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A b s t r a c t of t h e s i s by A.J.Davies: "Cosmogony i n t h e Ve_das, 

Brahmanas and Up a n i s a d s ( w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o E a r l y Buddhism." 

S u b m i t t e d f o r t h e degree o f M.A., Durham U n i v e r s i t y , 1930. 

The approach I have t a k e n h e r e i s b a s i c a l l y d e s c r i p t i v e 

r a t h e r t h a n a n a l y t i c a l . I have c o n c e n t r a t e d a l o t on t h e 

Vedas, p o s s i b l y a t t h e expense o f t h e o t h e r m a t e r i a l , l e d 

p a r t l y by p e r s o n a l p r e f e r e n c e and p a r t l y by awareness o f p a s t 

n e g l e c t by many w r i t e r s on I n d i a n t h o u g h t and r e l i g i o n . The 

i n t r o d u c t i o n c o n t a i n s an o u t l i n e o f t h e l i t e r a t u r e b e i n g 

s t u d i e d , d r a w i n g some a t t e n t i o n t o a t t i t u d e s t a k e n t o w a r d s i t 

i n I n d i a and t h e West. F u r t h e r comments are made r e g a r d i n g 

i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and t h e theme o f cosmogony i s t h e n 

i n t r o d u c e d i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e l i t e r a t u r e . The f i r s t f o u r 

c h a p t e r s l o o k a t d i f f e r e n t a s p e c t s o f Vedic ( e s s e n t i a l l y 

Rgvedic) cosmogony: some i m p o r t a n t u n d e r l y i n g p r i n c i p l e s ; t h e 

c r e a t i v e p r o c e s s i t s e l f ; and some problems a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

d e s c r i b i n g or e x p l a i n i n g t h e source o f r e a l i t y , w hether 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y or m y t h o l o g i c a l l y . Chapter f i v e t u r n s 

a t t e n t i o n b r i e f l y t o t h e A t h a r v a Veda. The n e x t two c h a p t e r s 

c o n c e n t r a t e on t h e Brahmanas: f i r s t l y on s a c r i f i c e - and o t h e r 

p r i n c i p l e s and s e c o n d l y on c e r t a i n a s p e c t s o f Brahmanic 

m y t h o l o g y . Next t h e r e a r e f o u r c h a p t e r s on t h e Upanisads, 

l o o k i n g a t t h e i r d i f f e r e n t language b u t s i m i l a r f u n d a m e n t a l 

c oncerns t o t h e Vedas. F i n a l l y , E a r l y Buddhism i s t o u c h e d on 

i n t h e n e x t two c h a p t e r s , and t h e l a s t compares some B u d d h i s t 

i d e a s w i t h U p a n i s a d i c ones. A s h o r t appendix i n c l u d e s some 

f u r t h e r n o t e s on cosmogony i n o t h e r c u l t u r e s , h e l p i n g t o p u t 

th e I n d i a n i d e a s i n a w i d e r c o n t e x t . ' 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n . 

i . An o u t l i n e of t h e l i t e r a t u r e . 

I n d i s c u s s i n g t h e Vedas, r e f e r e n c e i s g e n e r a l l y made t o 

the Rg Veda (£V) and, t o a l e s s e r e x t e n t , t o t h e A t h a r v a Veda 

(AV). Of t h e f o u r Vedas, t h e RV i s t h e f i r s t and f o r e m o s t . I t 

i s one o f t h e o l d e s t c u l t u r a l r e c o r d s of any Indo-European 

pe o p l e , p r e s e r v e d f o r a l o n g t i m e by means o f an a n c i e n t o r a l 

t r a d i t i o n and f i x e d i n i t s p r e s e n t f o r m around 1000 BC. I t 

c o n s i s t s o f 1028 poems and hymns, m o s t l y of a r e l i g i o u s 

n a t u r e . The Sama Veda (SV) i s a l m o s t e n t i r e l y d e r i v e d f r o m 

t h e R_V_; as a c o l l e c t i o n o f v e r s e s f o r use i n t h e r i t u a l . The 

Y a j u r Veda (YV), w h i c h e x i s t s i n two major r e d a c t i o n s , i s a 

c o l l e c t i o n o f m a i n l y s a c r i f i c i a l l o r e . I t a l s o d e r i v e s some 

m a t e r i a l f r o m t h e RV. The AV, a f u r t h e r c o l l e c t i o n of 

r e l i g i o u s and m a g i c a l p o e t r y r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e h e r i t a g e of t h e 

e a s t e r n m o s t I n d o - A r y a n t r i b e s , was c o d i f i e d some t h r e e or 

f o u r h u n dred y e a r s a f t e r t h e R_V under t h e i n f l u e n c e of t h e 

Rgvedic p r i e s t s . 

The p o e t s of t h e Vedas, honoured w i t h t h e t i t l e r s i , a r e 

t o t h i s day i n I n d i a r e g a r d e d as i n s p i r e d v i s i o n a r i e s and 

e n l i g h t e n e d t e a c h e r s . Veda i t s e l f means l i t e r a l l y 'knowledge' 

and I n d i a n r e l i g i o u s t r a d i t i o n p u t s t h e hymns i n t h e c a t e g o r y 

of d i v i n e r e v e l a t i o n . The Western academic t r a d i t i o n , on t h e 

o t h e r hand, has f o r a l o n g t i m e i g n o r e d t h e h i g h r e v e r e n c e 

p a i d t o them and has i n t e r p r e t e d them m e r e l y as t h e 

o u t p o u r i n g s o f a p r i m i t i v e r e l i g i o u s c o n s c i o u s n e s s overawed 

by t h e v a s t m y s t e r y of n a t u r e . Only q u i t e r e c e n t l y have 

Western w r i t e r s been e x p r e s s i n g views which t a k e i n t o a c c o u n t 

t h e p o s s i b i l i t y of deeper i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , of t h e Vedas and 
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g i v e more c r e d i t t o t h e t r a d i t i o n a l I n d i a n v i e w p o i n t . < 1 > 

The Brahmanas ( t h e e a r l i e s t d a t i n g f r o m about 300 BC) 

grew up a r o u n d t h e Vedas as c o l l e c t i o n s of commentaries, 

s p e c u l a t i v e and i n t e r p r e t a t i v e , r e l a t i n g above a l l t o t h e 

p e r f o r m a n c e o f r e l i g i o u s r i t e s . The a u t h o r s c l e a r l y 

c o n s i d e r e d t h e m s e l v e s t h e g u a r d i a n s of a s a c r e d h e r i t a g e , b u t 

were m a i n l y concerned w i t h t h e hymns themselves o n l y i n so 

f a r as t h e y h e l p t o i l l u s t r a t e and j u s t i f y t h e r i t u a l ( w hich 

i s d e s c r i b e d i n m i n u t e and complex d e t a i l ) . The Brahmanas 

have none o f t h e c o l o u r and s p o n t a n e i t y t h a t c h a r a c t e r i s e s 

t h e V e d i c p o e t r y and t h e y can be s a i d t o r e p r e s e n t a p e r i o d 

of r e l i g i o u s d e c l i n e and f o s s i l i s a t i o n < 2 > . By v i r t u e o f t h e i r 

a n t i q u i t y and t h e i r c l o s e n e s s t o t h e Vedas, t h e Brahmanas are 

y e t h e l d i n h i g h r e g a r d i n I n d i a , t hough t h e i r l o n g - w i n d e d 

and r e p e t i t i v e prose has i n s p i r e d l i t t l e i n t e r e s t and 

a t t e n t i o n f r o m Western academics<3>. T h e i r main v a l u e t o us 

here i s t h a t t h e y h e l p t o f i l l i n some of t h e background t o 

myths and d e i t i e s w h i c h are o n l y a l l u d e d t o i n the hymns. 

The b o r d e r between t h e Brahmanas and t h e Upanisads i s n o t 

c l e a r l y d e f i n e d . The X r a n y a k a s ( f o r e s t books) f o r m a b r i d g e 

between them, b u t a l l t h r e e c a t e g o r i e s o v e r l a p . The Upanisads 

form t h e c l o s i n g p o r t i o n of t h e V e d i c l i t e r a t u r e p r o p e r and 

as a body are sometimes c a l l e d t h e Vedanta ('end of t h e 

Veda'). Though many more r e c e n t works a r e c a l l e d Upanisad, 

o n l y t w e l v e or t h i r t e e n o f t h e o l d e s t ones are g e n e r a l l y 

r e c o g n i s e d as a b s o l u t e l y a u t h e n t i c . These date f r o m between 

about 700 and 300 BC. I n g e n e r a l t e r m s , t h e s i g n i f i c a n t 

change f r o m Brahmana, t h r o u g h Aranyaka, t o Upanisad i s a 

s h i f t i n emphasis away f r o m t h e e x t e r n a l s of r i t u a l t o w a r d s 

i n n e r e x p e r i e n c e and knowledge o f s p i r i t u a l r e a l i t y . T h e i r 



a u t h o r s came m o s t l y f r o m w i t h i n o r t h o d o x Brahma rue c i r c l e s , 

b u t i n c r e a s i n g l y e x pressed d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h o r t h o d o x 

r e l i g i o n and l o o k e d beyond i t f o r t h e i r s p i r i t u a l needs, 

a c c e p t i n g t h e b e n e f i c i a l i n f l u e n c e of v a r i o u s u n o r t h o d o x 

t r e n d s i n c l u d i n g Yoga. I f t h e firahmanas r e p r e s e n t a p e r i o d o f 

s p i r i t u a l d e c l i n e , t h e Upanisads r e p r e s e n t one of r e b i r t h or 

reawakening. 

The c h a l l e n g e t o Brahmanism came f r o m w i t h i n and o u t s i d e 

i t s own r a n k s . A l o n g s i d e t h e U p a n i s a d i c r e v i v a l arose v a r i o u s 

p o w e r f u l s p i r i t u a l movements, t h e most s i g n i f i c a n t o f w h i c h 

i s Buddhism, whose f o u n d e r r a n k s as one of t h e g r e a t e s t 

f i g u r e s i n I n d i a n (and i n d e e d w o r l d ) h i s t o r y . Though 

Buddhism l a t e r a l m o s t d i s a p p e a r e d f r o m I n d i a , i t s e a r l i e s t 

r e c o r d s , p r e s e r v e d l i k e t h e Vedas by a s o p h i s t i c a t e d o r a l 

t r a d i t i o n and f i r s t w r i t t e n down i n t h e f i r s t c e n t u r y BC 

(some 500 y e a r s a f t e r t h e Buddha's d e a t h ) , have been 

p r e s e r v e d as t h e P a l i Canon, m o s t l y i n t h e f o r m o f d i s c o u r s e s 

g i v e n by t h e Buddha t o h i s f o l l o w e r s . One of t h e s t r i k i n g 

t h i n g s a b o u t t h e Buddha's s t y l e and approach i s h i s 

i n s i s t e n c e on p r a c t i c e r a t h e r t h a n t h e o r i s i n g . He a v o i d e d 

m e t a p h y s i c a l q u e s t i o n s and r e f u s e d t o g i v e any o p i n i o n on 

them ( e x c e p t t o say t h a t such q u e s t i o n s were f u t i l e ) , 

p r e f e r r i n g t o c o n c e n t r a t e on t h e p r a c t i c a l s t e p s t o w a r d s 

r e a l i s a t i o n o f h i g h e r knowledge and t h e supreme g o a l , nibbana 

( s k t . n i r v a n a <4>). 

i i . Notes on i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 

E a r l i e r Western i n d o l o g i s t s , s e v e r a l of whom were 

themselves m i s s i o n a r i e s , c o u l d e a s i l y f a l l i n t o the t r a p o f 

assuming f o r t h e i r own C h r i s t i a n i t y an i n n a t e c u l t u r a l and 



s p i r i t u a l s u p e r i o r i t y . Now, i n a more s e c u l a r age, we a r e 

more l i k e l y t o assume i n n a t e s u p e r i o r i t y f o r t h e s c i e n t i f i c 

over any o t h e r approach t o knowledge. The Vedas are t h e t e x t s 

most u n d e r e s t i m a t e d as a r e s u l t o f t h i s k i n d of p r e j u d i c e , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y when i t i s a l s o assumed t h a t t h e development of 

r e l i g i o n and knowledge must f o l l o w an e v o l u t i o n a r y 

p r o g r e s s i o n f r o m l o w e r t o h i g h e r . Because of e v o l u t i o n a r y 

t h i n k i n g , t h e p e r i o d of t h e Upanisads and e a r l y Buddhism has 

o f t e n been r e p r e s e n t e d by Western w r i t e r s as t h e coming o f 

age, so t o speak, o f I n d i a n r e l i g i o n and c o n s e q u e n t l y t h e 

Vedas d e p i c t e d as l i t t l e more t h a n a p r i m i t i v e p r o l o g u e t o 

t h e main event<5>. I f I have g i v e n more a t t e n t i o n i n t h i s 

s t u d y t o t h e Vedas t h a n t o o t h e r areas o f t h e l i t e r a t u r e , i t 

i s p a r t l y i n o r d e r t o t r y and c o r r e c t t h e b a l a n c e . 

The V e d i c p o e t s communicated m a i n l y t h r o u g h myths and 

symbols and t h e i r hymns were i n t e n d e d f o r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n on 

v a r i o u s l e v e l s a c c o r d i n g t o t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l s o p h i s t i c a t i o n 

and t h e degree o f s p i r i t u a l awareness of t h e l i s t e n e r < 6 > . A 

major h i n d r a n c e t o i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s t h a t t h e p o e t s n a t u r a l l y 

presupposed a c e r t a i n degree of f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h t h e 

m y t h o l o g y and symbolism c u r r e n t a t t h e t i m e . As a r e s u l t 

t h e s e a r e never e x p l a i n e d or d e s c r i b e d i n f u l l and t h e i r 

meaning i s n o t always ( i f i n d e e d e v e r ) r e a d i l y a c c e s s i b l e t o 

us. N e v e r t h e l e s s , as Werner p o i n t s out<7>, i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o 

d e c i p h e r t h a t meaning as f a r as p o s s i b l e and t o r e f o r m u l a t e 

i t i n more f a m i l i a r c o n c e p t u a l terms i f we a r e t o do j u s t i c e 

t o the deeper message c o n t a i n e d i n t h e Vedas. 

The p r e d o m i n a n t l y c o n c e p t u a l s t y l e of b o t h t h e U p a n i s a d i c 

and t h e e a r l y B u d d h i s t t e x t s p r e s e n t s fewer i n t e r p r e t a t i v e 

problems t h a n the p o e t r y of t h e Vedas, b e i n g t h a t much c l o s e r 



to t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l and s c i e n t i f i c s t y l e s of our own t i m e . 

Problems do a r i s e from commentators making more use o f 

c o n t r a s t t h a n comparison - perhaps a r e f l e c t i o n of t h e f a c t 

t h a t , d e s p i t e c e n t u r i e s of p e a c e f u l c o e x i s t e n c e and m u t u a l 

i n f l u e n c e , Buddhism and Hinduism have always remained 

o f f i c i a l l y s e p a r a t e and t h e a d h e r e n t s of b o t h have t e n d e d t o 

e x a g g e r a t e t h e i r d i f f e r e n c e s a t t h e expense of what t h e y 

a c t u a l l y have i n common. C e r t a i n l y i m p o r t a n t d i f f e r e n c e s 

e x i s t , as t h e y do between the Vedas and t h e l a t e r l i t e r a t u r e , 

b u t I hope t h e f o l l o w i n g s t u d y w i l l show t h a t many of t h e 

a p p a r e n t d i f f e r e n c e s between these t h r e e g r e a t peaks of 

I n d i a n s p i r i t u a l i t y - the Vedas, t h e Upanisads and. e a r l y 

Buddhism - have more to do w i t h the means of e x p r e s s i o n t h a n 

w i t h what i s a c t u a l l y b e i n g e x p r e s s e d . 

i i i . The theme of cosmogony. 

A p r i m a r y d r i v i n g f o r c e b e h i n d t h e Vedic v i s i o n , as a l s o 

b e h i n d t h e Upanisads and Buddhism, i s an a t t i t u d e of e n q u i r y 

w h i c h t a k e s n o t h i n g f o r g r a n t e d and seeks t o u n d e r s t a n d f u l l y 

t h e v e r y essence o f r e a l i t y . A v e r s e f r o m t h e £V_ goes: 

I ask you about t h e f u r t h e s t l i m i t of e a r t h ; 

Where, I ask, i s t h e c e n t r e o f t h e w o r l d ? 

I ask you about the S t a l l i o n ' s p r o l i f i c seed; 

I ask you about h i g h heaven where a b i d e s t h e Word. 

(1.1 6 4 .3 4)<8> 

T h i s v e r s e i s expanded and e x p l a i n e d by P a n i k k a r 

( e x e m p l i f y i n g t h e i d e a l of r e f o r m u l a t i n g Vedic symbols i n 

more e a s i l y c o m p r e h e n s i b l e c o n c e p t u a l terms) as an 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t o : 
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The b o u n d a r i e s o f our e x i s t e n c e , i t s extreme 

l i m i t s ; t h e c o r e o f t h e whole c r e a t i o n , i t s energy 

and dynamism; t h e m y s t e r y o f l i f e , e s p e c i a l l y o f 

human l i f e ; and t h e a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g s p i r i t u a l 

r e a l i t y t h a t embraces n o t o n l y the c r e a t e d w o r l d 

b u t a l s o t r a n s c e n d e n t r e a l i t y , t h a t i s , t h e m y s t e r y 

o f t h e s p i r i t . < 9 > 

Cosmogony, w h i c h concerns t h e source of l i f e and t h e 

u n i v e r s e and t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l t o t h a t 

s o u r c e , i s one a s p e c t o f t h e whole m y s t e r y t h a t c o n f r o n t s man 

and one t h a t o c c u p i e d t h e Vedic p o e t s a g r e a t d e a l . The hymns 

are r i c h i n imagery o f dawn and t h e awakening of l i f e , l i g h t 

and c o n s c i o u s n e s s , as w e l l as myths d i r e c t l y d e a l i n g w i t h 

o r i g i n s . The p h i l o s o p h i c a l p o r t i o n s f o u n d l a t e r i n t h e Vedas 

show a c o n t i n u i n g c o n c e r n w h i c h c a r r i e s on i n t o t h e Upanisads 

and l a t e r l i t e r a t u r e . Cosmogony c o n t i n u e s t o have an 

immediacy and i m p o r t a n c e because i t i s f a r more t h a n j u s t t h e 

sea r c h f o r a r e a s o n a b l e e x p l a n a t i o n o f how t h i n g s came t o be 

what t h e y a r e now t h r o u g h e v e n t s t h a t o c c u r r e d i n t h e d i s t a n t 

p a s t . By p r o j e c t i n g back t o 'the b e g i n n i n g ' , those p o e t s and 

p h i l o s o p h e r s wexe a i m i n g t o d i s c o v e r and communicate t h e 

meaning o f t h e i r l i v e s i n the p r e s e n t . 



1. The c r e a t o r and o t h e r p r i n c i p l e s i n t h e Vedas. 

C r e a t i o n , i n t h e sense i n w h i c h t h e Old Testament s t o r y 

i s g e n e r a l l y u n d e r s t o o d , ex n i h i l o , has no r e a l p l a c e i n t h e 

V edic w o r l d - v i e w . E q u a l l y , t h e r e i s no p l a c e f o r a 

c r e a t o r - g o d as t h e s o l e o r i g i n a t o r of t h i s w o r l d . I f a 

c r e a t o r - f i g u r e i s i n v o k e d a t a l l t o e x p l a i n the appearance of 

t h e w o r l d i t i s i n a s i m i l a r sense t o t h e Greek demiurgos, as 

a shaper or f a s h i o n e r o f some k i n d of p r e - e x i s t e n t p o t e n t i a l . 

There are v a r i o u s devas ( d e i t i e s ) f u l f i l l i n g t h i s r o l e , w i t h 

names l i k e T v a s t r ( = w r i g h t , c a r p e n t e r ) and t h e Rbhus ( f r o m 

t h e a d j e c t i v e , r b h u = s k i l l f u l , c l e v e r ) . The work o f c r e a t i o n 

i s sometimes l i k e n e d t o a f e a t o f c o n s t r u c t i o n , l i t t l e 

d i f f e r e n t i n p r i n c i p l e f r o m b u i l d i n g a house. A hymn t o 

Vi^vakarman, " A l l - m a k e r 1 1 , asks what i s t h e t r e e and what t h e 

t i m b e r , t h e b u i l d i n g m a t e r i a l , o f w h i c h t h e w o r l d i s made. 

The ' c r e a t o r ' i s n o t r e g a r d e d as t h e a b s o l u t e source o f 

e v e r y t h i n g , nor i n d e e d can t h i s p a r t i c u l a r ' c r e a t i o n ' of h i s 

be r e g a r d e d as a t o t a l l y u n i q u e p r o d u c t i o n , once and f o r a l l . 

B o t h he and i t a r e p a r t o f a l a r g e r p a t t e r n . I n t h e f o l l o w i n g 

s h o r t poem a f u n d a m e n t a l cosmic r h y t h m i s s y m b o l i s e d by waves 

which g i v e r i s e t o t h e y e a r , t h a t i s t i m e , marked o u t by 

seasonal changes and c y c l e s such as day and n i g h t . Time comes 

i n t o b e i n g b e f o r e t h e c r e a t o r and h i s works, so t h a t he and 

t h e y a r e s u b j e c t t o i t s laws as e v e r y t h i n g e l s e " t h a t b l i n k s 

t h e eye", t h a t wakes and s l e e p s , l i v e s and d i e s . 

1. From b l a z i n g Ardor ( t a p a s ) Cosmic Order ( r t a ) came 

and T r u t h ( s a t y a ) ; f r o m thence was b o r n the obscure n i g h t ; 

f r o m t hence t h e Ocean w i t h i t s b i l l o w i n g waves. 
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2. From Ocean w i t h i t s waves was b o r n t h e year 

w h i c h m a r s h a l s t h e s u c c e s s i o n of n i g h t s and days, 

c o n t r o l l i n g e v e r y t h i n g t h a t b l i n k s t h e eye. 

3. Then, as b e f o r e , d i d t h e c r e a t o r (DhatrJ f a s h i o n 

t h e Sun. and Moon, the Heaven and the E a r t h , 

t h e atmosphere and t h e domain of l i g h t . 

(£V 10.190)<10> 

D h a t r ( e s t a b l i s h e r , p r e s e r v e r ) here r e p r e s e n t s an 

i n t e l l i g e n t f o r c e b e h i n d t h e s t r u c t u r i n g of t h e cosmos, b u t 

i s n o t h i m s e l f t h e source o f t h e m a t e r i a l w h i c h he shapes. 

The p o e t does n o t a t t e m p t t o d e s c r i b e t h a t s o u r c e , o p e n i n g 

w i t h t h e f i r s t movement, as i t were, o f t h e u n f o l d i n g o f 

e x i s t e n c e : t a p a s . Tapas, a most i m p o r t a n t c o n c e p t i n t h e 

Vedas, Brahmanas and Upanisads, can be t r a n s l a t e d s i m p l y as 

'heat' and means t h e f e r v o u r of a s c e t i c i s m or o f s p i r i t u a l 

endeavour as w e l l as t h e c r e a t i v e energy w h i c h animates t h e 

u n i v e r s e . 

So, a c r e a t o r , i f mentioned a t a l l , i s a secondary power. 

Far more s i g n i f i c a n t t o t h e Vedic w o r l d - v i e w a r e c e r t a i n 

s u p r a p e r s o n a l p r i n c i p l e s , i n h e r e n t i n t h e n a t u r e of r e a l i t y 

and a c t i v e f r o m t h e b e g i n n i n g i n the p r o c e s s o f t h e w o r l d ' s 

m a n i f e s t a t i o n . Tapas i s one o f t h e s e , f o l l o w e d h e re by r t a 

and s a t y a . 

S a t y a , t r u t h , i s e t y m o l o g i c a l l y c o nnected w i t h s a t , 

b e i n g , and i s o f t e n e x t o l l e d w i t h r t a as one o f t h e o r i g i n a l 

p r i n c i p l e s u n d e r l y i n g e x i s t e n c e . Whatever i s , i s t r u e and 

m e a n i n g f u l . The Vedic r s i s saw l i f e and t h e u n i v e r s e as a 

sac r e d whole. No element or a s p e c t o f r e a l i t y c o u l d be 

r e g a r d e d as so s m a l l or so t r i v i a l as t o be m e a n i n g l e s s . 
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T r u t h as a cosmic p r i n c i p l e as w e l l as s a c r e d i d e a l i n human 

b e h a v i o u r remains o f t h e u t m o s t i m p o r t a n c e t h r o u g h o u t t h e 

h i s t o r y o f I n d i a n r e l i g i o n and p h i l o s o p h y . 

T r a n s l a t e d i n t h i s poem as 'Cosmic Order', r t a i s 

l i n g u i s t i c a l l y cognate w i t h t h e L a t i n £§ctus and r i t u s _ and 

w i t h t h e E n g l i s h ' r i g h t ' and ' r i t e 1 . I t i s used as an 

a d j e c t i v e t o mean ' f i t t i n g ' < 1 1 > , ' p r o p e r 1 , 'honest', ' h o l y ' . 

I t i s c l o s e i n meaning t o t h e o l d - I r a n i a n asa< 12>. As a noun 

i t d e s c r i b e s e t e r n a l , u n i v e r s a l Law or Order u n d e r l y i n g 

e v e r y t h i n g t h a t i s . To t h e r s i s o f t h e Vedas i t was t h e 

neces s a r y f o u n d a t i o n of a s t r u c t u r e d cosmos, g u a r a n t e e i n g t h e 

c o n s i s t e n t c o n t i n u i t y of e x i s t e n c e . The t e r m r t a i s 

superceded by dharma i n p o s t - V e d i c I n d i a and i n Buddhism, 

dhamrna ( s k t . dharma) embodies t h e same n o t i o n . 

The w o r k i n g s o f r t a are r e c o g n i s e d i n v i s i b l e a s p e c t s o f 

t h e u n i v e r s e ' s n a t u r a l r hythm. For example, Lisas, Dawn, by 

v i r t u e o f h e r r e g u l a r i t y and d e p e n d a b i l i t y , i s s a i d t o be 

f a i t h f u l t o r t a - n o t me r e l y m e c h a n i c a l or a u t o m a t i c , b u t 

" w e l l u n d e r s t a n d i n g " (_RV 1.12 4.3) - and she i s c a l l e d c h i l d 

o f r t a (RV 1.113.12). So t o o , t h e sun i s c a l l e d t h e f a c e 

(anTkam) o f r t a (RV 6.51.1). The gods, p a r t i c u l a r l y Varuna, 

u p h o l d and m a i n t a i n r t a , w h i l e y e t s u b j e c t t o i t t h e m s e l v e s : 

Those Lords o f r t a , o f l i g h t , I i n v o k e 

who u p h o l d r t a by means o f r t a 

M i t r a and Varuna. 

(RV 1.23.5)<13> 

Rta c a n n o t be r e g a r d e d as commandment imposed f r o m 

w i t h o u t : a r i s i n g w i t h r e a l i t y - f r o m w i t h i n , so t o speak -

r t a governs i t s u n f o l d i n g . But i t i s n o t t o be u n d e r s t o o d as 



a law o f m e r e l y m e c h a n i c a l e v o l u t i o n because i t i n c l u d e s 

m o r a l law, and m o r a l law on a cosmic s c a l e i m p l i e s t h a t 

c h o i c e and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y have a r o l e t o p l a y i n d i r e c t i n g 

t h e e v o l u t i o n of r e a l i t y and o f i n d i v i d u a l b e i n g s . 

I n V e d i c , as i n o t h e r m y t h o l o g i e s (such as G r e e k ) , t h e 

p r e c r e a t i o n a l s t a t e i s o f t e n s y m b o l i s e d by n i g h t . For t h e 

p r i m a l s u b s t a n c e , t h e w o r l d p o t e n t i a l w a i t i n g t o be shaped by 

t h e f o r c e s o f c r e a t i o n , t h e most f r e q u e n t l y o c c u r r i n g symbol 

i n the Vedas i s w a t e r (a~pah) , o f t e n h a i l e d as a group o f 

d e i t i e s , t h e w a t e r s . The w a t e r s a r e f o u n d a l l over t h e w o r l d 

as a symbol o f t h a t p o t e n t i a l , and may a l s o be used t o 

r e p r e s e n t t h e i n d i v i d u a l or c o l l e c t i v e u n c o n s c i o u s : t h a t i s , 

t h e w e l l o f h i d d e n p o t e n t i a l t h a t u n d e r l i e s and s u r r o u n d s our 

everyday w a k i n g c o n s c i o u s n e s s . There are many p a r a l l e l s 

between t h e cosmic and t h e i n d i v i d u a l i n I n d i a n t h i n k i n g . A 

p o w e r f u l image w h i c h can be i n t e r p r e t e d i n terms of dawn and 

b i r t h , or c o s m o g o n i c a l l y , or as an i l l u s t r a t i o n of 

e n l i g h t e n m e n t - t h e dawning o f c o n s c i o u s n e s s or s p i r i t u a l 

r e v e l a t i o n - i s t h a t of t h e b i r t h of f i r e or l i g h t i n t h e 

Waters. The b i r t h p l a c e or d w e l l i n g - p l a c e of A g n i ( f i r e , d e i t y 

and p h y s i c a l phenomenon, cognate w i t h t h e L a t i n i g n i s ) , i n 

the Waters i s "one of t h e b e s t e s t a b l i s h e d p o i n t s i n V e d i c 

mythology"<14>. A r e l a t e d cosmogonic myth i s t h a t o f 

H i r a n y a g a r b h a , t h e g o l d e n egg (embryo, germ), t h e theme of RV 

10.121, a hymn wh i c h t r i e s t o d e m o n s t r a t e t h e u n k n o w a b i l i t y 

and u n n a m e a b i l i t y o f t h e o r i g i n a l s t a t e : 

When came t h e m i g h t y Waters, b r i n g i n g w i t h them 

t h e u n i v e r s a l Germ, whence sprang t h e F i r e , 

t h e nce l e a p t t h e God's One S p i r i t i n t o b e i n g . 

What God s h a l l we adore w i t h our o b l a t i o n ? 

(10. 121.7)<15> 



2. The c r e a t i v e p r o c e s s , cosmic and human. 

I s a i d t h a t t h i s p a r t i c u l a r c r e a t i o n c o u l d n o t be 

r e g a r d e d as a t o t a l l y u n i q u e p r o d u c t i o n , once and. f o r a l l , as 

I t h i n k i t i s r e a s o n a b l e t o i n f e r f r o m _R_V 10.190 -

p a r t i c u l a r l y w i t h t h e words yatha-purvam, "as b e f o r e " , i n 

v e r s e 3 - the n o t i o n of a r e p e a t e d c y c l e o f c r e a t i o n s i n 

w h i c h the c r e a t o r , though perhaps t h e h i g h e s t of l i v i n g 

b e i n g s , i s h i m s e l f s u b j e c t t o t i m e , change and e v e n t u a l 

d i s s o l u t i o n . On t h e whole t h i s has been r e g a r d e d as a more 

r e c e n t development i n I n d i a n t h o u g h t t h a n t h e Vedas, and i t 

m i g h t be argued t h a t t h e h i n t o f i t i n t h i s poem, a 

r e l a t i v e l y l a t e one, i s s t i l l e v i d e n c e o f i t as a l a t e 

development. However, w h i l e t h e case can n o t e a s i l y be p r o v e n 

e i t h e r way, so much depending on t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f 

symbols and imagery, t h e i d e a i s c e r t a i n l y c o m p a t i b l e w i t h 

t h e r e s t o f t h e V e d i c v i s i o n . 

I f t h e r e i s a u n i v e r s a l c y c l e o f emanation and 

d i s s o l u t i o n , t h e c r e a t i o n c a n n o t be an e v e n t t h a t o c c u r s once 

o n l y . N e i t h e r i n t h e Vedas i s i t m e r e l y t h e b i g e v e n t a t t h e 

b e g i n n i n g o f t h e c y c l e , t h e f i r s t movement a f t e r w h i c h 

e v e r y t h i n g e l s e u n f o l d s more or l e s s a u t o m a t i c a l l y . C r e a t i o n 

i s n o t r e a l l y seen as an e v e n t a t a l l , r a t h e r as an o n g o i n g , 

e n d l e s s l y r e p e a t e d p r o c e s s , r e f l e c t e d on a l l l e v e l s i n t h e 

n a t u r a l c y c l e and i n human a c t i v i t y . As Werner says, i n 

d i s c u s s i n g t h e d i v i n e mother A d i t i i n terms o f m y s t i c a l 

e x p e r i e n c e , t h e cosmogony i s to be u n d e r s t o o d as a " c o n s t a n t 

f l o w between t h e u n m a n i f e s t and t h e m a n i f e s t " < 1 6 > . 

A c c o r d i n g t o K u i p e r , who t e n d s t o e x p l o r e t h e m y t h o l o g y 

i n terms of how t h e Vedic I n d i a n s m i g h t have p r a c t i s e d t h e i r 
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r e l i g i o n , cosmogonic myths owed t h e i r i m p o r t a n c e t o t h e f a c t 

t h a t " e v e r y d e c i s i v e moment i n l i f e was c o n s i d e r e d a 

r e p e t i t i o n o f t h e p r i m e v a l process"<17> . One myth he l o o k s a t 

a good d e a l has l o n g been r e c o g n i s e d as c e n t r a l t o t h e Vedic 

v i s i o n , b e i n g r e f e r r e d t o p r o b a b l y more t h a n any o t h e r i n t h e 

hymns y e t never t o l d i n f u l l . T h i s i s the myth of I n d r a and 

V r t r a . V r t r a , ' o b s t r u c t i o n ' or ' r e s i s t a n c e ' , i s the 

serpent-demon who h o l d s c a p t i v e t h e f e r t i l e w a t e r s (or cows 

or maidens) u n t i l s l a i n by t h e w a r r i o r - k i n g of t h e gods, t h e 

t h u n d e r b o l t - w i e l d i n g , Soma_-drinking I n d r a . 

A t f i r s t European s c h o l a r s r e a d i n t o i t l i t t l e more t h a n 

a d r a m a t i s a t i o n o f t h e annual monsoon r a i n s and o f t h e Aryan 

conquest o f n o r t h e r n I n d i a < 1 8 > . On t h e s e l e v e l s V r t r a 

r e p r e s e n t s t h e demon of d r o u g h t (or t h e r a i n - c l o u d i t s e l f ) or 

t h e s t r o n g h o l d s o f t h e i n d i g e n o u s 1 d a s a s 1 ; I n d r a i s t h e 

storm-god r e l e a s i n g t h e r a i n s or t h e war-god r e l e a s i n g t h e 

w e a l t h , women and c a t t l e o f t h e enemy. 

On a deeper l e v e l , t h e myth i s a cosmogonic one: V r t r a 

r e p r e s e n t s t h e cosmic n i g h t , o b s c u r i t y and i n e r t i a , i n w h i c h 

t h e f e r t i l e p o t e n t i a l of e x i s t e n c e i s p l u n g e d : I n d r a i s t h e 

a c t i v e p r i n c i p l e w h i c h p i e r c e s t h e d a r k n e s s , r e l e a s e s t h e 

p o t e n t i a l and i n i t i a t e s t h e c r e a t i v e process o f e x i s t e n c e . 

K u i p e r b e l i e v e s the myth would have been a c e n t r a l f e a t u r e i n 

new year r i t e s < 1 9 > . The r e g u l a r r e p e t i t i o n of t hese r i t e s t o 

ensure c o n t i n u a t i o n o f t h e n a t u r a l c y c l e and t h e f r e q u e n t 

c a l l s i n t h e hymns f o r I n d r a t o f i g h t and be v i c t o r i o u s (eg. 

RV 4.19.8; 8.78.4) can be i n t e r p r e t e d as i n d i c a t i n g t h e need 

f o r t h e c r e a t i v e power to be c o n s t a n t l y a t work f o r t h e 

maintenance o f e x i s t e n c e . 



Mankind i n t h e Vedas i s seen as an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f a 

w o r l d o f complex i n t e l l i g e n c e s and f o r c e s , so n a t u r a l l y i t 

was u n d e r s t o o d t h a t he c o u l d p a r t i c i p a t e i n and i n f l u e n c e 

cosmic e v e n t s . N a t u r a l l y t o o , cosmic processes were sometimes 

d e s c r i b e d i n terms of human a c t i v i t y . A r e l a t i v e l y l a t e poem 

of t h e RV (10.90) c e l e b r a t e s t h e cosmogony as a s a c r i f i c e of 

Purusa ( l i t . ' p e r s o n ' ) . Purusa i s d e s c r i b e d as a l l t h a t has 

been and i s t o be, encompassing a c t u a l e x i s t e n c e as w e l l as 

t h e u n b o r n , u n m a n i f e s t , r e a l m . One q u a r t e r of Purusa 

c o n s t i t u t e s t h e b e i n g s o f t h e a c t u a l w o r l d , t h r e e q u a r t e r s 

t h e i m m o r t a l , t h e unborn. That p a r t o f him which i s b o r n or 

e v o l v e s "down h e r e " , i s s a c r i f i c e d by t h e gods, each p a r t o f 

the s a c r i f i c e , c o r r e s p o n d i n g t o a d i f f e r e n t a s p e c t o f t h e 

u n i v e r s e . The c l o s e c o n n e c t i o n e s t a b l i s h e d between cosmic 

processes and human a c t i v i t y , e s p e c i a l l y r i t u a l a c t i v i t y , 

c o n t i n u e s t o be ex p r e s s e d i n t h e Brahmanas and Upanisads, t h e 

imagery o f Purusa u n d e r l y i n g much o f t h e cosmogony and 

cosmology i n t h o s e t e x t s . 

E x a m i n a t i o n o f a f u r t h e r l e v e l of t h e myth of I n d r a and 

V r t r a shows a g a i n how c o s m o l o g i c a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

processes a r e seen t o r u n p a r a l l e l . On t h i s f u r t h e r l e v e l , 

I n d r a ' s c o n f l i c t w i t h V r t r a r e p r e s e n t s t h e a c t i v e u r g e t o 

c r e a t i v i t y , e n l i g h t e n m e n t and freedom, over i g n o r a n c e and 

i n e r t i a w i t h i n t h e i n d i v i d u a l . 



3. D u a l i t y and oneness. 

To t h e seers o f t h e Vedas, t h e v i s i o n of e s s e n t i a l u n i t y 

u n d e r l y i n g t h e a p p a r e n t m u l t i p l i c i t y o f t h e w o r l d was 

supremely i m p o r t a n t and one way t h e y f o u n d t o i l l u s t r a t e t h a t 

u n i t y was by p r o j e c t i n g back t o t h e ' o r i g i n a l s t a t e ' . The 

o r i g i n a l , p r i m e v a l s t a t e i s u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d oneness, w h i l e 

the w o r l d of normal e x p e r i e n c e seems t o be c h a r a c t e r i s e d by 

complementary and op p o s i n g p a i r s : b e i n g and n o n - b e i n g , l i g h t 

and d a r k , l i f e and d e a t h , male and f e m a l e , and so on. Thus, 

an e a r l y s t a g e o f the m a n i f e s t a t i o n of t h e w o r l d must i n v o l v e 

s p l i t t i n g o r p o l a r i s i n g the u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d oneness. 

I n t h e s t o r y o f I n d r a and V r t r a , I n d r a r e p r e s e n t s t h e 

a c t i v e m a s c u l i n e p r i n c i p l e w h i l e the w a t e r s h e l d by V r t r a are 

th e f e r t i l e femenine p o t e n t i a l , so the myth b e g i n s w i t h t h e 

a r i s e n s t a t e o f d u a l i t y . A cosmogonic myth a l l u d e d t o b r i e f l y 

i n t h e Vedas (RV 10.61.5-7) and f u r t h e r e l a b o r a t e d i n the 

Brahmartas, e x p l a i n s t h e o r i g i n o f l i v i n g b e i n g s as t h e r e s u l t 

of t h e i n c e s t u o u s u n i o n of t h e p r i m a l f a t h e r and h i s 

d a u g h t e r , an image which i l l u s t r a t e s t h e s i n g l e o r i g i n and. 

the i n t e r e l a t e d n e s s of a l l . A d i t i , the d i v i n e mother, i s 

a n o t h e r image o f t h e source of a l l as a s i n g l e u n i v e r s a l 

p a r e n t . The d i v i n e p a r e n t s , Dyaus and P r t h i v l , are i n n e a r l y 

e v e r y i n s t a n c e r e f e r r e d t o i n t h e d u a l f o r m , D y a v a p r t h i v y a u , 

Heaven-and-Earth as i f p o i n t i n g us back t o t h e o r i g i n a l s t a t e 

o f oneness. One hymn asks: 

Which of these two came e a r l i e r , w h i c h came l a t e r ? 

How d i d they come t o b i r t h ? Who, 0 Seers can d i s c e r n i t ? 

They c o n t a i n w i t h i n them a l l t h a t has a name, 

W h i l e days and n i g h t s r e v o l v e as on a wheel. 

(£Y 1 - 185 . 1 )<20> 
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D y a v a p r t h i v y a u i s / a r e n e i t h e r t h e f u l l y e v o l v e d s t a t e 

c h a r a c t e r i s e d by d u a l i t y nor t h e a b s o l u t e p r e m a n i f e s t 

oneness. The e f f e c t i s s i m i l a r t o t h a t suggested by t h e 

p i c t o r i a l symbol (known i n Europe as w e l l as i n A s i a ) : 

w h i c h d e p i c t s t h e f u n d a m e n t a l u n i v e r s a l f o r c e s i n a s t a t e o f 

u n i t y t h r o u g h b a l a n c e d o p p o s i t i o n . One s t e p ' f o r w a r d ' b r i n g s 

us t o t h e w o r l d of d u a l i t y . One s t e p f u r t h e r 'back' i s 

a b s o l u t e oneness w h i c h o b v i o u s l y has no s u b j e c t , no o b j e c t , 

no p o i n t of r e f e r e n c e beyond or o u t s i d e . So even i f t h a t 

o r i g i n a l s t a t e c o u l d be r e a l i s e d , how c o u l d i t be d e s c r i b e d 

e x c e p t by i n d i r e c t means? 

The f i r s t two v e r s e s o f t h e c e l e b r a t e d na~sad~ya-s~ukta (RV 

10.190<21>) a r e an a t t e m p t t o d e s c r i b e t h e p r e - c r e a t i o n a l 

u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d oneness by means of n e g a t i v e and paradox. 

The o n l y p o s i t i v e term - and i t i s as n e u t r a l as p o s s i b l e -

i s t a d ekam, 'the one' or ' t h a t one'. I t c a n n o t be s a i d t h a t 

i t i s or i s n o t . Space and t i m e have n o t y e t appeared. There 

i s a h i n t o f p e r s o n a l i t y b u t no d i s c e r n a b l e c r e a t i v e agent. 

There i s o n l y ' t h a t One' p o s s e s s i n g a k i n d of i n h e r e n t 

dynamism and u n m a n i f e s t p o t e n t i a l e x p r e s s e d by t h e 

p a r a d o x i c a l " b r e a t h e d w i n d l e s s " . 

The t h i r d and f o u r t h v e r s e s d e s c r i b e the u n f o l d i n g o f 

r e a l i t y as t h e a r i s i n g o f 'the One' i n a c t u a l m a n i f e s t e d f o r m 

t h r o u g h t h e c r e a t i v e " f o r c e of h e a t " , t a p a s , a p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

e q u i v a l e n t o f w h i c h i s l o v e or d e s i r e , kama, "t h e f i r s t seed 

of mind" (manaso r e t a i l ) i n the n e x t v e r s e . F e e l i n g and 

i n t e l l i g e n c e are t h u s r e g a r d e d as b e i n g i n t h e n a t u r e of 

r e a l i t y ( n o t as they tend t o be r e g a r d e d today i n t h e West, 

as more or l e s s a c c i d e n t a l b y - p r o d u c t s o f c e r t a i n 

carbon-based l i f e - f o r m s ) . And p a r a l l e l t o t h e o u t w a r d 
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movement of m a n i f e s t a t i o n i s t h e i n w a r d movement of " t h e 

sages s e a r c h i n g i n t h e i r h e a r t s w i t h wisdom" t o d i s c o v e r t h e 

r e a l i t y b e h i n d b e i n g and n o n - b e i n g , w h i c h a g a i n b r i n g s 

t o g e t h e r t h e c o s m o l o g i c a l and t h e p s y c h o l o g i c a l . 

I n t h e n e x t v e r s e t h e a r i s e n s t a t e of d u a l i t y o bscures 

t h e o r i g i n a l oneness. We see t h a t t h e sages may p e n e t r a t e the 

m y s t e r y w i t h t h e i r u n d e r s t a n d i n g , b u t t h a t t h e One c a n n o t be 

p l a c e d or grasped c o n c e p t u a l l y . I n t h e m a n i f e s t e d s t a t e t h e r e 

are d i s c e r n i b l e a g e n t s : c r e a t i v e f o r c e and f e r t i l e power, 

energy and i m p u l s e , b u t these a r e no l o n g e r i d e n t i c a l w i t h 

t h e u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d source. The l a s t two v e r s e s e x p r e s s t h e 

p o e t ' s own doubt a b o u t t h e n a t u r e o f t h a t s ource, l e a v i n g the 

p o s s i b i l i t y open f o r h i g h e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g , however. The gods 

are r e c o g n i s e d as b e i n g b o r n i n and b e l o n g i n g t o a l a t e r 

s t a g e . Perhaps even t h e h i g h e s t God t o o , "He who s u r v e y s i t 

( t h e c r e a t i o n ) i n t h e h i g h e s t heaven", b e l o n g s t o t h i s s i d e 

o f t h e w o r l d ' s m a n i f e s t a t i o n and i s i g n o r a n t of t h e f i n a l 

answer. The Ve d i c v i s i o n depends n o t on b l i n d f a i t h b u t on 

uncompromising h o n e s t y and t i r e l e s s i n q u i s i t i v e n e s s . 

Though t h e Unborn p r e - c r e a t i o n a l One b e h i n d t h e w o r l d of 

a p p a r e n t change and m u l t i p l i c i t y , c a n n o t be d e s c r i b e d i n a 

way t h a t w o u l d convey i t s t r u e n a t u r e , t h e Vedic p o e t s o f t e n 

s t r o n g l y s u g g e s t t h a t i t can a c t u a l l y be e x p e r i e n c e d and 

known d i r e c t l y . Those t h a t know are r e f e r r e d t o as t h e wise 

ones, s e e r s who have a t t a i n e d i m m o r t a l i t y . Lesser m o r t a l s may 

t u r n t o them f o r a s s i s t a n c e : 

Not u n d e r s t a n d i n g , and y e t d e s i r o u s t o do so, 

I ask t h e wise who know, m y s e l f n o t knowing: 

Who may he be, t h e One i n t h e f o r m o f t h e Unborn, 
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Who props i n t h e i r p l a c e t h e s i x u n i v e r s a l r e g i o n s ? 

(gV 1.164.6)<22> 

There i s always emphasis on knowledge by d i r e c t p e r s o n a l 

e x p e r i e n c e r a t h e r t h a n mere l e a r n i n g or b e l i e f : 

I know t h a t P r i m o r d i a l Man (purusa) , g o l d e n as t h e sun, 

beyond d a r k n e s s . Knowing him a man even now 

becomes i m m o r t a l . T h i s i s t h e way 

t o a t t a i n him; t h e r e i s no o t h e r . 

(YV 31 . 18) <2.3> 

However t h i s does n o t n e c e s s a r i l y mean t h a t l e a r n i n g and 

b e l i e f and the o u t w a r d forms o f r e l i g i o n are p o i n t l e s s . One 

has t o be aware t h a t t h e r e i s a h i g h e r s p i r i t u a l r e a l i t y 

b e f o r e one can s e t o u t t o r e a l i s e i t f u l l y . I t would seem 

t h a t t h e myths, symbols and r e l i g i o u s r i t e s , p o i n t i n g t o t h a t 

r e a l i t y , were i n t e n d e d by t h e seers t o h e l p r a i s e t h e 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f o r d i n a r y people t o t h i s i d e a l - w h i c h has 

c h a r a c t e r i s e d I n d i a n p h i l o s o p h y and r e l i g i o n t o t h i s day. 

(1 



4. The D i v i n e Mother 

The nasadTya-sukta w i t h i t s p h i l o s o p h i c a l s t y l e i s one o f 

t h e l a t e r hymns o f the R_V, though c l e a r l y i t draws on a s p e c t s 

of t h e h e r i t a g e t h a t precedes i t . W i t h i n the Vedic l i t e r a t u r e 

many d i f f e r e n t c o n c e p t i o n s and e x p r e s s i o n s of t h e p r i m a l One 

are f o u n d , and we come a c r o s s t h e i s t i c e x p r e s s i o n s a l o n g s i d e 

n o n - t h e i s t i c ones. Each hymn addressed t o a god (or a group 

o f gods) or d e a l i n g w i t h an i m p e r s o n a l p r i n c i p l e may r a i s e 

i t s s u b j e c t above a l l o t h e r s , b u t no c o n f l i c t a r i s e s because 

of the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t a l l forms o f e x p r e s s i o n a r e o n l y 

p o i n t e r s t o t h e r e a l t h i n g w h i c h t r a n s c e n d s them a l l . "The 

seers c a l l i n many ways t h a t w h i c h i s One" (_RV_ 1.164.46] <2 4>. 

The goddess A d i t i r e p r e s e n t s t h e One as a l i v i n g 

c o n s c i o u s b e i n g , t h e d i v i n e mother o f e x i s t e n c e . The d i v i n e 

mother, i n one f o r m or a n o t h e r , has been a f o c u s o f p o p u l a r 

w o r s h i p i n I n d i a t h r o u g h o u t h i s t o r y , though we do n o t know 

what p l a c e , i f any, A d i t i may have h e l d i n t h e w o r s h i p o f 

o r d i n a r y p e o p l e o f Vedic t i m e s . She i s a r a t h e r m y s t e r i o u s 

and u n d e f i n e d f i g u r e i n t h e Vedas. No p h y s i c a l f e a t u r e s o t h e r 

t h a n her womb a r e mentioned and she i s n o t a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

any s p e c i a l e x p l o i t s . No hymn i s d e v o t e d t o her a l o n e . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , as Werner p o i n t s o u t , d e s p i t e her "low p r o f i l e " 

she i s c a l l e d " t h e p e r f e c t goddess" (RV 2.40.6), "mother of 

gods and k i n g s " ( 1 . 1 1 3 . 1 9 ; 2.27.7) and i s s a i d t o be " a l l t h a t 

has been b o r n and s t i l l i s t o be b o r n " (_RV_ 1.89.10) <25>. She 

i s a l s o r e f e r r e d t o as t h e " c e n t r e o f i m m o r t a l i t y " (RV 

8.90.15) . 

Her name, most l i k e l y d e r i v e d f r o m t h e r o o t da, has been 

t r a n s l a t e d as 'Boundlessness', ' I n f i n i t y ' , 'Freedom f r o m 



bonds'<26>. As t h e d i v i n e mother, she r e p r e s e n t s t h e i n f i n i t e 

s ource o f e x i s t e n c e and i t s c o n t i n u e d n o u r i s h m e n t and 

p r o t e c t i o n . She s u p p l i e s the gods w i t h milk. ( P v V 10.63.3) and 

Soma (drunk p a r t i c u l a r l y by I n d r a i n t h e f i g h t a g a i n s t V r t r a ) 

i s compared t o her m i l k . She i s spoken of as a cow (eg. R_V 

1.153.3; 8.90.15) and as the e a r t h (eg. RV 1.72.9; AV 

13.1.38), b o t h g r e a t mothers and p r o v i d e r s . 

She r e p r e s e n t s a c t u a l m a n i f e s t e d r e a l i t y i t s e l f as w e l l 

as t h e u n m a n i f e s t p o t e n t i a l , b e i n g c a l l e d "mother, f a t h e r and 

son" (RV_ 1.89.10). I n a n o t h e r hymn i t i s p u t l i k e t h i s : 

Daksa was b o r n of A d i t i , A d i t i o f Daksa, f o r 

A d i t i was b o r n as your d a u g h t e r , 0 Daksa! 

(£V 1 0.7 2.45 X 2 7 ) 

Here Daksa, " t h e s k i l l f u l god", has t h e r o l e of c r e a t o r 

or d emiurgos, producer o f r e a l i t y i n i t s m a n i f e s t e d f o r m , 

h a v i n g been h i m s e l f produced f r o m t h a t same r e a l i t y i n i t s 

u n l i m i t e d , p r e - m a n i f e s t f o r m . The same i d e a i s ex p r e s s e d i n 

RV 10.90.5, where Purusa g i v e s b i r t h t o V i r a j ( t h e " s h i n i n g 

one") and i s i n t u r n b o r n f r o m V i r a j . 

M a c d o n e l l , l i k e most o f h i s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , f o u n d A d i t i 

t o be o f l i t t l e i n t e r e s t , r e g a r d i n g her p r i m a r i l y as a vague 

and p r i m i t i v e p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n o f t h e e a r t h or of an a b s t r a c t 

i d e a l i k e ' i n f i n i t y ' or 'freedom'. He assumed any cosmogonic 

r o l e or m y s t i c a l a s s o c i a t i o n t o be a secondary development: 

The i n d e f i n i t e n e s s o f t h e name would e a s i l y have 

l e n t i t s e l f t o m y s t i c a l i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s , and the 

c o n c e p t i o n was n a t u r a l l y a f f e c t e d by t h e t h e o g o n i c 

and cosmogonic s p e c u l a t i o n s f o u n d i n more r e c e n t 
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p o r t i o n s o f t h e RV.<28> 

Werner, on the o t h e r hand, re c k o n s her cosmogonic 

motherhood t o be of prime i m p o r t a n c e and f o r her o r i g i n s t o 

to be f o u n d i n m y s t i c a l e x p e r i e n c e r a t h e r t h a n i n 

s p e c u l a t i o n . The m y s t i c e x p e r i e n c e s h i m s e l f and t h e w o r l d as 

o f f s p r i n g o f , and u l t i m a t e l y one substance w i t h , t h e i n f i n i t e 

d i v i n e s o u r c e , d i r e c t l y dependent on i t i n every moment, 

whereas: 

a t h i n k i n g mind, whether a s i m p l e or a 

s o p h i s t i c a t e d one, i s s a t i s f i e d w i t h t h e i d e a of a 

f i r s t cause f r o m w h i c h an i n d e p e n d e n t and 

c o n t i n u o u s l i n e of causes and e f f e c t s t h e n proceeds 

f u r t h e r . <29> 

I f A d i t i s t a n d s f o r t h e i n f i n i t e p r i m e v a l p o t e n t i a l , her 

sons, t h e s o - c a l l e d A~dityas - a group of some seven or e i g h t 

gods - r e p r e s e n t v a r i o u s a s p e c t s o f t h e m a n i f e s t e d w o r l d . 

C h i e f amongst them i s Varuna, whose name p r o b a b l y d e r i v e s 

f r o m the r o o t yr_, t o 'cover' or 'encompass'. Werner a g a i n 

s t r e s s e s t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f m y s t i c a l e x p e r i e n c e i n the 

i n g e n i o u s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n he g i v e s t o t h e name. He sees Varuna 

as t h e 'encompasser' or ' e n v e l o p e r ' of i n f i n i t e space, 

t h e r e f o r e t h e s u r f a c e of t h i n g s . A c c o r d i n g t o h i s 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , the w o r l d we e x p e r i e n c e , of s e p a r a t e and 

a p p a r e n t l y s u b s t a n t i a l o b j e c t s , i s u n d e r s t o o d t o be made up 

of " s u b s t a n c e l e s s , empty shapes, c r e a t e d by t h e encompassing 

movement or power w i t h i n t h e womb of the i n f i n i t e " < 3 0 > . 

I f we a c c e p t t h i s v i e w , i t makes sense t h a t i n t h e AV 

Varuna s h o u l d be d e s c r i b e d as t h e warp and woof of t h e loom 

of t h e u n i v e r s e (AV 4.16.8) and t h a t he s h o u l d be i n t i m a t e l y 
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c o n n e c t e d i n many hymns w i t h r t a , cosmic o r d e r , and a l s o w i t h 

maya, by w h i c h he i s s a i d t o have "measured o u t t h e e a r t h , as 

i t were, w i t h a y a r d s t i c k " < 3 1 > . Maya, p r o b a b l y d e r i v e d f r o m 

th e r o o t ma (measure, c o n s t r u c t ) and cognate w i t h t h e Greek 

m e t i s ( i n s i g h t , shrewdness, c u n n i n g , a d v i c e , c r a f t ) , seems 

most a p t l y t r a n s l a t e d by t h e E n g l i s h word, ' c r a f t ' w h i c h has 

c o n n o t a t i o n s o f c r e a t i v e s k i l l , a r t or a r t i f i c e , magic or 

m y s t e r i o u s power, c u n n i n g , i n g e n u i t y and g u i l e < 3 2 > . 

I n l a t e r t i m e s , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Vedanta p h i l o s o p h y 

t h r o u g h t h e work o f Gaudapada, Sahkara and. o t h e r s , may a i s 

used t o d e s c r i b e t h e d r e a m - l i k e i n s u b s t a n t i a l i t y o f t h e 

w o r l d , as c o n t r a s t e d w i t h t h e one a l l - e m b r a c i n g e s s e n t i a l 

r e a l i t y o f brahman, and i t comes t o be more or l e s s 

synonymous w i t h " i l l u s i o n " . T h i s has been r e g a r d e d as a 

d e p a r t u r e f r o m i t s Vedic meaning<33>, b u t perhaps a t most i t 

o n l y r e p r e s e n t s a s u b t l e s h i f t i n emphasis. Varurta i s t h e 

g r e a t mayin<3 4> among t h e gods and h i s c r e a t i v e a c t i v i t y 

( l i k e h i s o r d i n a n c e s - r t a ) may be d e c e p t i v e t o men's l i m i t e d 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g - f o r as the "encompasser" he i s r e s p o n s i b l e 

f o r t h e i l l u s i o n t h a t t h i n g s e x i s t i n d e p e n d e n t l y , i n t h e i r 

own r i g h t , whereas t h e y are i n t r u t h p a r t of t h e one 

u n d i v i d e d i n f i n i t e r e a l i t y o f A d i t i . 
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5. Cosmogony i n t h e A t h a r v a Veda. 

Rather as each hymn of t h e _R_V tends t o r a i s e t h e god t o 

whom i t i s a d d r e s s e d t o t h e p o s i t i o n of t h e h i g h e s t , so i n 

the AV we see a number of d i f f e r e n t p r i n c i p l e s g l o r i f i e d as 

the one f r o m w h i c h a l l e l s e d e r i v e s r e a l i t y . Thus i n 19.53 

f o r example, k'ala ( t i m e ) i s said, t o have s e n t f o r t h a l l 

e x i s t e n c e , i n c l u d i n g P r a j a p a t i ( L o r d of c r e a t u r e s ) , o f t e n t h e 

c r e a t o r - f i g u r e or demiurge i n t h e AV, t h e Brahmanas and t h e 

l a t e r l i t e r a t u r e . And i n 19.54, t i m e i s s a i d t o be t h e source 

of t h e w a t e r s , brahman, tapas and t h e d i f f e r e n t d i m e n s i o n s o f 

the u n i v e r s e . Heaven and E a r t h a r e h i s p a r e n t s though t h e y 

too d e r i v e t h e i r b e i n g f r o m him. 

I n 9.2 and 19.52 kama, l o v e or d e s i r e , i s e x t o l l e d as t h e 

f i r s t and f o r e m o s t o f a l l . The o p e n i n g o f 19.52 echoes the 

n a s a d r y a - s u k t a : 

I n the b e g i n n i n g was D e s i r e , 

t h e f i r s t seed o f mind. 

(AV 19.52)<35> 

As o f t e n i n t h e e a r l y Upanisads, p r i m a , t h e s p i r i t or 

l i f e - f o r c e embodied i n b r e a t h , i s used as a symbol of t h a t on 

which e v e r y t h i n g i s based, the f o u n d a t i o n o f a l l t h a t i s and 

s h a l l be. PraYta i s q u i t e c l o s e i n meaning t o a~tman w h i c h , as 

we s h a l l see, becomes t h e main term i n the Upanisads f o r t h e 

supreme r e a l i t y as e x p e r i e n c e d i n t h e h e a r t of t h e i n d i v i d u a l 

p e r son. I n one v e r s e of a hymn d e v o t e d t o praYta as t h e p r i m a l 

p r i n c i p l e and t h e l o r d o f l i f e , i t i s l i n k e d w i t h t h e 

cosmogonic image o f H i r a n y a g a r b h a and ( i n a phrase s i m i l a r t o 

some o f t h e famous u t t e r a n c e s o f t h e U p a n i s a d i c sages) w i t h 

th e t r u e i n n e r s e l f of t h e i n d i v i d u a l : 



B r e a t h o f L i f e , do n o t f o r s a k e me. 

You a r e , i n d e e d , I . 

L i k e t h e Embryo of t h e Waters 

I b i n d you t o me t h a t I may l i v e ! 

(11.4.26)<36> 

A p o w e r f u l symbol i n which many d i f f e r e n t i d e a s and 

images are b r o u g h t t o g e t h e r i s skambha, ' s u p p o r t ' , t h e Cosmic 

P i l l a r , c e l e b r a t e d p a r t i c u l a r l y i n two hymns o f t h e AV (10.7 

and 8 ) . On t h e s i m p l e s t l e v e l skambha i s p i c t u r e d as a prop 

h o l d i n g a p a r t (and l i n k i n g ) heaven and e a r t h , e x p r e s s i n g t h e 

i d e a o f t h e f i r s t a c t o f c r e a t i o n as a s e p a r a t i o n o f 

p r i m o r d i a l o p p o s i t e s . B u t , g o i n g deeper t h a n t h i s , t h e two 

hymns p o i n t t o skambha as t h e i n d i v i s i b l e One beyond 

o p p o s i t e s . Skambha i s " t h e One on whom t h e L o r d of L i f e 

( P r a j a p a t i ) l e a n e d f o r s u p p o r t when he propped up t h e 

w o r l d " ( 1 0 . 7 . 7 ) < 3 7 > and i n him " t h e w o r l d s c o n s i s t ; i n him 

C r e a t i v e F e r v o u r ( t a p a s ) and Order ( r t a ) have t h e i r 

g round"(10.7.29)<38> . Thanks t o him "Heaven and E a r t h r e m a i n 

each f i x e d i n p l a c e " ( 1 0 . 8 . 2 ) < 3 9 > . He i s t h e e s s e n t i a l One 

b e h i n d a l l f o r m s : 

What moves, what f l i e s , what st a n d s q u i t e s t i l l , 

what b r e a t h e s , what b r e a t h e s n o t , b l i n k s t h e eye -

t h i s , c o n c e n t r a t e d i n t o a s i n g l e One, 

th o u g h m u l t i p l e i t s f o r m s , s u s t a i n s t h e e a r t h . 

(10.8.11)<40> 

I n skambha t h e i d e a of t h e p r i m a l u n m a n i f e s t source 

c o n s t a n t l y s u r r o u n d i n g and s u p p o r t i n g m a n i f e s t e d r e a l i t y i s 

s t r o n g l y b r o u g h t o u t . L i k e A d i t i , skambha i s b o t h p a r e n t and 

c h i l d (1 0.8.2 7,28) . L i k e Purusa ( t h e imagery o f Purusa 



u n d e r l i e s t h e whole o f 10.7) , skambha i s the one body o f 

r e a l i t y , h i s l i m b s and f a c u l t i e s c o r r e s p o n d i n g t o t h e 

d i f f e r e n t p a r t s o f t h e u n i v e r s e . He i s l i k e t h e hub o f a 

wheel i n w h i c h men and gods l i k e spokes are s e t ( 1 0 . 8 . 3 4 ) ; or 

l i k e t h e t r u n k of a t r e e on which t h e branches depend 

(1 0 . 7 . 3 8 ) . F i n a l l y , as t h e e s s e n t i a l One b e h i n d a l l f o r m s , he 

i s t o be known d i r e c t l y as brahman (see below and n o t e 4 3 ) , 

i d e n t i c a l w i t h t h e i n m o s t s e l f (10.7.17; 10.8.37,38,43,44). 
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6. S a c r i f i c e and o t h e r themes i n the Brahmanas. 

A c e n t r a l theme of the Brahmanas i s y a j f l a , s a c r i f i c e < 4 1 > . 

I t was above a l l by means o f t h e s a c r i f i c e t h a t the 

Vedic-Brahmanic p r i e s t h o o d b e l i e v e d i t c o u l d m a n i p u l a t e 

brahman, the m y s t e r i o u s s a c r e d power u n d e r s t o o d t o be 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the r i t u a l . E t y r n o l o g i c a l l y brahman may be 

d e r i v e d f r o m t h e r o o t b r h , 'grow, b u r s t f o r t h ' < 4 2 > and can be 

i n t e r p r e t e d i n t h e e a r l i e r l i t e r a t u r e as t h e power by w h i c h 

t h i n g s a r e made t o happen or a r e b r o u g h t i n t o being<43>. I t 

becomes by t h e t i m e of t h e Upanisads one o f t h e two most 

commonly used terms f o r the h i g h e s t r e a l i t y . 

S a c r i f i c e t h r o u g h o u t t h e Vedic-Brahmanic l i t e r a t u r e has a 

cosmogonic f u n c t i o n and t h e image o f t h e c r e a t i o n as a cosmic 

s a c r i f i c e , as i n t h e p u r u s a - s u k t a (RV 10.30), i s one w h i c h 

o c c u r s a g a i n and a g a i n i n t h e Brahmanas. I n s t e a d of Purusa, 

i t i s g e n e r a l l y P r a j a p a t i ( L o r d of c r e a t u r e s ) or Brahma ( t h e 

p e r s o n a l i s e d f o r m o f brahman), who produces the w o r l d and a l l 

b e i n g s i n an a c t of s e l f - s a c r i f i c e prompted by l o n e l i n e s s and 

d e s i r e . So, f o r example, a t 5fi 7.5.2.6 Praj¥pati f a s h i o n s t h e 

d i f f e r e n t a n i m a l s f r o m h i s d i f f e r e n t f a c u l t i e s (prima -

' v i t a l a i r s ' ) : man f r o m h i s mind, t h e h o r s e f r o m h i s eye, and 

so on. 

Sometimes t h e a c t of s e l f - s a c r i f i c e e x h a u s t s t h e c r e a t o r 

and r e q u i r e s a r e c i p r o c a l a c t of s a c r i f i c e f r o m t h e c r e a t i o n : 

When he had produced t h e c r e a t u r e s , P r a j a p a t i f e l l 

i n t o p i e c e s , B e i n g reduced t o a (mere) h e a r t he was 

l y i n g e x h a u s t e d . He u t t e r e d a c r y : "Alas my l i f e ! " 

The w a t e r s h e a r d him. They came t o h i s a i d and by 

means o f s a c r i f i c e of t h e F i r s t b o r n t hey r e s t o r e d 

on 



him t o h i s s o v e r e i g n t y . 

(TB 2.3.6.1)<44> 

A s i m i l a r s i t u a t i o n i s d e s c r i b e d a t §B_ 4.1.2. Here i t i s 

Agni who r e s t o r e s Pra j a p a t i , and t h e commentator e x p l a i n s 

(v.26) : 

Now t h a t f a t h e r ( P r a j a p a t i ) i s ( a l s o ) t h e son: 

inasmuch as he c r e a t e d A_gni, t h e r e b y he i s A g n i 1 s 

f a t h e r ; and inasmuch as Agni r e s t o r e d him, t h e r e b y 

A g n i i s h i s f a t h e r . <45> 

Here i n a r a t h e r l a b o u r e d f o r m we have t h e same n o t i o n 

t h a t was e x p r e s s e d i n t h e _RV_ (eg. 10.72.4 and 10.90.5) , t h a t 

t h e o r i g i n a l b e i n g i s b o t h p r o d u c e r and produced (or p a r e n t 

and c h i l d ) o f t h e c r e a t i o n . C l o s e l y r e l a t e d i s t h e image o f 

c r e a t i o n ( p a r t i c u l a r l y o f mankind and o t h e r c r e a t u r e s ) 

t h r o u g h i n c e s t u o u s u n i o n , w h i c h i s f o u n d i n t h e _R_V (eg. 

10.61.5-7) and p e r p e t u a t e d i n t h e Brahmanas (eg. TMB 8.2.10; 

JaimB 3.2.61; TB_ 2.3.10). We meet i t a l s o i n the Upanisads 

(eg. BU 1.4.1-6).<46> 

O f t e n i n t h e Brahmanas, the work o f c r e a t i o n i s s i m p l y 

a t t r i b u t e d t o a f a t h e r f i g u r e , n o r m a l l y P r a j a p a t i , w i t h o u t 

l o o k i n g i n t o h i s o r i g i n . P r a j a p a t i i s a f i g u r e who appears 

l a t e i n t h e Vedas, n o t a b l y i n _£V_ 10.121, t h e hymn o f t h e 

go l d e n germ, where the unknown supreme god i s i d e n t i f i e d i n 

the f i n a l v e r s e as P r a j a p a t i , though many commentators r e c k o n 

t h a t t o be an i n t e r p o l a t i o n . 

Though P r a j a p a t i i s most f r e q u e n t l y c i t e d as t h e c r e a t o r -

f i g u r e , f i r s t b e i n g or cosmic p a r e n t , t h e tendency w h i c h I 

n o t e d p a r t i c u l a r l y i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e AV, t o e l e v a t e one 

as 



o f a v a r i e t y o f p r i n c i p l e s t o t h a t p o s i t i o n , i s a p p a r e n t a l s o 

i n t h e Brahmanas. Thus, f o r example, Vac (speech, t h e Word): 

i n whom a l l b e i n g s l i v e and " a l l t h e w o r l d s f i n d t h e i r 

s u p p o r t " ( T B 2.8.8.4)<47>; "mother o f t h e Veda and hub o f 

i m m o r t a l i t y " (TB 2.8 . 8 . 5)<48> ; "womb o f t h e u n i v e r s e " < 4 3 > . 

Sometimes Vac i s p r e s e n t e d as more or l e s s s u b o r d i n a t e , 

becoming t h e f e m i n i n e c o u n t e r p a r t or c o n s o r t o f t h e c r e a t o r , 

n o t u n l i k e t h e s"akti f i g u r e s i n l a t e r H induism: 

T h i s , [ i n t h e b e g i n n i n g ] , was o n l y t h e L o r d o f t h e 

u n i v e r s e . H i s Word was w i t h him. T h i s Word was h i s 

second. He c o n t e m p l a t e d . He s a i d , " I w i l l d e l i v e r 

t h i s Word so t h a t she w i l l produce and b r i n g i n t o 

b e i n g a l l t h i s w o r l d . " 

(TMB 20.14.2)<50> 

I n t h e AV, Vac i s l i n k e d w i t h V i r a j , a c c o r d i n g t o 

B h a t t a c h a r y y a an i m p o r t a n t femenine cosmogonic p r i n c i p l e i n 

th e e a r l y l i t e r a t u r e < 5 1 > . V~ac i s no doubt e s p e c i a l l y 

p r o m i n e n t i n t h e Brahmanas p a r t l y because of t h e g r e a t 

i m p o r t a n c e a t t a c h e d by t h e p r i e s t l y commentators t o v e r b a l 

formulae<52> and. t o t h e d e t a i l s o f c o r r e c t r e c i t a t i o n , b u t 

o t h e r p r i n c i p l e s a r e a l s o i n v o k e d . A t TB_ 2.2.9.1-2, f o r 

example, a s a t (non-being) i s t r e a t e d as t h e f i r s t p r i n c i p l e , 

a c t i n g d e l i b e r a t e l y t o come i n t o b e i n g , i n a passage w h i c h 

t y p i f i e s t h e way some o f t h e Brahmanic a u t h o r s a t t e m p t e d t o 

evoke t h e m y s t e r i o u s paradox o f t h e p r e c r e a t i o n a l s t a t e u s i n g 

more or l e s s p h i l o s o p h i c a l language - r a t h e r l e s s 

c o n v i n c i n g l y t h a n t h e r s i o f RV 10.129. 

A s i m i l a r passage, p o s i t i n g manas (mind) as t h e f i r s t 

p r i n c i p l e , c l e a r l y draws from _RV 10.129, b u t a g a i n t h e r s i 1 s 
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d e l i c a t e and p r e c i s e use of words i s u n e q u a l l e d : 

1. V e r i l y , i n t h e b e g i n n i n g t h i s ( u n i v e r s e ) was, as 

i t were, n e i t h e r n o n - e x i s t e n t nor e x i s t e n t ; i n t h e 

b e g i n n i n g t h i s ( u n i v e r s e ) , i n d e e d , as i t were, 

e x i s t e d and d i d n o t e x i s t : t h e r e was then o n l y t h a t 

Mind. 

2 . Wherefore- i t has been s a i d by t h e R s i , "There was 

t h e n n e i t h e r t h e n o n - e x i s t e n t nor t h e e x i s t e n t " . 

(SB 10.5.3)<53> 

Prana ( s p i r i t , b r e a t h , e n e r g y ) , a l s o l i n k e d i n t h e AV 

w i t h V i r a j (eg. AV 1 1 . 1 2 ) , i s sometimes i n v o k e d as t h e f i r s t 

p r i n c i p l e (eg. oB_ 1 1 . 1 . 6 . 1 7 ) and a l s o , as i n t h e e a r l y 

Upanisads, used as a symbol o f t h e i n m o s t s e l f of t h e 

i n d i v i d u a l , a r o l e t h a t i s l a t e r t a k e n over by t h e t e r m 

atman. 

The Waters c o n t i n u e t o be used as a symbol of t h e 

p r i m a l e l e m e n t , o f t e n l i n k e d i n some way w i t h t h e cosmogonic 

image o f H i r a r i y a g a r b h a ( c f . _RV 1 0 . 1 2 1 ) , and w i t h t h e r e l a t e d 

theme o f A g n i i n t h e Waters. So, f o r example: 

.In t h e b e g i n n i n g , t o be s u r e , t h i s w o r l d was w a t e r , 

n o t h i n g b u t a sea of w a t e r . The w a t e r s d e s i r e d , 

"How can we be p r o p a g a t e d ? " They k i n d l e d t h e i r own 

a r d o r , p e r f o r m i n g t h i s v e r y a c t w i t h f e r v o r . W h i l e 

summoning t h e i r c r e a t i v e energy t h e y warmed up and 

a g o l d e n egg was produced. A t t h a t t i m e , t o be 

s u r e , t h e year was n o t y e t e x i s t i n g . T h i s g o l d e n 

egg f l o a t e d a b o u t f o r as l o n g as a y e a r . . . 

( J B 1 1 . 1 . 6 . 1 ) < 5 4 > 
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Also e v i d e n t i n t h i s passage and many o t h e r s i n t h e 

Brahmanas i s t a p a s , t h e c r e a t i v e f o r c e of h e a t (eg. £_B 

11.5.8.1; 13.7.1.1). SB 13.7.1.1 r e l a t e s t h a t h a v i n g f o u n d 

t h e p r a c t i c e o f ta p a s f r u i t l e s s , brahman made an o f f e r i n g o 

i t s e l f i n a l l b e i n g s and a l l b e i n g s i n i t s e l f . A t TB 

3.12.3.1, t h e s e l f - e x i s t e n t brahman, t h e o r i g i n a l p r i n c i p l e 

i s c a l l e d t h e h i g h e s t tapas and, l i k e A d _ i t i , s a i d t o be 

f a t h e r , mother and son. 
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7. Some myths o f t h e Brahmanas. 

S e v e r a l myths v / i t h cosmogonic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s appear i n 

t h e Brahmanas, sometimes s h e d d i n g l i g h t on myths w h i c h are 

n o t f u l l y r e v e a l e d i n t h e Vedas. A l l u s i o n s made i n t h e hymns 

may sometimes be e x p l a i n e d by r e f e r e n c e t o t h e l a t e r t e x t s . 

A l s o , d e i t i e s who a r e r a t h e r shadowy f i g u r e s i n t h e Vedas, 

sometimes appear much more p r o m i n e n t l y i n t h e Brahmanas and 

t h e l a t e r l i t e r a t u r e . An example i s V i snu, who does n o t 

f i g u r e p r o m i n e n t l y i n t h e Vedas th o u g h he i s c l o s e l y 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h Indra<55> and may w e l l have g r e a t e r 

s i g n i f i c a n c e t h a n appears a t f i r s t g l a n c e . 

The myth of V i s n u ' s t h r e e s t r i d e s i s a l l u d e d t o s e v e r a l 

t i m e s i n t h e hymns. I n RV 1.154, f o r example, he i s t h e one 

"who measured o u t t h e e a r t h l y r e g i o n s and propped t h e heavens 

above, a c c o m p l i s h i n g i n h i s c o u r s e t h r e e m i g h t y s t r i d e s " 

( v . l ) , and i n whose " t h r e e m i g h t y paces are s e t a l l w o r l d s " 

(v.2)<56>. I n the £fi (eg. 1.2.5.1-3) he i s i d e n t i f i e d w i t h 

t h e s a c r i f i c e and as t h e s a c r i f i c e he i s s a i d t o have won t h e 

whole w o r l d , f o r though t h e a c t u a l a l t a r be s m a l l i t 

r e p r e s e n t s t h e whole u n i v e r s e . V a r i o u s s t r a n d s of t h e 

m y t h o l o g y are l a t e r b r o u g h t t o g e t h e r i n t h e Bhagavata Purana 

s t o r y o f Vamana the dwarf (as an i n c a r n a t i o n - a v a t a r - of 

Visn.u) who wins t h e w o r l d f r o m demons by a c c o m p l i s h i n g t h r e e 

g r e a t s t r i d e s . The myth can be i n t e r p r e t e d c o s m o g o n i c a l l y , 

h i s t h r e e s t e p s c o n s t i t u t i n g (on one l e v e l ) t h e t h r e e f o l d 

Vedic u n i v e r s e of e a r t h , heaven and i n t e r m e d i a t e r e g i o n . 

The w e l l known f l o o d - m y t h , w h i c h has p a r a l l e l s i n o t h e r 

( n o t a b l y S e m i t i c ) m y t h o l o g y , a l s o c l e a r l y has a cosmogonic 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . F l o o d or submersion i n t h e w o r l d ocean or 



w a t e r s can be i n t e r p r e t e d as t h e cosmic s l e e p between w o r l d 

c y c l e s . The myth i s t o l d a t 1.8.1.1-6 and forms t h e b a s i s 

of Visn.u 1 s i n c a r n a t i o n as Matsya t h e f i s h . His i n c a r n a t i o n as 

t h e b o a r , Varaha, i s foreshadowed ¥fp a t TS 7.1.5.1 and S_B 

14.1.2.11, where F r a j a p a t i becomes a boar t o c r e a t e t h e e a r t h 

or t o save i t f r o m submersion i n t h e w o r l d - o c e a n . 

I n the s t o r y m e n t i o n e d above, of V i snu's t h r e e s t r i d e s , 

he wins t h e w o r l d f r o m t h e a s u r a s , a common theme i n t h e 

Brahmanas where asura stands f o r demon or a n t i - g o d . The 

c o n f l i c t between deva and a s u r a , so much a f e a t u r e of t h e 

Brahmanas and t h e l a t e r f o l k l i t e r a t u r e of t h e Puranas, may 

a c t u a l l y r e p r e s e n t on one l e v e l t h e s h i f t of emphasis i n 

p o p u l a r w o r s h i p f r o m Varuna, t h e g r e a t a s u r a , t o I n d j r a , k i n g 

o f t h e devas, w h i c h has a l r e a d y t a k e n p l a c e by t h e t i m e of 

t h e c o d i f i c a t i o n o f t h e RV. Through most of the RV, asura 

s t i l l has a s t r o n g l y p o s i t i v e sense and i s used as a t i t l e o f 

p r a i s e f o r many gods. T h i s p o i n t s back to t h e p r e - V e d i c era 

when a sura (or i t s I n d o - I r a n i a n e q u i v a l e n t ) was a p p l i e d t o 

t h e v e r y h i g h e s t , as evidence f r o m t h e o l d - I r a n i a n Avesta and 

the e a r l i e s t p o r t i o n s o f t h e RV shows. 

There are undoubted p a r a l l e l s between the Z o r o a s t r i a n s 1 

Ahura Mazda and t h e Vedic Varuna and t h e r e may be p a r a l l e l s 

t o o w i t h Quranos ( p r o b a b l y l i n g u i s t i c a l l y cognate w i t h 

Varuna) o f a n c i e n t Greece, who i s f a t h e r o f t h e t i t a n s . I n 

Greek m y t h o l o g y t h e v i o l e n t and i n c e s t u o u s t i t a n s may 

r e p r e s e n t t h e d a r k f o r c e s o f the p r i m o r d i a l w o r l d between 

chaos and cosmos b e f o r e t h e gods i n s t i t u t e d t h e i r own o r d e r e d 

r u l e , o v e r t h r o w i n g t h e f o r m e r and i m p r i s o n i n g them i n 

T a r t a r o s . I n t e r p r e t i n g Varuna and t h e asuras s i m i l a r l y , 

K u i p e r t a k e s " t h e problem o f the a s u r a s " - w h i c h he c o n s i d e r s 
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o f v i t a l , c e n t r a l s i g n i f i c a n c e i n Vedic mythology - t o 

demon s t r a t e what he sees as two d i s t i n c t s tages i n t h e 

cosmogony <57>. 

The f i r s t s t a ge i n v o l v e s t h e spontaneous a r i s i n g o f t h e 

p r i m o r d i a l w o r l d , f u l l o f t u r b u l e n t f o r c e s and n o t t r u l y 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e d , t h e w o r l d of p o t e n t i a l l i f e and b e i n g , 

r e p r e s e n t e d s y m b o l i c a l l y by the image of t h e cosmic m o u n t a i n 

f l o a t i n g on t h e w a t e r s . The asuras a r e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h i s 

s t a g e . The second s t a g e i s i n s t i t u t e d by I n d r a , k i n g of t h e 

devas, whose h e r o i c f i g h t a g a i n s t t h e dragon of o b s t r u c t i o n 

s e t s f r e e t h e powers o f l i f e w h i c h m a n i f e s t themselves as t h e 

o r d e r e d cosmos. The w o r l d of t h e asuras now becomes t h e 

n e t h e r w o r l d , t h e s u b t e r r a n e a n w a t e r s , a c o n t i n u a l 

s u r r o u n d i n g t h r e a t t o c o h e r e n t e x i s t e n c e w h i c h must 

c o n s t a n t l y r e a s s e r t i t s e l f as the r e a l over t h e me r e l y 

p o t e n t i a l . Not a l l t h e asuras a r e b a n i s h e d w i t h i t : t h e devas 

can c a l l on t h e a s s i s t a n c e of c e r t a i n asuras and some asuras 

a c t u a l l y become devas. I n t h e RV a d i s t i n c t i o n i s made 

between devav-asura, "asuras who have become devas 1 1, and 

asurah-adevah, "asuras who are n o t devas". Varuna, 
i h_ i 

p a r t i c u l a r l y , i s a c c e p t e d i n t o the r a n k s o f t h e devas, 

r e t a i n i n g l o r d s h i p over t h e w a t e r s and thus h i s c o n n e c t i o n 

w i t h t h e p r i m o r d i a l w o r l d . 
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8. Changing a t t i t u d e s and e x p r e s s i o n i n t h e Llpanisads. 

A c e r t a i n p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h r i t u a l i s m i s s t i l l e v i d e n t 

i n p a r t s o f t h e Upanisads - p a r t i c u l a r l y e a r l i e r p a r t s which 

a c t u a l l y f o r m t h e c l o s i n g p o r t i o n s o f t h e Brahmanas - though 

we can see a d e f i n i t e change of emphasis. S a c r i f i c e i s s t i l l 

an i m p o r t a n t c o n c e p t ( i m p o r t a n t t o o i s the imagery of Purusa, 

the cosmic s a c r i f i c e - see f o r example MunU 2 . 1 . 1 - 1 0 ) b u t , 

c o n t r a d i c t i n g t h e p r e v a i l i n g a t t i t u d e o f t h e Brahmanas, t h e 

a u t h o r s o f t h e Upanisads s t r e s s t h a t m e a n i n g f u l s a c r i f i c e 

depends on an i n n e r a t t i t u d e and u n d e r s t a n d i n g r a t h e r t h a n 

e x t e r n a l observance. R e c o g n i t i o n t h a t i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g r a t h e r 

t h a n r i t u a l l i e s t h e t r u e meaning o f the r e l i g i o u s l i f e can 

be f o u n d i n t h e Brahmanas, as a t £B_ 1 0 . 5 . 4 . 1 6 : 

By knowledge t h e y ascend t h a t ( s t a t e ) where d e s i r e s 

have v a n i s h e d : s a c r i f i c i a l g i f t s go n o t t h i t h e r , 

nor t h e f e r v i d p r a c t i s e r s of r i t e s w i t h o u t 

knowledge.< 5 8 > 

However, as a r u l e t h i s k i n d o f s t a t e m e n t i s more 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e Upanisads. A passage of MunU 

e x e m p l i f i e s t h e U p a n i s a d i c a t t i t u d e , d e s c r i b i n g mere l e a r n i n g 

and ceremony as l o w e r knowledge, the h i g h e r b e i n g " t h a t by 

which t h e i m p e r i s h a b l e (aksara) i s apprehended" ( 1 • 1 • 5 ) . I t -

goes on t o e x t o l l t h e v i r t u e s and. rewards of proper r e l i g i o u s 

observances ( 1 . 2 . 1 - 6 ) , b u t says t h a t i n themselves t h e s e 

cannot l e a d t o r e a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g and u l t i m a t e l i b e r a t i o n . 

They, a t b e s t , can o n l y b r i n g one t o a t t a i n m e n t of h e a v e n l y 

w o r l d s , w o r l d s which a r e n e v e r t h e l e s s b o r n , c r e a t e d , s u b j e c t 

t o decay, whereas t h e t r u e g o a l i s t h e unborn, the u n c r e a t e d , 

the i m p e r i s h a b l e ( 1 . 2 . 1 2 - 1 3 ) . 
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That g o a l , i s n o r m a l l y termed brahman or atman, brahman 

i n d i c a t i n g , so t o speak, t h e o b j e c t i v e a ngle o f approach, 

atman t h e s u b j e c t i v e ; brahman t h e essence of t h e u n i v e r s e , 

atman t h e essence o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l , t h e two u l t i m a t e l y t o be 

r e c o g n i s e d as i d e n t i c a l . 

As I m e n t i o n e d e a r l i e r , by t h e t i m e of t h e Upanisads 

brahman i s a l r e a d y w e l l e s t a b l i s h e d as a t e r m f o r t h e h i g h e s t 

r e a l i t y . Atman, p o s s i b l y d e r i v e d f r o m t h e r o o t an, 

'breathe'<59>, i s used i n t h e Vedas t o mean something l i k e 

l i f e - f o r c e o r b r e a t h or s p i r i t . I t g r a d u a l l y t a k e s over f r o m 

symbols l i k e prana as t h e main t e r m f o r t h a t r e a l i t y as 

e x p e r i e n c e d w i t h i n t h e h e a r t or s p i r i t o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l . I t 

s h o u l d be n o t e d t h a t i t s t r a n s l a t i o n as ' s o u l ' can be 

m i s l e a d i n g because o f some Western n o t i o n s of a f i x e d and 

f i n i t e c o r e w i t h i n t h e i n d i v i d u a l w h i c h s u r v i v e s d e a t h . 

The e q u a t i o n o f atman and brahman, as Deussen says<60>, 

forms t h e f u n d a m e n t a l c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e Upanisads, though we 

s h o u l d bear i n mind t h a t the t e x t s do n o t s e t o u t t o 

e s t a b l i s h a c o n s i s t e n t p h i l o s o p h i c a l d o c t r i n e . They a r e 

p r i m a r i l y r e c o r d s o f i n s t r u c t i o n t owards e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e 

t r a n s c e n d e n t , r e p r e s e n t i n g a number of d i f f e r e n t i n d i v i d u a l s 

and groups and span n i n g q u i t e a l o n g p e r i o d i n t i m e . I t i s 

not s u p r i s i n g t h a t we can f i n d i n t h e Upanisads j u s t i f i c a t i o n 

f o r a v a r i e t y o f views c o n c e r n i n g t h e o r i g i n s of t h e u n i v e r s e 

and the n a t u r e o f r e a l i t y . The appearance l a t e r of s e v e r a l 

d i s t i n c t p h i l o s o p h i c a l systems based on the Upanisads, each 

w i t h i t s own c o s m o l o g i c a l framework and each r e g a r d e d by i t s 

f o l l o w e r s as t h e t r u e i n t e r p r e t i o n of U p a n i s a d i c p h i l o s o p h y , 

b ears w i t n e s s t o the v a r i e t y . 
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The U p a n i s a d i c a u t h o r s r e c o g n i s e d t h a t they were n o t 

d e a l i n g w i t h t h e g r e a t q u e s t i o n s f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e and t h e y 

acknowledged t h e i r i n h e r i t a n c e f r o m t h e Veda5<61>. They were 

n o t r e l u c t a n t t o borrow symbols and imagery from t h e r i t u a l 

and t h e poems of the Vedas where these s u i t e d t h e i r purposes 

<62>. O r i g i n a l i t y f o r o r i g i n a l i t y ' s sake was n o t seen as a 

v i r t u e . However, even b e f o r e t h e end of t h e Vedic p e r i o d the 

m y t h o l o g i c a l and s y m b o l i c language o f t h e hymns appears t o 

have been l o s i n g i t s e f f e c t i v e n e s s and t h e i r message had 

s i n c e become f u r t h e r o b s c u r e d by the. Brahmardc commentaries. 

So i t i s t h a t t h e U p a n i s a d i c a u t h o r s i n c r e a s i n g l y r e c a s t t h e 

o l d problems i n a new k i n d of language, c o n c e p t u a l and 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l , w hich was a l r e a d y emerging i n t h e l a t e r 

p o r t i o n s of t h e RV and i n t h e AV. The g r e a t achievement of 

t h e sages o f t h e Upanisads l i e s i n t h e r e d i s c o v e r y and 

r e f o r m u l a t i o n of t h e t r u e message o f t h e r s i s i n an i d i o m 

s u i t e d t o t h e i r t i m e . 

The need f o r r e d i s c o v e r y and r e f o r m u l a t i o n i s c o n s t a n t l y 

a s s e r t e d , even where due r e g a r d i s g i v e n t o t h e answers 

d i s c o v e r e d i n t h e o l d t e x t s . I t i s n o t enough j u s t t o a c c e p t 

what has gone b e f o r e . £u_ opens w i t h a s e r i e s of q u e s t i o n s as 

t o t h e o r i g i n and cause of t h e w o r l d , o f f e r i n g v a r i o u s 

s o l u t i o n s t h a t have been p u t f o r w a r d a l r e a d y and r e c o g n i s i n g 

t h e need f o r t h e i r r e d i s c o v e r y : 

1. Those who d i s c o u r s e on Brahman say: What i s t h e 

cause? ( I s i t ) Brahman? Whence are we born? By what 

do we l i v e ? And on what are we e s t a b l i s h e d ? Q ye 

who know Brahman, ( t e l l us) p r e s i d e d over by whom 

do we l i v e our d i f f e r e n t , c o n d i t i o n s i n p l e a s u r e s 

and o t h e r than p l e a s u r e s ( p a i n s ) . 
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2. Time, i n h e r e n t n a t u r e , n e c e s s i t y , chance, t h e 

e l e m e n t s , t h e womb or th e person ( s h o u l d they) be 

c o n s i d e r e d as t h e cause?<63> 

The means t o d i r e c t knowledge o f t h e t r u e o r i g i n and 

cause i s g i v e n i n s u c c e e d i n g v e r s e s as dhyana ( m e d i t a t i o n ) and 

yoga, and t h e f o r m i n w h i c h i t i s e x p r e s s e d i n t h i s Upanisad i s 

t h e i s t i c , t h e a u t h o r g l o r i f y i n g Rudra (s'iva) as c r e a t o r , 

p r o t e c t o r and the s e a t of i m m o r t a l i t y . A c t u a l knowledge and 

e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e One b e h i n d t h e m u l t i p l e phenomena o f t h e 

w o r l d may, as we saw i n t h e Vedic hymns, g i v e r i s e t o 

t h e i s t i c and n o n - t h e i s t i c e x p r e s s i o n s w h i c h s h o u l d n o t be 

r e g a r d e d as m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e . Rather t h e d i f f e r e n t 

e x p r e s s i o n s m e r e l y c o n f i r m what we have a l r e a d y s a i d , t h a t 

t h e One cannot s a t i s f a c t o r i l y be p i n n e d down as t h i s t h i n g or 

t h e o t h e r , as p e r s o n a l God or i m p e r s o n a l essence. D i f f e r e n t 

p e o p l e emphasise d i f f e r e n t a s p e c t s a c c o r d i n g t o t h e i r 

d i f f e r e n t i n d i v i d u a l n a t u r e s . We w i t n e s s a k i n d o f t h e i s m i n 

t h e e l e v a t i o n o f P r a j a p a t i and Brahma i n t h e Brahmanas. I n 

t h e v e r y e a r l i e s t Upanisads (BU, ChU, TU, AU, KauU) the 

t h e i s t i c approach does n o t f i g u r e p r o m i n e n t l y , though some 

l a t e r ones, p a r t i c u l a r l y TU and SU_, are more d e f i n i t e l y 

t h e i s t i c . L a t e r s t i l l came a p r o f u s i o n of t h e i s t i c Upani sads, 

i n w h i c h can be seen the r i s e of p o p u l a r w o r s h i p of V i s n u and 

S i v a . 
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9. The l i m i t a t i o n s of language. 

I n a t t e m p t i n g t o speak of t h e f i r s t p r i n c i p l e t h e 

U p a n i s a d i c a u t h o r s a r e f a c e d w i t h t h e same problem as t h e r_si 

o f RV 10.129 - the problem o f encompassing t h a t w h i c h 

precedes and t r a n s c e n d s o r d i n a r y e x i s t e n c e i n terms w h i c h a r e 

i n a d e q u a t e because t h e y d e r i v e f r o m and b e l o n g t o o r d i n a r y 

e x i s t e n c e as we know i t . B ut t h e f a i l u r e o f words t o d e s c r i b e 

the i n d e s c r i b a b l e need n o t l e a d t o a r e j e c t i o n of words, o n l y 

t o a c a r e f u l r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e i r l i m i t a t i o n s . Such a 

r e c o g n i t i o n i s f o u n d a t KathU 2.3.12-13, f o r example, where 

t h e p o s i t i v e r e a l i t y o f atman i s a f f i r m e d w i t h t h e 

q u a l i f i c a t i o n t h a t i t s t r u e n a t u r e i s n o t i m m e d i a t e l y o b v i o u s 

e i t h e r t o t h e senses or t h e m e n t a l f a c u l t i e s : 

12. Not by speech, n o t by mind, n o t by s i g h t can he 

be apprehended, how can he be comprehended e x c e p t 

by him who says, 'He i s ' ? 

13. He s h o u l d be apprehended o n l y as e x i s t e n t and 

t h e n i n h i s r e a l n a t u r e - i n b o t h ways. When he i s 

apprehended as e x i s t e n t , h i s r e a l n a t u r e becomes 

c l e a r ( l a t e r o n ) . <64> 

As i n t h e Brahmanas, we f i n d c o n t r a d i c t i o n s i n e v i t a b l y 

a r i s i n g f r o m t h e use o f words l i k e a s a t (non-being) and s a t 

( b e i n g ) t o t r y and encompass t h a t w h i c h t h e r s i o f RV 10.129 

d e s c r i b e d as n e i t h e r t h e one nor y e t t h e o t h e r . The p r i m a l 

s t a t e i s sometimes s a i d t o be n o n - e x i s t e n c e f r o m w h i c h 

e x i s t e n c e a r i s e s (eg. TjJ 2.7; ChU 3.19.1; BU 1.2.1), a g a i n s t 

w h i c h s t a n d s the i n s t r u c t i o n t h a t S v e t a k e t u r e c e i v e s f r o m h i s 

f a t h e r a t ChU 6.2: 



1. I n t h e b e g i n n i n g , my dear, t h i s was Being a l o n e , 

one o n l y , w i t h o u t a second. Some people say ' i n the 

b e g i n n i n g t h i s was non-being a l o n e , one o n l y , 

w i t h o u t a second. From t h a t non-being b e i n g was 

produced ' . 

2. B u t how, i n d e e d , my dear, c o u l d i t be thus? s a i d 

he. How c o u l d b e i n g be produced f r o m non-being? On 

th e c o n t r a r y , my dear, i n t h e b e g i n n i n g t h i s was 

b e i n g a l o n e , one o n l y , w i t h o u t a second. <65> 

The a p p a r e n t c o n t r a d i c t i o n s t h u s r a i s e d , as commentators 

are eager t o s t r e s s , do n o t n e c e s s a r i l y b e t r a y deep 

d i f f e r e n c e s i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g what r e a l l y c o n s t i t u t e s the 

a b s o l u t e . R adhakrishnan, i n a no t e t o t h i s passage<66>, 

r e f e r s t o I n d i a n f o r m a l l o g i c ( a c c o r d i n g t o which t h e r e a r e 

f o u r k i n d s o f n o n - e x i s t e n c e , abhava), s a y i n g t h a t we must 

d i s t i n g u i s h h e r e between a b s o l u t e n o n - e x i s t e n c e 

( a t y a n t a b h a v a ) and p r i o r or a n t e c e d e n t n o n - e x i s t e n c e 

( p r a g a b h a v a ) . When b e i n g i s s a i d t o a r i s e f r o m n o n - b e i n g , 

non-being i s t o be u n d e r s t o o d as p r i o r n o n - e x i s t e n c e , w h i c h 

f r o m a n o t h e r a n g l e i s p o t e n t i a l or p o s s i b l e e x i s t e n c e . Thus 

he says t h a t S v e t a k e t u ' s f a t h e r i s r e f u t i n g t h e use of a s a t 

o n l y i n t h e sense o f a b s o l u t e n o n - e x i s t e n c e . 

Deussen, commenting on t h e t h e f i r s t l i n e of R_V 10.129 

w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o t h e U p a n i s a d i c brahman, makes b a s i c a l l y the 

same p o i n t i n a s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t way, e x p l a i n i n g t h a t t h e 

problem a r i s e s because of t h e f a c t t h a t language i t s e l f 

d e r i v e s f r o m t h e w o r l d of e m p i r i c a l e x p e r i e n c e b u t i s b e i n g 

used t o d e s c r i b e something which l i e s beyond t h e l i m i t s o f 

t h a t e x p e r i e n c e : 
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S i n c e however m e t a p h y s i c s has t o borrow a l l i t s 

i d e a s and e x p r e s s i o n s f r o m t h e r e a l i t y of 

e x p e r i e n c e , t o w h i c h t h e c i r c l e of our c o n c e p t i o n s 

i s l i m i t e d , and t o remodel them s o l e l y i n 

c o n f o r m i t y w i t h i t s needs, i t i s n a t u r a l t h a t i n 

t h e p r o c e s s of t i m e we s h o u l d f i n d t h e f i r s t 

p r i n c i p l e o f t h i n g s d e f i n e d now as t h e 

( n o t - e m p i r i c a l ) b e i n g , now as t h e ( e m p i r i c a l ) 

n o t - b e i n g . <67> 

One o f t h e b e s t known e x p r e s s i o n s i n the Upanisads o f t h e 

one beyond b e i n g and n o n - b e i n g , w h i c h communicates i t s 

i n d e s c r i b a b i l i t y v e r y w e l l i s t h e s i m p l e f o r m u l a a t t r i b u t e d 

t o Y a j r t a v a l k y a : n e t i n e t i , 'not t h i s , n o t t h a t ' , r e p e a t e d a t 

BU 2.3.6; 3.9.26; 4.2.4; 4.4.22; 4.5.15. Other passages wo u l d 

seem t o s u g g e s t t h a t i t i s 'both t h i s and t h a t ' . A t MaiU 6.15 

i t i s s a i d t h a t t h e r e are two forms o f brahman, t i m e and t h e 

t i m e l e s s , and s i m i l a r l y a t BU 2.3.1; 

V e r i l y t h e r e are two forms of Brahman, t h e formed 

and t h e f o r m l e s s , t h e m o r t a l and t h e i m m o r t a l , t h e 

unmoving and t h e moving, t h e a c t u a l ( e x i s t e n t ) and 

t h e t r u e ( b e i n g ) . < 6 8 > 

I n 10.30, Furusa i s s a i d t o exceed t h e w o r l d "by t e n 

f i n g e r s b r e a d t h " and t o surpass t h e i m m o r t a l spheres "by 

consuming f o o d " , t h a t i s by b e i n g a l s o t h e m o r t a l w o r l d . 

S i m i l a r l y , a t BU 1.4.6 i t i s s a i d t h a t Brahma, "though m o r t a l 

h i m s e l f , c r e a t e d t h e i m m o r t a l s " . The a b s o l u t e d e f i e s 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n . I t i s n o t m e r e l y t h e a c t u a l , nor o n l y t h e 

beyond. I t can o n l y be p o i n t e d t o i n d i r e c t l y as t h e s o u r c e of 

b o t h and t h e would-be knower encouraged t o f i n d o u t f o r 



h i m s e l f . I n P a n i k k a r ' s words: 

The Upanisads a t t e m p t t o r e s o l v e t h e dilemma by 

p r o p o u n d i n g t h e way of s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n , the 

p e r s o n a l d i s c o v e r y o f the h i d d e n t r e a s u r e . The L o r d 

i s w i t h i n and w i t h o u t , p e r s o n a l and i m p e r s o n a l , 

moving and unmoving, B e i n g and Nonbeing. He i s t h e 

L o r d p r e c i s e l y because he i s n o t l i m i t e d by any one 

p a i r o f o p p o s i t e s . < 6 9 > 
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.10 . The p r o c e s s o f m a n i f e s t a t i o n . 

The n a t u r e of t h e source i s t h e f i r s t c oncern o f 

cosmogony; t h e n e x t i s t h e way i n w h i c h t h e source g i v e s r i s e 

t o t he m a n i f e s t e d w o r l d . A word used t o d e s c r i b e t h e pro c e s s 

of m a n i f e s t a t i o n i s s r s t i , w h i c h can be t r a n s l a t e d as 

'emanation' or ' e m i s s i o n ' . S e v e r a l s i m i l e s are used t o 

i l l u s t r a t e t h e process as a movement f r o m w i t h i n t h e supreme 

i m p e r i s h a b l e essence. I t i s compared t o t h e way a s p i d e r 

produces i t s t h r e a d and t h e way spa r k s come f r o m a f i r e (BU 

2.1.20; MunU 1.1.7 & 2.1.1), such images s e r v i n g t o emphasise 

t h a t t h e m a n i f e s t e d u n i v e r s e i s e s s e n t i a l l y i n s e p a r a b l e f r o m 

i t s s o u rce and t h a t t h e pro c e s s o c c u r s t h r o u g h i n h e r e n t 

t e n d e n c i e s i n t h e n a t u r e o f r e a l i t y i t s e l f , n o t t h r o u g h 

a n y t h i n g e x t e r n a l . A g a i n , t h i s i s e x p r e s s e d m y t h o l o g i c a l l y i n 

v a r i o u s ways. 

One such m y t h o l o g i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n of t h e o r i g i n of b e i n g s 

(BU_ 1.4.1-4) r e c a l l s the theme of i n c e s t which was f o u n d i n 

th e Vedas and Brahmanas. A p r i m a l b e i n g s y m b o l i s i n g t h e 

u n m a n i f e s t p o t e n t i a l , here c a l l e d atman, i s moved by 

l o n e l i n e s s and d e s i r e t o produce a n o t h e r . The atman becomes 

b o t h man and woman who t h e n mate and produce humankind. 

A t t e m p t i n g t o escape t h e i n c e s t u o u s u n i o n , t h e female becomes 

a cow b u t he becomes a b u l l , she becomes a mare b u t he a 

s t a l l i o n and so on. M a t i n g i n the forms of v a r i o u s a n i m a l s 

t h e y produce a l l b e i n g s . The passage t h e n goes on t o d e s c r i b e 

t h e p r o d u c t i o n of t h e gods f r o m atman, who " h i m s e l f i s a l l 

the gods", and the e n t r y of a"tman i n t o t h e c r e a t i o n "even t o 

the t i p s o f t h e n a i l s , as a r a z o r i s (hidden) i n t h e 

r a z o r - c a s e , o r as a f i r e i n the f i r e - s o u r c e . " < 7 0 > 
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The image o f t h e a'tman p r o d u c i n g t h e u n i v e r s e o u t of 

i t s e l f and t h e n e n t e r i n g i n t o i t appears elsewhere. A t TU 2,6 

the atman produces the w o r l d t h r o u g h e x e r c i s e o f t a p a s , t h e n 

e n t e r s i n t o i t : 

H a v i n g e n t e r e d i t , he became b o t h t h e a c t u a l and 

t h e beyond, the d e f i n e d and t h e u n d e f i n e d , b o t h t h e 

f o u n d e d and the non-founded, t h e i n t e l l i g e n t and 

the n o n - i n t e l l i g e n t , the t r u e and t h e u n t r u e . 

(TU 2.6)<71> 

The e s s e n t i a l s e l f , m a n i f e s t i n g t h e w o r l d o u t of i t s own 

p r e - e x i s t e n t p o t e n t i a l , i s t h u s s a i d t o be h i d d e n i n t h e 

m u l t i p l e f orms of e x i s t e n c e and o n l y comprehended when seen, 

n o t i n any one a s p e c t , b u t as t h a t w hich i s i n e v e r y a s p e c t 

and on w h i c h e v e r y t h i n g depends. 

From t h e s t a t e o f oneness the o u t w a r d process of t h e 

w o r l d ' s emanation i s d e s c r i b e d as g o i n g t h r o u g h s e v e r a l 

stages o f s u c c e s s i v e l y g r o s s e r m a n i f e s t a t i o n s . So, f o r 

example .-

From t h i s S e l f , v e r i l y , e t h e r a r o s e ; f r o m e t h e r 

a i r ; f r o m a i r f i r e ; f r o m f i r e w a t e r ; f r o m w a t e r t h e 

e a r t h ; f r o m t h e e a r t h h e r b s ; f r o m h e r b s f o o d ; f r o m 

f o o d t h e person. (TU 2.1)<72> 

A t ChU 6.2.3-4, b e i n g ( s a t ) emanates ( s r j ) f i r e , w h i c h 

emanates w a t e r which emanates f o o d , the b a s i s of l i f e ; and a t 

FU 1.4, P r a j a p a t i p e r f o r m s t a p a s , g i v i n g r i s e t o m a t t e r 

( r a y i , f e m i n i n e ) and l i f e ( p r a n a , m a s c u l i n e ) , w h i c h 

Radhakrishnan c a l l s "a d u a l i t y o f p r i m a r y e x i s t e n c e s 

a n s w e r i n g t o m a t t e r and f o r m of A r i s t o t l e " < 7 3 > . Of v a r i o u s 



groups o f b a s i c elements, t h e most u n i v e r s a l i s t h e group o f 

f i v e , w h i c h i s a l s o f o u n d i n Europe: space or e t h e r ( a k a s a ) , 

a i r (vayu) , f i r e ( t e j a s ) , w a t e r (apas) , and e a r t h ( p r t h i v ' J ) . 

Ano t h e r group i s o f t h r e e e l e m e n t s , c o r r e s p o n d i n g t o t h e 

t h r e e gunas ( q u a l i t i e s ) f o u n d i n t h e l a t e r Sanrkhya 

p h i l o s o p h y : t h e l u c i d s a t t v a , r e p r e s e n t e d by w h i t e n e s s ; t h e 

a c t i v e r a j a s , r e p r e s e n t e d by re d n e s s ; and t h e da r k l e t h a r g i c 

tamas, r e p r e s e n t e d by b l a c k n e s s . T h i s t h r e e - f o l d d i v i s i o n i s 

e l a b o r a t e d a t some l e n g t h a t ChU 6 where t h e t h r e e q u a l i t i e s 

a r e s y m b o l i s e d by water ( w h i t e ) , f i r e ( r e d ) and e a r t h 

( b l a c k ) . 

The r e d u c t i o n o f e v e r y t h i n g t o a few s i m p l e elements 

means t h a t e v e r y t h i n g t h a t we c o n s i d e r on t h e normal l e v e l t o 

be u n i q u e or s e p a r a t e can i n f a c t be e x p l a i n e d as a 

m o d i f i c a t i o n o f t h o s e elements and t h u s becomes known, i n the 

same way t h a t : 

by one c l o d o f c l a y ( or one nugget of g o l d , or one 

p a i r o f n a i l s c i s s o r s ) a l l t h a t i s made of c l a y (or 

g o l d , or i r o n ) becomes known, t h e m o d i f i c a t i o n 

b e i n g o n l y a name a r i s i n g f r o m speech w h i l e t h e 

t r u t h i s t h a t i t i s j u s t c l a y ( or g o l d , or i r o n ) . 

(ChU 4.1.4-6) <74> 

So i t i s s a i d t h a t , when b r o k e n down i n t o t h e s i m p l e 

e l e m e n t s , t h e u n i q u e q u a l i t y o f a t h i n g d i s a p p e a r s and i t i s 

e a s i l y u n d e r s t o o d as a compound f o r m of th o s e e l e m e n t s . 

U l t i m a t e l y t h e process o f r e d u c t i o n l e a d s t o t h e r e a l i s a t i o n 

t h a t a l l t h i n g s , though p e r c e i v e d as s e p a r a t e , are u l t i m a t e l y 

m o d i f i c a t i o n s o f t h e one e s s e n t i a l r e a l i t y . 
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1 1 . The u n i v e r s e and t h e i n d i v i d u a l . 

I n o t e d e a r l i e r t h a t the Vedic myths o f t e n r e v e a l 

p a r a l l e l s between c o s m o l o g i c a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l p r o c e s s e s . 

The a u t h o r s o f the Brahmanas used Vedic imagery ( p a r t i c u l a r l y 

t h a t of Purusa) t o j u s t i f y and s a n c t i f y t h e i r complex r i t e s , 

i d e n t i f y i n g human a c t i v i t y ( n o t a b l y t h e m a t e r i a l d e t a i l s o f 

t h e s a c r i f i c e . ) w i t h cosmic ( n o t a b l y t h e m y t h o l o g i c a l o r i g i n s 

and s t r u c t u r i n g o f t h e u n i v e r s e ) . The Upanisads a l s o make 

much o f such correspondences and t h e r e are many passages 

l i n k i n g t h e microcosm o f t h e human f a c u l t i e s , w i t h t h e 

macrocosm o f the elements. As i n t h e Vedas, t h e u n d e r l y i n g 

i n t u i t i o n i s o f a u n i v e r s e made up o f i n t e r r e l a t e d and 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n t f o r c e s , a l l o f w h i c h a r e u l t i m a t e l y t o be 

r e c o g n i s e d as m o d i f i c a t i o n s o f t h e one essence, brahman or 

atman. 

Seeing any s i n g l e a s p e c t a l o n e as the essence, or 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e essence as something d i s t i n c t f r o m o n e s e l f , 

amounts t o i g n o r a n c e and t h e r e are many passages 

d e m o n s t r a t i n g t h i s (eg. KauU 4.1-20). However, t h e g r o w t h of 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t e n seems t o occur g r a d u a l l y or i n s t a g e s . 

J u s t as t h e w o r l d ' s o u t w a r d m a n i f e s t a t i o n u n f o l d s t h r o u g h 

s e v e r a l s t a g e s , so the i n d i v i d u a l p e n e t r a t e s t o the m y s t e r y 

o f the e s s e n t i a l r e a l i t y t h r o u g h envelopes of s u c c e s s i v e l y 

s u b t l e r s e l v e s or elements. So, f o r example, a t TU 3.1.1 

Bhrgu goes t o h i s f a t h e r Varuna w i t h t h e words: "Venerable 

S i r , t e a c h me brahman." H i s f a t h e r d e s c r i b e s the b a s i c 

c o n s t i t u e n t s of l i f e and the w o r l d and. says: "That, v e r i l y , 

f r o m w h i c h these b e i n g s are b o r n , t h a t by wh i c h , when b o r n , 

t h e y l i v e , t h a t i n t o w h i c h , when d e p a r t i n g t h e y e n t e r . That 

seek t o know. That i s brahman." Then, by e x e r c i s e o f t a p a s , 



Bhrgu a t t a i n s successively deeper experiences of brahman: as 
matter or food (anna), as l i f e or b r e a t h (prana), as 
i n t e l l i g e n c e or mind (manas), as knowledge or wisdom 
(vijn a n a ) and f i n a l l y as b l i s s (ananda) .<75> 

A s i m i l a r progressive development of understanding i s 
expressed m y t h o l o g i c a l l y a t ChU 8.7-12 i n the s t o r y of Indra 
and Virocana, one a god the other a demon, who go to 
P r a j a p a t i f o r i n s t r u c t i o n concerning the true s e l f (atman). 
Only Indra goes beyond the f i r s t l e v e l of i n s t r u c t i o n i n 
which the t r u e i s i d e n t i f i e d w i t h the b o d i l y s e l f . Returning 
d i s s a t i s f i e d again and again f o r f u r t h e r i n s t r u c t i o n , I n d r a 
understands the t r u e s e l f to be the dreaming s e l f , then the 
s e l f i n deep sleep and f i n a l l y the deathless, b o d i l e s s s e l f 
behind and beyond a l l these p a r t i a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n s . 

The r e d u c t i o n of a l l t h i n g s to the sole r e a l i t y of 
brahman or atman r a i s e s the i n t e r e s t i n g problem of what 
st a t u s should be ascribed to the e m p i r i c a l world. According 
to Deussen, who f o l l o w s the philosophers of the Vedanta 
school of philosophy, the Upanisads teach a pure i d e a l i s m . I n 
h i s words: 

The atman i s the sole r e a l i t y ; w i t h knowledge of i t 
a l l i s known; there i s no p l u r a l i t y and no change. 
Nature which presents the appearance of p l u r a l i t y 
and change i s mere i l l u s i o n (maya). <76> 

He argues t h a t t h i s fundamental i d e a l i s m l i e s a t the 
h e a r t of the Upanisads - indeed, a t the h e a r t of a l l r e l i g i o n 
and philosophy<77> - but t h a t concessions are c o n s t a n t l y 
being made ( o f t e n unconsciously) to "the e m p i r i c a l forms of 
knowledge which are innate w i t h i n us and a s s e r t t h e i r 



r i g h t " < 7 8 > . The t h e o r e t i c a l framework of "cosmogonism" i s 
merely one of several approximations to pure i d e a l i s m , 
whereby the u n i t y of the atman and the universe i s made 
i n t e l l i g i b l e by p u t t i n g them i n a r e l a t i o n s h i p of cause and. 
e f f e c t : the atman produces the universe and then enters i n t o 
i t as i t s S e l f . Deussen f i n d s support in. the f a c t t h a t "the 
professors of the Vedanta, Badarayana, Gaudapada, and 
§ankara, ma i n t a i n t h a t the sacred w r i t i n g s teach a c r e a t i o n 
of the universe only by way of a concession to man's f a c u l t y 
of understanding"<79>. 

Radhakrishnan takes issue w i t h the views expressed by 
Deussen and the Vedantists<80>. He says t h a t w h i l e the 
universe has no r e a l i t y outside of the Absolute, nevertheless 
i t i s r e a l i n the sense t h a t i t cannot be described as mere 
show or i l l u s i o n . I t comes i n t o being through a d e l i b e r a t e 
act of the Supreme S e l f , i t i s the emanation of the c r e a t i v e 
energy of God, and i t i s t h e r e f o r e to be taken as r e a l though 
the Absolute i s , as i t were, more r e a l , "the l i f e of t h i s 
l i f e , the t r u t h of t h i s truth"<81>. For Deussen the universe 
i s mere deception or i l l u s i o n (so he t r a n s l a t e s maya) and 
e m p i r i c a l knowledge of i t amounts_to avidya, ignorance. For 
Radhakrishnan avidya i s the source of the deception and he 
stresses the s u b j e c t i v e character of i l l u s o r y experience as 
against the cosmic character of maya which i s the world. Maya 
sets the stage, but i t i s our f a i l u r e to see beyond the 
outward forms t h a t t r a p s us i n ignorance of the t r u e nature 
of t h i n g s : 

We are s u b j e c t to avidya when we look upon the 
m u l t i p l i c i t y of o b j e c t s and egos as f i n a l and 
fundamental... The world of m u l t i p l i c i t y i s out 



t h e r e , and has i t s place, b u t i f we look upon i t as 
a s e l f - e x i s t i n g cosmos, we are making an 
e r r o r . <82> 

From the p o i n t of view of the e m p i r i c a l s e l f or ego some 
i n t e r e s t i n g i m p l i c a t i o n s a r i s e out of the philosophy of 
karma, which begins to be fo r m u l a t e d conceptually i n the 
e a r l i e s t Upanisads. Several passages describe the involvement 
of the i n d i v i d u a l in. an endless round of b i r t h and death 
according to the f r u i t s of a c t i o n s or d e s i r e s : 

According as one acts, according as one behaves, so 
does he become. The doer of good becomes good, the 
doer of e v i l becomes e v i l . . . As h i s desire i s so i s 
h i s w i l l ; as i s h i s w i l l , so i s the deed he does; 
whatever deed he does, t h a t he a t t a i n s . 

(£U 4.4.5)<83> 

E f f e c t i v e l y , the i n d i v i d u a l creates h i s own f a t e , even 
the very surroundings i n which he comes to be. However, i n 
normal l i f e he does t h i s b l i n d l y , through ignorance and 
d e s i r e , f o r w i t h knowledge of brahman the cycle of phenomenal 
existence ceases, and the one thus f r e e d no longer 
p a r t i c i p a t e s h e l p l e s s l y i n i t . I n s t e a d he r e a l i s e s h i m s e l f to 
be the maker and c o n t r o l l e r of the world, immortal and 
e t e r n a l l y f r e e : 

Whoever has found and has awakened to the s e l f . . . 
he i s the maker of a l l . .His i s the world; indeed he 
i s the w o r l d i t s e l f . (BU 4.4.13)<84> 



12. The Buddha's "cosmological agnosticism"<85>. 

The Upanisads were l a r g e l y the work of teachers from 
within, the Brahmanical t r a d i t i o n who had become d i s s a t i s f i e d 
w i t h the t r a d i t i o n a l approach. Of v a r i o u s more or less 
p a r a l l e l movements s p r i n g i n g from other sources, Buddhism i s 
the one which gained the largest, f o l l o w i n g and has been most 
i n f l u e n t i a l . Because of t h i s , reference to the teaching of 
the Buddha helps to give a more complete p i c t u r e of the ideas 
of the Upanisadic p e r i o d . I t i s important to s t r e s s t h a t 
Buddhism d i d not appear i n i s o l a t i o n and t h a t there was 
considerable mutual i n f l u e n c e between the v a r i o u s movements 
and schools of the time. 

The Buddha d i f f e r e d from many of h i s contemporaries i n 
t h a t he r u l e d out any k i n d of mere s p e c u l a t i o n as 
u n p r o f i t a b l e and, though he d i d take issue w i t h several 
renowned t h i n k e r s of the time, r e f u t i n g views t h a t were f a l s e 
according t o h i s own experience, he repeatedly refused to 
commit hi m s e l f to those kinds of opinions which were the 
s t u f f of p h i l o s o p h i c a l debate. His s o - c a l l e d d i f f i c u l t or 
u n s u i t a b l e questions (avyakrtavastuni) appear i n several 
t e x t s and, summarised by K l o e t z i , are as f o l l o w s : 

(1-4) Are the world and the s e l f e t e r n a l ? 
Non-eternal? Both e t e r n a l and non-eternal? Neither 
e t e r n a l nor non-eternal? (5-8) Are the world and 
the s e l f f i n i t e ? I n f i n i t e ? Both f i n i t e and 
i n f i n i t e ? Neither f i n i t e nor i n f i n i t e ? (9-12) Does 
the Tathagata e x i s t a f t e r death? Does he not e x i s t 
a f t e r death? Does he both e x i s t and n o t - e x i s t a f t e r 
death? Does he n e i t h e r e x i s t nor n o t - e x i s t a f t e r 

So 



death? (13-14) I s the v i t a l p r i n c i p l e the same as 
the body? I s i t d i f f e r e n t from the body? <86> 

When asked why he expressed no op i n i o n on these questions 
the Buddha r e p l i e d , as i n the Potthapada Sutta ( i n DN), t h a t 
none of these questions was " c a l c u l a t e d t o p r o f i t , concerned 
w i t h the Dhamma (teaching, law, r e a l i t y : s k t . dharma), 
l e a d i n g to the elements of r i g h t conduct, t o detachment, to 
p u r i f i c a t i o n from l u s t s , t o ces s a t i o n of passion, t o 
calmness, to supra-normal knowledge, to the hig h e s t wisdom, 
and t o nibbana"<8 7>. The teaching which he chooses t o expound 
i n s t e a d , f u l f i l l s , he says, the above c o n d i t i o n s and deals 
w i t h " s u f f e r i n g , the o r i g i n of s u f f e r i n g , the cessation of 
s u f f e r i n g , and. the method by which to reach the ces s a t i o n of 
suffering"<88>, i . e . the four 'noble t r u t h s ' , which form the 
basic framework of e a r l y Buddhism. 

I n the Brahmajala Sutta (also i n DN), the Buddha 
c r i t i c i z e s a t l e n g t h the views of some a s c e t i c s and brahmans 
who, among other t h i n g s , "speculate on the beginning of a 
world c y c l e and on the u l t i m a t e past"<89>. He describes t h e i r 
views as a net i n which those p h i l o s o p h i c a l speculators are 
hopelessly entangled, u n l i k e h i m s e l f : 

These vi e w - p o i n t s , thus taken up, thus adhered t o , 
w i l l have f o r r e s u l t f u t u r e r e b i r t h . That the 
Tathagata knows and He knows immeasurably beyond. 
But He i s not attached t o the knowledge, and from 
l a c k of attachment has found out f o r Himself even 
the f i n a l b l i s s . Having come to know, as they 
r e a l l y are according t o the Tru t h , the o r i g i n of 
f e e l i n g s , t h e i r passing away, t h e i r s a t i s f a c t i o n 



and disadvantages, and the way of departure from 
them, the Tathagata, from not grasping, i s freed.<30> 

Obviously we have to accept, w i t h regard to the Buddha's 
teaching, a f i r m d i s t i n c t i o n between knowledge which i s 
e s s e n t i a l f o r l i b e r a t i o n and t h a t which i s n o n - e s s e n t i a l . By 
and l a r g e , questions of cosmology and cosmogony f a l l i p - o the 
l a t t e r c l a s s , and y e t i t i s a f a c t t h a t they occupy a major 
place i n Buddhist w r i t i n g s , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n those of the 
l a t e r Ma Kayaha schools. This apparent paradox may be j u s t the 
r e s u l t of human weakness, a d e s i r e t o c l i n g t o t h e o r e t i c a l 
systems de s p i t e the Buddha's apparent censure. A l t e r n a t i v e l y 
i t may be explained by what K l o e t z i c a l l s the "drama of 
salvation"<31>. K l o e t z i uses t h i s n o t i o n to j u s t i f y the 
p r o f u s i o n of cosmological themes throughout the v a r i o u s 
phases of Buddhism as aids to understanding and. communicating 
the teaching s y m b o l i c a l l y , r a t h e r than as speculations of 
value i n themselves. 

Though he warned against s p e c u l a t i o n on these matters, 
between the l i n e s of the Buddha's discourses a coherent 
cosmology does emerge, not d i f f e r i n g markedly from the 
f a m i l i a r background of the Upanisads. A major job of 
s y s t e m a t i z a t i o n was undertaken long a f t e r h i s death by the 
compilers of the Abhidhamma ( s k t . Abhidharma) p o r t i o n of the 
e a r l y Buddhist canon, and i t i s the s o - c a l l e d cakkavala ( s k t . 
cakravala) or s i n g l e world system d e t a i l e d t here t h a t forms 
the basic cosmology of e a r l y Buddhism. 



13. Some elements of Buddhist cosmology and cosmogony. 

The cakkavala world system has been described i n d e t a i l 
elsewhere<92> and I propose only to p i c k out c e r t a i n f e a t u r e s 
here. There are three major d i v i s i o n s , i n t o the realms of 
des i r e (kama^vacara), those of form (rupa-vacara) and the 
formless realms (arupa vacara). The gods of the Vedic/Hindu 
pantheon are in c l u d e d i n the upper l e v e l s of kama-vacara, 
t h e i r existence - whether independent or purely as s u b j e c t i v e 
experiences - posing no problem or t h r e a t t o the Buddhist 
outlook. Brahma", the hig h e s t being to concern himself w i t h 
human a f f a i r s , i n h a b i t s the lowest l e v e l s of the realms of 
form. Mankind i s placed somewhere i n the middle of the realms 
of d e s i r e , a s i t u a t i o n reckoned i d e a l f o r s a l v a t i o n , being 
n e i t h e r so pleasurable nor so p a i n f u l as to be s e r i o u s l y 
d i s t r a c t i n g f o r the earnest freedom-seeker. 

The main t h i n g t o note i s t h a t even the hig h e s t heavens 
and lowest h e l l s and t h e i r i n h a b i t a n t s are regarded as 
impermanent and u l t i m a t e l y u n s a t i s f a c t o r y states of being 
which are transcended by the attainment of nibbana<93>. A l l 
worlds and a l l beings belong t o the realms of cause and 
e f f e c t . They have an o r i g i n or b i r t h , a pe r i o d of s t a b i l i t y 
f o l l o w e d by decay, death and. r e b i r t h according to a c t i o n s 
(or, more a c c u r a t e l y , i n t e n t i o n s ) . Existence i s c y c l i c and a t 
no l e v e l permanent or wholly secure. Hence, i n r e l a t i o n to 
the absolute, a l l beings have e s s e n t i a l l y the same s t a t u s , 
and i n d i v i d u a l s w i l l pass through a l l manner of s t a t e s and 
forms of existence, w i t h o u t apparent end, unless they f i n d 
the way out. Nibbana, which i s the goal of the teaching, 
freedom from s u f f e r i n g , l i e s beyond a l l states of being and 
d e f i e s d e s c r i p t i o n or q u a l i f i c a t i o n , i n terms which apply to 



phenomenal existence. Thus also the Buddha hi m s e l f ( l i k e 
anyone else who has a t t a i n e d to the goal, whether through the 
Buddha's teaching or independently) d e f i e s c l a s s i f i c a t i o n 
among the beings of the universe. 

Regarding the phenomenal wo r l d as a whole, the view i s of 
a universe which undergoes p e r i o d i c d i s s o l u t i o n and 
r e - f o r m i n g , a view seems to have been widely accepted i n 
I n d i a n t h i n k i n g by the time of the Buddha. D i f f e r e n c e s a r i s e 
w i t h regard t o o r i g i n and cause. The Buddha's a n a l y s i s of 
" f a l s e views" i n the Brahmajala Sutta gives an idea of the-
v a r i e t y of opinions h e l d . A most i n t e r e s t i n g aspect of the 
Brahmajala Sutta i s the way i n which he describes c e r t a i n 
people a r r i v i n g a t c e r t a i n views through incomplete memory of 
past l i v e s . The Buddha s a i d of h i m s e l f t h a t he was able t o 
r e c a l l a l l h i s innumerable past l i v e s and remained under no 
i l l u s i o n s as to the causes and mechanisms t h a t give r i s e to 
the world (eg. SN 2.213). Nevertheless, u n l i k e those he 
c r i t i c i s e s , he refused to be drawn on the s u b j e c t of absolute 
o r i g i n s , saying t h a t no matter how f a r back one looks none 
are apparent. Instead he described the world process as a 
c y c l i c chain of r e l a t i v e . c a u s e s , which he was concerned to_ 
i l l u m i n a t e i n terms of i n d i v i d u a l involvement and 
transcendence. 

I t i s not possible to s p e c i f y d e f i n i t e l y whether the 
l e v e l s of existence, the m e d i t a t i o n a l realms, worlds, heavens 
and h e l l s , of the cakkavala system are t o be regarded as 
o b j e c t i v e l y independent, or only as s u b j e c t i v e experiences. 
U l t i m a t e l y i t makes l i t t l e or no d i f f e r e n c e . More im p o r t a n t 
i s the idea t h a t the i n d i v i d u a l i s reckoned to have power 
over h i s own involvement i n the w o r l d , and the world, a t 



whatever l e v e l , I s something t o he transcended. An 
i l l u s t r a t i o n of t h i s i s found a t AN 2.46, where the Buddha i s 
asked whether there i s anywhere one can go t o escape b i r t h , 
decay, death and r e b i r t h , anywhere one can go to discover 
"the end of the world". He r e p l i e s i n the negative, saying 
i n s t e a d t h a t : 

i n t h i s very body, s i x f e e t i n l e n g t h , w i t h i t s 
sense-impressions and i t s thoughts and ideas, I do 
declare t o you are the w o r l d , and the o r i g i n of the 
w o r l d , and the ceasing of the w o r l d , and l i k e i ^ i s e 
the Way t h a t leadeth t o the ceasing thereof.<94> 

Again h i s answer p o i n t s to the f o u r Noble Truths, the 
second of which concerns the o r i g i n of the world (of 
s u f f e r i n g ) . The second t r u t h i s d e a l t w i t h i n d e t a i l i n the 
chain of patXccasamuppada ( s k t . pratTtyasamutpada), 
'interdependent o r i g i n a t i o n 1 or 'conditioned c o - p r o d u c t i o n 1 , 
which e x p l a i n s phenomenal existence - c a l l e d samsara, 
'endless f l u x ' - as a beginningless and endless 
s e l f - p e r p e t u a t i n g c y c l e , d r i v e n mainly by the forces of 
ignorance and d e s i r e , i n the c o n t e x t of which questions of an 
absolute beginning or end have no place. 



14. Some comparisons between Buddhist and Upanisadic ideas. 

Many w r i t e r s have pointed out e s s e n t i a l s i m i l a r i t i e s 
between the Hindu and the Buddhist p o s i t i o n s regarding the 
goal of the r e l i g i o u s l i f e . Moksa (from the r o o t rauc, to 
f r e e ) and nibbana/nirvana (from n i s - v a , to be blown out - as 
of a flame - to be assuaged or cooled) are used i n a very 
s i m i l a r way as designations f o r t h a t u l t i m a t e freedom, which 
i s reckoned i n Hinduism as i n Buddhism to be e s s e n t i a l l y 
i n d e s c r i b a b l e and i n d e f i n e a b l e . Not only are they i n basic 
agreement, but e n l i g h t e n e d teachers on both sides recognise 
the common aims and achievements. The Buddha, l i k e other 
teachers, d i d not claim h i s teaching as t o t a l l y unique or 
new. He recognised previous Buddhas and sages outside 
Buddhism, i n c l u d i n g those he c a l l e d paccekabuddhas ( s k t . 
pratyekabuddha), those who a t t a i n to the same hi g h e s t goal as 
himself but do not, l i k e h i m s e l f , become teachers f o r the 
b e n e f i t of other beings. And though he o f t e n c r i t i c i z e d 
unenlightened teachers from the Brahmanical t r a d i t i o n , he was 
not averse to using t h e i r ideas and terminology i f i t s u i t e d 
h i s purpose. <95> 

Regarding the phenomenal world, the Buddha, l i k e some of 
the Upanisadic teachers, taught t h a t a l l t h i n g s could be 
broken down i n t o t h e i r c o n s t i t u e n t elements and thus 
understood. The fundamental elements or b u i l d i n g blocks of 
the universe are s i m i l a r i n Buddhism to those described i n 
the Upanisads, though h i s a n a l y s i s of human p e r s o n a l i t y i s 
f a r more d e t a i l e d and exhaustive than anything i n those 
t e x t s . As i n the Upanisadic t r a d i t i o n , the universe i s 
understood i n Buddhism to be a coherent process guaranteed by 
the existence of a u n i v e r s a l n a t u r a l law or order 



(dhamma/dharma)<96>. Both t r a d i t i o n s agree t h a t no c r e a t o r , 
except perhaps as an agent i n h e r e n t i n the process i t s e l f , i s 
r e q u i r e d t o explain, the o r i g i n , of the world, though there are 
s t r o n g l y t h e i s t i c trends i n the Vedic-Upanisadic t r a d i t i o n , 
a r i s i n g from the f a c t t h a t the absolute i s experienced by 
some as a personal being. Generally speaking, the Buddha's 
teachings on the d r i v i n g forces - notably ignorance and 
des i r e - behind existence, the workings of karmic law and the 
e s s e n t i a l worthlessness of the whole of phenomenal r e a l i t y , 
are i n agreement w i t h the views most f r e q u e n t l y and 
f o r c e f u l l y expressed i n the Upanisads. We can compare the 
Upanisadic n o t i o n t h a t each of us i s the "maker and 
c o n t r o l l e r " of the world w i t h the Buddha's statement t h a t 
w i t h i n " t h i s fathom-long body" i s to be found the o r i g i n and 
end of the world. 

The problem of whether the e m p i r i c a l world can be c a l l e d 
' r e a l ' or not has exercised some Buddhist minds j u s t as i t 
has the i n t e r p r e t e r s of the Upanisads (see chapter 11). 
Nagarjuna, an eminent Buddhist philosopher of the 2nd or 3rd 
century AD, formulated the idea of two l e v e l s of t r u t h -
samvrti satya (phenomenal t r u t h ) and paramartha satya 
(absolute t r u t h ) - according t o which samsara i s t r u e and 
r e a l from the p o i n t of view of a being i n samsara, but from 
the l e v e l of the absolute, nirvana, i t has no r e a l i t y . The 
important t h i n g i s to acknowledge the l e v e l one i s t a l k i n g 
from or about. This idea can be u s e f u l l y a p p l i e d to the 
Buddha's o r i g i n a l teaching and also may help i n understanding 
some p a r t s of the Upanisads such as MaiU 6.17: i f brahman i s 
i n f i n i t e i n a l l d i r e c t i o n s , from the p o i n t of view of brahman 
"east and the other d i r e c t i o n s e x i s t not", y e t they are r e a l 



from the p o i n t of view of the created world. 

The main, d i f f e r e n c e between the Upanisadic teachings and 
the Buddhist concerns the r e l a t i o n s h i p of the phenomenal 
world to the absolute. The Upanisadic teachers, as we have 
seen, q u i t e c l e a r l y equate the goal of knowledge "with the 
source of existence, t h a t i s , brahman or atroan, b u t the 
Buddha never asserted t h a t nibbana was e i t h e r the source or 
i n any way c a u s a l l y connected w i t h samsara. Indeed he spoke 
of nibbana as e v e r y t h i n g samsara i s not. On the other hand, I 
am not aware t h a t he ever expressly denied any r e l a t i o n 
between the absolute source and. the u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y . He 
merely dismissed such questions and speculations as 
i n a p p r o p r i a t e - I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t some l a t e r schools of 
Buddhism (notably Vijnanavada) come round t o a view whereby 
from the angle of an enlightened one no r e a l d i s t i n c t i o n i s 
drawn between samsara and nirvana. According t o the 
Vijnanavadins, the attainment of nirvana e n t a i l s a s h i f t i n 
consciousness (from the context of loka-dhatu, 
'world-element' t o dharma-dhatu, ' r e a l i t y - e l e m e n t ' ) , v " 
samsara i s not l i t e r a l l y l e f t behind but r a t h e r ceases to 
bi n d the enlightened one. From such an angle, no longer 
p e r c e i v i n g any dichotomy of s u b j e c t and o b j e c t or of t h i s 
w o rld and the beyond, samsara and nirvana are sa i d t o be one 
and the same. 



APPENDIX: Some notes on cosmogony i n other c u l t u r e s . 

There are many p a r a l l e l s w i t h I n d i a i n the mythology and 
philosophy of other c u l t u r e s . While I have drawn a t t e n t i o n t o 
a few of them i n the course of t h i s study, i t i s perhaps 
worth e l a b o r a t i n g a l i t t l e f u r t h e r . 

I mentioned i n the f i r s t chapter t h a t water i s a common 
symbol f o r the world p o t e n t i a l , the primal element. I t i s 
found i n other Indo-European and also ( f o r example) Semitic 
mythologies, n o t a b l y i n b i b l i c a l image of "the S p i r i t of God" 
moving on the face of the waters<97>. The cosmic egg i s found 
elsewhere, f o r example i n Greek, Egyptian and Japanese 
cosmogonies<98>, and the flood-myth appears i n several 
contexts too, i n the b i b l i c a l s t o r y of Noah's Ark, f o r 
example. 

Varuna, c l o s e l y connected w i t h the waters i n the Vedas 
i s (as 1 mentioned i n chapter 7) p o s s i b l y of the same 
Indo-European r o o t as the Greek Quranos. Anyone f a m i l i a r w i t h 
the Vedic Varuna might be s t r u c k by a cosmogonic passage from 
Hesiod which t e l l s how "broad-breasted Gaia, the f i r m and 
e v e r l a s t i n g abode of a l l d i v i n i t i e s " , gave b i r t h ( w i t h o u t a 
mate) t o : " f i r s t of a l l and as her equal, the s t a r r y Sky, 
Ouranos, so t h a t he should completely cover her and be a f i r m 
and e v e r l a s t i n g abode f o r the blessed gods" (Theogonia 116) 
<99>. Varujia' s name, as I said, may be derived from a r o o t 
meaning 'to cover', 'to encompass', he i s the f i r s t - b o r n of 
A d i t i and he i s represented p a r t i c u l a r l y by the sky w i t h i t s 
s t a r s , moon and sun. I n c i d e n t a l l y , Varana of the o l d - I r a n i a n 
Avesta i s c a l l e d the "all-encompassing sky"<100>. 

The myth of Indra and V r t r a i s probably r e l a t e d to the 
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hero-dragon-maiden s t o r i e s which appear f r e q u e n t l y i n other 
Indo-European mythologies. I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note t h a t the 
patron s a i n t of England, St. George, may a c t u a l l y he a h e r o i c 
f i g u r e from p r e - C h r i s t i a n Indo-European mythology. S l i g h t l y 
f u r t h e r a f i e l d , i n Babylonian cosmogony, one of the two 
primal forms of water, Tiamat - r e p r e s e n t i n g the dark, 
d e s t r u c t i v e powers of nature - i s depicted i n t h e i r mythology 
as a dragon who i s s l a i n by the hero Merodach or Marduk<101>. 

Kama, Love or Desire i n the I n d i a n t e x t s , "the f i r s t seed 
of mind" (RV 10.129.4), i s m i r r o r e d i n Greek - p a r t i c u l a r l y 
Orphic - mythology by Eros, among whose other names are 
Protogonos ( ' f i r s t - b o r n ' ) and Phan.es ('he who appears' or 'he 
who r e v e a l s ' ) . I n some s t o r i e s Eros was born from a s i l v e r 
egg produced by Chronos, Time, or Nyx, Night, and i n t u r n 
produced the other gods<102>. 

The Word, prominent i n the Brahmanas, appears i n other 
contexts, notably i n opening l i n e s of St. John's Gospel i n 
the New Testament of the B i b l e where i t s Greek form i s logos. 
Logos also f e a t u r e s s i g n i f i c a n t l y i n the w r i t i n g s of the 
Gnostics of e a r l y C h r i s t i a n i t y < 1 0 3 > . 

I r e f e r r e d i n chapter 1 to the Greek word demiurgos, 
wh i l e speaking about the c r e a t o r or c r e a t i v e power as 
something d i s t i n c t from the absolute source. I n some Gnostic 
w r i t i n g s the Demiurge i s the c r e a t o r and r u l e r of an 
i m p e r f e c t , l i m i t e d cosmos i n which the soul or s p i r i t i s 
trapped as i n a p r i s o n . The t r u e God, the goal of s p i r i t u a l 
a s p i r a t i o n , l i e s beyond and i s not a c t u a l l y c a u s a l l y 
r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the world of s u f f e r i n g and. evil<104>. Whether 
or not there was any d i r e c t i n f l u e n c e from I n d i a , we can 
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recognise here a very s i m i l a r view to t h a t i n e a r l y Buddhism, 
where Mara (Death, the destroyer) presides over the whole of 
samsara, w h i l e nirvana l i e s beyond and i s i n no way c a u s a l l y 
connected w i t h i t . 



NOTES 

1. For a f u l l d i s c u s s i o n of the changing approach of modern 
European s c h o l a r s h i p t o the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the Vedas see 
K. Werner, The Teachings_pf_ the,Veda and the Adhyatmika 
Method of I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ; i n the Golden J u b i l e e Volume of the 
Vaidika Samsodhana Mandala, Poona 1981, pp.28 8-29 5. 

2. I n c i d e n t a l l y , r e c o g n i t i o n of t h i s d e c l i n e can be seen c l e a r l y 
i n some l a t e hymns of the Vedas, l i k e RV 10.82, the l a s t 
verse of which runs: 

You have no knowledge of him who created these worlds; 
some other t h i n g has i n t e r p o s e d between you. 
The r e c i t e r s of hymns who r a v i s h l i f e i n t h e i r r i t u a l 
proceed w i t h t h e i r m u t t e r i n g , enwrapped i n confusion 
and ignorance. 

(R. Panikkar, The Vedic Experience: Mantramanjarl, London 
1977, p.813. ) 

3. A t y p i c a l r e a c t i o n , emphatically expressed, opens 
Eggeling's i n t r o d u c t i o n to h i s t r a n s l a t i o n of the gatapatha 
Brahmana: 

I n the whole range of l i t e r a t u r e few works are 
probably l e s s c a l c u l a t e d to e x c i t e the i n t e r e s t of 
any outside the very l i m i t e d number of s p e c i a l i s t s 
than t h e . . . Brahmanas. For wearisome p r o l i x i t y of 
expression, c h a r a c t e r i s e d by dogmatic a s s e r t i o n and 
a f l i m s y symbolism r a t h e r than serious reasoning, 
these works are perhaps not equalled anywhere... 

(Sacred Books of the East,, ed. F. Max M u l l e r , v o l . X I I , p. i x . ) 

4. I have g e n e r a l l y kept to P a l i f o r Buddhist terms, p u t t i n g 
i n brackets t h e i r S a n s k r i t e q u i v a l e n t s . 

5. The e v o l u t i o n a r y view of r e l i g i o n i s more or less taken f o r 
granted by many w r i t e r s . Thus Radhakrishnan and Moore can get 
away w i t h saying t h a t the "represents the e a r l i e s t phase 
of the e v o l u t i o n of r e l i g i o u s consciousness where we have not 
so much commandments of p r i e s t s as the outpourings of p o e t i c 
minds who are s t r u c k by the i n e x h a u s t i b l e mystery of l i f e " (A 
Sourcebook i n I n d i a n Philosophy, P r i n c e t o n 1 973, p. 4). 
Deussen, w r i t i n g a t the t u r n of the century, compares Veda 
and Upanisad w i t h the Old Testament and the New Testament of 
the B i b l e , seeing the l a t t e r as the c u l m i n a t i o n and crowning 
achievement of the former. He goes on t o say: 

t h i s analogy i s not merely e x t e r n a l and a c c i d e n t a l , 
but i s fundamental and based upon a u n i v e r s a l law 
of development of the r e l i g i o u s l i f e which i s 
acknowledged on both sides. 

(P. Deussen, The Philosophy of the Upanisads, New York 1966, 
p- 46) 
I would argue both w i t h the idea of any such u n i v e r s a l law 
and w i t h the a s s e r t i o n t h a t i t i s "acknowledged on both 
sides". The New Testament may w e l l be to C h r i s t i a n s the 
climax and f u l f i l l m e n t of the Old Testament, but i n I n d i a the 
Vedas t r a d i t i o n a l l y h o l d the place of a u t h o r i t y and i n the 
Upanisads themselves references are made t o Vedic verses as 
records of the very h i g h e s t understanding (see note 61). 



6. Werner speaks of "the complexity of the Vedic message 
d e l i v e r e d simultaneously on several l e v e l s - addressing 
o r d i n a r y people, educated classes l i k e p r i e s t s and 
a r i s t o c r a t s and also a s p i r i t u a l l y minded m i n o r i t y - through 
the medium of the language of symbols and myths" (K. Werner, 
Symbolism i n the Vedas and i t s C o n c e p t u a l i s a t i o n , i n Numen. 
v o l . x x i v - Dec.1 97 7, p.223). 

7. Werner, Symbolism i n the Vedas..., p.22 4. 
8. Panikkar, p.102. 
3. Panikkar, p.98. 

10. Panikkar, p.60. 
11. The r o o t £ or ar may be connected w i t h the f i t t i n g of 

spokes to the hub of a wheel. See Panikkar, p. 350 note 132. 
12. See F.B.J. Kuiper, Ancient I n d i a n Cosmogony, New D e l h i 1983, 

ch.4: "The B l i s s of Asa". 
13. Panikkar, p.509. 
14. A.A. Macdonell, Vedic Mythology, D e l h i 1381, p.70. 
15. Panikkar, p.7 2. 
16. Werner, Symbolism i n the Vedas..., p.231. 
1 7 . .Kuiper , pp . 3- 1 0 . 
18. See f o r example the discussion i n Macdonell, p.54ff. 
13. Kuiper, pp..12-13. 

20. Panikkar, p. 437. 
21. I owe a l o t here to Werner, Symbolism i n the Vedas..., 

pp.223-2 40. References are to Macdonell's t r a n s l a t i o n , used 
also by Werner i n the a r t i c l e . 

22. Panikkar, p.66 0. 
23. Panikkar, p.7 53. 
24. Panikkar, p.660. 
25. Werner, Symbolism i n the Vedas..., p. 2 25. 
26. An a l t e r n a t i v e d e r i v a t i o n might p o s s i b l y be made from the 

ro o t cla, 'cut o f f ' , hence 'uncut 1, 'undivided'. 
27. Werner, Symbolism i n the Vedas. . . , p. 2 2 6. 
28. Macdonell, p. 121. 
23. Werner, Symbolism i n the Vedas. . ., p.231. 
30. Werner, Yoga and I n d i a n Philosophy, D e l h i 1 3 7 7, p.27. See 

also Symbolism i n the Vedas. . . , p.233. 
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31. Panikkar, p. 508. 
32. .Panikkar, p. 5 08. 
33. Eg. J..L. JBrockington, The Sacred Thread. Edinburgh 1981, 

p. 108. ~~ ""' 
34. Panikkar, P- 508. 
35. Panikkar, P- 245 . 
36 . Panikkar, P- 2 08 . 
37 . Panikkar, P- 63 . 
38. Panikkar, P- 65 . 
39. Panikkar, P- 84. 
40 . Panikkar, P- 825 . 
41. S a c r i f i c e i s also c e n t r a l t o the Vedas and to the 

Upanisads, b u t i n s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t ways. Panikkar says: 
I f one had t o choose a s i n g l e word t o express the 
quintessence of the Vedic R e v e l a t i o n , the word 
yajna, s a c r i f i c e , would perhaps he the most 
adeguate... The conception of s a c r i f i c e , c e r t a i n l y , 
v a r i e d through the ages, and the term i t s e l f has 
r e c e i v e d d i f f e r i n g connotations, but the u n d e r l y i n g 
i n t u i t i o n and i t s c e n t r a l i t y have remained. 

(Panikkar, p. 347.) 

42. S. RadJiakrishnan, The P r i n c i p a l Upanisads, London 1953, 
p. 5 2 . 

43. For a d i s c u s s i o n of the meaning of brahman, see Werner, 
Yoga and I n d i a n Philosophy, p.30. 

44. Panikkar, p.80. 
_45. Eg.gsling, p.153. 
46. For a d i s c u s s i o n of the i n c e s t theme see Panikkar, p.544ff. 
47. Panikkar, p. 107. 
48. Panikkar, p.88. 
49. Panikkar, p. 106. 
50. Panikkar, p.107. 
51. N.N. .Bhattacharyya, .History of I n d i a n Cosmogonlcal Ideas, 

New D e l h i 1971 , p . 31 . 
52. Such as the "pure sounds", bhuh, bhuvah, svar, and. the 

sacred s y l l a b l e , am. See, f o r example, AS, 5.32. 
53. Eggeling, p.374. 



54. Panikkar, p.79. 
55. For references see Panikkar, p.152. 
56 . Panikkar, p . 1b2. 

57. Kuiper , pp.9-22 . 
58. Eggeling, p.380. 
59. Radhakrishnan p.73. 
60. Deussen, The Philosophy of the Upanisads p.38ff. 
61. An example of such a reference i s a t ChU 3.17.6-7 where the 

author quotes from RV 1.50.10, p u t t i n g the Vedic imagery of 
dawn and l i g h t alongside the Upanisadic terminology of 
freedom from d e s i r e and r e a l i s a t i o n of oneness w i t h the 
undying essence of l i f e . 

62. So, f o r example, from the agnihotra - the t r a d i t i o n a l 
f i r e - s a c r i f i c e c e n t r a l to the Vedic r i t u a l and elaborated i n 
the s p e c u l a t i o n s of the Brahmanas - the Upanisadic authors 
developed the n o t i o n of prana~gnihotra, the inner ' f i r e 
o b l a t i o n by b r e a t h ' . 

63 . Radhakri shnan, P-
64. Radhakrishnan, P- 6 46 . See also MunU 3 
65 . Radhakrishnan, PP .447 -9 . 
66 . Radhakri shnan, P- 4 48 . 
67 . Deussen, p . 128 . 
68 . Radhakri shnan, P- 192 . 
69 . Panikkar, p.15 6 
70 . Radhakrishnan, P- 166 . 
71 . Radhakri shnan, P- 5 48. 
72 . Radhakrishnan, P-5 42 . 
73 . Radhakrishnan, P- 652 . 
74. Radhakrishnan, PP . 446 -7. See also ChU 
75 . Radhakrishnan, PP .553 -7 . 
76 . Deussen, p.23 7 . 
77 . Deussen, p.40. 
78 . Deussen, p.236. 
79 . Deussen, pp. 18 4 -5 
80 . Radhakrishnan, P • 84f f 

4<r 



81. Radhakrishnan, p.85. 
82. Radhakrishnan, p.83. 
83. Radhakrishnan, p.27 2. 
84. Radhakrishnan, p.276. 
85. The phrase 'cosmological agnosticism' i s borrowed from 

K l o e t z i , Buddhist Cosmology, D e l h i 1 983, p.12. 
86. K l o e t z i , p . l . See p . l , note 1, f o r sources and v a r i a t i o n s . 
87. T. Ling (ed. & a r r . ) , The ̂ uddha^s^M^l^s^^hxjJf^Man^ 

London 1381, p. 63. 
88. Ling, p. 64. 
89. A.A.G. Bennett, Long Discourses of the Buddha, Bombay 1964, 

p. 43 . 
90. Bennett, p.45. 
SI. K l o e t z i , p.12. 
J2. For di s c u s s i o n and references, see K l o e t z i , ch.2. 
33. See, f o r example, the Buddha's discourse on u n i v e r s a l 

impermanence a t AN 10.23. 
94. F.L. Woodward, Some Sayings of the Buddha, London 1325, 

p.22 4-6 . 
95. An example of t h i s can be found i n the T e v i i j a Sutta, where 

two young Brahmans, Vasettha and Bharadvaga, arguing about 
which path taught by t h e i r elders leads most s u r e l y to union 
w i t h Brahma, t u r n t o him f o r advice. The Buddha p o i n t s out 
t h a t those c o r r u p t Brahmans, w i t h wealth and wives, of 
unsound minds and impure h e a r t s , q u i t e opposed to the 
q u a l i t i e s a t t r i b u t e d t o Brahma, can n e i t h e r have a t t a i n e d t o 
union w i t h him nor be i n a p o s i t i o n to teach the way to such 
union. Of one who, on the other hand, has f o l l o w e d the 
e i g h t f o l d path t a u g h t by a Tatha~gata - himself v i s i b l e proof 
of and f r e e from a l l doubts about the r e l i g i o u s l i f e and i t s 
f r u i t s - he says t h i s : 

[ I f J you say, Vasettha, t h a t the Bhikkhu i s f r e e 
from anger, f r e e from malice, pure i n mind, and 
master of h i m s e l f ; and. t h a t Brahma i s l i k e w i s e f r e e 
from anger et c . Then i n sooth, Vasettha, t h a t the. 
.Bhikkhu who i s f r e e from anger etc. should a f t e r 
death, when the body i s d i s s o l v e d , become u n i t e d 
w i t h Brahma1, who i s the same - such a c o n d i t i o n of 
th i n g s i s i n every way p o s s i b l e . 

(Dwight Goddard, A Buddhist B i b l e , New York 137 0, p. 72) 
96. See E. Conze, Buddhist Thought i n I n d i a , London 1962, p t . l 

ch. 7 . 
37. Genesis ch.1 v.2. Hebrew cosmogony appears t o be a 

m o d i f i c a t i o n of the Babylonian, i n which water plays an 
important p a r t . See Bhattacharyya, p.121. 



98. Bhattacharyys, pp.115, 117 8 120. 
99. C. .Kerenyi, The Gods of the. Greeks, London 1 9 79. 

100. Panikkar, p.b07. 
101. Bhattacharyya, p.118. 
102. Kerenyi, pp.16, 17, 114, etc. 
103. See K. Rudolph ( t r a n s l . Wilson), Gnosis, Edinburgh 1983, 

p.77 and other r e f s . 
104. Rudolph, p.58 and other r e f s . 
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