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PHENOMENLOGICAL EXEGESIS AND PATANJALI'S YOGA SUTRAS

Peter Connolly

Ninian Smart has been one of the foremost proponents of a phenomenological approach to the study of religion for the last three decades. He has commended and defended the application of this approach in methodological works such as The Phenomenon of Religion (1973), The Science of Religion and the Sociology of Knowledge (1973) and 'Scientific Phenomenology and Wilfred Cantwell Smith's Misgivings' (1984). In the field of Indian religion, works like Reasons and Faiths (1958), Doctrine and Argument in Indian Philosophy (1964) and The Yogi and the Devotee (1968) offer valuable examples of Smart's phenomenology in practice. In all these studies Smart paints his argument on a broad canvas, yet the phenomenological principles he expounds have an equally useful application in the much more specific area of textual exegesis.

The two foundational pillars of phenomenological procedure as applied to the subject of religion are, according to Smart: structured empathy, 'the attempt to describe religious phenomena "as they are," and without intruding our own presuppositions upon them;'
 and typological phenomenology, which involves, '...a systematic typology of forms of religious belief and practice.'
 Obviously, these principles, so described, cannot be directly applied to the exegesis of religious texts. They nevertheless offer valuable guidelines. The principle of empathy reminds the exegete that, in the preliminary stages at least, the text has to be interpreted within the framework of the worldview of its author(s)/compiler(s). Here the exegete is imaginatively seeking to 'enter into' the reality construct of the other, to walk awhile in the shoes of the other. By contrast, typological phenomenology takes the exegete outside the worldview of the author(s)/compiler(s) whilst, at the same time, avoiding reductionism: the analysis of one construction of experience in terms of another.
 In devising a typology, the phenomenologist takes the investigation to a higher level of abstraction than that which operates at the empathetic stage. 'Types' are abstractions derived from but more general than specific phenomena. In the context of textual analysis, the attempt to discern formal patterns and structures can be regarded as one aspect of typological procedure. Here, the content‑filled, large‑scale identification of 'types' is supplemented by a focus on the formal characteristics of the text. The switch from a concern with content to a concern with form and back again, almost an oscillating process, facilitates the discernment of patterns and relationships that might otherwise go unnoticed. Ideally, the two perspectives should be mutually illuminating. Thus, when interpreting a text the phenomenologically‑guided exegete will seek to 'step into the shoes of the author(s) /compiler(s) and consider their aims in creating it (empathy), and to supplement this with an analysis of the more formal aspects of the work such as recurring constructions and patterns in the organization of information (typology).'

In the case of Patanjali's Yoga Sutras such a procedure is particularly valuable since there is evidence to suggest that the traditional commentators on the text were not actually members of Patanjali's own lineage.
 That is, whilst they might have shared the general cultural and religious orientation of Patanjali, the specific schools of thought with which they were aligned were different from Patanjali's own. Consequently, when the exegete of the Yoga Sutras seeks to apply the principle of empathy to his or her interpretation of the text, two factors have to be acknowledged. On the one hand, the way that the later tradition has made sense of the text needs to be understood; on the other hand, the intention of Patanjali, insofar as this might differ from that of the tradition, must also be addressed. In the case of the latter, the typological approach offers a different way into the text from that provided by the tradition. The alternative perspective generated by a typological procedure is especially useful when dealing with situations where there is disagreement about the composition of a text (i.e. whether interpolation has taken place or whether there is multiple authorship) or where the explanatory schemata generated by traditional commentators conflict with each other. Patanjali's Yoga Sutras provide examples of both the above mentioned situations.

Almost every scholar who has examined this text in detail has formed a different opinion about its unity or component parts. A B Keith, for example, argued that the text is a unitary composition.
 G Feuerstein agrees with Keith, except for the section on the eight limbs (astanga) which, he suggests, begins at 2.28 and continues to 3.4 or 3.9. Patanjali included the material on the eight limbs because, claims Feuerstein, '...it contained a number of convenient definitions.'
 By contrast, E Frauwallner regards the eight limbs section as '...the kernel in the Text.
 What he means by 'Text' here is books two and three. Book one he regards as an essentially independent work, outlining what he calls 'The Yoga of Suppression.'
 By implication, Frauwallner treats book four as yet another separate component of the text as we have it. In this he has the support of S Dasgupta who, on the other hand, regards books one to three as constituting a coherent unity.
 In each case, reference to the form of the text can be illuminating.

With regard to the issue of the place of the eight limbs section in the sutras as a whole, or even just books two and three, an examination of the form of book two offers a way of adjudicating between the views of Feuerstein and those of Frauwallner. Y.S.2.2 states that the kriya yoga described in 2.1 is '...for the cultivation of concentration and for the attenuation of the hindrances.'
 The expectation is then, that these two topics: the cultivation of concentration (samadhi) and the attenuation of the hindrances (klesa), will form the subject matter of the immediately succeeding sutras. This is certainly the case for the attenuation of the hindrances, which are dealt with in 2.3-2.25. The cultivation of concentration is treated in the section on the eight limbs which, in terms of this analysis, can be taken as commencing at 2.26, not 2.28 as Feuerstein suggests. In other words, the two topics mentioned in 2.2 are addressed in 2.3-2.25 and 2.26-3.9. Such, an interpretation goes against both Feuerstein's and Frauwallner's views. Whilst it may be the case that Patanjali included an already existing formulation of the method for cultivating concentration into his text it was not merely for the sake of a few 'convenient definitions.' Rather, this 'quotation' forms an integral part of the exposition of kriya yoga; without it the treatment would be incomplete. On the other hand, the eight limbs section cannot, as Frauwallner would have it, constitute the kernel of chapters two and three. In terms of 2.2, the account of the hindrances is just as central and integral to these chapters as is that dealing with the eight limbs.

With regard to assessing Frauwallner's claim that book one of the Yoga Sutras constitutes an independent and essentially distinctive approach to the practice of yoga, the obvious test is a comparison of the content and organization of that book with that of the other three. If book one is found to be congruent with one or more of the others then the thesis must be rejected. If, on the other hand, such a congruence cannot be discerned it is clear that Frauwallner's view warrants careful consideration. Before an exegete can proceed to engage in this kind of comparative study, however, the content and form of book one itself has to be explicated. This itself is a rather complex task, though again, the application of Phenomenological procedures can be illuminating. The remainder of this essay will be concerned with the coherence of book one. An investigation of the relationships between book one and the other three would require a much more substantial study.

The inadequacy of traditional exegeses of this book is demonstrated by the incompatibility of the various elucidations of its teachings. The issue of concentration (samadhi), its nature, variants and progression provides a good example of such incompatibilities. Traditional commentators identify two sections in the first book of the Yoga Sutras where the topic of concentration is addressed: 1. 17 ff. and 1.41 ff. In the first of these, 'concentration' is described as being of two kinds. The first kind is said to be 'linked with objects' (samprajnata); it is characterized by reasoning (vitarka), reflection (vicara), joy (ananda) and egoity (asmita). The second kind relates to karma formations (samskara) only. It '...follows upon that practice which effects the cessation [of fluctuations],'
 that is, the mind's fluctuations (vrttis) described in YS 1.5-1.11.

In the second section on concentration: 1.41 ff., states of concentration are again said to be of two kinds: with seed (sabija) and without seed (nirbija)
. Concentration with seed is divided into four types called coincidences (samapatti): with reasoning (savitarka), without reasoning (nirvitarka), with reflection (savicara) and without reflection (nirvicara). These states appear to be progressive, for 1.47 informs us that inner peace only arises when there is clarity in the non-reflective coincidence (nirvicara samapatti).

If these two sections: 1.17 ff. and 1.41 ff., both deal with the phenomenon of meditative concentration the two accounts should relate in some way. Vyasa, composer of the oldest extant commentary on the Yoga Sutras, calls the 'concentration' described in 1.17 samprajnata samadhi (the term samadhi does not actually occur in the text) and that described in 1.18 as asamprajnata samadhi (neither term occurring in the text).
 Traditional commentators such as Vacaspatimisra and Vijnanabhiksu then go on to equate samprajnata samadhi with sabija samadhi and asamprajnata samadhi with nirbija samadhi. When these equations are mapped out in detail, however, problems begin to emerge. Samprajnata samadhi appears to be a single state with four characteristics: reasoning (vitarka); reflection (vicara); joy (ananda) and egoity (asmita), whereas sabija samadhi is clearly an umbrella term covering four stages in the progression of concentration: with reasoning (savitarka); without reasoning (nirvitarka); with reflection (savicara) and without reflection (nirvicara). In short, the two accounts do not seem to fit together. Each of the principal commentators on the Yoga Sutras 'solves' this problem in a different way. Vyasa takes the four characteristics of samprajnata samadhi to be four different kinds or levels of concentration. The lowest level is that of reasoning (vitarka), which has all four characteristics: reasoning, reflection, joy and egoity. Next comes reflection (vicara) with three characteristics: reflection, joy and egoity. Then comes joy (ananda) with two characteristics: joy and egoity, and, finally, egoity (asmita) with itself as the sole characteristic. Vyasa himself never explores the relationship between these levels of concentration and those set out in 1.41 ff. though by means of the analysis described above he certainly lays the foundations and sets the direction for such an exploration. Vacaspatimisra equates the vitarka state with savitarka samapatti and the vicara state with savicara samapatti. Each of these is, of course, followed by its negation. To the ananda state is added a nirananda samapatti and to the asmita state a nirasmita samapatti. This is quite a neat solution given Vyasa's interpretation of 1.17, though Vijnanabhiksu was not enamoured of it. He took the vitarka mentioned in 1.17 to equal the savitarka and nirvitarka samapattis combined whilst ananda and asmita are taken to constitute two further levels or stages.

Although possessing a certain aesthetic appeal, explanations of the relationship between the material presented in 1.17 ff. and 1.41 ff. such as those outlined above strike the reader as rather convoluted and unconvincing. One is left wondering why Patanjali, who offers intelligible explanations of the relations between other key concepts, left these crucial teachings in such an ambiguous form. Had Patanjali really intended to interpose two (Vijnanabhiksu) or four (Vacaspatimisra) stages of samadhi between nirvicra samapatti and nirbija samadhi then surely he would have mentioned them at the end of his account of the varieties of samadhi with seed. In fact, it is clear from the text of 1.47 ff. that nirvicara samapatti is the highest of the forms of concentration with seed for it is in this state that truth‑bearing insight arises. That insight has the effect of nullifying the influence of karma formations (samskara) on perception and this, in turn, facilitates the emergence of concentration without seed (nirbija samadhi). In this account there is no room for an ananda samadhi or an asmita samadhi. It is clear that Patanjali never intended there to be.

Again, a consideration of the way Patanjali presents his teachings suggests an alternative way of proceeding. In the earlier discussion of the place of the eight limbs section in the text as a whole, an examination of the expectations arising out of sutra 2.2 led to an enquiry into the overall structure of book two. Interestingly, although Patanjali presents the two themes of that chapter: cultivating concentration and attenuating the hindrances, in that order, his actual treatment of these topics proceeds in reverse. His treatment of the hindrances commences immediately at 2.3 whilst the issue of concentration is not addressed until 2.26. It may well be the case that Patafijali adopted the same procedure in his exposition of practice (abhyasa) and detachment (vairagya). These concepts are introduced in sutra 1.12, which states that the restriction of the mind's fluctuations (vrtti) is attained through practice and detachment. Then each concept is described in two siltras. 1.13‑14 deal with practice; 1.15‑16 with detachment. 1.15 and 1.16 each describe one type of detachment. The lower detachment is that relating to 'seen and revealed objects' (1.15); the higher is that relating to the fundamental constituents of existence (guna) (1.16). This higher detachment emerges only after the self (purusa) has been experienced. There are no unequivocal statements in book one of the Yoga Sutras about exactly when the vision of the self takes place but the likelihood is that the truth‑bearing insight (rtambharaprajna) mentioned in 1.48 is just such an experience. This is because the primary aim of yoga practice is the eradication of suffering (duhkha). The root cause of suffering, according to the Yoga Sutra, is the conjunction between two ontologically distinct entities: self or spirit (purusa) and nature or matter (prakrti) (2.17). The primary task of the yogin is thus to eradicate the ignorance of this distinction (2.4‑5) which, in turn, will break the conjunction and enable the yogin to experience isolation or aloneness (kaivalya) (2.25). An insight into truth is then, an experience of the self as being fundamentally different from matter. This truth bearing insight arises immediately before the attainment of nirbija samadhi.

If this analysis is accurate, the final stages of the yogin's path according to book one of the Yoga Sutras can be described as follows: the yogin cultivates a sense of detachment towards all worldly objects (the lower form) whilst, at the same time, practising mental concentration with an inward focus of attention. At a certain stage in this practice, nirvicara samapatti, a vision of the self and its relation to nature is experienced. This experience gives rise to a sense of detachment towards all aspects of nature (the higher form) and facilitates the total absorption of the self in itself (nirbija samadhi). Such a total absorption is described as the isolation or aloneness of the self (kaivalya).

If Patanjali did adopt the same reverse order of treatment in book one that he did in book two then we would expect the sutras following 1.16 to deal with detachment (vairagya) rather than practice (abhyasa). This, I suggest, is exactly what we find. Sutras 1.17‑1.28 all deal with the subject of detachment. Thus, the term 'linked with objects' (samprajnata) in 1.17 does not refer to a type or types of concentration, as all traditional commentators have claimed, but to the lower detachment mentioned in 1.15: that relating to seen and revealed objects. This lower detachment has four characteristics: reasoning (vitarka); reflection (vicara); joy (ananda) and egoity (asmita). 1.18 can then be taken to refer to the higher detachment (para vairagya) mentioned in 1.16. This relates to karma formations (samskara) only since at this point the attention of the yogin is completely inwardly focused. The mind (citta), which is formed from the sattva guna,
 tainted by the karma formations (samskara) and illumined by the self, dominates the yogin's awareness. Detachment towards the mind itself is what enables the yogin to achieve nirbija samadhi, but this detachment can only, arise, as 1.18 informs us, on the basis of '... that practice which effects the cessation [of fluctuations],'
 i.e. the practice of concentration.

The most significant consequence of talking 1.17-18 as dealing with the subject of detachment is that the 'problem' of the relationship between the accounts of concentration in 1.17 ff. and 1.41 ff. is dissolved. Patanjali's treatment of concentration in book one becomes restricted to 1.41 ff. and, in the process, coherent and illuminating. A second consequence is that we now have a much more clear and detailed description of the nature of detachment as understood by Patanjali than was previously the case. In the traditional view, although practice and detachment are presented as a kind of dual foundation for the achievement of the state of liberation (kaivalya) only practice, the cultivation of concentration, is described in any depth. If, on the other hand, one accepts the interpretation argued above, 1.17 and 1.18 provide additional information on the two types of detachment. Both traditional and modern commentators have recognised that the subject matter of 1.17 and 1.18 is discussed further in 1.19. This discussion continues, in fact, until 1.31 for 1.32 introduces the teaching of practice on a single item (eka tattvabhyasa), i.e. it returns to the second concept mentioned in 1. 12. The likelihood is, then, that sutras 1.19‑1.31 deal with detachment rather than concentration.

Thus, 1.19 can now be understood as stating that the bodiless ones who have merged into nature only have the lower detachment because they have not shed the desire for further existence. 1.20, therefore, deals not with the concentration of 'the others' but with the detachment of 'the others.' These 'others' are those who have attained the superior form of detachment which is preceded by faith (sraddha), energy (virya), recollection (smrti), concentration (samadhi) and insight (prajna). That is, it follows the insight into the nature of the self described in 1.48 and 3.49. Such an interpretation fits perfectly with the description of the higher detachment in 1.16 where it is said to arise after the yogin has experienced the self. 1.21 and 22 can then be taken to refer to the proximity of yogins to the superior detachment rather than to the superior concentration and 1.23‑29 to deal with the yogin attaining the superior detachment by modelling himself on the lord (isvara). The lord is the perfect example of a being without any kind of attachment for the realm of nature. It is thus detachment and not concentration that leads to the eradication of the obstacles (1.29​-30). In this scheme of interpretation, practice and detachment can both be seen to contribute to the yogin's progress in distinct yet essentially equal and complementary ways.

What the foregoing analysis reveals in general terms is that the parts of book one which ought to have a coherent relationship to each other do so, but not in the way that traditional commentators have construed it. The comparison of book one's teachings with those of the other three has not been attempted here for that would require too detailed and extensive an enquiry. One or two clues have been forthcoming, however. The pattern of listing two topics in one order and then expounding them in detail in the reverse order ‑ well exemplified in book two ‑ can, in the light of the analysis presented above, be seen to operate in book one also. This suggests the same hand at work in both books, though whether it is the hand of an author or a redactor must be left undetermined. Moreover, the account of concentration and detachment in book one now fits easily with the account of concentration at the end of the eight limbs section and with the description of the final stages of the path at the end of book three. In short, whilst it may be the case that book one, books two and three and the eight limbs section were originally separate it looks as though they have been brought together and edited rather than being crudely juxtaposed.

The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali form one of the most important Hindu texts on the nature of yoga. Yet, as it has been traditionally interpreted, it is, at root, unintelligible. This is not to claim that the broad orientation of the text cannot be understood, nor that portions of it do not provide clear and detailed expositions of particular concepts or experiences. It is, rather, to claim that, taken from the perspective of tradition, the text of the Yoga Sutras does not yield a coherent teaching. The relationship between different parts are often obscure and, on occasions, statements in one part seem to conflict with those in another. One reason for this, as suggested above, may be that since the principal commentators on the sutras were not members of Patanjali's own lineage, traditional interpretations are, in places, at variance with Patanjali's own intentions and ultimately the cause of the incoherence. Western exegesis has, unfortunately, been overly influenced by such traditional interpretations and consequently failed to render the text intelligible to the western reader. It may be that such a task is impossible because the teachings of the sutras as presently constituted are unintelligible. What has been suggested above is that an application of phenomenological principles, as set out by Ninian Smart and others, can assist the exegete in cutting through some of the knots created by more traditional approaches whilst, at the same time, avoiding reductionism. The two issues addressed in this paper have a direct bearing on the intelligibility of the text. In both cases the intent of Patanjali was clarified and, through an examination of the form of the text, his teaching made more accessible. Further phenomenologically‑guided investigation may well, in time, help to illuminate the whole.
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Notes





� Smart (1984) p.257.





� Loc. Cit.





� I am not claiming here that reductionistic approaches have no place in the study of religion. They have. Feminist, psychological and sociological analyses of religious phenomena are often extremely insightful and valuable. They do not, however, form part of phenomenological investigation. From the phenomenologist's perspective such approaches are best employed subsequent to phenomenological study and need to be informed by it. Here I am, of course, employing the term 'reductionist' in its 'soft' sense. A less generous use of the term would include the notion of distortion of the subject matter.





� I am aware that classifying the analysis of a text's form under typological procedure will he regarded as contentious by some readers. Hopefully, most would concede that the identification of abstract types and the identification of patterns in the organisation of a text are not completely dissimilar activities, especially when grounded in an emphatic approach to the subject matter. In the final analysis, 'the proof of the pudding is in the eating'. In other words, a sufficient justification should be that such classification is appropriate if the procedure yields the same kind of clarification that the application of abstract types to other kinds of religious data does. This essay seeks, among other things, to demonstrate that such is, in fact, the case.





� See Feuerstein (1979) pp. 4�5.





� See Eliade (1969) p.371.





� Feuerstein (1979) p.78.





� Frauwallner (1973) p.336. 





� Op. cit. p.343.





� Dasgupta (1922) p.p.229�230.





� Woods (1914) p. 105.





� Op. cit. p.42.





� The term 'seed' (bija) is used here as a synonym for 'karma formation' (samskara) - the mental imprint of a former action which is stored in the mind and will, at some point in the future, 'sprout' to affect perception and behaviour.





� 1.17�18 reads as follows: vitarka vicara ananda asmitarupa anugamat samprajnatah | virama pratyaya abhyasa purvah samskarasesah anyah.





� Nature (prakrti) has three aspects or components (guna): sattva, rajas and tamas. The mind is composed mostly of sattva, but with some admixture of the other two. Not until the mind becomes pure (sattva) is the vision of the self possible (see 3.49).





� Woods (1914) p.42.





� See YS. 2.11.
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