages in scripture which describe Brahman with 

attributes therefore do not, in Sankara’s opinion, go against the 

unqualified character of Brahman. Sankara asserts the necessity for

35 / _
Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, op. cit., I.i.2, p. 47: 

"vastuvrttamapi janmana labdhasatta kasya dharminah sthitipralaya 
sambhavat". 
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a dual description .of Brahman; to know Brahman as tatasthalaksana 

(Brahman is described as all-knowing), as svarupalaksana (Brahman is 

described in negative terms which imply that Brahman is beyond 

qualities), is relative to our states of ignorance and knowledge.36 

In the phenomenal context, we must speak of Brahman in empirical 

terms (i.e., as creator or governor of the universe). To speak of 

Brahman with qualities is to speak of Brahman as tatasthalaksana, 

which is, in fact, the first phase in the discovery of Brahman. 

The second stage of the knowing process is the discovery of Brahman 

as svarupalaksana, here we know Brahman as absolutely devoid of 

qualities.

Sankara begins his commentary on the Brahma Sutra with the 

consideration of the phenomenal world. "It is his conviction that 

our knowledge of Brahman must necessarily begin with the phenomenal 

world; Brahman knowledge is a process of progressive insight, or 

discovery, and this unmasking or uncovering process must start from 

phenomena".37 In the phenomenal context, the question is raised as 

to the reality of the world. In our view, the world is real because 

we assume that what appears is real. Disillusioned with this definition 

of reality (what is real in the world), the seeker after Brahman

Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, I.i.5-11. See 
Radhakrishnan, The Brahma Sutra, op. cit., pp. 255-56.

37
See T. R. V. Murti, "The Two Definitions of Brahman in the 

Advaita", K. C. Bhattacharya Memorial Volume (Amalner: Indian 
Institute of Philosophy, 1958), p. 137.
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knowledge negates the world, and by cancelling the phenomenal world he 

discovers that the world is not its own ground, but rather that Brahman 

is the permanent and unchanging ground of the manifold world. It is 

tatasthalaksana which makes it known that the world is an unreal appear­

ance of Brahman, and that Brahman is the ground or cause of illusion; 

the world is illusion in that it appears as real and is mistaken 

for reality. Tatasthalaksana tells us that this appearance of reality 

is false and temporary, it can be cancelled. There is, however, a 

permanent reality that can never be cancelled - Brahman.

Utilizing the rope-snake analogy, Sankara throws more light 

on Brahman as related to the world. The rope appears as the snake, 

and the snake is real temporarily; the fact that the snake, however, 

can be cancelled means that the snake has no permanent reality. With 

the negation of the snake, the rope previously hidden by the snake - 

appearance is seen as rope. The rope is never snake, even when it is 

38 
mistaken for snake, the rope is always rope....it can never be cancelled. 

Similarly, the world appears as real, but once negated the reality 

which is hidden by the appearance (the world) shines through and is 

completely open. When the snake is cancelled, Brahman still is. The 

world is real only for those who have not yet realized that Brahman is

the sole reality. We know Brahman as the sole reality only when we

negate the world - appearance which hides the real from our view. Dr.

Murti points out the relation between the two definitions of Brahman:

Sankara, The Mandukyopanisad with Gaudapada's Karika, op. cit., 

III,29, p. 186.
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Starting from phenomena then, tatasthalaksana 
gives us the that of Brahman; it tells us that 
Brahman is the only reality, one without a 
second. With this knowledge, the Brahma- 
seeker may now penetrate deeper into the 
essence of Brahman. To know that Brahman is, 
is an indispensible step before knowing what 
it is; the svarupa is our second and final 
stage in the discovery of Brahman.39

It is Sankara's conviction then that reality is one and that unity, 

not diversity, is real. Thus in the advaita the world is seen as es­

sentially non-different from the cause, because the effect previous to

40 
its actual beginning (had) its being in the cause.

Sankara describes the non-difference of the effect from the cause, 

he cites the Chandogya Upanisad41 in order to demonstrate that there is 

no essential difference between Brahman and the world:

Just as, my dear, by one clod of clay all that 
is made of clay is known, the modification being 
only a name, arising from speech, while the 
truth is that all is clay.

For Sankara, this passage and others like it are refutations of all 

those passages in the Upanisads which declare the difference between

Brahman and the world.42 From the above extract, Sankara contends 

that the apparent difference between Brahman and the world originates

39
T. R. V. Murti, op. cit., p. 138.

40
Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, II.i.16: "Itasea 

karanatva karsya ananyatvam yat karanam pragutpatteh karanatmanaiva 
karano sattvamavarkâlinasya karasya sruyate".

41
Chandogya Upanisad, VI.ii.l, and VI.i.4, quoted in Sankara's 

Commentary on Brahma Sutra, II.1.17.
42

Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, II.i.17.
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from speech, but in reality there exists no such thing as modification 

or difference, all difference is unreal.43 The different names and 

forms we give to the world have a reality only as long as we continue 

to be caught up in the phenomenal world; once the effect or the world 

is cancelled or negated, multiplicity is negated, and reality is seen 

as one without a second. Brahman is the only reality. Thus Sankara 

maintains that the world and its individuals have no independent 

reality apart from Brahman. Brahman is non-differenced. Brahman 

is absolutely homogeneous, so that all difference and plurality are 

illusory. Commenting on a passage of the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad,44 

Sankara remarks :

There is no difference whatsoever in Brahman, 
the object of the realization...really there 
is no duality apart from the superimposition 
of ignorance.45

In the advaita, to say that Brahman is the cause of the world 

does not mean that Brahman undergoes any change. It never transforms 

itself into the effect, Brahman always remains the same reality.

Ibid., II.i.18: "tatredam sabda vacyasya karyasya 
pragutpatteh 'Sa' sabda vacyena karanena samanadhikaranasya 
sruyamanatvat satva ananyatve prasidhyatah. yadi tu pragutpattera 
satkaryam syatpascaccotpadya manam karane samaveyattadanyat karana 
tsyat.

44
Byhadaranyaka Upanisad, IV.iv.19.

45 
Sankara’s Commentary on Brahadaranyaka Upanisad, trans. Swami 

Madhavananda, op. cit., p. 744.
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Sankara cites certain Upanisads46 which emphasize the undivided and 

partless nature of Brahman. For Sankara, these passages indicate 

that the world is not a transformation of Brahman, but rather an ap­

pearance of Brahman.

The concept of maya in Sankara’s philosophy 

Sankara introduces the concept of maya as an inexplicable 

(anirvacaniya) principle responsible for world superimposition and 

its appearance without implying the fact of creation at all. Having 

begun with the conviction that Brahman is the one unqualified Reality 

whose very essence is consciousness, Sankara is faced with the world 

of day-to-day experience, which demands some explanation. He knows 

that it is obviously ’real' in some sense, but just how the reality 

of the world is to be conceived is his problem. Thus Sankara faces 

two seemingly incompatible points. On the one hand, he ’knows’ that 

reality is Brahman. On the other, he ’knows’ that he experiences a 

’real’ world. The epistomological point adopted by Sankara as a way 

out of this dilemma has important consequences for all of his thought. 

Sankara distinguishes between two orders of knowing, the higher know­

ledge and the lower knowledge. The lower wisdom is concerned with the 

phenomenal world. But the phenomenal order has only a provisional 

reality.47 It is real when viewed from the perspective of lower

Svetasvetara Upanisad, VI.xix.20: "Men shall roll up space 
(akasa) as if it were a piece of hide, then there will be an end of 
misery without one’s cultivating the knowledge of the Lord, who is 
without parts, without actions, tranquil, blameless, unattached, the 
supreme bridge to immortality, and like a fire that has consumed all 
its fuel. See also Mund. II.i.2.

47
Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, II.i.14.
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wisdom. But when one’s perspective changes to that of the higher wisdom, 

one sees that the phenomenal world is, after all, only apparently real. 

It appears to be real and to be characterized by plurality and change - 

this is but an appearance, maya.

48 ___
Radhakrishnan summarizes the sense in which the concept of maya

is to be found employed by Sankara in terms of six usages. Sankara does

not always use the term with the same connotations, and distinguishing 

the subtle differences in meaning is sometimes a difficult task. But ·

the six significations of maya seem briefly to be the following:

(1) Maya points to the ’unreal’ appearance of the phenomenal world. 

This has been elaborated above. This world is not self-explanatory, 

it is not what it appears. The world appears to be made up of a 

multiplicity of phenomena which are in constant flux.

(2) Maya refers to the incomprehensibility of the relationship between 

the one and the many; between the absolute and the world of becoming; 

between Brahman and the phenomenal world. This world is known through 

sense categories, but Brahman is known intuitively. 'We can never 

understand how the Ultimate Reality is related to the world of plurality.

49
This incomprehensibility is brought out by the term maya.'49

(3) Maya denotes the misleading 'effect' produced by Brahman. Accor­

ding to scripture, Brahman is the cause of the world. But Sankara says 

Brahman can be described as the cause of the world only in the same 

sense that a rope mistaken for a serpent can be described as the cause

48
Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, op. cit., Vol. II, pp. 573-74.

49
Ibid., p. 573.
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of the serpent. The rope is not affected by the image of the serpent, 

nor is Brahman affected by the world. But as the serpent is the 

'effect’ of the rope, so is the world an effect of Brahman. This 

’effect’ has an illusory character and is described as maya.

(4) Maya describes the subjective delusion experienced by the ob­

server of the 'objective’, if misleading, ’effect' produced by 

Brahman. Maya, then, is a subjective principle of illusion which 

accounts for the appearance of Brahman as the world.

(5) Isvara has the power of self-expression, which is called maya.

(6) Maya is the sakti (power) through which the Supreme Person 

creates the world. But to say this is to speak from within the con­

text of the phenomenal world, or, more exactly, it is to speak while 

still bound by avidya. In the world of experience, reason, sense 

categories, space-time, and causality relationships are meaningful. 

Here plurality exists even in the world of persons. A Supreme Person, 

Isvara, can be conceived as the highest Lord who is the empirical 

counterpart of the transcendental Brahman. The creative power of

Isvara, therefore, is called maya.

Ramanuja’s concept of maya

According to Sankara, maya is not a metaphysical reality. On 

the contrary, the event of world creation, which to Ramanuja is a meta­

physical fact, happens at a time when the omniscient and omnipotent 

Narayana has his every will realized and all his desires materialized 

decided, nonetheless, for the sake of his own sport' "I be many in

the form of a world composed of an infinite variety of spiritual
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beings and non-spiritual things".50 Ramanuja, therefore, does not feel 

compelled to deny plurality. In fact, he feels forced to champion it, 

and he does so by directly attacking the philosophical position of 

Sankara. Sankara maintains that maya is responsible for the world 

which is recognized to be merely an 'appearance' when higher knowledge 

dawns. That is, vidya destroys maya. But Ramanuja asserts that 

knowledge does not destroy a real thing,51 although it might alter 

our opinion about the real object. If maya is unreal, there is nothing 

to be destroyed, and if knowledge destroys maya it cannot be real. 

Since maya is unreal, it will be incapable of functioning, and thus 

cannot be the sakti of God. Therefore, the entire creation is thrown 

into jeopardy.

According to Ramanuja, maya is but one part, and the real part 

of the real world, a world characterized by plurality. While describing 

the philosophy of creation, Ramanuja shows that the relation between 

God and the world is similar to the relation between the soul and 

the body.52 According to Ramanuja, a body is dependent for its exis­

tence upon its soul. All things and beings of the world have evolved 

out of the nature of God, they are guided and controlled by Him.

50
Chandogya Upanisad, VI.ii.3.

51 
Sribhasya, I.i.l (para. 57).

52
Ibid., II.i.9 (para. 255): "etaduktam bhavaticidacidvastu 

sarirataya tadatmabhutasya parasya brahmanah. samkoca vikasatmaka 
karya karana bhavavasthadvayanvye api na kascid virodhah. yatah 
samkoca vikasau parabrahmasarirabhuta cidacid vastugatau".
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Ramanuja established the non-duality of Ultimate Reality by 

arguing that the conscious beings and the unconscious elements are 

53
modes of God, but he makes it clear that the individual souls, 

matter, and God have their own peculiar qualities by virtue of which 

they remain distinct from one another. Brahman is the metaphysical 

ground of the world of cit and acit, the Inner Ruler of the finite 

self and the goal of life. So the world is not an illusion; on the 

contrary, Ramanuja has derived the character of the world from the 

reality of the material cause. Maya is used to refer definitely to 

the real objects.54 Ramanuja quotes a passage from Visnu Purana in 

order to show that maya has a positive meaning:

By that quickly moving (discuss of the Lord) 
protecting the body of the child, was des­
troyed that thousand mayas of Sambara, with 
its each individual portion.

(Visnu Purana 1.19-20)55

Ramanuja, therefore, maintains that the term maya denotes the nature 

of a creator of varied objects in the case of prakrti. The nature of 

mayin is spoken of in respect of the highest Purusa, simply on account 

of his being possessed of that maya and not as being ignorant.56

Ibid., I.i.l (para. 75): "evam devamanusyadi pinda visistanam 
jivanam paramatma sarirataya tatprakaratva jivatmavacinah sabdah paramatma 
paryantah." Also see, Vedarthasamgraha, para. 75: "tasmad isvara prakara 
bhuta sarva avastha prakrti purusa vacinah."

54

Ibid., I.i.l (para. 68): "maya sabdenebhidhanat anirvacaniyatvam 
. .. .maya sabdasya anirvacaniyavacitvam na drstam...maya sabdasya mithya- 
paryayatvenanirvacaniyatvam tadapi nasti, na hi sarvatra, maya sabdo 

mithya visayah."55

Ibid.
56 
Ramanuja quotes Svetasvetara Upanisad, IV.9 in support of his 

interpretation of maya. See Sribhasya, I.i.l (para. 68).
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Evolution of the world

Ramanuja, commenting on the Chandogya Upanisad, VI.ii.l, points 

57out that even before creation the world was real. Uddalaka explains 

sadvidya to his son Svetaketu. He expounds the omniscient and omni­

potent Brahman as the cause of the universe. He says: "sad eva 

somyedam agra asid ekam eva advitiyam". Ramanuja takes up this state­

ment and explains it in the following manner: here the word 'idam' 

denotes the world, 'agra' means the time before creation, and with 

'sad eva' it is declared that during that time before creation the 

world was essentially sat. But Ramanuja is aware of the fact that 

the sruti declare the world as asat before the creation. Asat here 

really means unsuitability for bearing names and forms due to extreme 

 subtlety.59 In other words, the purport of the text, according to 

Ramanuja, is that at the very time of its creation the world was still 

non-differentiated, into name and form (nama and rupa). It is made

57
Vedarthasamgraha, para. 22: "sarvasya brahmakaryatva 

pratipadenena tadatmakatayaiva satyatvamna anyatheti tat satyam 
ityuktam. yatha drstante sarvasya mrdvikarasya mrdatmanaiva satyatvam."

Ibid., para. 16: "tatah sarvajnam sarva sakti brahmaiva 
sarva karanam ityupadisan sa hovaca sadeva somyedam agra asid ekam eva 
advitiyamiti agredam iti jagad nirdisfam. agra iti ca srsteh purvakalah 
tasmin kale jagatah sadatmakatam sadev pratipadya. Also see, ibid., 
para. 33.

Sribhasya, I.i.18, para. 258: "idam sabda nirdistasya jagatah 
sattiva dharma nama rupe. asatva dharmasta tad virodhim suksmavastha. 
atah jagato nama rupa yuktasya tad virodhi suksma dasapatti asattvam."
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clear in the same exposition that sat is the material cause of the world;

the word advitiyam denies that there was still another cause, or an 

operative cause, different from that material cause.60 P. N.

Srinivasacari explains the relation between cause and effect, thus ex­

pressing Ramanuja’s view:

The sadvidya, according to Ramanuja, brings out 
the non-difference in the relation between cause 
and effect as applied to cosmology. The sat 
enters into different states without loosing its 
substantiality. The sat in pralaya is homogeneous 
without any distinction of nama and rupa and the 
same sat in systi differentiates itself and 
evolves into heterogeneity of names and forms 
and becomes their inner self.61

Prakrti and atman are animated, pervaded, and supported by God, who is 

immanent in as much as he is the "Inner Ruler" of Prakrti and the atman, 

but transcendent in as much as he is entirely self-sufficient and does 

not depend on them in any way.

In explaining the reality of the world, however, Ramanuja be- 

comes involved in a major problem that Sankara had avoided through his 

doctrine of maya. It is the problem of evil. If the reality of the 

world derives from God, He must be responsible for the evil as well as 

the good. Ramanuja elaborates a number of arguments to meet this

60 
Vedarthasamgraha, para. 33: "anyatropadana karanasya sva 

vyatiriktâdhistaprapeksa darsano api sarva vilaksanatvad asya 
sarvajnasya brahmanah sarva-sakti—yogo na viruddha ityadvitiya 
padamadhistatrantaram nivarayati. " 

61
P. N. Srinivasacari, The Philosophy of Visistadvaita, p.

259.
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challenge. In effect,they say that: '

(1) each substance in the composite being of Brahman retains its dis­

tinctive nature;62

(2) the self ensouling a body is unaffected by the imperfections of 

the body;63

(3) Brahman, the Supreme Self, is not subject to karma and not the

cause of evil, but he is its Lord.

Manifestations of the Supreme Person

The Supreme Person manifests himself in various ways to help 

his devotees. Para, vyuha, vibhava (avatara), antaryamin, and area 

are not emanational categories, but concrete expressions of divine

grace.

Para: the transcendental, changeless, formless, and eternal being 

which satisfies the meditational needs of the mumuksu is para.

Yatindramatadipika defines the para as follows:

What is called para is Narayana, who is expressed 
by such terms as Parabrahman, Paravasudeva, who 
is qualified by the infinite, auspicious attributes 
such as knowledge, power, etc.; whose (presence) 
is being enjoyed by the eternals....who is the 
possessor of divine, auspicious figure, who is 
four-armed, who is accompanied by Sri, Bhu and 
Lila, who is equipped with the divine weapons 
such as conch, discuss, etc....who is seated 
on sesa.64

62
Sribhasya, II.i.14, para. 261: "syad eva vibhago jiva 

isvara svabhavayoh."
63 

Ibid., II.i.9, para. 255: "sarira gata astu dosa na atmani 
prasajyante, atmagatas ca guna na sarire." See also, ibid., II.i.14, 
para. 261.

64
Srinivâsadâsa, Yatindramatadipika, op. cit., IX.18, p. 134.
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Vyuha; The Supreme Person, with his infinite cosmic will, manifests 

himself in different ways to carry on successfully the creation, sus­

tenance, and dissolution of the Universe. The four-fold forms of 

Vyüha, Vasudeva, Samkarsana, Pradyumna, and Aniruddha, rule over the 

entire realm of cit and acit. P. N. Srinivasacari interprets the role 

of the vyuha in a theological fashion. He writes:

In the history of the adventure of souls occur 
certain epochs of moral crisis, when egoism 
becomes so inflated and sinfulness becomes so 
iniquitous that isvara in his infinite mercy 
withdraws the instruments of evil and thus 
asserts the wrongdoers from their career of 
crime and sin. This is called 'pralaya' and 
has a soothing effect on the self. Srsti is 
also a redemptive process and after the re­
freshment of pralaya, the jiva wakes up to 
moral activity and enters on a new life, and 
is given a fresh opportunity for attaining 
freedom.^

Vasudeva possesses six qualities, and they are distributed equally among 

the other personalities of the vyuha. Though each vyuha is the mani­

festation of the highest divine, qualified by all the six gunas, it,

66 however, is characterized by two predominent gunas. Thus Sankarsana

is filled with knowledge and strength. Pradyumna possessed in the 

highest degree lordhsip and virility. Aniruddha has consummated 

potency and splendour.67 Dr. Otto Schrader points out that the word 

is a combination of the root ’uh' (to shove) and the preposition 'vi' 

(asunder), meaning 'to shove asunder’ the six gunas into three 

pairs.68 The theory of vyuha, which is one of the foundational

P. N. Srinivasacari, The Philosophy of Visistadvaita, p. 155.
66 

Sribhasya, II.2.42. Ibid.

68 -
See Otto Schrader, Introduction to the Pancaratra, p. 35.
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doctrines of Pancaratra, forms part and parcel of the Visistadvaita 

conception of Deity. Sankarsana emanates from Vasudeva, Pardyumna 

from Sankarsana, and Aniruddha from Pradyumna. In the language of 

the Pancaratra, the manifestation is like ’one flame proceeding 

from another flame'.69

Ramanuja informs us of another aspect of vyuha, referred to in 

the Narayaniya section of the Mahabharata. In this alternative view, 

Sankarsana, Pradyumna, and Aniruddha are the beings ruling over the 

soul, mind, and ego; consequently, Sankargana is denoted by jiva  

(soul), Pradyumna by manas (mind), and Aniruddha by ahamkara (ego).70

Antaryamin; The immanance of Brahman within all beings as their 

"Inner Ruler" without being affected by their evils is another con­

crete example of Isvara's grace (krpa) . Ramanuja cites71 numerous 

sruti texts, as well as smrti passages, in order to point out that 

the Supreme Brahman is the soul of all, and all entities, spiritual 

and non-spiritual, constitute his body. In other words, the organic

69
Ibid.

70 
Sribhasya, II.ii.41: "tatra jiva mano ahamkara tatvanamadhis- 

tatârah sankarsana Pradyumna aniruddha iti tesameva jivadi sabdair 

abhidhanam viruddham.
71 
Vedarthasamgraha, trans. Van Buitenen, op. cit., para. 65, pp. 

228-29.
"He is the soul, the immortal Inner Ruler" (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 

III.vii.3; III.vii.22).
"He is the one, who is the immanent soul of all beings" (Subala 

Upanisad, 7). "The commander of men, who has entered within them, the 
soul of all"(Taittiriya Ara., III.ii). "After having created it, He 
entered into it" (Taittiriya Upanisad, II. 6). "By the way of this living 
soul" (Chandogya Upanisad, VI.iii.2). "Whatsoever is created by all 
living creatures in the production of all that can be created, 0 Brahman, 
that all is verily Hari’s body" (Visnu Purâpa, I-xxii.38). "I am the soul, 
0 Gudakesa, that is the resting place of all beings" (Bhagavadgita, X.20).
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unity is made possible by the principle of controlling indwellingness 

or pervasive power of God involving a capacity to actually indwell in 

each in certain ways such as have been asserted by the antaryâmin doc— 

trine of the Vedanta.

It has been declared that the Supreme Person is the "Inner 

Ruler" of all creatures, but it does not mean that the individual soul 

has no freedom of action. Ramanuja’s theological system could solve 

the problem of the divine action in the soul and the personal freedom 

without sacrificing either emphasis. This sophisticated interpretation 

of Ramanuja will be discussed later.

Avatara: Ramanuja indicates that God comes down to this empirical 

world of suffering mainly due to his compassion towards his devotees. 

The Bhagavadgitabhasya74 dearly states the purpose of God’s avataras: 

"As they will become weak and unnerved in every limb (on account of 

separation from Me) I am born from age to age in the form of gods, 

men, etc., for protecting them by giving them opportunities of seeking, 

talking about and doing similar things in regard to my body and 

75  76activities". God takes the body of his own accord because there

72
Vedarthasamgraha, para. 66.

73
See Chapter III.

Bhagavadgitabhasya, IV.8.
75 
Ramanuja, Bhagavadgitabhasya, trans. M. R. Sampatkumaran 

(Madras: Prof. M. Rangacharya Memorial Trust, 1959), pp. 117-18. 
Also see, Sribhasya, I.i.21.

76
Bhagavadgitabhasya, IV. 7.
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is no other powerful force  to compel him to do so. This shows the con­

cern of the Lord for his devotees. God, out of his immeasurable grace, 

makes himself available to his devotees through the five types of mani­

festations as described above. Ramanuja is never tired of describing 

the different good qualities of Lord Narayana, who is the soul of the 

entire creation. His generosity and favour towards his devotees is 

unfathomable. It is immeasurably great, and it is incomprehensible 

how God could give as though he were ignorant of the unworthiness and 

insignificance of the recipients. Along the same lines is one of 

their definitions of the term krtajnata as Ramanuja applies it to God. 

This is usually translated as ’gratitude’, its literal meaning being 

"the recognition of something done".

In the case of the category of gambhirya, we may detect in the 

definitions something of the tendency of the later Sri Vaisnavas to 

interpret all divine qualities originally indicative of God’s 

supremacy so that they also will point to his accessibility.

Ramanuja himself does not define gambhirya, so we do not know for sure 

whether it was its original meaning of ’depth' or ’profoundity’ which 

caused him to use it so frequently as a divine attribute, or whether 

it was some derived meaning which was most important for him, such as 

'inscrutability’ or ’majesty’. For many of the divine attributes, the 

commentators give various alternative meanings, and it is quite 

understandable that Ramanuja also has given somewhat different meanings 

to the same term in different contexts. What is more important for us

to note, however, is that the concept of generosity itself implies a 

combination of supremacy and accessibility. This quality is one which
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finds its clearest expression in someone with the resources to bestow 

gifts: the king or the great landowner, for whom Ramanuja frequently 

furnishes the human analogy for the position of the Supreme Person. 

It is especially lavish generosity which Ramanuja seems to have in 

mind, that is a royal prerogative. Although the presupposition of 

this generosity is wealth or greatness, the most prominent feature 

of the definition is the self-forgetfulness of the giver motivated 

by his desire to give.'

This notion of self-forgetfulness is even more prominent in 

the later commentators' definitions of sausilya, another important 

divine attribute which Ramanuja frequently mentions but never defines. 

This term has the common meaning of 'good conduct', as does the 

simpler form sila, but at some point it acquired a much more specific 

meaning in the Sri Vaisnava tradition.

Like audarya, sausilya can only be exercised by one who is 

essentially superior. That is why we may properly translate this 

concept by the English word 'condescension', but we must qualify this 

as 'gracious condescension', not only because of the unfavourable 

associations of the noun by itself, but because of unfavourable 

connotations of 'condescension' inherent in the situation of a 

superior dealing with an inferior, unless the conduct of the superior 

is so gracious that his inferiors are not frightened or embarrassed, 

but are rather so charmed by his gracious presence that they temporarily 

forget his superiority. This quality is not real, but only 'as it 

were' (expressed by 'iva' in Sanskrit), yet it is essential to the 

situation of intimate communion between the Lord and his servants.
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It is the attitude and the behavior of God as avatara that furnishes - 

the background for the ùnderstanding of all these qualities indicating 

the divine saulabhya, and it is from the lives of the avataras that 

illustrations of a particular quality are often drawn by the commen­

tators. It is the present situation of the serious worshipper, however, 

that furnishes the most important context for Ramanuja’s thought about 

these qualities, as well as for that of his followers. Ramanuja was 

concerned about the present communion of the devotee with the Supreme 

Lord, and it is about that communion that he is thinking when he says 

that the Lord treats his chosen devotees as his equals, or even as 

though they were superior to him. The possibility of such an onto­

logically impossible situation arises from the ’gracious condescension’ 

of the Lord.

The other important divine attribute which underlies this para­

doxical relation is vatsalya, which may perhaps be best translated in 

the Sri Vaisnava usage as ’protecting and forgiving love’. The earlier 

meaning of the word was the relation between the mother cow and its 

calf, and the common meaning was ’tender affection’ or love.

As in the case of the two attributes just discussed, a kind of 

divine self-forgetfulness is implied in this conception of vatsalya, 

a fact obscured by the later controversy. There is something even 

more important here than the ignoring of the sin of the creature, 

there is the forgetting of the sinless perfection of the creator and 

judge, the doctrine dearest to Ramanuja’s heart. It might be argued, 

on the basis of Ramanuja’s definition of ’mercy’ (daya), that he

would not have accepted either of the later definitions of the schools.
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In that case, Ramanuja would have understood vatsalya along the lines' 

of the later definition of mardava: 'inner softness’, 'inability to 

bear separation from his devotees'. Once we recognize the longing 

for communion with his devotees as an attribute of the divine nature, 

however, the essential problem returns. Why should God desire, let 

alone yearn for, fellowship with sinful creatures? It can only be 

because of a fundamental impulsion in the divine nature, a quality 

which at times takes precedence over everything else in God's Being. 

This is not a general setting aside of divine justice. Because of 

his supreme compassion, God has established himself (through his 

incarnations and other manifestations) as a refuge for all, but his 

vatsalya is expressed only towards those who have taken refuge (asrita) 

in him. For those, however, and more especially for the few who have 

shown their worthiness for his special favour, God is an "ocean of 

vatsalya", and Ramanuja almost certainly understood this protecting 

love to include "forgiveness to the maximum extent". The result of 

that contact in intimate communion is the destruction or the burning 

away of sin, so that the devotee can look forward to liberation from 

this sinful world and eternal communion with his Lord; but that 

cleansing action is only possible because the Lord, free from the 

slightest trace of anything defiling, so yearns for communion with 

his creatures that he disregards their sinful state. This is what 

Ramanuja expresses with the last of the four phrases at the end of 

the introduction to the Gitabhasya, asrita-vatsalya-vivasah, "over­

whelmed by his love for his sinful creatures who have come to him 

for refuge".
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The quality of compassion seems to have less relevance to this 

intimate sphere of God’s communion with his devotee, yet that general 

concern for the happiness of creatures and distress at their misery is 

the basic for these more specific and dramatic divine qualities. In 

the definition of ’mercy’ or ’compassion’ too, there is a divine 

self-forgetfulness: the forgetting of his own interest or gain 

(svarthanirapeksa) , the forgetting of his eternal delights and his 

cosmic sports in his compassionate concern for his finite creatures.



CHAPTER III

THE STATUS OF THE FINITE SELF

Ramanuja finds that the chief obstacle to the religious view of 

the relation between Brahman and the soul is the advaitin’s doctrine 

that the individual soul (jiva) is in reality identical with Brahman. 

Does the Upanisadic phrase, "That thou art" (Tattvamasi) plainly main­

tain that there is no difference between Brahman and the individual 

soul? Are the individual soul and Brahman absolutely one? These 

are Ramanuja’s questions.

Sankara contends that the difference between the two is only 

real when we remain in the condition of ignorance.1  When knowledge 

arises, the difference is no more real. When we know Brahman as 

absolutely transcendent, we know ourselves in depth; to know Brahman 

is to realize our deeper self. Thus the individual soul is one with 

Brahman. Ramanuja and his followers were ardent supporters of the 

reality of the individual souls and their distinctness from Brahman 

2 
in opposition to the advaitic conception of oneness. The jiva is

Sankara, Commentary on Brhadarapyaka Upanisad, op. cit., p. 
368: "...this great reality called the Supreme Self, from which you 
have been cut off by ignorance as a separate entity, through your 
connection with the limiting adjuncts of the body and organs, and 
have become mortal, subject to birth and death, hunger and thirst 
and other such relative attributes.

2
Kalidasa Bhattacharya, "The Status of the Individual Soul", 

Philosophy East and West, XIV (1964), pp. 137-38.

- 61 -
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not only different from Isvara, but is also different from the other 

jivas. Ramanuja's statement is based on a passage of the Bhagavadgita 

which runs as follows:

God declares "I, the Lord, have always existed 
and will always exist and likewise the individual 
atmans, Arjuna and all others, who are subject to 
my Lordship, have always existed and always exist. 
No doubt can be entertained that I who am the 
Lord, the Supreme Atman am immortal; likewise 
Arjuna and all others, though being mere 
ksetrajna nothing but atmans should be considered 
immortal.3

On the basis of this scriptural authority, Ramanuja says, "We have to

admit (1) that there is difference between God and the individual 

atmans; (2) that there is difference between the individual atmans 

themselves; and (3) that this difference is absolutely real".4

Ramanuja points out numerous defects in Sankara’s view regarding

the soul’s relation to Brahman. According to Sankara, the many 

individual souls are reflections of the one Brahman, and their differ­

ence is mainly due to the different limiting adjuncts (upadhi).5 "It 

is Brahman alone that is real; the distinction of a plurality of 

souls is due to faulty imagination and hence unreal".6

3
Van Buitenen, Ramanuja on the Bhagavadgita, p. 50. See 

Bhagavadgitabhasya, 11.12: "yatha aham sarvesvarah paramatma nitya 
iti na athra samsayah, yatheva bhavantah ksetrajna atmanah api nitya 
eva iti mantavyah."

4
Van Buitenen, op. cit., p. 50.

Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, II.3.50: "abhasa eva 
caisa jivah parasyatmano jala suryakadivatpratipattavyah. na sa eva 
sakset. napi vastavantaram atasca yatha naikasmin jala-suryake 
kampamane jala—surya—kantaram kampate, evam naikasmin jive karma 
phala sambandhini jivantarasya tatsambandhah."

Sribhasya, I.i.l. Here Ramanuja summarizes the position of
6

Sankara.
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Ramanuja, in this connection, would like to put a question: "To 

whom then does that imagination belong? Not to Brahman, because 

Brahman’s nature consists of pure consciousness without any imaginary 

thoughts. Nor again to the jivas, for this would imply an undesirable 

contingency of mutual dependence, the existence of jiva is dependent 

on imagination and that imagination resides in the jiva."7

This shows the inherent incompatibility of the Sankarite argu­

ment that, on the one hand, he conceives ignorance to be the cause of 

the soul, and on the other posits that the ignorance in itself is 

caused by the soul. To this the advaitin would reply that "the 

ignorance and the existence of the souls form an endless retrogressive 

chain; their relation is like that of the seed and the sprout". But 

Ramanuja points out the weakness of the advaitin argument by saying 

that if the ignorance abides in the soul, it must abide either in 

the soul's essential form or in its fictitiously imagined form. The 

first alternative is not possible because the advaitin regards the 

essential form of the soul as Brahman himself, and ignorance, which 

is contradictory to Brahman, cannot be ascribed to him. The second 

alternative cannot be accepted because the advaitin holds that only 

ignorance exists besides Brahman. So the fictitiously imagined form

Sribhagya, II.i.15: "kasya punah kalpana? na tavad brahmanah 
tasya parisuddha jnanatmanah kalpana sunyatvat. napi jivanam  
iteretara asrayatva prasangat. kalpanadhino hi jiva bhava: jivasraya 

ca kalpana."
8 
Ibid., Ramanuja cites the answer of the advaitin: "avidya 

jivabhavayorbijankura nyayena nanaditvat."



64

of the soul must itself be nothing else but ignorance; and this being so, 

to ascribe ignorance to the soul in its fictitiously imagined form is to 

ascribe ignorance to ignorance and this explains nothing. Ramanuja 

considers a third alternative, namely that ignorance abides in the 

essential nature of the soul qualified by its fictitiously imagined 

aspect. But if the soul’s essential nature is qualified, it can, ac­

cording to the advaitin, be qualified only by ignorance, and if it is 

qualified by ignorance, trying to explain it by ascribing ignorance to 

what is already qualified by it does not take us any further. More­

over, Ramanuja indicates that unless the difference of the individual 

self is admitted to be real, the distinction between bondage and re­

lease cannot be accounted for. He remarks:

For if by release is understood the destruction 
of avidya, in that case when one soul attains 
release so others also would be released - but 
avidya persists owing to others not being re­
leased, then even that one soul is not released 
on account of avidya not being destroyed. But 
we assume a different avidya for every soul, 
that soul, in whose case avidya is destroyed 
would be released, and that whose avidya is not 
destroyed will remain in bondage. You speak of 
pratijiva depending on the difference of jiva. 
What about that difference? Is that natural or 
superimposed by avidya?10

Sribhasya, II.i.15: jivasya akalpita svabhavika rupena 
vidyasrayatve brahmana eva vidyasrayatvamuktam syat tadatiriktena 

tasmin kalpitena akarapa avidyasrayatve jadasya vidyasrayatvamuktam 
syat. na khalu advaitavadin stadubhaya vyatiriktamakaramabhyupa- 
gacchanti. kalpitakara visestena svarupepaiva avidyâsrayatvamiti cet.

10
Ibid.: "avidya vinasa eva hi moksa tatra ekasmin mukte 

avidya vinâsât itere api vimucyeren anyasya amuktat avidya tisthati 
iti cet, tarhi ekasyapyamuktih syat, avidyaya avinastatvat. pratijiva 
avidya bheda kalpyate, tatra yasya avidya vinasta sa moksyate, yasya 
tvanasta sa bhantasyate iti cet tanna pratijivamiti jiva bhedamasritya 
bruse, sa jiva bheda kim svabhavikata avidya kalpitah."
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The Advaita arguments of avidya and its locus have been analyzed by

Ramanuja. The advaitin is again questioned by Ramanuja:

When avidya abiding in the individual soul is 
destroyed through the rise of knowledge of 
truth, does then the soul perish or not? If 
the soul were to perish then liberation is 
nothing but the destruction of the essential 
nature of the soul. If not there would be 
the absence of liberation even on the destruc­
tion of avidya, since it continues to exist 
as soul different from Brahman.11

But even if the diversity of jivas is accepted as imagination (kalpanika), 

one may ask to whom does this diversifying kalpana (i.e., avidya) belong?

Not to avidya, because it is not an intelligent principle; not to jivas, 

because owing their very existence to kalpana, how can they be the locus 

12
of their own cause? Sankara does not always care to maintain a clear 

line of distinction between the conceptions of avidya and maya, he, 

nevertheless, conceives of the cause of samsara, with all its pains 

and sorrows, as avidya when considered in the context of jiva, and as 

maya when viewed in relation with Brahman. The fluid position of the 

conception of avidya, now identified with maya, is all the more clear 

when treated as separate in one and the same passage. Avidya is 

explained both as prakrti and the state of mis-identification with 

prakrti on the part of the purusa. But some of the post-Sankarite 

advaitins carefully distinguished maya and avidya in order to overcome

11
Sribhasya, II.i.15: "kim ca jivasrayaya avidyayastattva- 

jnânodayat, naso sati jivo nasyet va na va? yadi nasyet svarupocchitti- 
laksano moksah syat. no cet avidya naso api anirmoksah brahmasvarupa 
vyatirikta jivatvavasthanat.

12
Ibid.

13
Sankara, Commentary on the Bhagavadgita, XIII.21.
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the defect involved in the view that Brahman is the locus of ajnana.

Ramanuja dismisses the view by showing that such a distinction between 

avidya and maya will not improve the situation.

For even if Brahman possesses maya, i.e. illusive 
power, it cannot without nescience, be conscious 
of souls. And without being conscious of others 
the Lord of maya itself cannot bring about the 
consciousness of others on the part of its Lord, 
for it is a mere means to delude others, after 
they have become objects of consciousness. But 
if maya causes Brahman.... to become conscious of 
other beings, then maya is nothing but another 
name for nescience....Moreover, if Brahman re­
cognizes all beings apart from himself as false, 
he does not delude them; for surely none but a 
mad man would aim at deluding beings known by 
him to be unreal.14

Ramanuja, therefore, urges that from whatever point of view the theory

(i.e., the souls are related to Brahman but seemingly different, the 

illusion regarding their reality as individual existences being due to 

the limiting adjuncts produced by maya or avidya with which the unitary

Brahman is associated) is subjected to logical examination, it is 

found to be riddled with contradictions.

Ramanuja describes the difference of the individual souls from

Brahman thus :

14
Sribhasya, II.1.15, trans. George Thibaut, op. cit., p. 441: 

"ajnanam antarena hi mayino api brahmano jivadarsatvam na syat. naca 
mayavï parandrstva mohayitumalam napi maya mayavino darsanasadhanam 
drstesu paresu tanmohanasadhanamatratvat tasya. atha brahmano maya 
tasya jiva darsatvam kurvati. jivamohanasya heturitimanyase; tarhi 
paris uddhasya-khandaikaiasa svaprakasasya brahmanah paradarsanam 
kurvati maya mayaparaparyaya avidyaiva syat."
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The Highest Brahman denoted by the term Being is 
the cause of all, free from all imperfection, with 
innumerable and infinite auspicious qualities, 
resolved to be many. Thereupon created the entire 
world, light, water, earth and, above all, sent 
forth the whole mass of jivas into different 
bodies, divine and human, etc., in conformity 
with their deeds. Finally, the being itself 
entered into the jivas as their inner soul and 
consequently they become his body.15

Ramanuja holds the theory of antaryamin, as we discussed in the previous 

chapter, but Brahman, the inner self of jiva, is not identical with 

jiva. Ramanuja, moreover, remarks that soul and matter are inter­

related eternally in interaction. Though the soul may be free from 

matter, it is still potentially vulnerable to it. The union of soul 

and body is, no doubt, brought about by a deception. The soul mis­

takes itself for a material ego. From the soul's point of view, the 

union is a deficiency, but from the ego’s point of view, the union is 

a harmony. The body obeys the soul to fulfil its purpose for the 

body is entirely dependent on the soul for its very existence.

Ramanuja defines jiva as follows:

The proper form of the soul is free from all 
various differentiations consisting in the 
distinctions that are brought about by the 
natural evolution (parinama) of Prakrti into 
the bodies of gods, men, etc. In essence,

15
Ibid. , I.1.13: "nirasta nikhila dosa gandham satya samkalpat- 

vamisranavadhikatisayasamlcheya kalyana gunaganam samasta-karana bhutam 
param brahma bahu syam (Chandogya Upanisad, VI.2.3). jivena mayeti 
nirdeso jivasya brahmatmakatvam darsayati. brahmatmakatvam ca jivasya 
jivantaratmataya brahmano anupravesat iti avagamyate."

16

Ramanuja, Bhagavadgitabhasya, II.13-14.
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it is only characterized by knowledge and beatitude. 
When these differentiations of god, men, etc., - 
which have been brought about by the Karman of the 
soul - have vanished there persists a differentia­
tion in its proper form; it is beyond the power of 
expression and can only be known by the soul itself. 
So the soul can only be defined as essentially 
knowledge, and this essential nature is common to 
all souls.17

Here .it is to be borne in mind that the two essential attributes 

of the Jivatman, viz., consciousness and bliss (jnana and ananda) follow 

the pattern of strict individuality in as much as they belong to the 

jiva. In discussing the Brahma Sutra II.3.19, Ramanuja states that the 

essential nature of the soul is to be a knowing subject. Ramanuja uses 

the following Upanisadic passages in support of his view. "He who 

knows, let me smell this, he is the self, etc." "He who is within 

the heart, surrounded by the pranas, the person of light consisting of 

knowledge."19 Ramanuja makes it very clear that the self is not mere 

knowledge, but an individual who has knowledge as his essential 

characteristic. He emphasizes the individuality of the soul as against 

the advaitic position prevalent hitherto in Vedantic circles, to over­

look all distinctions between the finite self and Brahman.

17
Vedarthasamgraha, trans. Van Buitenen, para. 5, p. 186: 

"jivatmanah svarupam deva manusyadi prakrti parinama visesa rupa 
nanavidha bheda rahitam jnanananda gunam, tasyaitasya karmakrta 
devadi bhede apadhvaste svarupa bhedo vacamagocarah svasamvedyah 
jnana svarupa mityetavadeva nirdesyam. tacca sarvesamatmanam 
samanam."

18
Chandogya Upanisad, VII.xii.4.

19
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, IV.v.15.
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Sankara, in his commentaries, repeatedly asserts that atman is 

neither a doer nor an enjoyer. These concepts, according to Sankara, 

are associated with it on account of the superimposition of the 

20 
intellect (buddhi) to which they really belong. Insofar as the 

atman is related to phenomena or is an empirical self, the concepts 

of agency in action and enjoyment have meaning. But when we consider 

this problem from the transcendental standpoint, Sankara would not 

agree to accord any justification to the attribution of such ideas 

with a principle which, in its nature, is pure, eternal, and immutable.

This denial of the agency in atman is opposed to Ramanuja’s 

conception of atman as the doer and enjoyer. According to Ramanuja, 

the agency of atman is essential for upholding the utility and purport 

of scriptures without which all their injunctions would become meaning­

less. If a man is, in reality, not the agent of an act, it would be 

nonsensical for the Vedas to preach the performance of oblations and 

other rituals for achieving apavarga. So Ramanuja remarks:

The jiva is only an agent, not the gunas, because 
then only scripture has a meaning. For scriptural 
injunctions, such as he who desires the heaven has 
to perform sacrifice, he who desires liberation 
has to meditate on Brahman and similar ones, enjoin 
action on him only who will enjoy the fruit of the 
action - whether the heaven or liberation or any­
thing else. If these injunctions were only meant 
for non-sentient beings then they (injunctions) 
would not have given to another. The commandments 
of the scripture are the commandments for action.

20
Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, II.iii.49: "nahi   

kartur bhoktur ca atmanah samtatah sarvaih sariraih sambandho asti. 
upadhitantro hi jiva ityuktam."
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Scripture, therefore, has sense only if we admit 
that none but the intelligent enjoyer of the 
fruit of the action is at the same time the 
agent.21

Ramanuja thinks that it is a necessary presupposition of ethical philosophy 

imparting instructions about the means of liberation that the subject is 

a real entity and not a false appearance as advocated in Advaita Vedanta.

The relation between Paramatman and Jivatman 

Sankara has discussed this problem in detail in his Commentary 

on the Brahma Sutra and has concluded that the only satisfactory re­

lation that can be conceived between Paramatman and Jivatman is one of 

the whole (amsi) and the part (amsa), on the analogy of the spark 

and fire. Sankara consciously asserts that the articulation of 

this relation is only from a vyavaharika point of view and not from 

the absolute standpoint. The expression of this relation is, however, 

only figurative and intends to accord no primary meaning. But he 

could completely denounce, on grounds of ethical considerations, the 

philosophy of God as the ruler and the master of the soul. In his

21
Vedanta Sutras with Ramanuja's Commentary, trans. George 

Thibaut, pp. 553-54: "atmaiva karta; na gunah kasmat sastrarthvattvat 
sastrani hi yajeta svargakamah mumuksu brahmopasite; ityevamadini 
svargamoksadiphalasya bhoktarameva katrutve niyujyate; nahya 
cetanasya katrutve anye niyujyate. sasanacca sastram sasanaiii ca 
pravartanam...atah sastranam arthavattvam bhoktuscetanasvaiva katrutve 
bhavet." (Sribhasya, II.iii.33) .

22Sankara, Commentary on Brahma Sutra, II.iii.42: "ato 
bravityamsa iti jiva isvarasyamso bhavitumarhati, yathagnervisphulingah 
amsa ivamsah nahinirvayavasya mukhyo amsah sambhavati."

23
Sankara’s Commentary on Bhagavadgita, XV.7.
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Commentary on the Brahma Sutra , Sankara refers to the instrumentality 

of God as a sadharana karana in the actions of j iva, whether good or · 

bad.

- - . . 25
Ramanuja admits that the soul is a part of Brahman, but he 

is aware of the fact that the category of part and whole cannot be 

employed with qualitative significance in the case of jivatman and 

Paramatman. So he says that by part in a quantitative sense we under­

stand that which constitutes part of the extension of something’. If, 

then, the soul occupied part of the extension of Brahman, all its im- 

26 
perfections would belong to Brahman. Hence Ramanuja reminds us 

that the word ’part’ (amsa) should be understood in a qualitative 

sense:

For by part we understand that which constitutes 
one piece of something and hence a distinguishing 
attribute (visesana) is a part of the thing dis­
tinguished by that attribute....

Now although the distinguishing attribute and 
the thing distinguished thereby stand to each 
other in the relation of part and whole, yet we 
observe them, to differ in essential character. 
Hence there is no contradiction between the 
individual and the Highest Self - the former of 
which is a visesana of the latter - standing to 
each other in relation of part and whole, and 
their being at the same time of essentially 
different nature.27

24
Sankara, Commentary on the Brahma Sutra, II.iii.42.

25
Sribhasya, II.iii.42.

26 
Ibid.: "brahmanomso jiva ityapi na sadhiyah ekavastvekadesavaci 

hyamsasabdah jivasya brahmaikadesatve tadgata dosa brahmani bhaveyuh."

Ibid., II.iii.45: "tadvat ekavastvekadesatvam hyamsatvam, 
visistasyaikasya vastuno visesanamsa eva. tathaca vivecakah visiste 
vastuni visesanamso ayam, visesyamsoyamiti vyapadisanti. visesana 
visegyayoramsamsitve api svabhavavailaksapyam drsyate....evam jiva— 
parayorvisegapa visesyatva krtam svabhava vailaksanyamasrtya bhedanirdesa. "
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Likewise, Dr. K. C. Varadacari defines amsa "as an integral portion of

the divine’ whole. He says:

The truest definition of an amsa is the definition 
which keeps the soul neither aloof nor isolated 
but keeps it inseparably and inalienably inte­
grated with the whole, without making it lose its 
individual character and function. The character 
of the part might undergo modification in so far 
as it becomes conscious of its dependence on the 
central self of its existence, and almost wear 
even a diaphanous coat or body which makes one 
see it as if it is distinguishable from the 
whole.

Varadacari rightly interprets the relationship between the Supreme Person 

and the individual being. Thus regarding the soul as part of Brahman, 

Ramanuja makes it clear that souls are only attributes or modes of 

Brahman. But it does not mean that souls are merely adjectival to 

Brahman without any individuality of their own.

It is well known that Ramanuja conceived of the relation between 

the Supreme Person and the individual soul in terms of an analogy to 

the relation between the soul and the body (sariri-sarira bhava). In 

the Sribhasya, Ramanuja defines the relationship in the following 

manner.

Any substance which a sentient soul is capable of 
completely controlling and supporting for its own 
purpose, and which stands up to the soul in an 
entirely subordinate relation, is the body of that 
soul.

In this definition, we see the three aspects of the relationship which

28 
K. C. Varadacari, Sri Ramanuja s Theory of Knowledge 

(Thirupathi: Sri Venketesvara Oriental Institute, 1943), p. 157. 

29
Vedanta Sutra with Ramanuja's Commentary, trans. George 

Thibaut, p. 424 . Sribhasya, II.i.9: "ato yasya cetanasya yadrvyam 
sarvatmana svarthe niyantum dharayitum ca sakyam tacchesataikasvarupam 
ca, tattasya sariramiti sariralaksanam astheyam."



73

Ramanuja invariably cites and which are made more explicit in the fol­

lowing passage from the Vedârthasamgraha:

(i) The relationship between the self and the 
body (atma-sarira bhava) is (ii) that between 
the support and thing supported (adhara-adheya 
bhava) which is incapable of separate existence 
(prthaksiddhi-anarha) (iii) that between the 
controller and what is controlled (niyantr- 
niyamya bhava) and (iv) that between the master 
 or owner and what is subservient to him (sesi- 
sesa bhava).30

The first of these three relationships, namely adhara-adheya bhava, 

indicates the complete dependence of the soul upon the Lord. The 

import of this relationship is that nothing can exist without the 

support of Brahman. Ramanuja uses a number of Upanisadic passages to 

substantiate his arguments. "When he shines everything shines after

31
him by his light does all this shine". "The author of this universe

is the hub (bhuvanasya nabhih) of this universe". "Support of

beings, and not resting in beings, is my Self, that causes beings to

be". Ramanuja summarizes the whole position as follows:

Some texts declare a distinction of nature between 
non-intelligent matter, intelligent beings, and 
Brahman, in so far as matter is the object of 
enjoyment, the souls the enjoying subjects, and 
Brahman the ruling principle.

The second of these relationships, that between the controller

(niyantr) and the controlled (niyamya), shows that Brahman is the

30 
Vedarthasamgraha, para. 76: "ayameva catma sarira bhava 

prthaksiddha ca narha adhera adheya bhavo niyantr niyamya bhavah 
sesa sesi bhavas ca."

Katha Upanisad, II.ii.15.
32
Maha Narayana Upanisad, I.6. Bhagavadgita, IX.5.

34
Sribhasya, I.i.l.



74

controller (niyanta) of the universe and the individual souls, and they 

in their turn are controlled (niyamya) by him. Ramanuja has a very 

subtle and sophisticated interpretation of the relationship between 

the control of the Inner Ruler (antaryamin) and the activity of the 

soul, an interpretation necessitated primarily by difficulties raised, 

in fact, by his own overall emphasis upon divine control. The objec­

tions raised and the reply to it, as stated in the following passages 

of the Vedarthasamgraha, will serve as evidence. Here is the objec­

tion:

However it has been declared that the Supreme Spirit 
is the Inner Ruler of all creatures and that all are 
subject to his ruling. If this is true, then there 
is strictly speaking no one who can be a qualified 
subject of the instructions of the injunctions and 
prohibitions (in the scriptures)....Now this would 
mean that there is cruelty in God because he in­
cites to good and evil actions arbitrarily?33

The reply to the objection is as follows:

 The Supreme Spirit has bestowed equally upon all 
spiritual beings all that is required for activity 
or inactivity, etc. So as to enable them to ac­
complish this, He has become their substratum 
[adhara] and has entered into them as the principal 
[sesi] to whom they are accessory [sesa] directing 
them by consenting. The spiritual being, whose 
capacities are so dependent on Him, performs of 
his own accord certain acts or refrains of his 
own accord from certain acts. But while observing 
the soul in all its doings the Supreme Spirit  
Himself takes no sides. Therefore all is sound.

35 _
Vedarthasamgraha, trans. Van Buitenen, para. 89, pp. 246­

47: "nanu ca sarvasya jantoh paramatmantaryami tanniyamyam ca 
sarvamevatyuktam. evam ca sati vidhi nisedha sastranamadhikari 
na drsyate. yah sabuddhayaiva pravrtti nivrtti saktah sa evam 
kuryanna kuryaditi vidhi nisedha yogyah."

36
Ibid., para. 90, p. 247.
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Ramanuja’s concept of the Inner Ruler governing the consent (anumati) is 

further explained in the Sribhasya.37 He maintains that the Highest 

Self which rules within every soul promotes action in so far as it 

regards in the case of any action the volitional effort made by the 

individual soul and then aids that effort by granting permission 

(anumati) . Ramanuja asserts that action is not possible without per­

mission on the part of the Highest Self. He thinks that the case is 

very similar to the rights of joint owners: if one of these wishes 

to transfer that property to a third person, he cannot do so without 

the permission of his partner. But the permission is, after all, his 

own doing and hence the results of the action perhaps belong to him 

only. It is not true, however, that the Inner Ruler always maintains 

such a passive and neutral position. Immediately following the above 

passage from the Vedarthasamgraha, Ramanuja continues:

Besides it depends on every individual case 
whether He will cause good acts or evil acts 
to be performed: It is not an invariable rule 
that He will always cause one or the other in 
every case. When someone of his own accord 
has been active before in an extremely good 
action, then the Venerable Lord is pleased 
with him and by granting him a mental dis­
position for good actions helps him to be so 
active. When, however, someone has indulged 
in extremely inauspicious actions, then the 
Venerable Lord incites him to wicked activities 
by giving him a wicked disposition.38

37 
Sribhasya, II.iii.41: "sarvasu kriyasu purusena krtam prayatnam 

udyogamapeksyantaryami paramatma tad anumati danena pravartayati. para- 
mâtma anumati antareuasya pravrttirno papadyata ityartha....yatha dvayos- 
sâdharane dhane parasvatvapadanamanyataranumati antarena na upapadyate.

38
Vedârthasamgraha, tran. Van Buitenen, para. 90, p. 247: 

"sadhvasadhukarmanoh kârayitrtvaifi tu_vyavasthitavisayam na sarva 
sâdhâranam. yastu purva svayamevatimatramanukulye pravrttastam prati
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The Lord, then, sometimes takes a more active role, "controlling them 

as animated and cheering principle", or as an animating and punishing 

one.

While Ramanuja never denies that the individual soul is a res­

ponsible agent, his primary emphasis is on the Inner Ruler as the 

cause of all the actions of the soul. He at one point explicitly 

39denies that the soul is free in any independent sense. His dominant 

mood is expressed by his exposition in the Bhagavadgita, XVIII.61-62, 

"The Lord dwells in the heart of all creatures, whirling them around 

as if mounted on a machine; to him go for refuge . Perhaps we can 

understand this tension within his thought if we perceive that the 

soul's ability to exercise his agency in a manner contrary to the 

wishes of the Inner Ruler (therefore seeming to be free and indepen­

dent) is not viewed by Ramanuja as a positive capacity, but rather 

is seen as a defect caused by the soul’s bondage in samsara. When 

the soul/body relationship exists as it should, the ’body' , of its

38 (Con't.) 
pritah svayameva bhagavan kalyana budhi yoga danam kurvankalyano 

pravartayati. yah punar atimatram pratikulye pravrttastasya kruram 
budhim dadan svayameva kruresveva karmasu prerayati bhagavan."

39
Sribhasya, II.iii.40: "tusabdah paksam vyavartayati; tat- 

kartrtvam asyajivasya parat-paramatman eva hetorbhavati kutah."

Quoted in Sribhasya, I.iv.l: "Isvaras sarva bhutanam 
hrddese arjuna tisthati. bhramayan sarvabhutani yantr ruthani 
mayaya. tameva saranam gaccha."
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own will, should respond infallibly to the wishes of the soul. However, 

Ramanuja admits that the soul’s control over the body will be obstructed 

if the body is injured or paralysed. When a person gains true know­

ledge of the individual soul and the Supreme Spirit from scripture, he 

learns that his true nature is to be niyamya and he learns what the 

niyanta requires of him.

Ramanuja develops the sesa-sesi relationship in his dispute 

with the Karma Mimamsa school, which uses the term sesa in a completely 

ritualistic sense.42 In the Vedarthasamgraha, Ramanuja first gives his 

own definition of the relationship as it concerns the sacrifice and 

then, with a significant analogy, generalizes the concept.

The sesa-sesi relationship in any situation means 
just this: the sesa is that whose essential nature 
consists solely in being useful to something by 
virtue of its intention to contribute some excel­
lence to the other (parah) is the sesi....

In the same way, the essential nature of 
born slaves (garbha-dasa) and other servants is 
solely that they are entities which have value for 
their master (purusa) by virtue of their intention 
to contribute some particular excellence to him. 
Likewise, the essential nature of all entities, 
eternal and non-eternal, intelligent and non- 
intelligent, is solely that they are entities 
which have value for the Lord by virtue of their 
intention to contribute some excellence to him.

Sribhasya, II.i.9: "rugna sariradisu niyamanadyadarsanam 
vidyamanaya eva niyamanasakte pratibandhakrtam agnyadesasakti prati— 
bandha dausnyadyadarsnavat mrta sariram ca cetana viyoga samaya eva 

visaritumarabdham."
42
Mimamsa school used it to describe any subordinate part of 

the sacrifice which was intended to serve the principal purpose 

called sesi.



78

Thus everything is in the state of being subservient 
(sesabhutam) to the Lord, and he is the master and 
owner of everything as is declared in texts like, 
"He is the ruler (vasi) of all and the Lord of all" 
and the master (pati) of the universe.43

This analogy expresses a good deal of Ramanuja's concept of the rela­

tionship - the Lord's superiority over his creation is not only by 

virtue of his power, but it is what is eminently fitting or appropriate. 

This right of the owner implies obligation on the part of the owned - 

an obligation or duty which is of the nature of the categorical im­

perative, arising from the salve's essential nature as the slave of a 

rightful owner. From the above quotation, this duty is the slave's 

service with the "intention to contribute some excellence" to his 

master. This implication of the categorical imperative for Ramanuja's 

religious system is that the devotee, as the sesa, must perform 

"service in the form of bhakti" and in the form of other acts of 

worship to glorify the Lord as sesi. "For He alone be worshipped by 

all always in all stages of life. "44

If we are to understand the full implication of the sesa-sesi 

relationship, then we must purge the master-slave analogy of all the 

negative and oppressive connotations generally associated with a

 Vedarthasamgraha, para. 121-22: "ayameva hi sarvatra sesa-
sesibhavah paragata atsiyadhanecchayopadeyatvameva yasya svarupam sa 
sesah parah sesi....

evam garbhadasadinamapi purusa visesayadhanecchayopadeyatvameva 
svarupam. evam isvaragatatisayadhânecchayopadeyatvam eva cetana 
acetanatmakasya nityasyânityasya ca sarvasya vastunah svarupamiti 
sarvam isvara sesabhutam sarvasya ca isvarah sesa iti sarvasya vasi 

sarvasyesanah patim visvasyetya dyuktam. krtisadhyam pradhanam 
yattkaryamabhidhiyata ityayamarthah sraddhanesveva sobhate.

44
Quoted in Vedarthasamgraha, para. 144, p. 173.
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slave's dependence. These connotations were present even in Ramanuja’s 

day, and he anticipated the objection that his position is contradicted 

by all experience:

It seems that one great wish of all sentient beings 
is to be free. Dependence is a kind of suffering. 
And there is the smrti "All dependence means suffer­
ing" and in the same line: "Service is called a dog’s 
way, so try to avoid it".45

Ramanuja retorts that such an objection "must be regarded as an erroneous 

cognition due to karman" made by one who knows nothing about the nature 

of the soul or about what it means to be a slave (sesa) to such a 

master (sesi) as "the Supreme Person (who) is happiness in Himself."46

There is nothing burdensome in this servitude; rather, being a 

sega is the soul’s natural and joyous fulfilment of its own being. 

The essential being of the finite self is ensouled by the Lord (bhagavan) 

because its sole ’rasa’ - its essence and delight - is to be sesa of 

the bhagavan.47 Van Buitenen notes that rasa has here the double 

meaning of ’essence’ and 'ecstacy’ for serving God as His sesa by the 

loving representation of bhakti is as such a source of extreme joy,

 48
as Ramanuja repeatedly declares. The observation brings out that 

the synonymous word 'rati’ is used in the introduction to the

Vedarthasamgraha, para. 143, p. 171: "tatha hi sarvesameva 
cetananam svatantryamevestatam drsyate, paratantryam dukhataram. 
smrtisca- sarva paravasam dukham sarvamatmavasam sukham."

46
Ibid.

47
Ibid. , para. 78, p. 116.

Vedarthasamgraha, trans. Van Buitenen, p. 238, fn. 349.
48
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Gitabhasya, describing the Lord’s eternal attendants (suris) as those 

whose sole essence and joy is to be his sesas. This aspect of ful­

filment and joy - finally even bliss - in God’s service, taken to­

gether with the fact that the object of this service, God, is himself 

joy and bliss, is an essential element in Ramanuja's means of release. 

This aspect alone accounts for the fact that the performance of bhakti 

is "immeasurably and overwhelmingly dear to the devotee" and that 

bhakti gains "the sense of a kind of love (priti) which is essential 

49 
to the highest bhakti (para bhakti)". This aspect makes the soul 

completely subordinate to and reliant on the Lord (Prapatti), which 

is not only a metaphysical fact to be understood, not only an impera­

tive to be obeyed, but also a joy to be realized.

These relationships indicate the complete dependence of the 

soul upon the Lord, which, although integral to the concept of 

Prapatti, is not of primary importance for us here. We will discuss 

it later in the fifth chapter.

49 
Ramanuja, Vedarthasamgraha, para. 144, p. 173.



CHAPTER IV

THE NATURE AND STATUS OF JNANA IN MOKSOPAYA

The epistomological enquiry is always the backbone of metaphysics 

the truth of which can be found in the philosophies of Sankara and 

Ramanuja. Before discussing the position of Ramanuja and the problems 

raised by him in the field of epistomology, a brief description of 

Sankara’s point of view would be appropriate.

The concept of jnana in Advaita Vedanta

It is impossible to have any appreciation of Advaita philosophy, 

apart from an understanding of its tremendous quest for ultimate one­

ness of reality, from which the multiplicity of phenomena have come 

into existence and in which the phenomenal existence finds both its 

contingent meaning and ultimate release. The key to both the meaning 

and the release lies in the capacity to transcend the phenomenal 

with all its fragmentation in ultimate oneness of saccidananda, from 

which it has appeared to have been sundered by reason of existence, 

cognition, and sorrow.

Man is bound to the phenomenal world by desire. At the root 

of this attachment is avidya, which is mainly responsible for multi­

plicity. Thus, in the Commentary on the Brhâdaranyaka Upanisad, 

 
Sankara says :

In the presence of the particular or indi­
vidual aspect of the self due to the limiting

- 81 -
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adjuncts of the body and organs conjured up by 
ignorance, there is duality, as it were, in 
Brahman, which really is one without a second, 
i.e., there appears to be something different 
from the self.

But the remarkable point is that this false duality is assumed not 

merely in the realm of sense/experience, but the distinction made 

between this self and Isvara is equally false. If one knows the inner 

meaning of the mahavakya, "That art Thou", he is freed from ignorance.

In this Upanisad deliverance is the outcome, not simply of 

knowledge of a purely academic kind, but of a knowledge which is an 

attitude or activity of the whole self. The term 'knowledge’ can be 

misleading when applied to the process through which moksa is mediated. 

As we ordinarily understand knowledge, there is involved in it a 

knowing subject and a known object. But the knowledge which is

3 
deliverance is a knowledge in which this duality is transcended.

The Advaita begins with the empirical world4 of human existence. 

According to it, one knows objects through sense perception and ideas 

through conception. So the Advaita does not maintain that the universe, 

as it presents itself to the ordinary mind, is simple illusion (maya). 

The phenomenal world, according to the Advaita, is the outcome of 

avidya, but it has a certain relative and contingent reality or

Sankara, Commentary on the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, trans. 

Swami Madhavananda, p. 373.
2
Chandogya Upanisad, VI.viii. 7.

3 /
Sankara, Commentary on the Mandukya Upanisad, with Gaudapada's 

Karika, p. 78: "It is incomprehensible, because both speech and mind 
which correspond to the name and the object disappear or cease .

4
Sankara uses the term ’vyavaharika’, which in the ultimate 

analysis is only maya.
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existence. It is real for him who has not attained to the true know­

ledge of Brahman. The worshipper who worships Brahman as a personal 

deity really worships Brahman,5 and he who speaks of Brahman as the 

creator of the world6 speaks what is true. But in all of these, the 

individual is at the stage of lower wisdom (apara vidya). Hence 

Sankara distinguishes this order of knowing from knowledge by absolute 

identity (para vidya) .

According to the Advaita, one has to move from the level of 

lower wisdom to the higher, which, in fact, is release (moksa) . The 

Advaita has prescribed the techniques of attaining this highest 

goal. One in the level of lower wisdom may perform the daily religious 

rituals for the sake of acquiring virtues. A man who has properly 

discharged all the obligations that are enjoined on him by the vedas 

will exhibit certain characteristics which qualify him for the study 

of Vedanta. They are as follows:

1. Descrimination between the eternal and phenomenal (nityanitya- 

vastu viveka) .

2. The renunciation of the desire to enjoy sensual pleasures in this 

world and the next (ihamutrartha bhoga viragah).

3. Cultivation of six virtues, viz., sama, dama, uparati, titiksa, 

samadhi, and sraddha (sama damadi sadhana sampat).

4. The desire for liberation (mumuksatva).

Bhagavadgita, IX.23.

Vedanta Sutra, I.2.
6
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All of these prerequisites will only help one to learn Brahma vidya. 

But the knowledge is generated by the hearing (sravana) of the sacred 

texts that teach the identity of the individual self and the Brahman by 

the reflection (manana) and contemplation (nididhyasana) thereon.7 

All Vedanta acaryas have accepted these three steps of discipline, 

but the interpretations differ. Sankara explicates them in the light 

of his Advaita discipline.

Sravana

Hearing of the sacred text is a very significant step8 in the 

scheme of moksa, because the ultimate philosophic truth is to be 

realized through a study of sruti. Secondly, it emphasizes the need 

for personal intercourse with a competent teacher, who is not only a 

mere learned man, but one who has realized the highest truth - a 

jivanmukta.9 A guru makes the student understand the ultimate truth

Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, II.4.5: "Srotavyo, mantavyo, nidi- 
dhyasitavyah. maitreyi, atmano va darsanena sravanernmatya 
vijnanenedam sarvam viditam.
8
The post-Sankarites debate on this issue; Vacaspati Misra main­

tains that sravana is the cause of the mediate knowledge of Brahman and 
an indirect means to its immediate knowledge, which is attained through 
mididhyasana. See K. Satchidananda Murthy, Revelation and Reason in 
Advaita Vedanta (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959), p. 120. 
The Vivarana school, on the contrary, holds that the sravana is the 
direct means to the immediate knowledge of Brahman, manana and 
mididhyasana are subsidiary to it. Vacaspati’s argument is closer to 
Sankara's own position. Sankara says: "sastram yuktir desikokti 
pramanam canta siddha svanubhutih pramanam." (Viveka-Chudamani, 475), 
and again, "tatasthita bodhayanti guruvah srutayo yatha. Prajna eva 
tared vidvansim Isvaranugrahitaya." (Ibid., 476).

9 /
Sankara, Commentary on the Bhagavadgita, IV.34: "yehi 

samyagdarsinah tair upadistam jnanam karyksamam bhavati netarat."
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by different methods. This redemptive act of a guru is mainly motivated 

by grace.

Manana

Manana is the second stage of discipline. After receiving the 

instruction from the teacher, the student has to achieve intellectual 

conviction by making use of his own powers of reasoning. Sankara has 

pointed out that the knowledge takes shape only by hard and vigorous 

thinking. As the result of thinking, manana secures intellectual con­

viction.

Nididhyasana

This is the final stage in which all the obstacles on the way 

of moksa will be eliminated. This is the meditation upon the identity 

between the individual self and Brahman.10 It should be continued

11 
until the desired intuitive knowledge arises. Sankara says: "The 

truth of Brahman is clearly and decisively realized by nirvikalpaka 

samadhi, and not by any other way, in which it is apt to be mixed up 

lla,
with alien ideas because of the fluctuation of the mind." Sankara 

employs a parable to illustrate the truth about the advaitic doctrine 

of mukti:

A prince, soon after his birth, is abducted 
and brought up by a hunter in the forest. He leads 
the life of a hunter totally ignorant of his

10 /
Sankara, Commentary on the Brahma Sutra, IV.i.ll: "nidi- 

dhyasanam ca antarnita avrttigunaiva kriyabhidhiyate."

Ibid., IV.i.l: "darsana paryavasanani hi sravanadini avartya 
manani drstarthani bhavanti yathavaghatadini hi tanduladinispattipar- 
yavasanani tadvat."

11a
Ibid.
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identity. Later, upon attaining manhood, he feels 
a noble and novel spirit striving within himself, 
and there grows a sense of total estrangement from 
his immediate environment. Now it happens that a 
kind and trustworthy courtier from his father’s 
court meets him and reveals to him his royal 
status. His artificial and unbecoming status as 
a hunter falls off and he just recognizes his in­
nate royality.12

The interpretation of Tattvamasi

The most important Upanisadic text 'Tattvamasi',13 just like the 

words of the courtier in the parable, is a key to the realization of 

the ultimate unity. Sankara regards this text as the very foundation 

of his school.14 According to his interpretation, 'thou' denotes the 

individual soul,, and 'that' indicates the ground of the whole world 

which is unborn, immortal, real, and eternal.15 Sankara explicates 

the process of realization as a very simple one: when the individual 

soul is told that he is the Brahman, his individuality falls away. 

Later on, Suresvara, a post-Sankarite scholar, interprets the 

'Tattvamasi' text as a laksana vakya.16 In other words, he takes this 

text only in its implied sense (laksyartha) and not in its literal

12 / 
Sankara, Commentary on the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, II.i.20. 

13
Chandogya Upanisad, VI.viii.7. Uddalaka repeats this nine 

times in the sixth chapter.
14 / 

Sankara, Commentary on the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, I.iv.7. 

15
Sankara, Commentary on the Chandogya Upanisad, VI.xvi.3.

16
K. Satchidananda Murthy, Revelation and Reason in Advaita 

Vedanta (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959), p. 91: 
"laksana is said to be of four kinds: (1) jahallaksana, (2) 
ajahaliakgana, (3) jahallajahallaksana, (4) guna vrtti."
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17sense. The Advaita uses a stock example, such as, "This is that 

Devadatta", in order to explain the implication of the above-mentioned 

mahavakya. Suppose two people have seen one Devadatta at one place 

and after years the same people met the same Devadatta at another 

place. Devadatta was recognized, in spite of all his physical and 

mental changes, by one of them. He said to the other: "Look, this 

is that Devadatta". He could recognize Devadatta because he omitted 

the accidental changes and retained the essential nature of Devadatta, 

who is known to him in the past and at present. Thus, when Suresvara 

asserts the identity of Brahman and jiva; actually the jiva, with 

the ego, is not asserted to be identical with Brahman. "Thus the 

part of the usual meaning of the individual self (thou) is abandoned 

and part of it is retained, while by ’that' also is not meant as 

usual as pure consciousness, which is remote", but pure conscious­

ness alone is meant. So the Advaitins assert that the achievement 

of moksa is only a realization of the true nature of atman through 

the instructions of such Upanisadic texts as 'Tattvamasi', and 'aham 

brahma 'smi'.

It is impossible to express the nature of realization (saksatkara) 

by employing the categories of symbolic consciousness. The Mandukya 

Upanisad delineates the transcendental experience of moksa thus:

It is imperceptible, incapable of being spoken 
of, ungraspable, without any distinctive marks, 
unthinkable, unnamable, inconceivable,

Suresvara, Naiskarmya Siddhi, trans. A. J. Alston (London: 
Shanti Sadan, 1959), II.5; III.44-45.

18
K. Satchidananda Murthy, op. cit. , p. 92.
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indefinable, which is a pure self-awareness; which 
is the cessation of the manifold, the peaceful, 
the blissful and non-dual.19

Yajnavalkya also explains the truth to his wife Maitreyi: "After at- 

taining (this oneness) it has no more consciousness". This knowledge 

is a non—phenomenological perception which cannot be understood in 

terms of a knower knowing and a knowable object, because ’the knower 

and knowable become fused into indivisible unitary consciousness'. 

Dr. John Arapura, in one of his recent articles, says that the 

language, which is the symbolic expression of the phenomenal conscious­

ness, cannot really express the reality. "The flight beyond the 

third level is above the realm of word and imagination. The word 

Brahman itself is phenomenal and as one expression of the universal 

language of ' aum' , it too is designed to boomerang back to the 

22 
cosmos." In this respect, the Vedanta is not far away from the 

Madhyamika. Dr. T. R. V. Murti remarks: "Absolute truth is beyond

 
the scope of discursive thought, language, and empirical activity."

19
Mandukya Upanisad, VII: "na prajnam, adrstam, avyavaharyam, 

agrahyam, alaksanam, acintyam, avyapadesyam, ekatma-pratyaya saram, 
prapancopasamam, santam, sivam, advaitam."

20
 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, II.iv.12: "na pretya samjnasti."

Sankara says, "has no more particular consciousness" (visesa samjna). 
See The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, with the Commentary of Sankaracarya, 
trans. Swami Madhavananda, p. 370.

21
Swami Sat Prakashananda, Methods of Knowledge (London: 

George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 1965), p. 248.
22

J. G. Arapura, 'Language and Phenonmena’, Canadian Journal of 
Theology, XVI, 1+2 (1970), p. 44.

23
T. R. V. Murti, The Central Philosophy of Buddhism (London: 

George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 1955), p. 224.
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In other words, the final truth can only be metaphysically perceived in 

which the phenonmenal consciousness discovers its non-real being in 

terms of existence, and into which the non-real being of empirical ex­

istence disappears when the Absolute Reality is realized.24 The 

realization of oneself as Brahman, although it is inexpressible, is 

the anubhava of moksa. This realization (brahmatmabhava) is the higher 

knowledge (para vidya) of the Advaita.

Ramanuja's concept of jnana

Ramanuja does not consider jnana as the only way to moksa, as the 

Advaitins maintain, but, in his opinion, bhakti which is generated by 

knowledge is the means of release. Therefore, he always relates 

knowledge with bhakti and asserts that bhakti is a kind of knowledge.

There is a common misunderstanding among the Advaita scholars 

that bhakti25 is only an expression of emotion and hence the means 

of release prescribed by Ramanuja is very simple. But unlike the 

Alvars and the early exponents of the Visistadvaita, Ramanuja made 

bhakti a philosophical category by maintaining that all scriptural 

references denoting 'knowledge' or 'knowing' meditation are synonymous

Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, II.iv.12.

25
S. Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita (London: George Allen and 

Unwin, Ltd., 1963), pp. 61-62.
26 

R. D. Karmarkar, Sribhasya of Ramanuja, Vol. I, p. xxxiii: 
"Steeped in the teachings of the Bhagavadgita and the Visnu Purana 
as he was, he surely brings philosophy from heaven to earth, so as 
to be within the reach of women, Vaisyas and sudras, etc., as the 
Bhagavadgita puts it. Moksa or salvation can be achieved by the 
simple method...."
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with bhakti. He remarks that the sruti passages teach that bhakti is 

meditation or reverent concentration and that as such it is the effect 

of devout representation.27 In this connection, he quotes the 

Svetasvetara Upanisad and the Taittariya Aranyaka,28 where this worship 

by bhakti is called jnana, in order to prove that bhakti is not merely 

a path of emotion but an intellectual enterprise. Like Sankara, 

Ramanuja also makes a distinction between the lower knowledge and the 

higher knowledge. To Ramanuja, bhakti is equivalent to Sankara’s 

higher knowledge (para vidya). He says:

Two vidyas are fit to be known by one desirous 
of attaining to Brahman - in the case of Brahman, 
two vijnanas, direct and indirect, have to be re­
sorted to - this is the sense. Here the indirect 
(paroksa) knowledge derived from sastra, while the 
direct (aparoksa) knowledge derived from mystic 
communion. Of the two, direct knowledge is 
the means of attaining to Brahman, and that takes 
the form of bhakti.29

The same idea is expressed in another passage. Commenting on the 

Bhagavadgita, XI.53-55, Ramanuja states that bhakti is not mere know­

ledge which could be extracted from the scriputres and personal

27
Ramanuja, Bhagavadgitabhasya, Introduction to Chapter VII. 

28 
Taittariya Aranyaka, III.xii.17, quoted in Van Buitenen’s 

Ramanuja on the Bhagavadgita, p. 99, fn. 282: "tam eva vidvan 
amrta iha bhavati na anyah pantha ayanaya vidyate."  

29 
Sribhasya, I.ii.23: "brahma prepsuna dve vidye veditavye- 

brahma visaye paroksaparoksa rupe dve vijnane upadeye ityartha- atra 
paroksam sastra janyam jnanam aparoksa yoga janyam jnanam. tayorbrahma 
praptupaya bhutam aparoksa jnanam tacca bhakti rupapannam." 

30
Ibid. : "api ca samradhane bhakti rupapanne nididhyasana 

evasya saksatkara."
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experience, but it is direct confrontation with God. "It is only 

through bhakti that God may be either known by the sastras, or experi— 

enced directly, or approached as He really is."

Ramanuja, in his Vedarthasamgraha, equates the term bhakti with 

jnana. This service in the form of bhakti is denoted by the word for 

knowing in the srutis.32 He presents the rationale of this doctrine

with the aid of numerous srutis,33 which we will discuss after defining 

the term jnana.

/
According to Sankara, jnana is the realization of the non-dual 

reality which is the result of the cessation of avidya. Commenting on 

— — a passage of the Mandukya Karika,34 Sankara remarks:

The word jnanam signifies knowledge by which one 
grasps the significance of the three states.
The word jneya or knowlable, signifies the three 
states which should be known. The first (know­
able) consists of the gross state (waking state) 
of empirical experience. Then comes the state 
of subtle experience in which the first loses 
itself, i.e., merges....Thus the knower (pos­
sessed of the highest power of discrimination) 
attains in this very life the state of omni­
science which is identical with the knowledge of 
the self. He is called mahadhih (the knower of 
truth) or the man of highest intellect as he has 
understood that which transcends all human

31
J. A. B. Van Buitenen, Ramanuja on the Bhagavadgita, p. 132. 

32
Vedarthasamgraha, para. 144: "itiyameva bhaktirupa seva 

brahma vidanyeti."
33
Taittariya Upanisad, II. i.
Mundaka Upanisad, IV.11.9.

34 
Mandukya Karika, IV.89: "jnane ca thrividhe jneya kramena 

vidite svayam. sarvajnata hi sarvatra bhavatiha mahadhiyah."
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experiences.35

It is very clear from this statement that the highest knowledge of the 

Advaita is the realization of identity between the individual soul and 

Brahman.

Ramanuja’s definition of knowledge is fundamentally different 

from that of Sankara.

Knowledge is mental energy different in character 
from the mere cognition of the sense of texts and 
more specifically denoted by such terms as dhyana 
or upansana, (meditation) which is of the nature 
of remembrance (i.e., representative thought), but 
in intuitive clearness is not inferior to the 
clearest presentative thought (pratyaksa) ; which by 
constant daily practice becomes even more perfect, 
and being duly continued up to death secures final 
release.36

This definition, indeed, reflects the fundamental religious thought of

Ramanuja. According to Ramanuja, the right knowledge can be acquired

only by those who have heard from the srutis the real nature of Isvara 

and his relationship to Jiva, have reasoned over it and have fully 

meditated on its content. Van Buitenen defines Ramanuja's notion of 

knowledge as follows: "As a matter of fact to know Brahman in Ramanuja's 

sense, that is to ascend to knowing the personal God through constant

Sankara, Commentary on the Mandukya Upanisad with Gaudapada's 
Karika, trans. Swami Nikhilananda, p. 299.

 36
Sribhasya, trans. George Thibaut, III.iv.26, p. 699: "jnanam 

ca vakyartha jnanad arthantara bhutam dhyanopasanadi sabda vacyam 
visadatma pratyaksatatpanna smrti rupam niratisaya priyaroaharaharabhya- 
sadheyatisaya aprayanad anuvartamanam moksa sadhanam ityuktam asmabhih."
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loving adoration, is the final stage of one road to perfection, leading 

from the conscientious performance of ritual acts to the self-cognition 

of the individual soul and from there to the love attainment of the 

supreme God, whom to serve is the soul’s sole purpose and essence."37

The ultimate structure of a philosophical position is determined 

largely by the answers which a system has to provide to queries in the 

field of epistemology. Therefore, we summarize Ramanuja's theory of 

knowledge in order to get a clear picture of his philosophical position.

Ramanuja maintains that an attributeless (nirguna) reality is 

inconceivable and cannot be proved to exist by any of the means of 

knowledge. "As for the convention again, accepted in their own (the 

Advaita) school it (nirvisesa vastu) is proved by its experience, - 

that also is ruled out by the experience itself of the distinctive at­

tributes with atman as the witness; because all the experiences have

38 
for their object something particularized by some qualifying attribute."

In other words, even in intuition the notion of attributes is always 

present, both in the case of consciousness itself and the object 

intuited. In the case of savikalpaka (reflective)and nirvikalpaka (non- 

reflective) knowledge, both have for their objects things characterized 

with attributes:

Van Buitenen, Ramanuja's Vedarthasamgraha, p. 53.
38 
Sribhasya, I.i.l, para. 328: "yastu svanubhava siddhamiti 

svagosthi nistha: samayah soapyatma-saksika savisesanubhavad eva 
nirastah: idam aham adarsam iti kenacid visesana visista visayatvat 
sarvesam anubhavanam."
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The reflective is concerned with an object having 
distinctive attributes on account of its having 
definitely for its province something particularized 
by more than one object, such as generality and 
others. The indeterminate also is definitely con­
cerned with an object with distinctive attributes 
on account of its being in the cause of the con­
tinuity of the particularized impression about 
objects experienced in the self, in the matter of 
the determinate.39

According to Ramanuja, nothing can be cognized apart from some particular 

form or the structure of the object. Here we observe that Ramanuja 

restricts the import of the term nirvikalpaka knowledge, which is the 

apprehension of the first individual out of a number of things belonging 

to the same class.40 Ramanuja points out "indeterminate perception is 

the apprehension of an object devoid of some qualifications but not all 

 41 
qualifications". So all knowledge, including that of the paramatman, 

is necessarily of an object with attributes. The cognition of a nirguna

Brahman is impossible.

Knowledge in general always and necessarily manifests itself as 

 42
related to a subject and having reference to an object. Ramanuja

maintains that knowledge is the essential attribute of the self. The

39 
Ibid., I.i.l, para. 29: "savikalpakam jatyadyaneka padartha 

visista visayatvadeva savisesa visayam eva. nirvikalpakam api savisesa 
visayameva, savikalpaka svabhinna anubhuta padartha visispa prati samdhana 
hetutvat."

40 
Ibid. , "ato nirvikalpaka eka jatiya sabdesu prathama-pinda 

grahanam."

Ibid., "nirvikalpakam nama kenacid visesana viyuktasya grahanam 
na sarva visesa-rahitasya. "

42
Sribhasya, I.i.l, para. 34.



95

function of such knowledge is to reveal objects through the respective 

sense organs. Whenever knowledge reveals an object, there arises the 

cognition.

Here Ramanuja makes two points clear regarding the nature and 

validity of knowledge.

(1) All means of knowledge and all states of consciousness have as 

their object something marked by difference.

(2) There is no consciousness without an object, and every state of 

consciousness is the state of a subject, the 'I' from whom it is 

clearly distinguished.

Ramanuja brings up a new interpretation of the mahavakya, 'tat 

tvam asi' , which is presented briefly in his Vedarthasamgraha43 and 

described elaborately in the Sribhasya.44 Ramanuja thinks that unless 

one takes pains to scrutinize the sadvidya, which is presented in the 

Chandogya Upanisad, one cannot comprehend the true sense of ' tat tvam 

asi' . Therefore, he explains the context of the text in detail.45 The 

father of Svetaketu described the role of sat in the process of crea­

tion; sat is the material cause, the operative cause, the substratum, 

the controller and the principal of the entire phenomenal world of 

sentient and non-sentient entities.46 Then the relation between the

Vedarthasamgraha, para. 18, 19, 20.
44 

Sribhasya, I.i.13, para. 130-135.
45 
Ibid., para. 130.

46
Vedarthasamgraha, 18: "evam samastha cid acid atmaka prapancasya 

sad upadana sannimitta....(sanmüla, saumyema sarva prajah sadayatanah 
satpratisthah ityadina)."
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cause and effect is explained to Svetaketu. Here Ramanuja uses the 

analogy of the soul and body relationship to explain the macrocosmic 

harmony between the phenomenal world, sentient, non—sentient, and the 

Supreme Person who is the inner soul of everything. He says that the 

words 'idam sarvam' refer to the phenomenal world of sentient and non- 

sentient entities and 'aitadatmyam' indicates that God is the soul of 

the phenomenal world.48 This inseparable relation between God and the 

phenomenal world, however, is not an absolute identity. Ramanuja says 

that it is illogical and unimaginable that an individual soul, which 

entirely depends upon God for its sustenance, can be identical with 

God. 

/
Sankara, on the contrary, asserts that this Upanisadic propo­

sition indicates an absolute identity between Brahman and the individual 

soul. Individual being, according to Sankara, is only the pure cons­

ciousness of Brahman encased in a physical body. It is not very clear 

whether Sankara interprets 'tat tvam asi' as a laksana vakya. He does 

not indicate laksana in his Chandogya Upanisad bhasya. However, in the 

Upadesasahasri,49 he states that positive and negative formulation can be 

used to establish the sense of the text, which implies laksana. He 

says that the sentence 'tat tvam asi' is an identity judgment which

Ibid., "vistarena pratipadya karya karana." 

48
Ibid., para. 19: "eitadatmyam idam sarvam iti cetana acetana 

prapancam idam sarvam iti nirdisya tasya prapancasya esa atmeti 

pratipaditah."

Sankara, Upadesasahasri, ed. Vasudeva Laxman Sastri Pansikar 
(Bombay: Pandurang Jawaji, 1930), Part II, 177-183.
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means that the atman can be established by abstracting the notion of 

the empirical ego. One stanza of the Upadesasahasri clearly shows 

that Sankara uses jahadajahallaksana. He remarks: "The word tat has 

the meaning of interior self, the word tvam has the meaning of the word 

tat; both words drop part of their meaning, tvam that of the empirical 

51ego, tat that of non—self." Sankara, in his Viveka Cudamani, brings

out the laksana interpretation of 'tat tvam asi'. "The identity of the 

two indicated and predicated cannot be proved on account of mutually 

exclusive attributes (that is, when the atman is connected with 

upadhi)."52 Later, Suresvara follows Sankara’s view, as expressed 

in the Upadesasahasri, very closely. But Dharmaraja rejects the view 

of Suresvara. According to Dharmaraja, 'tat tvam asi' is not a laksana 

vakya because the words ’that’ and ’thou’ are referring only to the 

substantives and not their attributes. His theory is based upon a 

prior assumption that the words directly refer to substantives and not 

to the attributes of substantives, and when words have to refer to

50
Ibid., 183: "vakyartho vyajyate caivam kevalo aham padarthah. 

duhkhity etadapohena pratyagatmaviniscayat."

51
Ibid., 193: "tacchabdah pratyagatmarthas tacchabdarthas 

tvamas tatha. duhkhitvapratyagatmatvam vareyatam ubhav api."

Sankara, Viveka Cudamani: "aikyam tayorlaksitayorna vacyayo 
nirgadyato anyonya viruddha dharminoh." And also, ibid., 249: 
"tatastu tau laksanaya sulaksyan tayor ghandaikara satva siddhaye / 
nalamtjahatya na tatha jahatya kim tubhayarthatmikaivabhavyam. " 
"Therefore, having ascertained these attributes, their identity is 
established just as that of a figure of speech which loses its 
original meaning and takes an additional sense. But in order to 
realize this identity, neither the literal nor the figurative signi­
fication is to be lost sight of, both must be united in order to 
realize the identity."
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attributes, they do so by implication.53

Ramanuja does not assume laksana in the proposition 'Thou art 

that'. There is no need, in his viewpoint, to resort to explicating 

the identity of ' tat ' and ' tvam’ because they denote the same being in 

different conditions. For instance, the proposition ’This is that 

Devadatta’ simply shows that Devadatta qualified by one set of condi­

tions at one time is identical with Devadatta qualified with another 

set of conditions at another time. So all differences between these 

54
two are accounted for by the difference in time. Therefore, 

Ramanuja says that the Supreme Person, as the cause of the universe, 

is identical with the Inner Ruler of the jiva.55 He remarks: "Here, 

there is no laksana at all, for there is no contradiction when a 

person who is in past was connected with one place is at present

53
Suresvara, Naiskarmya Siddhi, trans. A. J. Alston, II.9: 

"Without reasoning (anvaya and vyatireka), there is no understanding 
of the meaning of the texts, and without this nescience cannot be 
destroyed." II. 8: And without hearing the holy texts one does 
not come into possession of the necessary words and their meanings... 
how can one find a proper basis for the practice of reasoning ac­
cording to the method of agreement and difference."

54 
Dharmaraja, Vedanta Paribhasa, trans. S. S. Suryanarayana 

Sastri (Madras: The Adyar Library, 1942), p. 74: "vayantu brumah. 
’so ayam devatta’ tat tvam asi’ ityadan visista vacakanam padanam 
ekadesaparatve api na laksana; saktyupasthita visistayor bhedanvaya 
anupapattau visesyayoh saktyupasthita yorevanvaya bodhavirodhat." (IV.27) 

55 
Vedarthasamgraha, 25: "so ayam devadatta ityatrapi laksana- 

gandho na vidyate. virodhabhavat. ekasya bhuta vartamana kriyadvaya 
sambandho na viruddhah. desa dvaya virodhasca kala bhedena parihrtah." 
"In the given illustration 'so ayam devadatta', there is not even a 
semblance of laksana because there is no contradiction at all. It is 
not at all contrary that the one and the same person is involved in 
different actions, one past and present." . (trans. Van Buitenen, op. 
cit., p. 199.) 

56
Ibid.
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connected with another place."57 In other words, according to Ramanuja, 

these two terms 'tat' and 'tvam' signify the identity between two forms 

of the same reality. In this sense, 'tat tvam asi' is a typical example 

of samanadhikarana (construction of co-ordination).58 He defines 

samanadhikarana thus: "Case of co-ordination points out to one and 

the same object by words responsible for different activity."59 The 

word tat refers to Brahman as the one who is the cause of the world, 

the abode of all perfections, the immaculate and untransmutable one; 

whereas tvam refers to that same Brahman under the aspect of Inner 

Ruler of the individual soul as being modified by the embodied soul. 

So it is said that the words tat and tvam both apply to the same 

Brahman, but under different aspects.60 Here we find the cardinal 

difference between the Advaita and the Visistadvaita. The Upanisadic 

proposition 'tat tvam asi', in Ramanuja’s opinion, does not express 

the absolute oneness of one differenceless substance, because substance 

without attributes cannot become the object of knowledge. Therefore, 

he says that the Upanisadic statement denotes qualified identity, the 

identity of the same being under different conditions.

Vedarthasamgraha, 25: "laksana abhava evoktah desantara 
sambandhitaya bhutasyaiva anya desa sambandhitaya vartamanatva avirodhat." 

58
Samanadhikarana is a grammatical term: community of case re­

lation of two or more words.
59 

Sribhasya, I.i.13: "bhinnapravrtti nimittanam sabdanam 
ekasmin. arthe vrtti samanadhikaranam." 

60 

Vedarthasamgraha, 20: "tatra ca tatpadam jagat karana bhutam 
sakala kalyana gunagankaram niravadyam nirvikaramacaste tvam iti ca 
tadeva brahma jivantaryhmirupepa sa sarira prakara visistamacaste."



100

Sankara and Ramanuja both made sincere efforts in interpreting 

the same scripture with utmost loyalty to their traditions, but they 

ended up with different conclusions. Basically, the difference in 

the way that Sankara and Ramanuja interpret the text arises from the 

variance in viewpoints concerning the character of the Absolute. 

/ ·
Sankara starts with an abstract notion and Ramanuja starts with a 

supremely personal one.

Ramanuja does not find the Advaitic sense of knowledge in the 

srutis, but, in his opinion, they denote only the term upasana or 

dhyana.61 Man’s reaching out towards a fuller knowledge of God

62 
quietly and meditatively is known as bhakti in Ramanuja's thought.

Bhakti leads to the realization which is not the absolute identity, 

but only the knowledge of the inseparable relation between the 

individual soul and God. So Ramanuja takes pains to prove that 

bhakti is in the line of knowledge because it helps one to get the 

deeper understanding of God and soul. He quotes sruti passages 

from the Chandogya Upanisad and the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad in which 

'vid' (to know) and 'upas' (to worship) are seen to be used indis­

criminately in the beginning and in the conclusion.63 So Ramanuja 

maintains that upasana or dhyana is equal to jnana. Dhyana, which

Sribhasya, I.i.1, para. 12: "ato vakyartha jnanadanyadeva 
dhyanopasanadi sabda vacyam jnanam vedantavakyair vidhitsitam.

62
S. Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Vol. II, p. 704.

63 
Chandogya Upanisad, III.xviii.1: "mano brahmotyupasita.

Ibid., III.xviii.3: "bhati ca tapati ca kirtya yasasa brahmavarcasena

ya evam veda."
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is the succession of memories (remembrances) uninterrupted like a stream 

of oil,64 has the character of direct perception,because memory is an 

intensification of mental conception. Therefore, Ramanuja asserts the 

idea that the 'vedana' (knowledge which is enjoined in all the Upanisads 

as the means of liberation) is spoken of as upasana.66 He quotes 

Vakyakara (Tanka) in this connection, in order to substantiate his 

thesis. "Vedana (knowledge) is upasana (meditation) on account of its 

being mentioned in the scriptures so as to refer to that."67 

Ramanuja, therefore, on the basis of scripture, reasoning, and the 

statements of ancient masters, comes to the conclusion that bhakti, 

— 68which is synonymous with upasana, is a kind of knowledge.

It could be asked why Ramanuja takes so much pain in establishing 

the fact that bhakti is a category of knowledge. A reasonable answer 

to this question would be that Ramanuja wanted to maintain a distinc­

tion between mere emotion and contemplation based on knowledge. He 

might have come across many popular religious movements which use the 

term bhakti without any deeper understanding of the term. This popular 

use of bhakti as an expression of feelings makes a general impression 

among the scholars, particularly among the Advaitins, that bhakti is 

emotionalism. But Ramanuja’s religious thought does not fall under the

64 

Sribhasya, I.i.1, para. 14.
65 

Ibid.: "ityanena nididhyasanasya darsanarupata vidhiyate." 

66
Ibid. : "sarvasupanisatsu moksa sadhanataya vihitam vedanam 

upasana ityuktam."
67 

Ibid.: "vedanam upasanam syat tad visaye sravanat." 

68
Ibid., IV.i.l.
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category of emotionalism, and this is what he tries to prove in the 

Sribhasya.

The early exponents of the Visistadvaita incorporated the hymns 

of the Alvars and used them in the· temples at the time of public wor­

ship, but it seems that Ramanuja was reluctant to use these materials 

as authoritative statements. We do not come across any direct quota­

tions from the hymns of the Alvars in his philosophical writings. It 

shows that Ramanuja intentionally disregarded emotionally oriented 

religion and the popular meaning of bhakti. He treated bhakti, on the 

contrary, as a Vedantic term which deals with the ultimate knowledge. 

He finds support for his thesis in the writings of the early Vedanta 

scholars, who advocated a bhakti saturated with knowledge.

Ramanuja also avoided extreme emotional religious practices. 

The reference to madhurya bhava, or the analogy of the relation be­

tween lover and beloved, occurs only once in Ramanuja’s writings, 

and that too in a very sophisticated fashion, in order to express the 

intensity of the Lord’s anxiety to meet his devotee. "The name of 

Gopala Krsna is conspicuous by its absence"69 in Ramanuja's works. 

It is a probability that Ramanuja, being aware of the highly emotional 

materials of the Gopala Krsna cult, eliminated them from his re­

ligious system. In other words, he was prudent in selecting his

69 
R. G. Bhandarkar, Vaisnavism, Saivism and Minor Religious 

Systems, p. 56. According to Dasgupta, this does not occur in 
Ramanuja, because the Bhagavata Purana, which is the main source of 
the Gopala Krsna cult, came into prominence only in the beginning 
of the 12th century. See Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, 
Vol. IV, p. 1. Van Buitenen also notices the absence of the 
Bhagavata Purâna materials in Ramanuja’s writings, but he does not 
maintain any theory about it.
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materials and thereby guarded himself from criticism by the Advaita. Dr. 

T. R. V. Murti, a champion of the Advaita philosophy, appropriately des­

cribes the nature of knowledge in one of his articles.70 Realization, 

according to him, could be had only through a critical analysis of ex­

perience and negation of ignorance. "It might be seen, therefore, that 

feeling has no place as the accredited means of self-realization. It 

is what is abstracted and rejected as non-knowledge like the illusory 

snake in whose form the rope appears."71 This evaluation is very apt 

with regard to the popular bhakti movements which advocate highly 

emotional cultic practices, such as assuming the attitude of a helper 

of Radha and so on. But Ramanuja's bhakti is the result of knowledge, 

the knowledge which is originated by the traditional Vedantic disci- 

plines of sravana, manana, and nididhyasana. Ramanuja s concept of 

bhakti is, therefore, fundamentally different from that of popular 

bhakti movements and is thereby not subject to this criticism. 

T. R. V. Murti, 'The place of feeling in conduct', The 
Indian Philosophical Congress, 1936, p. 52.

71
Ibid.



CHAPTER V

BHAKTI AND PRAPATTI AS RAMANUJA'S MOKSOPAYA

It may be evident from what has been described in the preceding 

chapter that the description of bhakti as a category of knowledge is, 

according to Ramanuja, the main purport of the srutis. Let us now 

attempt to get as clear a picture of Ramanuja's moksopaya and how 

Ramanuja integrates jnana, karma, and bhakti within it. Accordingly, 

attention is first called to a passage of the Vedarthasamgraha, which 

is a detailed account of the path to the attainment of release.

When a person has caused the mass of evil karman, 
amassed during all his previous existence, to melt 
away by amassing unequalled good karman; when he 
has become wholly dedicated to God as a result of 
his taking refuge (saranagati) as his lotus-like 
feet when he has aquired the moral qualities, sama 
dama. ..etc., and nourishes them by exercising them 
daily and applying to them his preceding knowledge 
of the true nature of the ontological orders 
gathered from the sastras and corroborated by the 
teachings of the two acaryas which devotes himself 
to the accomplishment of periodical and occasional 
acts corresponding to his station and stage of 
life, as the forms in which he is to worship the 
Supreme Person and avoids what is forbidden; - 
when he throws himself together (atmatmiya) at the 
lotus-like feet of the Supreme Person; - when the 
darkness concealing his innermost self is dispelled 
by the grace of the Supreme Person, who supremely 
compassionate as he is, is pleased with the unin­
terrupted acts of worship that are dictated by the 
devotee's bhakti in glorification, remembrance, 
salutation, mortification, exaltation, the listening 
to the descriptions of His perfections and narrating 
them himself, meditation, adoration, and prostration, 
etc.; - then will he be able to attain the Supreme

104
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Person by virtue of his bhakti, which takes on 
the form of contemplation in the highest degree 
of lucid perception, directed to none but Him, 
uninterrupted, pre-eminent and held preciously 
dear.1

On the basis of the above citations and the discussion, we conclude 

that Ramanuja’s moksa scheme follows a sequence of first karma yoga 

and bhakti yoga, based on knowledge gained from scripture and assisted 

by the development of certain spiritual qualities. Thus, for one who 

is desirous of release, the steps to be taken toward the attainment 

of release may be presented in the following order:

Step 1: The development of the spiritual qualities such as sama 

(tranquility) and dama (self-restraint), etc. This lends 

support to the proper performance of karma and to meditation.

Step 2: The acquisition of right knowledge from the scripture with 

the help of a guru.

Step 3: Meditation (dhyana) : the purpose of which is to generate 

devotion (bhakti) ; this results first in a vision of the 

individual atman, and second, due to devotion which arises 

from this vision, in meditation on the Supreme Person, which 

has the form of reflection on his attributes. Such

1
Vedarthasamgraha, trans. Van Buitenen, para. 91, pp. 248-49: 

"soayam parabrahmabhutah purusottamo niratisaya punyasamcayaksinâsesa 
janmopacita paparaseh parama purusa caranaravinda saranagatijanita 
tadabhi mukhyasya sadacaryepadesopabrfthita sastradhigata tattvayatha- 
tmyavabodha purva kaharaha rupaciyamana samadamopltah saucaksamarjava 
bhayabhayasthana viveka dayahimsadyatma gunopetasya varnasramocita 
parama purusaradhanavesa nitya naimittika karmopasamhrti nisiddha 
parihara nisthasya...parama purusa caranaravinda yugala...tadbhakti- 
karitânavarata sruti smrti namaskrti vandana yatana kirtana gupa 
sravapa vacana dhyana arcana pranamadiprita parama karunika purusottama 
prasada vidhvastasvantadhyantasyananya prayojana anavarata niratisaya 
priya... dhyana rupa bhaktyekalabhya. "
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meditation, engaged in daily until death, promotes ever 

greater devotion to the Supreme Person.

It is very clear that Ramanuja has recognized a very close con­

nection between all dharmas. In fact, karmayoga, jnanayoga, and 

bhakti yoga are not separate roads, but successive stages of the same 

way culminating in the attainment of God.

Karmayoga is a necessary factor for the awakening of bhakti in 

an individual. Knowledge is not antagonistic to action, on the con­

trary, it is an important ingredient of disinterested action (niskama 

2 
karma) , and both are inclusive. One is able to practice karmayoga 

by dis-associating his self entirely from the egocentric desires and 

this happens to him only with the aid of self-knowledge.

Bhakti, as we see in the moksa scheme of Ramanuja, is not a mere 

path of emotion devoid of knowledge, but a special category of knowledge 

that fills the heart of an individual soul with a deep feeling of at­

tachment for the Supreme Person. Considered in this sense, bhakti 

functions as a means to release. Later, the Sri-Vaisnava theologians 

clearly distinguished bhakti as the means to moksa by the term 

sadhana bhakti from bhakti as the goal of religious life by the term 

phala bhakti. This distinction, however, is not found in Ramanuja’s 

own works. A French scholar, Professor Olivier Lacombe, suggests 

that bhakti is also synonymous with the culmination and the goal 

with what is known as saksatkara (immediate perception) of the essence 
...

Bhagavadgitabhasya, translated by Sampatkumaran, op. cit., IV. 
33, p. 136: "In karma (i.e., karma yoga), which has a dual aspect, the 
element consisting of knowledge is superior to the element consisting 
of material objects."
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of Brahman, which means not only an intellectual but an affective par- 

ticipation in Brahman. But bhakti is sometimes considered by the 

author of the gadyas as the goal of the religious life, as well as 

the means to that goal, and he moves easily back and forth from one 

usage to the other. It is just such fluidity in terminology that we

find in the gàdyas.4 The gadyas are considered by Srivaisnavas to 

be a part of their stotra literature, and there is little doubt that 

their author intended them as stotras, whether that author was 

Ramanuja or one of his early followers. It is felt by many scholars5 

that there is a fundamental difference of theological conception 

between the major works of Ramanuja (Sribhasya, Gitabhasya, and

3
Olivier Lacombe, L’Absolu selon le Vedanta, les notions de 

Brahman et d'Atman dans les systems de Cankara et Ramanuja (Paris: 
Librairie Orientaliste Paul Gauthner, 1966), p. 363. "Le pemier souci 
de notre docteur est ici de montver que la sagesse ou la connaissance 
dont parle l’Ecriture n’est pas autre chose que la meditation pieuse 
et recueil lie et que si elle doit culminer dans une intuition de 1’ 
essence du brahman, intuition que est une participation a la fois 
intellectuelle et affective a son object."

See Sarana gati gadyam, 1-23. 
5
Van Buitenen, Ramanuja on the Bhagavadgita, p. 28. On the 

whole, I may say that there is not sufficient evidence to conclude that 
Ramanuja’s attitude with regard to man’s personal efforts in securing 
his lofty end is different from this displayed in the Sribhasya. When­
ever God’s grace is mentioned, the personal efforts of the aspirant 
are stressed too. There is certainly no trace of that importance given 
to prapatti by later Visistadvaitins. God’s grace may crown the aspi­
rant’s efforts, but he first has to deserve it. Only when a man has 
devoted his life to exclusive bhakti towards God will He elect him to 
his beatitude." Also see Van Buitenen, Vedarthasamgraha, op. cit. , p. 32. 
Robert Lester, Ramanuja and Sri Vaisnavism, the Concept of Prapatti or 
Saranagati, History of Religions (An international journal for compara­
tive historical studies, University of Chicago, 1965-66), pp. 269-70: 
"In sharp contrast to Ramanuja's commentaries, the 'Saranagatigadya' is 
a dialogue, praise, and petition eliciting grace to salvation first be­
tween the author and Narayana himself. The devotee begins by taking re­
fuge with Sri (saranam aham prapadye) asking that she might mediate be- 
tween him and Narayana."
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Vedarthasamgraha) and the Gadya-traya. It is certain that Ramanuja did 

not see prapatti as an alternative moksopaya independent of bhakti, 

which we will demonstrate in this chapter. But gadyas, on the contrary, 

presents only prapatti as a means of release. This over-emphasis on 

prapatti as a separate path to moksa is not in line with Ramanuja’s 

theology as we see in his commentaries. The phrase 'parabhakti para- 

jnanaparamabhakti’ 6 appears seven times in the gadya as a standard 

formulation of the means to the highest goal.7 It is not found any­

where in his commentaries. The idea of moksa being an eternal service 

rather than eternal worship and contemplation is foreign to Ramanuja's 

genuine works, but occurs in the gadyas.8 Therefore, we have reason 

to regard the gadyas as later works ascribed to Ramanuja in order to 

secure the authority of his name for this novel and unorthodox teaching. 

If we closely examine the history of the Indian religious tradition, we 

will come across numerous instances which prove the fact that the 

disciples often propagate their own teachings in the name of their 

respective teachers. Thus many devotional hymns are attributed to 

Sankara.

Saranagatigadyam, 2; 15; 16; three times in 17; 20. 
7
Robert Lester, op. cit., p. 279.

8 
Saranagatigadyam, 16: "paramabhakti parajnana paramabhakti 

krta paripurpa navarata nitya visadata ananya prayojana anavadhika- 
tisaya priya bhagavad anubhavo aham. tathavidha bhagavad anubhava 
janita anavadhikatisaya priti karita asesa avesthe citadesasesatai 
karati rupanitya kinkara bhavati." 
See also 19 and 20.
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Ramanuja developed a very sophisticated theological system based 

fundamentally on the teachings of the Upanisads. But the Gadyatraya 

describes prapatti as a mere path of emotion which, indeed, is not true 

of Ramanuja’s thought. He was trying to interpret bhakti as a superior 

category of knowledge. It could be argued that Ramanuja, being a 

disciple of. Yamunacarya,9 might have extolled saranagati, or 'prapatti', 

in the gadyas and kept them in secret from the public in order to 

maintain the esoteric character of the teachings. But we will present 

a few arguments against that possibility.

First of all, the primary purpose of writing a commentary is to 

explain the true purport of the scripture to one’s own disciples or 

followers. Therefore, if Ramanuja wanted to teach the doctrine of 

prapatti, he would have introduced it in his great works, for he was 

not in favour of holding the religious truth away from the public as 

a secret message exclusively for a selected group.

Secondly, Ramanuja was confronted with two extreme religious

expressions. One was the absolute monism based primarily on a subtle 

philosophy, and the other was the bhakti cult of the Alvars, founded 

on religious feeling alone. He attacked the Sankara school vehemently 

and ignored the path of extreme emotion in order to build a new 

religious system according to the need of the time. In this noble

9
Yamunacarya extols 'prapatti' in his 'Stotraratna', 47; "Fie 

upon me, the impure, immodest, cruel, shameless creature, for lustful 
though I am, I am praying, 0 Supreme Lord, for the position of your 
servant." Stotraratna, trans. Swami Adidevananda (Mylapore: Sri 
Ramakrishna Math, 1951), p. 5 7.

10
Yamunacarya, M., Ramanuja’s Teachings in His own Words (Bombay: 

Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1963), pp. 18-19. Ramanuja received the secret 
mantra from his guru, but he propagated this message, without any re­
strictions of caste or colour, to all.
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attempt, he selected a middle path in which he could accommodate know­

ledge, volition, and emotion. In other words, his historical background 

was such that he did not feel the need of emphasizing the concept of 

prapatti.

The notions of the all-sufficiency of divine grace and the in­

sufficiency of the human soul are the major underlying principles of 

the concept of prapatti. Ramanuja is convinced of the significant 

role of divine grace in liberation. It is an important contention in. 

Ramanuja's theology that Isvara cannot be known unless he reveals him­

self. God reveals himself to the chosen, who is the dearest one 

(priyatama).11 Ramanuja says that it is God who takes the initiative, 

rather strives hard, so that his dearest one attains himself.12 But 

Ramanuja states unequivocally that one will be chosen only if one has 

devoted one’s life to exclusive bhakti towards the Lord. In this 

connection, he quotes the Bhagavadgita, the words of Krsna to Arjuna: 

"For those constantly devoted to me and desirous of an eternal union 

with me, I give the faculty of understanding by which they come' to 

me."13 He explicates this verse in support of his position and says 

that one who possesses the memory (upasana), which is inexpressibly 

dear itself, and inexpressible love towards the object of that memory

12
Ibid. : "yathayam priyatama atmanam prapnoti tatha svayameva 

bhagavan prayatata." This is the only place where Ramanuja uses the 
analogy of the lover and the beloved (priyatama). Lord is presented here 
as a lover who is anxiously waiting and 'striving hard' for the union 
with his beloved. The mâdhurya aspect of the relationship has only an 
insignificant place in Ramanuja’s thought.

13
Bhagavadgita, X.10.

11 Sribhasya, I.i.l, para. 15: "priyatama eva hi variniyo bhavati."
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(Lord), is fit to be chosen by the Lord.

In the generations after Ramanuja, there was a widening split 

between two groups of his followers regarding the understanding of divine 

grace and human response to grace. The later theologians of the two 

schools reflect their theological differences in their definition of 

the various divine attributes through which grace is expressed.

The northern (Vadagalai) school held that there were two separate 

ways to salvation. According to this school, Ramanuja advocated mainly 

bhaktiyoga. This was a discipline of devotion which included within 

itself the preliminary disciplines of right action and right knowledge, 

of the nature of one’s self, the world and above all, God. Ramanuja 

considered bhakti to be synonymous with the meditation (upasana or 

dhyana) which is taught in the Upanisads. That, to him, was remembrance 

of God which is as constant and uninterrupted as a flow of oil; it is 

meditation done in a spirit of utter devotion to God. Because of its 

difficulty and because of the conditions that restricted it to members 

of the three higher castes, there were very few who would be able to 

follow this difficult path to salvation. Fortunately, God had pro­

vided a second and easier path. This is prapatti, also called 

saranagati, going to the Lord as one’s sole refuge. In the belief of 

this school, God’s grace is necessary, even to successfully follow 

the path of bhakti. To follow this second path, however, one relies 

completely on divine grace. There is, indeed, a sort of minimum 

requirement for those who follow this second path: that is the act 

of surrender itself. God requires this much human response if he is

to bestow his grace.
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The southern (Tengalai) school, on the other hand, insisted that 

there is only one way to salvation. This is the way of prapatti. Not 

only is man incapable of following the path of discipline, but it is an 

affront to God and his gracious nature even to attempt it, relying, 

even in the slightest, on one’s own capacity. The formal act of sur­

render in the initiation ceremony is therefore not seen by this second 

school as meeting a divine requirement. It is simply the open acknow­

ledgement of a state of human dependence on God which is essential 

reality. As men should acknowledge their essential nature as utterly 

dependent on the Lord their master and owner, so they may also express 

their confidence in this formal act of surrender that the Lord is 

obligated to protect his servants, especially when they confess their 

own helplessness and turn to him as their only refuge.

Both of these schools maintain the necessity and the priority 

of divine grace in accomplishing man’s salvation, but they differ in 

the degree of human action and human responsibility which is compatible 

with the primary divine grace. This difference is made clear in the 

respective nicknames of the two schools, viz., markata-nyaya (monkey 

theory) and marjara-nyaya (cat theory). The first school accepts the 

analogy of the mother monkey and her young. The baby monkey is carried 

about by its mother, but it must hang on itself. The second school, 

on the other hand, insists that man’s dependence on God must be far 

more complete than this; man is like the baby kitten which is carried 

by its mother without the kitten’s doing anything to cooperate.

Both of these schools have misinterpreted, though they claim 

that they have faithfully explicated, the teachings of their common
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teacher Ramanuja. The southern school particularly, being attracted to 

the path of emotion, has gone far away from the original teachings of 

Ramanuja. As a result of this deviation in later Visistadvaita, people 

quite erroneously often associate Ramanuja’s bhakti doctrine with the

path of emotion.

Now we will turn to the most important issues: whether Ramanuja’s 

own conception of divine grace agrees with the ’cat-hold’ or the ’monkey­

hold’ view of divine action or with neither. How does he reconcile the

apparent opposition of divine justice and divine mercy?

It is certain that Ramanuja did not see prapatti as an alternative

moksopaya independent of bhakti. It is equally definite that the actions 

of ’taking refuge in’ or ’resorting to’ the Lord is essential to the 

moksopaya. Twice in the Vedârthasamgraha it is explicitly stated. The 

release of the soul from the samsara, in its close association with

prakrti which is the result of karman and composed of various gunas, is 

not possible without resorting to the Lord."14 Ramanuja’s two alternative 

interpretations of the chief prapatti text in the Bhagavadgita, 18.66, 

called carama sloka (the last word) , are not used by Vedanta Desika to 

support the doctrine of prapatti as he understood it,15 because they do

14 
Vedarthasamgraha, para. 81, p. 118: "karmakrta vicitra guna maya 

prakrti samsaran mokso bhagavat prapattimantarena na upapadyata.

15Vedanta Desika, Srimad Rahasya Traya Sara, trans. M. R. Rajagopals 

Ayyangar (Kumbakonam: Agnihothram Ramanuja Thathachanar, no date 
pp. 563-64. Vedanta Desika gives the summary of the meaning of the. carama 
s'loka. He says: "Your knowledge is limited; your ability is insignificant; 
your life is short and you are also impatient of delay. Therefore, do not 
go about seeking other upâyas which you cannot fully understand, which you 
cannot easily adopt and which you can bear fruit only after much delay. 
Realize that I who am easy to access to all, who am the saviour of all the 
worlds, and who am endowed with all the attributes essential for a saviour, 
am the only upaya and perform the surrender of the responsibility of pro 
tecting your self to me with its five angas when you have adopted this
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not clearly state that ’surrender’ is an alternative path to salvation 

from that of devotion (bhakti). Ramanuja's two interpretations16 of 

'carama sloka', however, which reveal his understanding of surrender, 

are different from that of his followers. Here we will quote the carama 

sloka and then focus attention on Ramanuja's interpretation of it:

Abandoning all duties
Go to me as thy sole refuge; 
From all evils I thee 
Shall rescue: be not grieved.

18In his first interpretation, Ramanuja takes 'all dharmas' to mean all 

the paths to moksa previously taught: karmayoga, jnana yoga, and bhakti­

yoga, but does not take parityajya (abandoning) literally. These yogas 

or disciplines are not to be abandoned, but to be performed as worship

15 (Con't.)
upaya you will have done what you ought to do, you will become 

my ward.... I will find delight in making you render all forms of service 
in all places."

16
Bharat an Kumarappa, The Hindu Conception of Deity as Culminating 

in Ramanuja (London: Luzac & Co., 1934), p. 309: gives only one inter­
pretation. See Van Buitenen's interesting comment in his Ramanuja on the 
Bhagavadgita, p. 27.

17
The Bhagavadgita, trans. F. Edgerton (New York: Harper and 

Torch Publishers, 1964), p. 90.
18 
 Karma yoga jnanayoga bhaktiyoga rupena sarvan dharman parama 

nissreyasa sadhana bhütan madârâdhanatvena atimâtra prïtyâ yathâdhikâram 
kurvâna evoktariya phala karma kartptvâdi parityagena parityâjya mam. 
ekameva kartâramârâdhyam prâpyamupâyam cânusamdhatsva.

’Performing, according to ability, with intense love, and as 
worship of me, all dharmas which have the form of karma yoga, jnânayoga, 
and bhaktiyoga and which are the means to supreme felicity, renouncing 
by giving up the fruit, the action, the doership, etc., in the manner 
heretofore stated, reflect on me alone.'
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pleasing to God, and entirely in the spirit of love, in a manner accor­

dant with the devotee’s own position in society and spiritual qualifi— 

19
cations. Those things which should be abandoned are: the karmic 

fruit of such actions, the idea that the actions are one’s own, and the 

idea that one is their real author. Correspondingly, adopting the Lord 

as one’s sole refuge means that one recognizes that he is both the 

actor and the one worshipped through the action, and he is both the 

goal (upeya) and the means (upaya). If the Lord is thus worshipped, 

he will deliver the devotee from the accumulated sins which prevent 

him from reaching him.

In his second and alternative interpretation, Ramanuja inter­

prets ’dharmas’ to mean expiatory ceremonies to remove sins. Since 

there is an infinite weight of such sins, since the ceremonies designed 

to remove them are also countless and difficult to perform, and since 

life is short, the Lord counsels Arjuna not to practise such expiatory 

rites, but asks him instead to take refuge in him, and assures him 

that he will remove the sins which prevent Arjuna from undertaking

This is what Sankara has designated by the term 'adhikari- 
bheda'.

20 
_bhaktiyogarambhavirodhyanadikala samcitananavidha 

nantapapanugunan.. .. prayascittarüpan... .sarvan dharman parityajya 
bhnktiyogarambhasiddhaye mamekam saranam prapadyasva aham tva sarva 
papebhyo yathoditasva rupabhaktyarambhavirodhibhyas sarvebhyah 
papebhyo moksayisyami.

Renouncing all dharmas which have the form of expiations with 
regard to the infinite and various kinds of sins accumulated during 
beginningless time which are obstacles to the commencement of bhakti- 
yoga resort to me alone as refuge in order to effect the bhaktiyoga; 
I will release you from all sins, sins which are obstacles to the 
commencement of bhakti which has the essential nature described.
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bhaktiyoga.

Vedanta Desika comments that only a hint of the deeper meaning 

of this verse, which according to him is the doctrine of prapatti, is 

given by Ramanuja here. Ramanuja himself is not so clear about it. 

The hint that Vedanta Desika speaks about is contained in the second 

interpretation presented above, for it shows that just as a man may 

give up expiatory ceremonies and surrender to the Lord in order to be 

able to begin bhaktiyoga, so one who considers that he cannot perform 

bhaktiyoga at all may give up bhakti, jnana, and karma, and may sur­

render to the Lord in order to attain him directly, i.e., to secure 

moksa.

Now, to revert to the first interpretation, Ramanuja follows the 

--  
summary of the meaning of the 18th chapter of the Gita, given in Sloka 

22 of Yamuna’s Gitarthasamgraha. All through the Gitabhasya, 

Ramanuja has been emphasizing this point, but here he extends it from 

its initial application to ritual action (karma) to include all human 

efforts to attain salvation. All of these forms of worship should 

continue, he insists, but it is only in a secondary sense that they 

are a means to salvation. Saranagati or prapatti is, here, not an 

alternative way to bhakti, as it is interpenetrated by other dharmas

21

Vedanta Desika, Srimad Rehrsya tfaya sara, p. 512.
22
Yamuna’s Gitarthasamgraha, 22: "The last lecture deals with 

the knowledge in virtue of which all agency is attributed to God, 
and of the necessity of cultivating sattva, sets forth how personal 
acts develop (into the attainment of God) and concludes by stating 
the fundamental doctrine of the Bhagavadgita."
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which the carama sloka says may be abandoned. This is certainly a long 

way from the later understanding of prapatti as a particular cultic act 

by means of which one’s salvation is assured. It is even further away 

from the later practice of having pràpàtti done on behalf of a disciple 

by the guru or the later doctrine that it had already been performed 

on one’s behalf by Ramanuja. Nevertheless, it undoubtedly provides a 

basis for these later developments, for Ramanuja has radically ex­

tended and deepened the teaching of the Bhagavadgita in such a way as 

to relativize (though not to make any the less necessary) all human 

religious effort as a means of gaining salvation. Once it is recog­

nized that it is fundamentally God who accomplishes man's salvation, 

the joys of the mystical communion and humble service, which might 

previously have been considered part of the human path to reach God, 

are understood to be part of the divine estate into which the devotee 

enters by the grace of God.24

23
Vedanta Desika, Srimad Rahasyatraya sara, p. 96: "In the 

case of those who depend solely on the acarya, there is no doubt at 
all concerning the fruition of prapatti by the principle of ’how much 
more then' (kaimutika nyaya)".

24 
Ibid. : "When the author of the Sribhagya performed prapatti 

(the surrender of his responsibility or bhara) we too have been saved 
(by that act) owing to our intimate connection with him." This is in­
terpreted in two different ways by the southern school and the northern 
school. The former holds that since Sri Ramanuja has already performed 

prapatti, even his followers of a later day who acknowledge him as their 
acarya will be benefit ted by it and they need not perform prapatti; the 
latter hold, on the other hand, that only those who were his sisyas 
then would be benefitted by it.
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"Supreme devotion" and ’service’ are all dependent on the meta­

physical subservience of the soul to the Lord; its sesatva. This same 

connection is made in Ramanuja’s comment on the verse just before the 

carama sloka. The Lord is now going to speak his final word to Arjuna 

concerning the bhaktiyoga. Ramanuja interprets the verse previous to 

it to mean that Arjuna is instructed to practise that continuous repre­

sentation or calling to mind which is synonymous with knowledge, worship, 

and meditation, which is a contemplation most dear to the worshipper. 

The worship which is pleasing to God is the performance of the entire 

round of services which are incumbent on a sesa; that is, which a liege 

or serf should perform for his master or owner. Here the entire life 

of devotion is interpreted, not, as sometimes in Ramanuja's writings, 

as particular actions which please the Lord and elicit an appropriate 

reward, but as that which is in accordance with one's essential nature, 

which is both one’s duty and one’s joy.

In the thought of Ramanuja, God seems to have two somewhat dif­

ferent relationships to man’s religious activities. In the first re­

lationship, he presides over the working of the law of karma. Here he 

does not interfere with the moral decisions and the religious activities 

(or absence of such activities) on the part of the finite self. Only 

in certain exceptional cases does he cause individuals to perform good 

or bad actions, and this is only when the individuals already have

25 

These are called 'parabhakti' and 'seva' in the Vedarthasamgraha; 
see Van Buitenen,' op. cit., pp. 196, 250, 299.
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strong dispositions in one direction or another, so that the Lord’s 

encouraging them to go further in the direction they have already 

chosen is only a special means of rewarding unusual goodness, or pun­

ishing incorrigible evil-mindedness and evil doing. Apart from this 

special case, the Lord simply gives permission or approval (anumati) 

for souls, whom he has endowed with the power to act and the capacity 

to discriminate between good and evil, to perform whichever course 

they themselves desire. God’s second relationship to man’s moral 

and religious action is quite different from the first. Here, he 

actively intervenes, both in the life of the individual and in the 

affairs of the world as a whole. He manifests himself in the empirical 

universe, or, in other terms, descends periodically from his perfect 

and eternal realm of bliss to the constantly changing world filled 

with misery or at best only limited happiness.

There is not, in Ramanuja’s mind, any contradiction between the 

first relationship of the law of karma and the second relationship of 

grace (prasada) , but there is, however, a clear distinction. Indeed, 

Ramanuja’s followers found it difficult to completely reconcile the two, 

precisely because of the prominence which Ramanuja gave to the second 

relationship, in which God intervenes in the affairs of the world. 

Before turning to the second mode of divine activity, we should note 

some aspects of Ramanuja’s conception of God’s presiding over the 

working of the law of karma, since this is for him the indispensable 

presupposition of everything he says about God’s protective and re­

demptive action towards those who worship him.

First of all, Ramanuja makes it clear that the power for future
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effects present in good and bad actions is not a mysterious power im­

manent in the cosmos, which the followers of Karma Mimamsa called apurva.

Apurva is a metaphysical link between work and its result." The

Mimamaskas do not see any point in tracing the results of actions to the 

Lord’s will. Sankara, on the contrary, maintains that God is only an

impartial judge who counts the merits and demerits according to the deeds 

of the individual.

We say that he has a regard for the merit or 
demerit of persons. Surely it is no fault of the 
Lord, that his bringing about of such unequal 
creation is due to the regard he has for the merit 
and demerit of the beings about to be created. 
The Lord should rather be looked upon to be like 
’rain’. Just as rain is the general cause which 
makes rice and barley grow, while the different 
potentialities inherent in their seeds, are the 
cause of the disparity between such rice and 
barley, even so in the creation of Gods and man, 
etc.28

Ramanuja does not have any serious objection in accepting the Advaita 

position with regard to the law. of karma,29 but he has added one more 

dimension to it. Ramanuja criticizes the Mimamsaka theory of apurva 

30 
which by itself is non-sentient cannot energize a sentient being. So

Ramanuja maintains that it is the Lord alone that vouchsafes fruits of 

actions.31 The work which pleases God and thus causes him to grant

26
Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Vol. II, p. 421.

27
Sankara, Brahma Sutra, trans. V. M. Apte, III.ii.40, p. 616.

28 
Ibid., II.i.34, p. 340.

29
Ramanuja, Sribhasya, II.i.34.

30
Ibid., III.ii.37.

Ibid., III.ii.40.
31
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appropriate rewards are primarily acts of worship, i.e., sacrifices and 

other religious duties which are prescribed in the Vedas or other 

sacred scriptures. Though the Védic sacrifices are directed to the 

deities to whom the Vedic hymns are addressed, they are all actually 

enjoyed by God himself, since he is the inner self of all these deities. 

In these respects, there is no essential difference between ordinary 

religious works and the higher forms of meditation and devotion. Both 

works and meditation achieve their results by pleasing the Supreme Person, 

who alone is the one who bestows all the goals of human desire: plea­

sure in this life, attainment of the lower and transitory heaven after 

death, and the attainment of permanent bliss by being liberated from 

the bond of karma which keeps one in an endless cycle of rebirths. 

The difference lies in the end in which a man wishes  to reach by his 

religious act. Meditation or devotion to the Supreme Person is usually 

undertaken in order to secure man’s supreme goal of release from this 

transient and painful world. However, rites enjoined by the scriptures 

and even forms of worship which are ordinarily performed to gain some 

worldly benefit, may help in winning the favour of God, which will 

bring permanent salvation, provided that they have been done without 

33 any desire to earn merit to be used for worldly results.

32
Ramanuja, Sribhasya, III.ii.40.

33 
Ibid., III.ii.37: "sa eva hi sarvajnas sarva saktir maha udaro 

yagad anahomadibhi upâsanena caradhita eihikamusmikabhoga jatam sva 
svarupavapti rupamapavarga ca datumiste; nahya cetanam karma ksanadhvamsi 
kalantarabhaviphala sadhanam bhavitumarhati."

"For it is He only - the all knowing, all powerful, supremely 
generous one — who being pleased by sacrifices, gifts, offerings and the 
like, as well as by pious meditation, is in a position to bestow the 
different forms of enjoyment in this and the heavenly world, and release 
which consists in attaining to a nature like his own. For action (karma)
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Meditation, like action, achieves its effect only by winning the 

divine favour or grace, but it is distinguished in this respect, it can 

so please the Lord that it nullifies his displeasure at the mass of sins 

accumulated by the soul in an endless series of lives. The effect of 

the Lord's displeasure is his condemning the soul to ignorance of its 

true nature and destiny and his causing it to identity itself with its 

material body and the worldly pleasures experienced through that body. 

When the Lord's displeasure at accumulated sin is nullified by his de­

light in the meditation and devotion of the worshipper, he destroys 

the ignorance he has caused and grants the soul knowledge of its own 

nature and of himself. Such knowledge leads to the attainment of God 

and, at the cessation of this life or some future life, to the attain­

ment of communion with the Supreme Person and release from the bondage 

of samsara.

Ramanuja gives the following analogy to show how the Supreme 

Person rewards his devotees:

It is also observed in the human society that men 
earn wealth in various ways by doing different 
kinds of jobs, such as farming, and by means of 
wealth they pay homage to the king, either directly 
or through his assistants. When the king has thus 
been honoured, he bestows rewards appropriate for 
each gift.

Ramanuja goes on to say that sacrifices, gifts, and oblations are indirect 

aids towards propitiating the Supreme Person, while praise, worship, and

33 (Con't.)
which is non-intelligent and transitory is incapable of bringing 

about a result connected with a future time."
See Gitabhasya, trans. Sampatkumaran, op. cit., XVI. 19: "The meaning 
is that I alone link them to cruel minds which are the cause of their 
activities leading to the attainment by each of them of his particular 
embodiment." Ibid., XVIII.46
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meditation propitiate him directly. When propitiated (offered pleasing 

worship, aradhita), God, like a king, bestows appropriate rewards, viz., 

temporal happiness and final release. This is a very significant 

analogy, for it makes it appear that God’s relation to men is comparable 

to that of a king who bestows his favour on his subjects in proportion 

to the value of their gifts and services to him. This suggests some­

thing very important about the nature of God and also about man’s 

motivation in serving God: he serves God in order to win God's favour 

and receive his blessing in return.

This theme of pleasing God in order to win his favour certainly 

runs throughout Ramanuja’s theology, and it is sometimes taken as so 

characteristic of his thought as to set him apart from his followers, 

who more and more stressed the unconditional or uncaused character of 

divine grace (nirhetuka krpa). However, we have already seen that 

there is another line of thought which runs through all of Ramanuja's 

writings, though it is less prominent in his Commentary on the Vedanta 

Sutras than in his other works. This other thought also has its human 

analogy in the relation between a king and his subject, or perhaps more 

accurately, between the head of a household and his -servant or slave. 

This is the ’sesa-sesi’ relationship which we have already discussed in 

the third chapter. In this relationship, the service of the slave to 

his master is not done in order to win some favour, it is done simply

Sribhasya, III.ii.40: "loke ca krsyadibhirvicitva rupan 
dravya vesesan sampadyataih. rajanam bhrtyadvarepa saksat arcayanti 
arcitas ca raja tattadarcananugunam phalam prayacchan drsyate.
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as his duty. As this relationship applies to God and the soul, this is 

a joyful duty, so that subservience and service to God is man’s real 

happiness.

Ramanuja’s followers have stressed that God's relation to the 

soul is also quite different from that of the ruler who bestows his 

favour according to the merit of his followers. It is the proper 

function of the master or owner to take care of his servants, and this 

is all the more true when the servant has acknowledged his inability 

to care for himself and his utter dependence upon his master. Ramanuja 

himself never suggests that God ’must’ save man or even that he cer­

tainly will, by virtue of his nature, for to say this would be to 

limit God’s complete lordship and supremacy. Since God is the master 

and owner (sesi) of all his creatures, it is quite fitting that he 

should protect and save them, but there is no question of any res­

ponsibility or necessity forcing him to do so. He is compelled to 

save men only by his own supreme compassion (paramakarunya). Such 

divine mercy does not imply for Ramanuja that God must abandon his 

strict justice and his treatment of men according to their moral 

deserts. He deals with this point specifically in the Sribhasya 

in refuting the charge of 'mercilessness’ in God’s creating the 

world in which there is suffering. He defines 'mercy’ (daya) as 

"a disinterested concern in the welfare of others, which is incapable 

of enduring their suffering". Mercy which causes one to transgress 

the law in order to help someone else is not a virtue, but a weakness. 

The Lord’s mercy is certainly not such a weakness. The Lord is al­

ways endeavouring to increase superlative (niratisaya) happiness,
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and in order to do this he must subdue the accumulated mass of sins and

35check the tendency of creatures to disobey his laws.

1
Sribhasya, II.2.3.



CHAPTER VI

THE NATURE OF MUKTI

A radical transformation takes place while an individual soul goes 

through different stages of spiritual life with the aid of spiritual 

disciplines such as karma, jnana, and bhakti. Finally, he will attain 

liberation, which means the sense of fulness that comes to the individual 

in his perfected state of being. Dr. K. C. Varadacari summarizes the 

possible transformation which could occur in the nature of a soul:

From the level of conscious recognition of his own 
fundamental unity enriched by the complex structure 
of his experience, the individual looks far ahead 
to that grandest of all structures the final per­
fection which he recognizes to lie only in the per­
sonality which is real, embracing all the lesser 
personalities, whilst granting them value and 
individuality in the promise of the divine birth in 
mystic consciousness when the individual feels him­
self as one with the divine or at one with the 
entire cosmos as in pantheistic mysticism. Mystico 
religious man finding himself to.be inseparable from 
the divine life is transformed completely into true 
personality. 1

This interpretation of Ramanuja’s theology of the Inner Ruler and the 

redemptive act of the Lord within the soul is tinted with a shade of 

pantheistic mysticism. But, in fact, the eternal presence of the Lord 

within the soul and the enrichment of the disciplined soul by the grace 

of the highest are important themes in Ramanuja's thought. The deep 

penetration of the divine within the individual soul will make him

Varadacari, op. cit., pp. 156-57.
1
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conscious of the infinite within him, around him, everywhere, and for all 

time. In the Bhagavadgitabhasya, Ramanuja describes a relationship be­

tween God and the people who are exclusively devoted to him, the highest 

class among all his devotees. They are called the wise (jnanis) or the 

great—souled ones (mahatmas). These yogis are as superior to other 

yogis as Mount Meru is to a handful of mustard seeds. The devotion 

of others to the Lord is only in order to please him and thus to gain 

their own 'ends, but the exclusive object of the jnanis’ devotion is the 

Lord himself. "The jnanis love for me is so great that I cannot ex-

3
press it. Even such love have I, for him." These jnanis are also 

described as those who have no other object or desire, for their sole 

object necessary to sustain their souls is meditation on God himself. 

These supreme devotees worship God from the sheer joy of experiencing 

him in devotion and also with the consciousness that they are his 

sesas and they are therefore obligated to render unto him all that a 

servant should do for his master.

From the side of the devotee, this relationship with God is one 

of utter dependence and reliance on God for support. There is, in the 

first place, the intellectual realization that all intelligent and 

material entities, in all conditions whatsoever, are dependent on the 

Supreme Person with respect to their essential nature, existence, and 

activity (svarupa-sthiti-pravrtti). The highest kind of devotee applies

Ramanuja, Bhagavadgitabhasya, VI.47. 
3
Ibid., VII.17.

4
Ibid., IX.22.
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this knowledge also to himself:

One will rarely meet a person in this world who 
after many virtuous lives has come to know that 
it is his sole essence to be sesa of God and 
that his own proper form, existence, and activity 
depend on God who is the supreme one on account 
of his innumerable auspicious qualities.5

The devotee’s sense of dependence, however, goes far beyond the 

recognition of God as the universal ground and Lord, or, the support of 

which he feels in need is the experience of the presence of God. The 

jnani is one of the very few whose nature is such that "his happiness 

is only when in union with me, and his grief only when separated from 

me." The superior yogi has an intense desire to find God and to re­

main in communion with him. This yearning love is so intense that this 

yogi is unable to tolerate a moment’s separation from God.

Now the paravidya or the knowledge of the most 
high is praised. It is said that superior to 
the yogins of all kinds is that yogin of whom 
God will now proceed to speak. Compared to 
this yogin, all yogins who resort to austerities, 
etc., are as inferior as mustard seeds compared 
to the Meru. God considers that this superior 
yogin is he who has fixed his manas on God be­
cause his excessive love of God adding something 
to his nature that others lack, he cannot find 
any support but God, who strives diligently to 
attain God because his love is too ardent to 
allow him to be, if not for a single moment, 
separated from God and who worships God through 
bhakti.7

5
Van Buitenen, Ramhnuja on the Bhagavadgita, p. 104: "avasane 

vasudevasesataikarasa aham tadâyatta svarupa sthiti pravytti ca sa 
asamkhyevai kalyapagunaih." Harikrishna Das Goyandaka, Ramanuja 
Bhasya Hindi anuvada samhita (Gorakpur: Gita Press), p. 246.

6
Van Buitenen, Ramanuja on the Bhagavadgita, p. 106.

7
Van Buitenen, op. cit., p. 98. Harikrishna Das Goyandaka, op. 

cit., p. 225.
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Also, it is said:

He is so . attached to me and he loves me so dearly 
that it would imperil his existence to be separated 
from me, even for a moment, or to stop thinking 
from my essential nature, qualities, actions, or 
glorious realms.8

It is said of the mahatriias that "because of their intense love, without 

9
me their souls cannot be supported". The same idea is brought out in 

the definition of exclusive devotion in the Bhagavadgita, IX. 13:

But it is me son of Prtha, 
that great souled men, 
Abiding in god-like nature, 
Rever with unswerving thoughts, 10
Knowing (me as) the beginning of beings, the imperishable.

In the comment on the following verse, this communion is interpreted as 

continual worship. "Because of their intense love for me, they dis­

cover that it is impossible to support their souls (atma—dharanamdo - 

thamana) for even an infinitessimal part of a moment without being en­

gaged in singing my names, or in holy exercises, or in obeisance of 

 me.

According to Ramanuja, these jnanis, although they are wholly 

devoted to the Lord and always engaged in the religious worship of him, 

cannot be completely liberated unless the body falls off.

Jivanmukti

To the Sankarites, the saint who, after realizing the true nature

8 
Goyandaka, op. cit., p. 225.

9
Ibid., p. 270.

10 
Bhagavadgita, trans. Franklin Edgerton, p. 47.

11
Goyandaka, op. cit., p. 294.
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of atman, shakes off all sense of difference and is free from the 

- 12
characteristic qualities of the transmigratory order is jivanmukta.

The Sankarites could show that there are numerous passages in the 

Upanisads and the Bhagavadgita which teach that the realized soul 

can transgress all oppositions and the snares of samsara. The 

Isavasyopanisad, referring to this state of the soul, asks: "When 

for the jnani all bhutas have become atman itself, then how can there 

be any sorrow or infatuation for him who sees the one pure atman in 

everything?”13 The same idea is expressed in the Kathopanisad,14  

when it is said that when the wise man realizes the great all-pervasive 

atman which causes the appearance and the cognition of the objects of 

the dream and the waking states, he is not subjected to any sorrow. 

The Bhagavadgita devotes as many as seven slokas13 for describing the 

behaviour of the sthitaprajna soul, the sum and substance of which 

lies in communicating the idea that the realized soul becomes free 

from all evil influences of samsara, such as attachment, infatuation, 

sorrow, anger, etc. He can completely control his sense organs and 

free his mind from passions and desires. He can fix his mind always 

on God and thus enjoy tranquility and serenity within him. This state, 

according to Ramanuja, is the highest state that a soul can attain in 

this world. So Ramanuja does not consider this state as liberation in 

the true sense of the term. This state of sthitaprajna, as it is

’Free while living’ would be an appropriate English equivalent 
to the term 'jivanmukta’.

13 
Isavasyopanisad, 7. Katha Upanisad, II. i. 4.

Bhagavadgita, II.2; II.55, 56, 57, 58, 61, 65.
15
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described in the Upanisads and the Bhagavadgita, gives only an assurance 

to the jivatman about its own release at the final stage of this worldly 

life.

Ramanuja, criticizing the concept of jivanmukti, which in his 

estimate is only a self-contradictory term, remarks:

It may be said that it is release resulting (to the 
self) even in the embodied condition, but then such 

 a statement will be self-contradictory in meaning, 
like the statement - "my mother is barren".16

Ramanuja refutes the notion of jivanmukti, using the Advaitin’s own 

logic: "To be embodied is to be in bondage, and that to become unem­

bodied is to obtain release."17 If this statement is true, how could 

the Advaitin say that one can attain release while one is still in 

bondage? Another legitimate question arises here with regard to the 

concept of jivanmukti. If mukti is the annihilation of ajnana, the 

material cause of all phenomena, how can the jivanmukta continue to 

possess a physical organism?

The Advaitins tried to resolve this difficulty by contending 

that the prarabdha-karma18 is responsible for the delay in the destruc­

tion of the physical body after the avidya has been dispelled by the 

light of right knowledge. Sankara says in the Vivekacudamani:

The prarabdha-karma of the wise man is decidedly 
stronger. Its destruction is possible only through 
its experience. Besides the accumulated (sancita) 
and the future karmas can be destroyed by the fire

16
Sribhasya, I.i.4.

Ibid.

The effect of the actions that have begun to fructify, however,
continues to operate even after realization.

18
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of the right knowledge of truth.19

This explanation does not satisfy many modern scholars; for instance, 

Umesha Misra finds difficulty with this interpretation and, therefore, 

he maintains that prarabdha-karma is also ineffective after the achieve­

ment of knowledge. He remarks:

It is to be noted here that the Bhagavadgita uses 
the words - 'edhaihsi' and 'karmagi in plural 
(Gita, IV.37), thereby it means that all the 
three divisions of karman become ineffective 
simultaneously as a result of the jnana. If it 
be so, then simultaneously with the realization 
of the ’knowledge' the present body which is the 
result of the ’prarabdha-karma1 must also fall 
down as dead. It will be then very difficult 
to explain the state of jivanmukti....It is 
perhaps because of this difficulty that almost 
all the commentators of the Bhagavadgita ex­
clude prarabdha-karma and explain the work 
'karmani' as referring to two karmas only.20

Thus he puts forward a new suggestion in order to reconcile the above.

He thinks that the prarabdha karma-phala, in the forms of pleasure and 

pain, becomes ineffective after the jnana has manifested itself; that 

is, the person who has realized the jnana remains unaffected by the 

feelings of pleasure and pain. In this sense, Umesha Misra explains 

that not only kriyamana and sancita, but also prarabdha-karma are in­

effective. According to Ramanuja, the destruction of the accumulated 

and future karmas take place in the state of sthitaprajna. But freedom 

from these karmas does not lead to the total destruction of the bondage.

Ramanuja quotes the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad in order to substantiate his

19
Sankara, Vivekacudamani, 474.

Umesha Misra, A Critical Study of the Bhagavadgita (Allahabad: 

Tirabhukti Publications, 1954), p. 34.
21

20

Ibid., p. 25.
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statement: "When all desires which once entered his heart are undone, 

then does the mortal become immortal, then he obtains Brahman". He 

interprets it thus: "This does not mean such immortality as would imply 

. 23
complete destruction of the state of bondage." Since mukti cannot be 

attained unless the bondage is totally destroyed, which will never 

occur while the soul is caged in the body. Hence, Ramanuja says that 

the mukti, in the true sense of the term, can be attained only after 

death. 

Post-Sankarites made attempts to answer this question by offering 

two different theories. The first theory is that the samskaras of 

past experiences are responsbile for the continuance of the body of 

the j ivanmukta. The second theory maintains that the existence of 

residual avidya (avidyalesa) is the cause of the jivanmukta's body. 

But these theories could not satisfy the rivals of the Advaita school. 

The coexistence of avidya with release fails to appeal to reason and 

it also conflicts with sruti. If avidya is destroyed completely at 

the rise of true knowledge, how does the residual avidya remain? 

A. C. Das, in one of his recent articles, points out the loopholes of 

the Advaita arguments with regard to the concept of jivanmukti. He 

remarks :

If Brahman alone is real and the world is un­
real, we have to say that the knowledge or realiza­
tion of Brahman must destroy ignorance, which is 
the knowledge of the world, as light destroys

22 

The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, IV.iv.7, quoted in Vedanta Sutras 
with Ramanuja's Commentary, trans. George Thibaut, IV.ii.7, p. 731. ·

23
Ibid., IV.ii.12, p. 733.
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darkness. Prarabdha is pertinent only in the pre- 
nirvikalpaka stages. But it is hard to see how the 
question of prarabdha can arise when the sadhaka 
has attained identity with Brahman. Strictly the 
argument of prarabdha is not a new one; it is 
nothing but the argument of the residuam of ignor­
ance in another form. On analysis, the one resolves 
into the other.24 

Sankara simply evades this problem by contending that the doctrine of 

karma, as an answer to this problem, is only to satisfy the unintelligent 

people. In reality, from the absolute point of view, there is neither 

any accumulated, future or prarabdha—karma. Professor Suryanarayana 

Sastri, in order to defend the Advaitic position, remarks: "It is an 

ancient prejudice that release is inconsistent with embodiment; it is 

true only in so far as embodiment means the conceit that the body is 

the self. When that conceit is gone, the persistence of the body is 

of no moment."26 But he, however, admits that "the co-existence of 

maya with release cannot be avoided at least by those Advaita schools 

which admit a plurality of jivas".27 He has nothing new to offer in 

 
order to solve the problem, but is just repeating what Sankara and his 

disciples had taught. He says: "There is only one mukti; there is 

no propriety in calling it jivanmukti since there is nothing else to 

contrast it with, and the dissolution of the body is neither an

24
A. C. Das, Studies in Philosophy (Calcutta: Firma Mukopadhaya, 

1962), p. 44.
25
 Vivekacudamani, 463.
26 

Ed., T. Μ. P. Mahadevan, Collected Papers of Professor S. S. 
Suryanarayana Sastri (Madras: University of Madras, 1961), p. 250.

27
Ibid., p. 247.
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inevitable pre-condition nor an integral feature of mukti."

Ramanuja could not accept jivanmukti as true liberation. He 

quotes the Chandogya Upanisad: "So long as he is not freed (from the 

body), so long as there is delay; then he will be blessed".29 The 

purport of the text, he says, is "that in the case of him who observes 

the form of worship known as sadvidya, final release stands in need of 

only the falling off of his body, and thus it prohibits the release 

even while in this life". Therefore, Ramanuja emphatically states 

that the release which has the nature of the removal of all distinc­

tions does not result for one who is alive.

Now let us make an attempt to get a clear picture of the nature 

of the liberated soul as it is depicted in the Visistadvaita school. 

The liberated soul does not actually merge in Brahman, but keeps its 

identity and enjoys perpetually a bliss of communion with God. 

Ramanuja quite often uses the analogy of the relation between body 

and soul in order to indicate the inseparable association between the 

jivatman and paramatman, but at the same time he is well aware of the 

fact that they are distinct, though the body and the soul are treated 

identical in language. The Advaitin, who maintains complete identity 

between the individual soul and the universal soul, finds fault with 

this point of view of Ramanuja’s, which is neither advaita nor dvaita. 

This problem will be discussed a little later.

28 

Ibid., p. 251
29

Chandogya Upanisad, VI.xiv.2, quoted in Sribhasya, I.i.4.

30
Sribhhsya, I.i.4.
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Ramanuja vehemently criticizes the Advaita notion of mukti which 

is a merger into Brahman. Release would be purposeless if it were merely 

a return to Brahman's homogeneous Being or the causal substance. 

Ramanuja remarks: "Release, understood in this sense (the Advaita 

sense: merging into Brahman), would not be anything beneficial to the 

individual soul, because to be refunded into Brahman as an earthen pot 

is refunded into clay means nothing else but complete destruction."31 

But individuality, according to Sankara, is only aupadhika, and is 

 
ultimately lost in the state of mukti. When all is Brahman, Sankara 

says: Why should the jiva retain its jiva-hood? Ramanuja does not 

 
agree with Sankara on this point. Therefore, he clearly and emphatically 

articulates his conviction with regard to the nature of the liberated 

soul: the individual soul retains its individuality and manifests its 

essential nature even in the state of mukti. The religious training 

which Ramanuja received from the Vaisnava acaryas influenced him very 

much in reaching such a conclusion.

The search for release posits the permanence of what is sought; 

this seems inconsistent with production or attainment, what is pro­

duced is finite, is perishable, release therefore must be a manifesta­

tion of the ever-existant and infinite. So Ramanuja says:

When therefore at the moment of release those es­
sential qualities assert themselves, the case is 
one of the manifestation of what already exists.... 
Thus knowledge and other attributes of the self 
are only manifested through the putting off of 
evil qualities; they are not produced, for they

Sribhasya, I.iv.21.
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are eternal.32

The soul should have all good characteristics for its essential nature, 

and that release should consist in the full manifestation of these per­

fections serves to show that in release the soul becomes most truly 

itself. Release, Ramanuja emphasizes, is for its self-realization, not 

self-annihilation. Varadacari’s definition of liberation is worth 

noting in this context: "Liberation is the sense of fullness that 

comes to the individual." He adds: "The souls may be even divinized 

by the conscious (or super-conscious) grace of the Lord; they may 

assume the form and body of the supermaterial nature, but they can 

never be more liberated than they are, that is they are related in a 

dependent relation of the body to the divine." This interpretation 

might create some confusion in the mind of the reader, since on the 

previous page we discussed that Ramanuja tried to show that the nature 

of the liberated soul is not newly attained, but only the manifestation 

of what already exists, and we also pointed out the philosophical 

reason behind his arguments. But we noticed Varadacari’s interpreta­

tion of liberation as a kind of transformation of the human to the 

divine by the grace of the Lord, which we criticized in the early 

part of the chapter. But this idea of transformation we see in 

Ramanuja's commentary on the Bhagavadgita, where he quotes the Visnu

32

Vedanta Sutras with Ramanuja's Commentary, trans. George Thibaut, 
IV.iv.3, p. 758; and also see Ibid., IV.iv.l, p. 755 where Ramanuja quotes 
the Chandogya Upanisad, VIII.xii.3: "Thus does that serene being, having 
risen from the body and having approached the highest light, manifest it­
self in its own form."

33 
K. C. Varadacari, Sri Ramanuja's Theory of Knowledge, p. 150.
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purana:

0 sage, that Brahman, by his own power, makes this 
worshipper, who is deserving of a change of state 
for the better, acquire his own nature in the same 
way in which a magnet makes the metal acquire its 
own magnetic character.34

In fact, Ramanuja’s exegesis of this passage does not contradict his 

previous statement. The problem can be solved by the proper interpre­

tation of his exegesis. We maintain that when Ramanuja uses the analogy 

of the magnet and the metal, actually he does not mean that the magnet 

imparts all of its nature to the metal, but certainly he wanted to show 

that it undergoes certain changes. In the case of a soul, which is 

under the spell of samsara, the change is the removal of ignorance and 

sin by knowledge. In other words, when the grace of the Lord shines 

upon the soul it will realize its real nature, for the grace is the 

source of knowledge. Thus the soul which is enlightened will take 

steps to reach its real nature, which, according to Ramanuja, is per­

fect. The nature of the liberated soul is similar to that of the Lord, 

and both have risen beyond the gunas.

Now we will take up the issue again of whether the individual 

soul is identical with Brahman. Ramanuja, with the aid of sruti and 

smrti, shows that the liberated soul is not identical with Brahman. 

He quotes the Visnu Purana, II.xiv.27:

If it be held that the identity of the highest 
self with the individual self is the highest

34 
Ramanuja, Bhagavadgitabhasya, XIV.2; also see the Vedanta 

Sutras with the Sribhagya of Ramanujacarya, trans. M. Rangacharya and 
Μ. B. Varadaraja Aiyangar (Madras: The Educational Publishing Co., 
1961), Vol. I, p. 131.
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truth, it is wrong, because any substance which 
is different from another cannot indeed acquire 
the character of that other substance.35

Although the soul retains individuality in release and remains 

a distinct self, its individuality is not, according to Ramanuja, such 

as to annul the supremacy of Brahman and to reduce him to one among a 

number of equally independent selves.

Ramanuja, however, grants infinity of knowledge to the liberated 

soul. Dharma-bhutajnana, the functional consciousness, which had been 

in a contracted state during the soul’s bondage, expands to the fullest 

ideal condition upon liberation. The liberated soul can enjoy all

37 the worlds of divine manifestation without any hindrance, as easily

38 
and fully as God himself. The soul gains the fullest plenitude of 

auspicious existence. Freed from all karma, he enjoys all the excel­

lent characteristics of the Lord himself, except one, that is the power 

39 of creation of the worlds. The released soul obtains whatever it 

wishes and even sees its friends and relatives by its mere will. It

35
Sribhasya, I.i.l, trans. Rangacarya, op. cit., p. 131.

36
K. C. Varadacari, op. cit., p. 152.

37
Unchanging and eternal nitya vibhuti and the world of lila 

are the two divine worlds.
38 

Sribhagya, I.i.l. Ramanuja quotes Dramida bhagya: "On account 
of close association with the deity, he who is devoid of the body (re­
leased soul) may become capable of enjoying all desirable objects like 
the deity himself". (trans. Rangacarya, p. 132) Ramanuja also quotes 
Chandogya Upanisad, VIII.i.6: "Those who depart from here, after having 
known the self and also his eternal and auspicious qualities, for them 
there is free movement in all worlds".

39
Sribhasya, IV.iv.20.

Ibid., IV.iv.8.
40
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can. enter into anybody.41 All liberated souls are equal without any 

distinctions of rank and caste. Above all, the liberated soul gets 

the unique privilege of the vision of paramatman, which is even un­

thinkable to an ignorant soul. "The highest Brahman which is free from 

all change and of an absolutely perfect and blessed nature - this, 

together with the manifestations of its glory, is what forms the ob­

ject of consciousness for the released soul."43

The structure of Vaikuntha, the city of Visnu, is vividly des- 

4 
cribed in the Gadyas,44 which is only an imagination of one of 

Ramanuja’s disciples. Anyhow, the description of Vaikuntha is not our 

main concern here; therefore, we will turn our attention to another 

issue, viz., the underlying organic unity behind God, the soul and 

matter which, Ramanuja thought, would be the solution to the problem 

of multiplicity. The individual, according to Ramanuja, is the com­

bination of the divine spirit (antaryamin), the soul, the knowing 

45 
subject (cit), and the material body(acit). "Individual seems to be

a trinity in unity.”46 Ramanuja finds that the unity which can hold 

multiplicity within itself must be significant, enfolding the multi­

plicity in a unique manner. The unity will be affected by the bondage

41
Ibid., IV.iv.15.

42 
Ibid., lV.iv.22.

43 
Vedanta Sutras with Ramanuja's Commentary, trans. George 

Thibaut, IV.iv.19, p. 768.
44 
The Vaikuntha Gadya, the second section of the Gadyatraya des­

cribes the charming city of Visnu.

45 
Sribhasya, I.i.13.

Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Vol. II, p. 719.
46
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of the individual soul, but when the soul regains its essential nature 

and thus release, the unity will be a unique one. All liberated souls 

live in Vaikuntha in harmony as (a community) a body of which the soul 

is God. The body depends on the soul for it cannot sustain itself, 

whereas the soul is independent, yet it likes the body as an attribute.

Ramanuja is. trying to show the perfect and inseparable unity between 

the paramatman and the j ivatman by using the analogy of soul and body 

as well as visesya and visesana.

The liberated soul will not come back to samsara. Like all other 

acaryas of Vedanta, Ramanuja assures that there is no danger of falling 

into samsara (bondage) once the soul is liberated. This is the promise 

----47 
of the Upanisadic thought and the Bhagavadgita. The Lord, being per­

fect and loving, will not allow the devotee whom he has redeemed and 

whom he dearly loves to ever again suffer the miseries of samsara.

We know from scripture that there is a supreme 
person whose nature is absolutely bliss and 
goodness, who is fundamentally antagonistic to 
all evil....who is all knowing, who by his mere 
thought and will accomplishes all his purposes, 
who is an ocean of kindness as it were for all 
who depend on him, who is all merciful....and 
with equal certainty we know from scripture that 
this supreme Lord, when pleased by the faithful 
worship of his devotees... frees them from the 
influence of Nescience which consists of karman 
accumulated in the infinite progress of time and 
hence hard to overcome, allows them to attain to 
that supreme bliss which consists in the direct 
intuition of his own nature, and after that does 
not turn them back into the miseries of samsara.48

47 
Chandogya Upanisad, VIII.15; Bhagavadgita, VIII.15-16.

48 
Vedanta Sutras with Ramanuja's Commentary, trans. George Thibaut, 

IV.iv.22, p. 770.
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The non-return of the soul to samsara is not only the will of the 

Lord alone, but the desire of the soul as well. Ramanuja states very 

clearly that the soul, having once attained release, never wishes to re­

turn to samsara. "As, moreover, the released soul has freed itself from 

the bondage of karman, has its powers of knowledge fully developed and 

has all its being in the supremely blissful intuition of the highest 

Brahman, it evidently cannot desire anything else nor enter on any 

other form of activity, and the idea of returning into the samsara

49 therefore is altogether excluded."

Ibid., p. 771.
49



CONCLUSION

The discussion in the foregoing chapters centered around the con­

cept of moksa as explicated in Ramanuja's religious system in general 

and his unique interpretation of bhakti in particular.

Sankara's idea of moksa is that it is not a matter of acquisition, 

but is a question of self-realization. In other words, release is 

possible only through knowledge which will dawn at the destruction of 

avidya. So the Advaitins often underestimate the status and role of 

bhakti in the scheme of release, and most of them give it a very equivo- 

cal place. Sankara himself does not directly refute bhakti, but he 

does so indirectly. Knowledge, for him, is the only means to release 

and his polemical energy was not directed towards refuting bhakti, but 

karma. Thus, in his Commentary on the Bhagavadgita, he rejects the 

conjoining of knowledge with works (jnana-karma samuccaya) as also with 

anything else as means of moksa. Also, the path of knowledge is for the 

highest class of aspirants, while the path of works (under which much 

2 else is subsumed) is for the lower class of aspirants. Further, in­

stead of rejecting bhakti - the occasion for which did not offer itself

Cf. Sankara writes: "tasmat Gita sastre kevaladeva tatvajnananat 
moksa praptih, na karma samuncitadi niscito'rthaha." Therefore, the 
conclusion of the Bhagavadgita is that moksa is through knowledge alone, 
not by the conjoining of with works and so on. Gitabhasya, II.10. See 
also XVIII.66, 

2
Yathacopapaditam avidvatvisayamkarma vidvadvisayaca...jnananistha; 

Gitabhasya, XVIII.66.
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to Sankara - he absorbs it into jnana and makes.it one of the preparations 

for the attainment of the latter. Bhaktiyoga, a central theme of the 

Gita, he clearly interprets in that fashion; bhakti, therefore, means, 

for him, devotion to knowledge and Isvara himself is a great and power­

ful symbol that helps in the single-minded striving for knowledge. 

According to most Advaitins, bhakti is intended for a lower class of

4
aspirants while jnana is advocated for the highest class. The author 

of the Kalpatâru explains that the making known of the Brahman with 

attributes is out of compassion for those dull-witted persons who have 

not the capacity to intuit the Supreme Brahman without attributes.5

This evaluation of the Advaitins could be true with certain

popular religious movements, as we mentioned in the fourth chapter, but 

one cannot generalize it and apply it to all theological systems which

3
Mam ca Isvaram Narayanam sarvabhuta hrdayasrtam yo yatih karmam 

va avyabhicarena na kadacit yo vyabhicarati bhaktiyogena bhajanam bhaktih 
saiva yogasthena bhaktiyogena sevate. sat gunam samatityaitetanyathoktân 
brahmabhuyaya, bhajanam bhûyo, brahmabhüyaya brahmabhavanâya moksâya 
kalpate bhavati ityarthah. - A yati or karmin who serves me - Isvara, 
Narayana - dwelling in the heart of all beings with a never failing 
bhaktiyoga in devotion to knowledge - which bhaktiyoga is the result of 
the Lord's grace and mercy, such a one transcends the three gunas and 
becomes fit to be Brahman, that is to attain mokga. Gitabhasya, XIV.26.

4
Radhakrishnan, The Bhagavadgita, pp. 61-62. 

5 
Quoted in Radhakrishnan, Brahma Sutra, p. 127: "nirvisesam 

param brahma saksat kartum anisvarah ye mandas te' nukampyante 
sayisesanirupanaih vasikrte manasy esam saguna-brahma-silanat. tad 
evâvirbhavet saksa abhedopadhi-kalpanam."

makes.it
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advocate bhakti. The early bhakti schools were not based on philosophical 

principles, but primarily on the religious feelings of ordinary human 

beings. According to Sandilya, bhakti is an affection fixed on God. 

The term priti indicates the affection which is inseparably connected 

with happiness. Likewise, the Narada Sutra points out that the earnest 

desire and selfless love (parama prema)7 of the devotee for the Lord is 

the principal factor in bhakti. Such interpretations of the term bhakti 

explicitly show the emotional characteristic of the pre-Ramanujite 

bhakti movements. The Alvars, the saints of south India, also preached 

a simple religion of devotion. They are well known for their ecstatic 

expression of religion. Singing and dancing were employed to express 

the ecstatic emotion which awakened a sense of God’s presence in them. 

The Alvars describe different types of relationships between the Lord 

and the worshipper; the emotions that stirred them are mainly of the 

relation between the master and the servant, father and son, friend 

and friend, and, above all, lover and beloved. The Alvars have given 

undue importance to the last mentioned type of relationship. Dasgupta 

vividly describes the intensity of their emotional expressions, which 

are, in other words, known as their religious experiences.

The ardent longing is sometimes expressed in terms 
of a pitiable pathological symptoms due to love­
sickness, sometimes by sending messengers, spending 
the whole night in expectation of the Lord, and 
sometimes in the expressions of ravishing joy felt

6 
The Aphorisms of Sandilya, trans. E. B. Cowell, I.1.2., pp. 

6-7.

Narada Sutra, 276.
7
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by the seemingly actual embrace of the Lord.8

Such emotional expressions are also designated by the term bhakti. There­

fore, the Advaita allegation is not altogether baseless, because the 

early theistic schools, as we pointed out, are not founded on religious 

philosophy, but on the religious feelings and the term bhakti, as it is 

expressed by them, is not a philosophic category but the designation for 

a certain type of feeling.

Bharatan Kumarappa, in his book, The Hindu Conception of Deity as 

Culminating in Ramanuja, levelled a criticism against the exegetical 

principles of Ramanuja. He thinks that Ramanuja interprets scripture 

for his ora purposes.9 However, all the Vedanta acaryas, it may be said, 

are subject to this criticism, because Sankara, Madhva, Vallabha, and 

many others interpreted the scripture as they understood the revelation. 

To return to Kumarappa's accusation, let us examine Ramanuja’s com­

mentary on the Bhagavadgita and the Brahma Sutra. Ramanuja, as he in­

terprets the Bhagavadgita, seems to be concerned to objectively under­

stand the purpose of the author, which is to reconcile religion with 

philosophy, or yoga with sankya. In fact, with regard to his Commentary 

on the Brahma Sutra, there are many scholars who seem impressed that he

Dasgupta, S., A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol.III, p. 83.
9
Bharatan Kumarappa, op. cit., p. 162: "Reason in the case of 

Ramanuja is not bound by any hard and fast dogma, which it is its sole 
task to defend. Indeed, so free does Ramanuja feel in the employment 
of reason, that he at times employs reason, not to support to scripture, 
but to make scripture support him."
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is more faithful to the text than Sankara.10

Kumarappa's second accusation is that Ramanuja's arguments are 

purely textual and not philosophical,11 which is akin to the criticism 

of the Advaita. So we will treat them together by examining the argu­

ments of Ramanuja in order to see whether this accusation has any 

bearing.

Ramanuja explicates bhakti in a new fashion: his bhakti corres­

ponds to the upasanas and is not a boundless love for God as the word  

is commonly understood. Bhakti, from his point of view, is based on 

knowledge. Like all other acaryas of Vedanta, Ramanuja is also convinced 

of the fact that the knowledge of God is not obtained through empirical 

12 reasoning, but pnly through scripture. Reasoning may be employed in 

support of scripture, but mere understanding of scripture is inadequate 

for the emergence of sâksâtkâra which is, however, not a logical know­

ledge. Dr. John Arapura deals with this problem in one of his 

articles. Sruti (revelation), according to him, is an Archimedian point 

outside of reason. He remarks:

10 
Vedanta Sutras with Ramanuja's Commentary, trans. George Thibaut, 

p. xx. P. M. Modi, A Critique of the Brahma Sütra, Part I, p. 3.
11
Bharatan Kumarappa, op. cit., p. 163.

12
 Sribhasya, I.i.3; sastram tasya yoni karanam pramanam tat
sastra yoni'. tasya bhava; sastrayonitvam tasmât Brahma jnana karanatvat 
sastrasya tad yonitvam brahmano atyantatindriya tvena pratyaksadi prama- 
navisayataya brahmana sastraika pramânatvâduka svarupam brahma."

13
John G. Arapura, "Language and Knowledge", Union Seminary 

Quarterly Review, XXV, No. 2 (1970), p. 162.
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In the presence of revelation reason recognizes its 
truth-emptiness; it interiorizes revelation while 
resisting every one of its own immanent possibilities 
that go counter to the truth. Truth-emptiness is a 
very positive thing; it is the phenomenal receptacle 
for the transcendentally originated truth. When 
reason envelops truth, there arises understanding 
(vijnana), which is a pre-condition for the disap­
pearance of reason and the emergence of knowledge 
(jnana). In this way, reason finds itself internally 
related to revelation, while the latter is neither 
internally, nor externally related to the former.14

This description of the role of revelation and its relation to reason 

adequately represents the school of Visistadvaita too. Ramânuja main­

tains that the understanding of scripture is one of the pre-conditions 

of saksatkara, but by doing so he magnifies the scope of meditation, 

which he believes is the only means to the knowledge.15 This direct 

knowledge of Brahman, according to Ramanuja, is synonymous with bhakti.16 

Ramanuja, therefore, asserts that bhakti is a mode of knowledge. Van 

Buitenen also points out Ramanuja’s application of bhakti as an intel­

lectual enterprise with the spirit of devotion. He says:

Bhakti, as a man’s participating of God, is at once 
'intellectual and devotional’. It is the constant 
rememorization of the atman’s total subservience to 
God, inspired and animated by a perfect love of 
worship in which the knowledge of God as the pos­
sessor of all perfections, as the merciful saviour 
and as the soul,cause of the universe completely 
terminates.17

It has been established by Ramanuja that the true knowledge of the 

individual soul and the Supreme Person is an important ingredient of 

bhakti, which is the only means of release. Release, as we discussed

14 15 
Ibid., p. 163. Sribhasya, III.ii.23. Ibid., I.i.4.

17 
Van Buitenen, Ramanuja on the Bhagavadgita, p. 22.
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in the previous chapter, is the sense of fulness that comes to the 

individual in his perfected state of being and in which an individual 

soul will enjoy the highest freedom. According to Ramanuja, the 

individual soul is essentially characterized by knowledge and bliss.18 

The bondage is mainly due to karman.19 In fact, all Vedanta acaryas 

will agree with Ramanuja on this issue, although they use different

20 terms to denote bondage. Again, like Sankara, Ramanuja says that 

when the bondage is removed the soul can only be defined as essentially 

knowledge, and he adds that this nature is common to all souls.

Karman is the cause of obscuration, which is not intrinsic to the proper 

form of the soul. When the differentiations are removed, the obscura- 

22tion is also lost. In other words, the knowledge which is a proper 

form of the soul is contracted by karman. As a result of this contrac­

tion, the soul identifies itself with a body.23 The individual soul 

is always seeking a universal content, even in the limited horizon of 

its being. But this universal knowledge is possible, from the point of 

view of Ramanuja, only when the soul becomes pure, which it does on

18 - .Vedarthasamgraha, para. 5: "jivatmane svarupam deva manusyadi 
prakrti parinâma visesa rupa nanavidha bheda rahitam jnana anandaikagunam." 

19
Ibid.

20 
According to Sankara, bondage is mainly due to avidya, which 

includes karma.
21
Ibid.; "jnana svarupa-nityetavadeva nirdesyam tacca sarvesam- 

atmanam samanam."
22
Vedarthasamgraha, 5.

23
Ibid., 43: "atmakam tva vidyarupena karmana svarupa nitya dharma 

bhuta prakasah samkucitah. tena devadi svarupa atmabhimano bhavatiti 
visesa."
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attaining release from its karmic body. For it is its karma that 

diminishes its knowledge. But when it is liberated, what happens is, 

according to Ramanuja, the dharmabhutajnana (the functional conscious­

ness), which had been in a contracted state during the soul’s bondage, 

expands to its fullest ideal condition of the universal expansion.24 

When the individual can have the fullest and the most complete vision 

of reality as the goal, he has reached the pinnacle of knowledge. 

Those who wait at the door of the moksa, therefore, are called jnanis 

because they have gained this superior knowledge of the Supreme Person 

by their intensive bhakti. Contrary to the notion of Kumarappa, these 

arguments of Ramanuja's are philosophical in the sense that they main­

tain logical consistency and they are adequately supported by the texts. 

Ramanuja, however, explicates moksa as a state of knowledge and bliss, 

unlike the popular notion of heaven with all kinds of pleasures. But 

Ramanuja's theory is often misinterpreted by the scholars of the 

Advaita tradition. As a concrete example, Radhakrishnan writes:

Ramanuja’s beautiful stories of the other 
world, which he narrates with the confidence of 
one who had personally assisted at the orgination 
of the world, carry no conviction.

24
Sribhasya, II.iii.18: "idrsa jnana samkoca vikasa karatat 

tad dehe sambhandha viyoga abhiprayah."
25

Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Vol. II, p. 720. 
Radhakrishnan does not give any reference, probably he might 
across many unorthodox teachings in the Gadyas. It is 
part of Radhakrishnan to criticize Ramanuja, without investigating 
the problem of the authorship of the Gadyas, for somebody's illogic 
and unconvincing- narration of heaven.



151

Ramanuja elevates bhakti from a lower estate, with dubious associa- 

tions with the life of mere feeling, to that of knowledge, and fixed it 

firmly in the framework of the Vedanta. Van Buitenen designates this 

noble effort of Ramanuja’s as the 'Vedanticization of Vaisnava bhakti'.26 

Ramanuja writes the Sribhagya exclusively from the point of view of 

orthodox Vedanta, but he justifies the theology of the Pancaratra system 

in such a smooth way as to widen the scope of bhakti. This methodology 

is even accepted by many scholars of the middle ages. For instance, 

Madhusudana Saraswati, a fifteenth century Advaita scholar, does not 

condemn bhakti in the light of its history before Ramanuja, but, on the 

contrary, assimilates it into his version of Advaitism. This could be 

interpreted as having been due to the influence of Ramanuja. However, 

we find striking similarities between the notion of bhakti in Ramanuja's 

thought and that of Madhusudana. Firstly, both of these scholars give 

an important place to bhakti while maintaining the orthodox Vedantic 

tradition. Secondly, the concept of bhakti as a mental activity based 

_

Krishna: Myths, Rites and Attitudes (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1968), ed. Milton Singer, p. 30. 

27
It is a debatable point. See Sanjukta Gupta, Studies in the 

Philosophy of Madhusudana Saraswati (Calcutta: Sanskrit Pustak Bandar, 
1966), pp. i-v.

28
According to tradition, a grand disciple of Ramanuja, namely 

Ramananda, who lived about the end of the fourteenth century, left south 
India and lived in Benerese, where he gathered a following around him­
self. See Nicol Macnicol, Indian Theism (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1915), p. 115. This grand disciple of Ramanuja had influenced 
the intelligentia of the north. So it is possible that Madhusudana 
might have come across Ramanuja's teachings through Ramananda.
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on the reflection of consciousness is common to both. Like Ramanuja, 

Madhusudana has equated bhakti with cittavrtti,29 and he maintains

30 
bhakti as a special type of knowledge. He expands the scope of bhakti

by enumerating eleven stages of it. He not only taught bhakti, but 

practiced it throughout his life. T. K. Venkateswaran describes the 

religious experience of Madhusudana in the following manner:

Madhusudana’s experience, which occurred on a very 
’high level’ and after life long scholarship, and 
sophistication, shows how such simple reductions 
are based upon either a sense of hubris in scholar­
ship or lack of comprehension of the complexity 
and the paradoxical nature of the issue. His 
experience reveals the dialectical and paradoxical 
tension in which his mind lived, between the 
qualityless, transcendent, impersonal brahman, 
on the one hand, and the particular, concrete, 
quality-flooded person Krishna on the other.... 
What we have to note here, however, is that there 
is move, a return to bhakti, but at a high level.
It is from bhakti to jnana and back.32

29
Sanjukta Gupta, op. cit., p. 204.

30
Ibid., p. 205.

31
Quoted in Sanjukta Gupta, op. cit., p. 211:

Prathamam mahatam seva 
taddaya - patrata tatah 
sraddhatha tegam dharmesu 
tato hariguna srutih 
tato ratyam kurotpattih 
svarupadhigatistatah 
Prema Vrddhi paramanande 
tasyatha sfuranam tatah 
Bhagavad dharmanisthatah 
svasmims tat gupa salitâ 
Premno’ tha parama kâsthetyudita 
bhakti bhumika.

Milton Singer (Ed.), Krishna, Myths, Rites, and Attitudes, p. 150.

Venkateswaran thus points out a kind of back and forth movement in

32



153

Madhusudana's religious life. But Gupta, however, disagrees with 

Venkateswaran and he maintains that Madhusudana experiences 'sayujya' 

(saksatkara) while keeping jnana and bhakti in conformity.33 

Madhusudana Saraswati, one of the greatest intellectuals of medieval 

India, maintained knowledge and bhakti together almost in the same 

fashion as that of Ramanuja’s theological system. So we cannot but 

say that Ramanuja's theological system penetrated even into its rival 

schools.

Professor Suryanarayana Sastri has given due respect to the 

path of bhakti. In fact, he belonged to the Advaita school, but he sees 

no justification for the traditional Advaita theory of moksa; release 

is impossible without the destruction of avidya. According to him, the 

"Advaitin emphasis on knowledge as the sole means to realization has 

been due to (i) an intellectual bias, perhaps due to the fact that 

metaphysics was the special pursuit of the Sannyasins who had finished 

with their duty to society, (ii) a defective psychology compartmentalizing 

cognition, conation and emotion, (iii) possibly an escapist mentality 

engendered by conditions of life in general on the one side and ex- 

cessive ritualism on the other."

33 

Gupta Sanjukta, op. cit., pp. 216-17. Also see Suryanarayana 
Sastri's comment, T. Μ. P. Mahadevan, Collected Papers of Professor S. 
S. Suryanarayana Sastri, p. 72.

34 
T. Μ. P. Mahadevan (Ed.), Collected Papers of Professor S. S. 

Suryanarayana Sastri, p. 242.
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In one of his articles, Sastri vehemently criticizes the Advaita's 

attitude towards bhakti and he justifies the bhaktiyoga. He remarks:

Realization. is not the monopoly of any class nor of 
any mode. It may come through spiritual analysis 
or through the melting of the heart in devotion and 
through self surrender in service... .Bharatitirtha, 
in the fourteenth century, indicated the possi­
bility of realization through meditation on the 
nirguna, instead of Vedanta eqnuiry....Of a piece 
with Bharatitirtha’s'teaching is Madhusudana’s 
doctrine of bhakti as a mode of realization. In 
the case of Madhusüdana, however, the intellectua- 
list virus has been active. We are not merely 
told that what is realized through bhakti is 
conditional, but we seem to be aware all the time 
of a struggle between intellectual loyalty to the 
unconditioned and the emotional loyalty to the 
conditioned. And all these because of an ancient 
prejudice against the emotions and the will.35

Here Professor Sastri points out numerous cases where staunch Advaitins 

hold bhakti and jnana together in order to reach the final goal. Bhakti, 

therefore, from his point of view, is not antagonistic to jnana, on the 

contrary, it is a complementary element.

Ramanuja’s contribution to the field of theology, particularly 

his new interpretation of bhakti, has made a tremendous change in 

various theistic movements of Hinduism. Vaisnavism is strengthened by 

the religious ideas of Ramanuja and thereby acquires a higher intel­

lectual altitude. The religious reformation which we can trace in the 

succeeding centuries throughout the country was undoubtedly due in large 

measure to the new prestige that Ramanuja brought to the religion of 

bhakti by linking it to the orthodox Vedantic tradition.

35
Ibid., p. 72.
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The bhakti which Jnanesvar36 preached does not consist primarily 

in emotion, but is a synthesis of intellect and passion. The intensity 

of the passion is much less than that which we find in the movement of 

the Alvars or even the later teacher Caitanya. Tukaram, Tulsidas, Kabir, 

Nanak, and many others were inspired by the theology of Ramanuja, but in 

reality none of them could practice the religion which Ramanuja taught. 

He is devoted to the Supreme Person, Narayana, who is the source of 

man’s being. In his thought, he retains the idea of the Universal 

Being as his spiritual goal. But some of the later bhakti teachers and 

poets who propagated popular Vaisnava bhakti were satisfied with the 

devotion to Rama or Krsna.

The later bhakti saints and singers were by and large prone to 

emotional religious expressions without the benefit of the discipline 

of the philosophic thought that Ramanuja had so sternly inculcated. 

What in brief was Ramanuja's unique philosophical and theological 

achievement? In one word, it may be designated: jnana-bhakti-samuccaya. 

Bhakti and jnâna had remained separate; not only were they separate, but 

bhakti was a very mean thing in the eyes of the philosophers, good for 

the lowly and the illiterate but not good enough for the learned. 

Ramanuja brought them together and integrated them in a way that had 

not been done since the time of the Bhagavadgita. He not only integrated 

the two, but brought about a real coincidence between these contraries. 

The greatness of his achievement consists in the fact that he used all

A Marata Brahmin and thinker who lived in the late fourteenth 
century. He is the author of Jnanesvari, a commentary on the Bhagavadgita.



156

the resources that the scholastics customarily used, the prasthanâtrayi 

and the pramana sastra, with skill and vigor. .He spared no logic and 

no rhetoric in the process; natufally like the other âcâryas before and 

after him, he was also a supreme polemicist and he drove home his point 

with irony and often sarcasm.

There is indeed a close affinity between Ramanuja's thought and 

the Bhagavadgita itself. Like him, the Gita was, above all, concerned 

to integrate two contrary principles, sankhya and yoga (perhaps jnana 

and bhakti), and Ramanuja built on that foundation and built well. But 

his work was not carried on by his followers, and Ramanuja surely would 

not have been comfortable before some of the excessive expressions of 

bhakti of later days, and it is unfortunate that historically and 

theologically his name came to be associated with them.

No doubt Ramanuja was the fountainhead of many movements of bhakti 

after him, but often there is a tendency to read him in the light of 

some of the extravagant developments of bhakti, which it must be argued 

is wrong. The perspective maintained in this study has been to alter 

the process; that is to say, to put Ramanuja back in the light of the 

Vedanta and even the Advaita - taking that constituent in the compound 

'Visistadvaita' seriously - and to see him from that end.

We may parenthetically, and by way of appendix, try to sample a 

couple of modern Western Christian responses to Ramanuja's theology. 

It is important, because Ramanuja, as against Sankara, has been a great 

favorite with many Christians because of his stress on the personality 

of God and such other things that seem to bring him closer to

Christianity than Sankara.
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First we take Nicol Macnicol, a Christian scholar of the early 

twentieth century, who believed that Indian theism compared very well 

with Christian theism. In his estimate, Ramanuja's system is an 

intellectualism and, therefore, antagonistic to theism.37 This 

criticism, while not correct, brings home a point, viz., that some 

people saw Ramanuja as a jnani. He remarks:

Ramanuja defines bhakti as 'only a particular kind 
of knowledge of which one is infinitely fond and 
which leads to the extinction of all other interests 
and desires'. In Ramanuja's system and in the Gita, 
we may say that, while ethical and spiritual ideas 
have been imported into this conception of know­
ledge that brings release, the intellectual element 
is still predominant and determinative. This 
religion still, like the religion of the Upanisads, 
while it is a theism, is a gnosticism, a speculation, 
making its primary appeal to the logical under­
standing. It is something that, unlike Christianity, 
is rather revealed to the wise and prudent than to 
babes.38

According to Macnicol, real theism should have an atmosphere of devotion 

• saturated with emotion. "'Feeling', in comparison with sluggish reason, 

is a powerful moral dynamic, and as such it must have a great place in 

an ethical theism." So, in his view, "There is far greater hope, 

indeed of the blossoming of a genuinely theistic faith in the atmosphere 

of the fervent devotion of the bhakti cults than in the chill air of 

Upanisad speculation."40 It seems that Macnicol has a special fascina­

tion for the path of emotion. But Ramanuja has given enough room for 

feelings (emotion) in his theological system, which Macnicol himself

37 
Nicol Macnicol, Indian Theism, p. 245.

38 39
 Ibid., p. 243. Ibid., p. 248.

Ibid., p. 248.
40
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admits in the same book, and he says:

It is the moral and emotional warmth that pervades 
all his doctrines that gives the system of 
Ramanuja much of its power and of its distinction.... 
In harmony with the emphasis he lays upon the grace 
of God is the doctrine of incarnations which he 
adopts into his system.41

In another book, Macnicol defines bhakti as a 'loving devotion' 

and says that in any theistic religion such an attitude to God as the 

word 'bhakti' implies would naturally be assumed by worshippers when  

their emotions were stirred. He explains that this defintion of 

bhakti is applicable to Ramanuja's system. However, this shows the 

inconsistency of Macnicol's treatment of Ramanuja. He estimates 

Ramanuja's treatises in one place as highly logical and, therefore, 

a kind of gnosticism; in the same book at another place, he comments 

that Ramanuja's religious system is distinctly marked by moral and 

emotional warmth.43 Macnicol lists three essental characteristics 

which should be found in any theism: first, belief in God as a spiri­

tual being; second, a faith that his power is sufficient at the last to 

secure that the good will conquer; and third, a conception that the re- 

44 
lationship between God and his worshippers is moral. These three 

characteristics could be found in Ramanuja's religion. Therefore, 

Macnicol may call it a theism, but he does not designate it as a full- 

grown theism, because only a religion which maintains the characteristics

41
Ibid., p. 109.

42 
Nicol Macnicol, The Living Religions of the Indian People (London: 

Student Christian Movement, 1934), p. 74.
43 44
Nicol Macnicol, Indian Theism, p. 109. Ibid., p. 7.
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of Christianity45 deserves this unique designation. This indicates the 

weakness of his methodology of comparison because the criterion, which 

he sets forth for the evaluation of other religions, is highly subjec­

tive.

Ramanuja maintains an equilibrium between two apparently opposite 

forces, namely intellectual consistency and emotional warmth. Sankara 

has maintained the former and the Alvars kept the latter. But 

Ramanuja, with a genius for integration, maintains both these forces 

together in unity.

Next let us take Rudolf Otto, who characterized the bhakti tradi­

tion in general and the sect of Vaisnavism in particular as "India's 

religion of grace". This may well be a useful description, but we 

need to recognize at the outset that this is not a phrase which occurs 

/
in the Sri Vaisnava tradition itself. When Otto speaks of grace and the 

doctrine of grace, he is using Western terms with the association of 

Christian theology. We wonder whether Otto has noticed the conspicuous 

absence of the phrase "doctrine of grace" in Vaisnavism. There is a 

doctrine of God and doctrine of the means to salvation, but there is no 

separate treatment of "the doctrine of grace". What is even more 

surprising, however, is that the two Sanskrit terms which are most 

easily translated as 'grace', that is to say, 'anugraha' and 'prasada', 

play only a minor role in the theology of Ramanuja, and his followers 

have not included these in their long list of divine attributes. This 

does not mean at all that there is no conception of divine grace, but

45
Ibid., pp. 233-240.
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this conception is expressed in a number of terms which indicate quite 

specific aspects of divine love for creatures.46 Otto’s description, 

therefore, covers only an insignificant and minute section of Ramanuja's 

religion. After a thorough examination of a few popular Vaisnava move­

ments, Otto made a general statement about Vaisnavism as a whole. 

Ramanuja's system is not entirely based on grace, but on bhakti 

saturated with knowledge. Unfortunately, later disciples of Ramanuja 

could not comprehend the truth for which he fought and lived. They were 

divided among themselves on the issue of the path of liberation.47

In the light of the issues discussed, namely the need to single 

out what may be the unique philosophical and theological achievement 

of Ramanuja, the jnana-bhakti-samuccaya, such was never achieved before 

or since his time in the history of Indian religion (with the exception 

of the Bhagavadgita itself), and the need to see him in the true 

Vedantic and even Advaitic perspective, this modest investigation 

seems to be justified. Also, as in the case of all great thinkers, 

Ramanuja too has suffered at the hands of his followers and even ad­

mirers. It is hoped that this humble effort has done justice to this 

great religious thinker and teacher and has not done injustice to any­

one else.

46
See Chapter II. 

47
See Chapter V.



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Primary Sources:

Ramanuja, Sribhasya, translated and edited by R. D. Karmarkar, in 
Sribhasya of Ramanuja, 2 Vols. Poona: University of Poona 
Sanskrit and Prakrit Series, 1959-1962. 

________ , Sribhagya, trans. M. Rangacharya and Μ. B. Varadaraja Aiyangar, 
in The Vedanta Sutras with the Sribhasya of Ramanujacarya, 2 
Vols. Madras: The Educational Publishing Co., 1961-1964.

________ , Sribhasya, trans. George Thibaut, in The Vedanta Sutras with 
Ramanuja's Commentary, ed. by F. Max Muller, Sacred Books of 
the East, Vol. XLVIII (Reprint). Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1962.

________ , Sribhasya, ed., T. V. Narasimhacarya, in Sribhagavadrâmâ- 
nujaviracite Srisarirakamimamsabhasya, 2 Vols. R. Venkatesvara 
and Co., 1901-1910.

, Vedarthasamgraha, trans. J. A. B. Van Buitenen, with Introduction 
critical edition, and annotations. Poona: Deccan College Post 
Graduate and Research Institute, 1956.

________ , Bhagavadgitabhasya, translated to Hindi by Harikrishna Das 
Goyandaka, in Râmânujabhâsya Hindi Anuvada Saihhita . 
Gorakpur: Gita Press, n. d.

, Bhagavadgitabhasya, trans. M. R. Sampatkumaran. Madras: 
Professor M. Rangacarya Memorial Trust, 1959.

, Bhagavadgitabhasya, a condensed translation with introduction 
of J. A. B. Van Buitenen, in Ramanuja on the Bhagavadgita.
S. Gravenhage: H. L. Smits, 1953.

, Vedanta Deepa, trans. K. Bhasyam. Madras: Ubhaya Vedanta 
Granthamala, 1957.

_ _____ , Vedanta Sara, trans. Narasimha Ayyangar. Madras: The Adyar 
Library, 1953.

161



162

Secondary Sources:

Anonymous, The Gadya traya, translated by M. R. Rajagopala Ayyangar. 
Madras: G. S. Press, n.d. .

Ar apura, J. G., Radhakrishnan and Integral Experience. New York: Asian 
Publishing House, 1966.

Atmananda, Swami,_Sankara's Teaching in His own Words. Bombay: 
Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1964.

Badarayana, The Brahma Sutra, translated by S. Radhakrishnan. London: 
George Allen and Unwin, Ltd., 1960.

Bhandarkar, Sir R. G., Vaignavism, Saivism and Minor Religious Systems. 
Strasbourg: Verlag von Karl J. Trubner, 1913. 

Bharadwaj, Krishna Datta, The Philosophy of Ramanuja. New Delhi: Sir 
Shankar Charitable Trust Society, 1958.

Bhattacharya, Siddheswara, The Philosophy of Srimad Bhagavata, 2 vols. 
Santiniketan: Visva-Bharati, 1960-62.

Brahma, Nalini Kanta, The Philosophy of Hindu Sadhana. London: Kegan 
Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., Ltd., 1932.

Carpenter, J. E., Theism in Medieval India. London: Williams and 
Norgate, 1921.

Das, A. C., Studies in the Philosophy. Calcutta: Firma K. L. 
Mukhopadhyaya, 1962. 

Dasgupta, Surendranath, A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. III.
London: Cambridge University Press, 1940.

Dasgupta, Sashi Bhushan, Aspects of Indian Religious Thought. Calcutta: 
A. Mukerjee and Company, 1957.

De, S. K. Vaisnava Faith and Movement. Calcutta: Firma K. L. 
Mukhopadhyaya, 1961.

Dharmaraja, Adhvarin, Vedanta Paribhasa, translated by S. S. 
Süryanarayana Sastri. Adayar: The Adyar Library, 1942.

Ghate, V. S., The Vedanta,A study of the Brahma Sutra with the Bhâsyas 
of Sankara, Ramanuja, Madhava, Nimbarka and Vallabha. Poona: 
Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1960.

Gonda, J., Aspects of Early Vaignavism. Utrecht: A. Oosthock, 1954.



163

Govindacaray, A., The Life of Ramanuja. Madras: S. Murthy and Company, 
1906.

Gupta, Sanjukta, Studies in the Philosophy of Madhusudana Saraswati. 
Calcutta: Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 1966.

Hasurkar, S. S., Vâcaspati Misra on Advaita Vedanta. Darbhanga: 
 Mithila Institute, 1958.

Hiriyanna, M., Outlines of Indian Philosophy. London: George Allen 
.and Unwin, 1932.

Iyer, Venkatarama, Μ. K., Advaita Vedanta. London: Asia Publishing 
. House, 1964.

Kulandran, Sabapathy, Grace: A Comparative Study of the Doctrine of 
Christianity and Hinduism. London: Lutterworth Press, 
1964.

Kumarappa, Bharatan, The Hindu Conception of Deity as Culminating in 
Ramânuja. London: Luzac and Company, 1934.

Lacombe, Oliver, L'Absolu Selon le Vedanta: Les notions de Brahman et 
d'Atman dans les systems de Cankara at Ramanoudja. Paris: 
Librairie Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, 1937.

Lester, Robert, The Nature and Function of Patanjalian type yoga in the 
means to release according to Ramanuja. Unpublished Ph.D. 
Dissertation, New Haven: Yale University, 1962.

Macnicol, Nicol, Indian Theism. London: Oxford University Press, 1915.

______________ , The Living Religions of the Indian People. London: 
Student Christian Movement Press, 1934.

Mahadevan, T. Μ. P., The Philosophy of Advaita. London: Luzac and 
Company, 1938.

, Gaudapada. Madras: University of Madras, 1960.

__________________ , ed., Collected Papers of Professor S. S.
Suryanarayana Sastri. Madras: University of Madras, 1961.

Malkani, Ghanshamdas R., Philosophy of the Self. Amalner: The Indian 
Institute of Philosophy, 1966.

Misra, Umesha, A Critical Study of the Bhagavadgita. Allahabad: 
Tirabhukti Publications, 1954.



164

Modi, P. M., A Critique of the Brahma Sutra, Part I. Bhavanagar: P. M. 
Modi, 1943.

Murthy, Sachidananka K., Revelation and Reason in Advaita Vedanta. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1959.

Murti, T. R. V., The Central Philosophy of Buddhism. London: George 
Allen and Unwin, 1955.

Narayan, Mallik Girindra, The Philosophy of Vaisnava Religion. Lahore: 
Motilal Banarsidass, 1927.

Otto, Rudolf, Mysticism East and West. New York: Macmillan Company, 
1932.

, The Idea of the Holy. London: Oxford University Press, 
1924.

, India’s Religion of Grace and Christianity, Compared and 
Contrasted. London: Student Christian Movement Press, 1930.

Paramapada, Pancapâdika, translated by D. Venkataramiah. Baroda: 
Oriental Institute, 1948.

Radhakrishnan, S., Indian Philosophy, 2 vols. London: George Allen 
and Unwin (eighth impression), 1966.

, The Bhagavadgita. London: George Allen and Unwin, 
1963.

Sandilya, Sandilya Sutra, translated by E. B. Cowell. Calcutta: Anil 
Gupta, 22/3C Galiff Street, 1965.

Sankara, Brahma Sutra Bhasya, edited by Mahadeva Sastri Bakre, in 
Brahma Sutra Sankarabhâsyam with the Commentaries of Bhaçya 
Ratnaprabhâ, Bhâmati and Nyâyanirnaya of Shri Govindananda, 
Vâcaspati and Anandagiri (third edition). Bombay: 
Nirnaya Sagar Press, 1934.

_______ , Brahma Sutra Bhasya, translated by V. M. Apte. Bombay: 
Popular Book Depot, 1960.

_______ , Vedanta Sutras with Sankara’s Commentary, translated by George 
Thibaut and edited by F. Max Muller, Sacred Books of the East, 
Vol. XXIV (Reprint). Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1962.

, Commentary on Maydükya Upanisad with Gaudapâda's Kârika, trans­
lated and annotated by Swami Nikhilananda. Mysore: Sri 
Ramakrishna Ashrama, 1955.



165

Sankara, Commentary on the Brhadâranyaka Upanisad, translated by Swami 
Madhavananda. Almora: Advaita Ashrama, 1950.

» Upadesasahasri, edited by Vasudeva Laxman Sastri Pansikar. 
Bombay: Pandurang Jawaji, 1930.

, Crest-Jewel of Discrimination (Viveka-Cudamani), translated 
with an introduction to Sankara’s philosophy by Swami
 Prabhavananda and Christopher Isherwood. Hollywood: 

Vedanta Press, 1947.

Sastri, Sivarama N., ed., Professor M. Hiriyanna Commemoration Volume. 
Mysore: Professor M. Hiriyanna Commemoration Volume Committee 
1952.

Satprakashananda, Swami, Methods of Knowledge. London: George Allen 
and Unwin, 1965, 

Schrader, Otto, Introduction to the Pancaratra and the Ahirbudhnya 
Samhita. Adyar: Adyar Library, 1916.

Singh, Satyavrta, Vedanta Desika: His Life Works and Philosophy.
Varanasi: The Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series Office, 1958.

Srinivasachari, P. N., The Philosophy of Bhedabheda. Madras: The 
Adyar Library, 1950.

, Synthetic View of Vedanta. Madras: The Adyar 
Library, 1952.

, The Philosophy of Visistadvaita. Madras: The
Adyar Library, 1943. 

Srinivasachari, S. M., Advaita and Visistadvaita. New York: Asia 
Publication House, 1961.

Srinivasadasa, Yatindramatadipika, translated by Swami Adidevananda.
Madras: Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1949.

Suresvara, Naiskarmya Siddhi, translated by A. J. Alston. London: 
Shanti Sadan, 1959.

Utgikar, Narayana, ed., Collected Works of Sir R. G. Bhandarkar.
Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1933.

Varadacari, K. C., Sri Ramanuja’s Theory of Knowledge. Thirupathi: 
Sri Venkatesvara Oriental Institute, 1943.



166

Yamuna, Siddhitraya, consisting of Atma Siddhi, Isvavara siddhi, and 
Samvit siddhi, edited by S. M. Rama Misra Sastri. Banares: 
Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 1904.

, Stotraratna, edited and translated by Swami Adidevananda. 
Madras: Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1950.

Yamunacharya, M., Ramanuja’s Teachings in His Own Words. Bombay: 
Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1963.

Articles :

Arapura, J. G., "Language and Phenomena", Canadian Journal of Theology, 
 XVI (1970), pp. 41-53.

, "Maya and Discourse about Brahman", a paper presented 
at a conference on Eastern Philosophy which was held at 
Brock University, 1968. Unpublished.

Bhattacharya, Kalidasa, "The Status of the Individual Soul", Philosophy 
East and West, XIV, 1964.

Govindacarya, Alkondaville, "The Astadasa-bhedas" or the Eighteen Points 
of Doctrinal Difference Between the Tengalais and Vadagalais, 
The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, October (1910), pp. 
1103-11. 

Murti, T. R. V., "The Place of Feeling in Conduct", The Indian Philosophical 
Congress (1936), pp. 45-62.

_______________ , "The Two Definitions of Brahman in Advaita", in K. C. 
Bhattacharya Memorial Volume. Amalner: Indian Institute of 
Philosophy, 1958.

Vadeville, C. H., "Love Symbolism in  Tradition", The Journal 
of the American Oriental Society, Vol. LXXXII, No. 1.


