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Yoga Darsana and Vedanta Darsana

Introduction

These two darsanas (philosophical viewpoints) have many points of difference and many points of similarity. Both are important for an accurate understanding of the relationship between the two systems. My aim here is to outline some of these differences and similarities, and to clarify the nature of the relationship.

Both of these schools of thought find a place in the post-epic list of orthodox philosophies (astika darsanas). Here, orthodox or astika means something like ‘accepting the authority of the Veda,’ which is understood as comprising the Samhitas (i.e. the four Vedas), the Brahmanas, the Aranyakas and the Upanisads. The non-orthodox (nastika) philosophies such as Buddhism and Jainism denied the authority of the Veda and, by implication, the authority of the brahman priesthood. Even so, the teachings of astika and nastika systems often have much in common. The term ‘darsana’ (from the root (drs, to see) means something like ‘viewpoint’ or ‘perspective,’ the implication being that each is just one among many.

The post-epic (i.e. Post-Mahabharata, 300 – 400 CE) list of astika darsanas comprises six schools or viewpoints, usually grouped into pairs. They are:

Mimamsa and Vedanta;

Samkhya and Yoga;

Nyaya and Vaisesika.

Mimamsa means ‘exegesis’. It is that school which deals with the interpretation of Vedic texts, usually the earlier portions, the Samhitas and Brahmanas; hence it is often called the Purva Mimamsa (the school concerning itself with the exegesis [mimamsa] of the early portion [purva] of the Veda). Vedanta means ‘end of the Veda’ (Veda + anta). It is that school which deals with the interpretation of the later Vedic texts, the Aranyakas and Upanisads, and hence it is often called the Uttara Mimamsa (the school concerning itself with the exegesis [mimamsa] of the later portion [uttara] of the Veda). These two are the only ones among the six darsanas that are primarily concerned with the interpretation of existing texts. The other four, though they technically accept the Veda, present themselves as essentially independent systems. 

Neither the Yoga Sutra nor the Samkhya Karika, the root texts of the Yoga and Samkhya darsanas, seek to interpret any Vedic text. Indeed, they do not even make reference to any Vedic text. So here we have the first significant difference. The Mimamsa and Vedanta schools are unmistakably and undeniably orthodox, whereas Yoga and Samkhya are only nominally so.

The texts on which these darsanas base their teachings are also different. In the case of the Vedanta, the developed tradition came to recognize three texts as foundational: the Upanisads, the Bhagavad Gita and the Brahma or Vedanta Sutra. These three came to be known as the triple foundation (prasthanatraya) of the Vedanta. Although the Aranyakas are theoretically the preserve of the Vedanta philosophers none of them seems to have attracted commentaries by Vedantins.

Part 1 – Vedanta

There are many Upanisads, though the Vedanta philosophers tended to regard only a small number as authentically Vedic. Sankara, the earliest commentator whose works have come down to us, recognized 14 (the Aitareya, the Brhadaranyaka, the Chandogya, the Isa, the Jabala, the Katha, the Kausitaki, the Kena, the Mandukya, the Mundaka, the Paingala, the Prasna, the Svetasvatara and the Taittiriya). Later commentators added the Mahanarayana and the Maitri to this list, and all of these taken together came to comprise a kind of definitive list of authentically Vedic Upanisads, the principal Upanisads.

One thing we can note about these texts is that although they exhibit certain common themes there are also a number of significant differences between the views of the various teachers whose expositions form their content. The Brahma Sutra was composed to address these differences and tensions and to demonstrate that the Upanisads do, in fact, all teach the same thing. That is one reason why it is such a difficult read, only the problematic material is treated. This motivation to harmonize the teachings of different texts is typical of post-epic brahmanical ideology. Prior to and during the epic period India had never really had anything approaching a state religion. With the establishment of the Gupta Empire in 320 CE, however, all that changed. Brahmanism was given the official support of the state and it adopted a policy of integration in order to promote its preferred form of social organization, what we know as the caste system. As Norvin Hein comments, in his essay on the rise of the cult of Gopala Krsna, the reason that more texts with the same message as the Bhagavad Gita (calling disaffected Brahman youth back to their duties in the brahmanical social order) were not composed is that by the end of the epic period the battle for the hearts and minds of the socially influential had been won. Brahmanical ideology had become official.

It is not surprising, therefore, that the Bhagavad Gita was incorporated into the Vedantic corpus. It offered a supernatural sanction for brahmanical ideology in general and for the caste system in particular. Moral principles, according to the Gita, are not universal. What is right for one person might be wrong for another. It all depends on their place in the social hierarchy. We can contrast this with Patanjali’s notion of the great vow (Y.S. 2:31), which seems to apply to everyone, everywhere, at all times.
 In the post-epic context then, the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita had to be shown to be in agreement with those of the Upanisads, even though on many points they are not.

The prime task of the later Vedantic commentators was, therefore, that of interpreting the texts of the prasthanatraya in such a way that their teachings could be seen to be in agreement. However, because the texts are often incompatible on many points, very different interpretations emerged. Sankara, who seems to have been quite mystically inclined, stressed the liberating character of knowledge and the illusoriness of the phenomenal world. He developed a system of textual interpretation based on the idea of two levels of truth that he borrowed from the Buddhists. This allowed him to relegate all textual statements making claims that didn’t fit his interpretation of the teachings to the lower level.

So god, isvara, was a form or quality (guna) which was projected onto the ultimately real being of the universe (brahman) that was actually without form (nirguna). Likewise, devotion (bhakti) directed towards god yielded merely lower level knowledge. Full liberation could only come through the acquisition of knowledge of the highest, formless brahman. And this was to be obtained through philosophical analysis (jnana yoga) and meditation (dhyana yoga).

By contrast, Ramanuja, a devotee by inclination, followed the Gita more and the Upanisads less. He disputed the validity of the two levels of truth theory, the qualityless nature of Brahman and the illusoriness of the world, and slanted his interpretation of the texts so that god (Visnu) was seen to be the highest reality and devotion to him the highest practice. Sankara’s interpretation of the prasthanatraya was a monist (advaita) one whereas Ramanuja’s was more or less dualistic, though he called it ‘qualified non-dualism’ (Visistadvaita). In his view, and this is pretty much the only view one can take if one reads the passages of the Gita literally, Brahman or god, the universe, and the souls are all aspects of one being (this is the advaita part) but the universe and the souls have always existed, they didn’t come from Brahman, they were not created by Brahman. This differentiation constitutes the qualification (visista).

Ramanuja’s position is almost unique in Indian religious philosophy and arises from his literalist approach to the Bhagavad Gita. The Gita itself is a synthesis (some would say hotch potch) of philosophical ideas drawn from different sources, most notably the Upanisads, the various Samkhya schools that existed during the epic period and a conception of god that came from a different source, possibly a group which had previously been outside of the brahmanical system. Mix the monism of most Upanisads with the dualism of most Samkhya schools and you end up with something that isn’t really coherent and which Ramanuja made as systematic as he could with his qualified non-dualist interpretation.

A later interpreter, Madhva, also a devotionalist by inclination, actually developed a strategy to show that the prasthanatraya taught a dualistic doctrine, which just goes to show what can be achieved through creative hermeneutics. Other Vedantic exegetes, such as Nimbarka, Caitanya and Vallabha, developed interpretations which they called bhedabheda (difference-non-difference), acintya bhedabheda (inconceivable difference-non-difference) and suddhadvaita (pure non-dualism). Nimbarka’s bhedabheda is a kind of transformation doctrine (parinama) in which brahman transforms itself into souls and the universe which can then be said to be both different and non-different from it. Caitanya’s acintya bhedabheda means something like ‘if you thought you had problems with bhedabheda just wait until you try to get your mind around this one.’ Vallabha’s suddhadvaita is quite close to the advaita of Sankara, with its emphasis on the illusoriness of the world (avikrta parinama – unreal transformation – is the term he uses), but whereas Sankara was ambiguous about whether the illusion was projected by brahman or by unreal, deluded beings, Vallabha puts the blame squarely on brahman. The universe is the sport or play (lila) of brahman.

The Vedanta tradition is thus one which is built upon a common core of texts that are all deemed to teach the same truth but which contain so much internal diversity that a plethora of different interpretations have developed. It seems to me, however, that all of these interpretations are necessarily wrong, because they are all based on the same erroneous assumption, namely that these texts all teach the same thing. They don’t. 

Part 2 - Yoga

When we turn to the Yoga Darsana things are somewhat different from what we find in the Vedanta, but only somewhat. Teachers within this tradition take as their root text not the prasthanatraya but the Yoga Sutra of Patanjali. This is a relatively short text comprising fewer than two hundred sutras (aphorisms or half-sentences), yet it is notoriously difficult to interpret. The broad thrust of the teaching is fairly evident but the details are often obscure. Part of the reason for this is that without explanatory commentary there is too much information missing for a fully coherent teaching to be extrapolated from the text. And then one is faced with the problem of assessing the reliability of the various commentaries, most of which have the annoying habits of claiming that the meaning of an obscure sutra is obvious, and therefore providing no illumination, and of offering interpretations that seem to be at variance with the general drift of the material.

Another possible source of difficulty for readers of the Yoga Sutra is that despite its brevity it seems to be a compilation of different sources with additional material included by the editor, Patanjali. As with the prasthanatraya, but on a smaller scale, the various components don’t always fit together particularly well. There is, however, much less diversity within the Yoga Sutra than there is in the prasthanatraya, and much less disagreement among the major commentators: Vyasa, Vacaspatimisra and Vijnanabhiksu.

In terms of its ontology, its teachings about the fundamental nature of existence, the Yoga Sutra is much less diverse than the prasthanatraya. Although it is not completely transparent in the text, the ontology of the Yoga Sutra is almost certainly the same as that found in the root text of its sister school, the Samkhya. In that text, the Samkhya Karika of Isvarakrsna, existence is divided into two categories. On the one hand is ‘the seen’ or ‘nature’ (prakrti), which is characterized by activity but is lacking in sentience. On the other is ‘the seer’ or spirit (purusa), which is characterized by inactivity but possesses sentience. Prakrti is single; purusa is multiple – there are many of them but they are all identical.

The aim of the Yoga system is to enable purusa to realize that it is fundamentally different from prakrti and, through that knowledge, escape from the limitations that the association with her has created. Prakrti, as you will have noticed from my use of a feminine pronoun just now, is characterized as female and purusa as male. If you see something vaguely sexist in this you are probably right. It reflects a good deal of the attitudes of men towards women in Indian culture, attitudes that are reinforced by philosophical teachings such as these. But which came first, the hen or the egg, the attitudes or the teachings?

This dualism in the teachings of the Yoga Sutra would seem to imply that the final liberation (kaivalya – isolation or aloneness, a concept shared with Samkhya and Jainism) can only be realized at death, when the spirit detaches from the bodymind. This is known as Videha Mukti. It is possible, however, that the text could be interpreted in such a way that it can accommodate the idea of a liberation in life (jivan mukti). In a monistic system such as the Advaita Vedanta the idea of jivanmukti is not problematic, because nothing actually changes in the world. All that happens is that everything is perceived and understood differently. In a dualistic system some kind of rearrangement takes place because a connection between two different entities has been severed. Both bondage and liberation are understood in a much more physical way in dualistic systems. This is particularly clear in Jainism, with which Samkhya and, by implication, Yoga have many affinities.

The Yoga system also has many affinities with another heterodox system, that of Buddhism. A detailed comparison of Patanjali’s eight-limbed yoga (astanga yoga) and the Buddha’s eightfold path (astangika marga) reveals significant parallels. So similar are these schemes that one must have borrowed from the other (it would have to have been Patanjali from the Buddha since he came much later) or both must derive from some common source. The main contender for such a source are what have been called sramanic traditions, diverse traditions based on the idea of renouncing the household life in order to seek for something higher. They are traditions that do not seem traceable back to Vedic teachings, though we may well witness the incorporation of sramanic thought into Vedic religion through the new developments in Vedic culture that we find expressed in the Upanisads.

One reason why the Vedanta and Yoga darsanas can often seem to be quite similar may well be that they both drew upon sramanic ideas, the former being a synthesis of brahmanic and sramanic thought, particularly in the realm of soteriology, the teachings about liberation; the latter more directly. Where they differ most, perhaps, is in their endorsement of the brahmanical social system. By and large, Vedantins support a society based on caste divisions, even though for some, such as Sankara, they are ultimately illusory. The Buddhists, by contrast, tended to be against the caste system, Vedic rituals and brahmanical privileges, as did Kapila, the legendary founder of the Samkhya system. The Yoga Darsana is silent on this issue, though there are good reasons for thinking that it was not in agreement with the Vedanta. In the first place, as has been mentioned, there are great affinities between the Yoga and Samkhya Darsanas and also between Yoga and Buddhism. In the second place, the difference in ethical outlook between the Gita and the Yoga Sutra – the former subscribing to a socially differentiated ethic and the latter to a universalistic one – suggests that in the realm of morality the Yoga Darsana rejected brahmanical values.

Overall then, I am suggesting that the Yoga Darsana actually has its roots in the heterodox sramanic traditions rather than the orthodox brahmanical one. Its incorporation, along with Samkhya and Vaisesika, into the post-epic brahmanical synthesis is significant testimony to the extent that brahmanical orthodoxy was prepared to go in absorbing and thus, to a large extent, neutralizing the divisive power of heterodox soteriologies. It was less receptive to alternative forms of social organization, however. The reasons for this are not difficult to discern, because, in an oblique way, all the major Indian doctrines of spiritual liberation can be used to support the brahmanical social order.

All the major Indian soteriologies communicate essentially the same message: if you are not happy with the world as you find it there is an alternative, you can renounce it. Of course whilst you are doing that you will be affirming the doctrine of karma (since all the major soteriologies regard karma and its effects as the fundamental problem to be solved). So the very act of rejecting the social order simultaneously affirms it because it affirms the reality of the mechanism from which it derives its rationale, the mechanism of karma – which tells us that people are in the situations they are in now because of what they have done in the past. Those at the bottom of the social heap are there, it tells us, because they deserve to be. 

In short, the post-epic brahmanical synthesis could tolerate a degree of diversity in its soteriologies because, almost paradoxically, and perhaps unintentionally, they affirmed the social order in the very act of rejecting it. What could not be and was not tolerated was any kind of alternative political philosophy, and this, in turn, might lead us to wonder where the ultimate priorities of brahmanical religion really lie.
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� It may be that Patanjali’s teaching on this point is actually that only the accomplished yogin can apply the great vow fully. Ordinary people apply it as best as they can according to their circumstances. This is how ethics are understood in Buddhism and Jainism, and if it is the case in the Yoga Sutra too, the links between the three become even stronger.





7
12

