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CLASSICAL SAM. KHYA AND YOGA

SaÅkhya and Yoga are among the oldest and most influential systems of classical
Indian thought and religious practice. In their classical forms they constitute two
of the six major systems of Hindu philosophy, and their influence has been
pervasive throughout Indian culture. Despite this, much in the core texts of
SaÅkhya and Yoga, the SaÅkhyakarika and Yogasutra, remains poorly understood.
This book provides a thorough examination of SaÅkhya and Yoga. Placing
particular emphasis on the metaphysical schema which underlies both systems,
the author adeptly develops a new interpretation of these systems and exposes the
weaknesses of standard views. He shows how SaÅkhya–Yoga metaphysics can be
most coherently understood when regarded as an analysis of experience. Drawing
upon existing sources and using insights from both Eastern and Western
philosophy and religious practice, this comprehensive interpretation is respectful
to the underlying spiritual purpose of the Indian systems, whilst illuminating the
relation between the theoretical and practical dimensions of SaÅkhya and Yoga.
The book fills a gap in current scholarship and will be of interest to those
concerned with Indology, especially Indian philosophies and their similarities and
differences with other traditions.

Mikel Burley received his PhD in Indian philosophy from the University of
Bristol, and currently teaches in the School of Philosophy at the University of
Leeds. His previous publications include Hatha-Yoga: Its Context, Theory and
Practice and numerous articles on both Western and Indian philosophy.
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SERIES EDITOR’S PREFACE

The Routledge Hindu Studies Series, published in collaboration with the Oxford
Centre for Hindu Studies, intends primarily the publication of constructive Hindu
theological, philosophical and ethical projects. The focus is on issues and
concerns of relevance to readers interested in Hindu traditions in particular, yet
also in the context of a wider range of related religious concerns that matter in
today’s world. The Series seeks to promote excellent scholarship and, in relation
to it, an open and critical conversation among scholars and the wider audience of
interested readers. Though contemporary in its purpose, the Series recognizes the
importance of retrieving the classic texts and ideas, beliefs and practices, of
Hindu traditions, so that the great intellectuals of these traditions may as it were
become conversation partners in the conversations of today.

The Indian philosophical tradition known as SaÅkhya has attracted less attention
from scholars than other systems of thought, particularly Vedanta. Yet SaÅkhya is
an extremely important tradition. Although the developed system itself is probably
quite late (not predating the Buddha who died around 400 BCE), SaÅkhya could
arguably be said to lie at the root of Indian philosophical traditions both in the
sense that SaÅkhya-like speculation can be traced to the very earliest develop-
ments, and in the sense that SaÅkhya categories are assumed and used by the later
systems. The prototypical Indian philosophy is often taken in the West to be some
kind of monism, yet SaÅkhya is an uncompromisingly dualist system that
upholds an ontological distinction between self and ‘matter’ or ‘nature’.
Furthermore, it is one of the earliest traditions to offer a description of human
experience; how contact with the world through the senses occurs, and how this
contact is processed through our mental apparatus.

Mikel Burley’s lucidly clear book is the first for a number of years to offer a
historical and systematic study of SaÅkhya. Not only does the book present
SaÅkhya as a system of historical interest or curiosity, it takes the tradition
seriously as philosophy and engages with it in terms of philosophical debates in
the West over realism and non-realism, offering a more nuanced interpretation.
The book also offers a convincing account of the relationship between SaÅkhya
and Yoga showing how they share a dualist metaphysics. One of the original
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features of the book is the way it deals with the problem of the fundamental
categories or tattvas, having both a cosmological and psychological designation.
On the one hand they seem to be presented as an account of how the universe
unfolds in a causal sequence in which fundamental matter is transformed into
multiple forms, on the other they are presented as an account of how human
experience arises. The problem can be resolved, argues Burley, if we abandon a
realistic and diachronic interpretation in favour of a reading that takes the tattvas
as a synchronic analysis of experience. Burley shows how the tattvas can be
understood in terms of transcendental conditionality rather than as direct causality
and offers an original account of the elements as the forms that must accompany
sensory content rather than as material entities that are themselves transformations
of more subtle entities. What makes this an important book is its philosophically
sophisticated readings of the SaÅkhya and Yoga texts based on an accurate
exegesis that offers corrections of previous readings. The power or Burley’s
philosophical reading is that it is firmly grounded in close, textual study. Rather
than an inchoate account of entities beyond direct perceptual grasp, SaÅkhya is a
systematic account of cognition and the senses, a phenomenology of human
experience akin to accounts developed by Kant and later philosophers. With this
book we have a return of SaÅkhya and Yoga as philosophical accounts of human
being in the world which need to be taken seriously by all engaged with Indian
and comparative philosophy.

Gavin Flood
Series Editor
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PREFACE

I began thinking hard about the meaning of metaphysics in classical SaÅkhya and
Yoga in 1996, when I undertook a research MA on this subject at the University
of Nottingham. At that time I was quite attracted to the view that the soteric
aspirations of SaÅkhya and Yoga involve merely a dissociation of one’s sense of
identity from the panoply of spatiotemporal objects and events that arise and
subside in the world around us. On this view, the process of attaining ‘aloneness’
(kaivalya) or ‘release’ (moksa) is one of steadily reducing and eventually eradi-
cating one’s false identification with worldly phenomena – including supposedly
‘internal’ phenomena such as thoughts and sensations – but it need not have any
ontological consequences for the phenomena themselves. Of course, if one
engages in a disciplined programme of yogic meditation then, inevitably, the sorts
of thoughts and feelings that arise in one’s consciousness will be modified
thereby (although not in a way that is necessarily predictable). But the thoughts
and feelings, and other mental activities (vrttis) will still exist, and so will the
entities one experiences ‘out there in the world’. This might be called the
‘reformist’ view of SaÅkhya and Yoga: it sees the goal of these systems as
consisting in a shift of self-identity accompanied by a ‘purification’ of one’s
experience at the levels of emotional responsiveness, perceptual acuity, and
general epistemic performance: we come, through the sustained implementation
of yogic techniques, to know ourselves and the world more thoroughly – we see
things as they ‘truly are’.

After completing my MA at Nottingham in 1997, I moved my focus of
attention to Tantric traditions of Yoga, especially hatha-yoga, and explored this
fascinating area both theoretically and practically. This research involved some
intensive training in India and Nepal, and resulted in my first book, Hatha-Yoga:
Its Context, Theory and Practice (2000). Hatha-yoga tends to be saturated with
elaborate symbolism, as does Tantrism more generally. The theory underlying the
practice is so overlaid with imagery – relating to tutelary deities, energy channels
(nadis) and plexuses (cakras), mythological creatures and the coiled serpent-
power (kujdalini-fakti) – that the pithy mnemonic statements of classical Yoga’s
Yogasutra appear arid by comparison. This imagery creates a rich and colourful
mythic environment within which Tantric practice occurs. It is an environment
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that can, however, be worrying for those such as myself who have a persistent
intellectual urge to ask: What does this all mean?

Thus I have repeatedly been drawn back to the classical darfanas (‘viewpoints’,
‘systems’) – to the apothegmatic ‘threads’ of the Yogasutra and the dense poetry
of the SaÅkhyakarika. And it was in these two religio-philosophical systems that
I immersed myself from 2001, when I began working in earnest on the project that
resulted in my PhD at the University of Bristol (2005), and, after some substantial
revisions of my doctoral dissertation, in the book that you are now reading.

As my study of the traditional texts deepened, the ‘reformist’ reading became
increasingly less plausible to me. I began to see that what SaÅkhya and Yoga
advocate is more than a process of bringing our experience progressively into
closer conformity with the true nature of empirical reality. Instead, they seem to
be proposing something more radical, namely that we should come to recognize
that empirical reality is purely contingent. It is not a collection of entities that
exists independently of its being encountered by conscious subjects, but is, rather,
generated as a consequence of (something approximating) that very encounter.
The encounter in question is between two principles, one of them being what
SaÅkhya generally calls the ‘self’ (purusa) and Yoga calls the ‘seer’ (drastr), and
the other being what SaÅkhya generally calls prakrti and Yoga calls the ‘seeable’
(drfya). Of these terms, I find prakrti the hardest to translate by a single English
term. Etymologically, it is very close to the words ‘procreate’ and ‘procreatrix’,
the latter of which has the sense of a feminine creative source or ‘mother’. These
implications of creativity and femininity are perfectly apt for prakrti; however,
‘procreatrix’ is too unfamiliar a word to serve as a workable translation, and
‘procreate’ is not nounal enough.

Prakrti has typically been translated as ‘matter’ (or as ‘primordial matter’ and
similar expressions), which is a highly problematic translation because it is so
likely to be interpreted in a narrowly realist sense. By this I mean that it is liable
to be construed as referring primarily to the sort of stuff that common sense and
most contemporary science tell us composes the physical universe that we inhabit
and roam around in. On the whole, people assume that this universe, though
affected by our physical actions, is not touched by our mere experience of it.
I think the confusions that arise from assuming that prakrti is ‘matter’ in that
sense are littered throughout the secondary literature on SaÅkhya and Yoga.
My view now is that prakrti is ‘matter’ only in the sense that it is that which makes
up the matter of experience. It is, very roughly speaking, the content of experi-
ence, but is also its own formal container. Purusa, meanwhile, is the bare witness,
to whom container and content are displayed. This metaphor is too crude to take
us very far, but it gets us started. The crucial point is that, if prakrti is the matter
of experience, then it makes no sense to think of prakrti and its manifestations as
‘real’ in a sense that implies mind-independence. According to SaÅkhya and
Yoga, the mind–world (or empirical-self–world) distinction is something that
occurs within experience, rather than experience being something that happens
within the mind. Thus, for these systems, there is no sense in which experience
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and one’s conception of selfhood can be transformed without, at the same time,
the empirical world being transformed.

Ultimately the goal of SaÅkhya and Yoga is to reach a self-sufficient state, in
which all empirical factors have been disidentified with and experience possesses
no further purpose. At that point, experience ceases, and hence the world ceases
too. This might be called the ‘abolitionist’ interpretation of SaÅkhya and Yoga,
since it takes it to be the view of these systems that the liberated state is not one
in which experience has been emotionally and epistemically purified or reformed;
rather, experience, and the world that featured in it, have been abolished. This
interpretation tends to produce in us more discomfort than the ‘reformist’ one, for
understandable reasons. We are, after all, very attached to the idea that experience
is something worth having, and worth having in itself, not merely because it is a
means to some higher spiritual end. SaÅkhya and Yoga do not promise us an
afterlife in heaven. They do speak of heavenly realms, but these are merely
temporary stations that offer less distressing modes of experience from that which
we endure in the present life; they are not the final destination. That final
destination is not merely beyond words, but beyond experience, and hence
nothing intelligible can be said about it.

I do, at various places, and in Chapter 7 in particular, try to say something
intelligible about the liberated state. But for the most part, the reader will be glad
to hear, I try to stick to matters about which intelligible things can be said, notably
the metaphysical schema that forms the contribution to philosophical theory for
which SaÅkhya in particular is most immediately recognized. Whether what
I have said about it succeeds in being intelligible is a matter that readers will have
to judge for themselves.

There are many people whose assistance has enabled me in one way or another
to bring this project to its current state. Looking back to my years as an under-
graduate at the University of Essex (1990–1993), I’d like to thank Jay Bernstein
(now at The New School for Social Research, New York) for his inspiring lectures
and seminars on Kant’s critical philosophy and on phenomenology. Little did I
(or he) know at the time how these strands of modern Western thought would
inform my thinking about classical Indian philosophy. It was also at Essex that
I first met Nick Bunnin (now Director of the Institute for Chinese Studies,
University of Oxford), whose dual commitment to Western and Chinese philoso-
phy has spurred me to persevere with my own peculiar menagerie of interests.

My teachers at the University of Nottingham were Jonardon Ganeri (now at the
University of Liverpool) and Brian Carr (now at the University of Exeter). I am
grateful to both of them, and also to Ian Whicher (now at the University of
Manitoba), who I first met in Cambridge at that time and with whom I have since
had some interesting correspondence. Our views on Yoga have diverged increasingly
over the years, and he will not agree with the interpretation presented herein; but
disagreement is not unfruitful in philosophy.

The doctoral research that forms the more immediate background of this book
was supervised by John Peacock at the University of Bristol. I wish to thank him,
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and other members of the Department of Theology and Religious Studies, notably
Paul Williams and Rupert Gethin. Staff at Bristol’s Arts and Social Sciences
Library also deserve thanks for their efficiency in obtaining the many out-of-print
obscurities that I requested.

At Routledge, Dorothea Schaefter and Tom Bates have guided the book
towards publication. I extend my thanks to them, and to two anonymous reviewers
who provided helpful comments on an early draft; and also to Gavin Flood
(Universities of Oxford and Stirling) who, as editor of the Hindu Studies Series,
has been immensely supportive from the outset.

Parts of Chapter 7 formed the basis of an article, ‘ “Aloneness” and the
Problem of Realism in Classical SaÅkhya and Yoga’, which was published in
Asian Philosophy, vol. 14, no. 3 (November 2004). I am grateful to the editors of
that journal, Indira Mahalingam and Brian Carr, and to Carfax Publishing
(http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals/carfax/09552367.html) for permission to re-use
the material in this book.

On a more personal note, I wish to thank my parents, Stephanie and Roger, who
have not only tolerated but actively encouraged my idiosyncratic pursuits; and
Sue Richardson, without whom I don’t know where I would be.

Mikel Burley
University of Leeds

December 2005
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NOTE ON THE USE OF ITALICS AND
UNDERLINING

In the literature on Indian philosophy there is no universal standard of practice
concerning the italicization of Sanskrit terms. Some scholars invariably italicize
them, while others do so very sparingly. Although I do not claim to be entirely
consistent in my use of italics, I generally employ them in the following cases:
(a) when a Sanskrit term is being used for the first time in the work as a whole;
(b) when the term (or phrase, etc.) appears in parentheses to indicate what an
English term is intended to stand for; (c) when it is the word itself, or the concept,
that is being indicated, as distinct from the referrent of the word; (d) in footnotes,
when the original version of a sentence or verse that has been quoted in the main
text is given.

In several places, when quoting from the works of other scholars, I have made
use of underlining as a means of emphasizing certain terms or statements. This is
to avoid confusion when the original passage already contains one or more itali-
cized words. In those cases where the original passage contains no italics, I have
myself used italics for the purpose of supplying emphasis. I have acknowledged
all cases where emphasis has been added.
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ABBREVIATIONS

Ahir. Ahirbudhnya-saÅhita
BhG/Gita Bhagavadgita
Brhad. Brhadarajyaka-upanisad
BSBh Brahmasutrabhasya (of Fakkaracarya)
CPR/Critique Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason [I have followed the standard

practice of indicating its first and second editions by the letters
‘A’ and ‘B’ respectively]

EIP Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies (general editor, Karl Potter)
EIP4 Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies, vol. 4, entitled: SaÅkhya:

A Dualist Tradition in Indian Philosophy, edited by Larson and
Bhattacharya

GBh Gaudapadabhasya (of Gaudapada)
Maitr. Maitrayajiya-/Maitri-upanisad
MBh Mahabharata
MW Monier–Williams’ Sanskrit–English Dictionary
Prol. Kant’s Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics
SK/Karika SaÅkhyakarika (of Ifvarakrsja)
SPBh SaÅkhyapravacanabhasya (of Vijñanabhiksu)
SS SaÅkhyasutra (attributed to Kapila)
SSV SaÅkhyasutravrtti (of Aniruddha)
STV SaÅkhyataruvasanta (of Mudumba NarasiÅhasvamin)
Fvet. Fvetafvatara-upanisad
TK Tattvakaumudi (of Vacaspatimifra)
TV Tattvavaifaradi (of Vacaspatimifra)
up. Upanisad
Webster’s Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the English

Language (unabridged), 16th edn, 3 vols (paginated consecutively)
YBh/Bhasya Yogabhasya (attributed to Vyasa)
YD Yuktidipika
YS Yogasutra (attributed to Patañjali)
YV Yogavarttika (of Vijñanabhiksu)
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INTRODUCTION

The present work is the result of a detailed inquiry into the classical systems of
Indian philosophy known as SaÅkhya and Yoga. My aim has been to develop an
interpretation that takes seriously the claim of these systems to provide a com-
prehensive strategy for the overcoming of suffering and discontent by means of
spiritual awakening.

Many previous attempts have been made by scholars to present the philosophies
of SaÅkhya and Yoga in an intelligible fashion, and some of these have made
extremely valuable contributions to a general understanding of the subject. I am
not, however, convinced that any previous interpretation has adequately explained
the relation between, on the one hand, the schema of metaphysical principles or
categories set forth systematically in the SaÅkhyakarika and alluded to in the
Yogasutra, and, on the other hand, the professed salvific goal of establishing the
‘self’ (purusa) or ‘seer’ (drastr) in a state of immaculate disassociation from
empirical existence. I do not claim to have unravelled all the intricate mysteries
of SaÅkhya and Yoga; indeed, it would not be feasible to try to cover every aspect
of these systems within a single study. I do, however, feel confident that the
aspects I have focused upon have been dealt with here in a way that represents a
significant advance on much of the existing interpretive literature.

What are classical SaÇkhya and Yoga?

I have already referred to SaÅkhya and Yoga as systems of Indian philosophy.
When I use the term ‘systems’ in this way, the Sanskrit term that I have chiefly in
mind is darfana. A darfana is literally a ‘vision’, an event of ‘seeing’; but, more
figuratively, it has traditionally been used to mean a worldview or systematic
attempt to represent how reality is. Thus a darfana can be said to be a philosophy,
or a philosophical viewpoint or system.

As is to be expected from a highly evolved culture, or collection of cultures,
with a history as long and colourful as that of the Indian subcontinent, the num-
ber of darfanas that could be listed is very large indeed. In order to classify them
in a manageable way, the standard method has been to distinguish them accord-
ing to broad religious affiliations. Thus, in most textbooks on Indian philosophy,

1



we find the darfanas divided into those which are ‘orthodox’ (astika) and those
which are ‘non-orthodox’ or ‘heterodox’ (nastika). Astika is an affirmative expres-
sion, translatable as ‘it is’ or ‘there is’, which, in the present context, is taken to
imply acceptance of the divinely inspired and infallible nature of the Vedas.
Nastika (na-astika) – ‘it is not’, ‘there is not’ – meanwhile implies denial of Vedic
authority. Typically, into the latter (‘heterodox’) category are placed Buddhism
(bauddha-darfana) and Jainism ( jaina-darfana), along with the Carvaka darfana,
which is generally characterized as metaphysically materialist and highly sceptical
about religious claims. The ‘orthodox’ category is standardly divided into six main
darfanas, each of which has its own classical formulation – that is, a central text,
tersely constructed – which subsequently came to be interpreted and commented
upon in ways that were not always consistent, thereby giving rise to various minor
schools and lineages under the rubric of the classical system concerned.

The categorization of Indian philosophies in terms of their ‘orthodoxy’ and
‘heterodoxy’ in relation to Vedic doctrine is, on the whole, unhelpful in my view.
This is because such categorization (a) falsely suggests a uniformity concerning
the importance that was placed by classical Indian philosophers upon one’s
attitude to Vedic authority, and (b) serves to mask the diversity of philosophical
positions within each of the broad religious categories. In short, the lines of philo-
sophical agreement and disagreement do not map neatly onto those of religion.
Since Indian philosophies have tended to be categorized in these ways, however,
it is worth mentioning where SaÅkhya and Yoga sit in relation to this schematic
demarcation.

SaÅkhya and Yoga are commonly regarded as two of the six ‘orthodox’ darfanas
of classical Indian philosophy, the other four being Nyaya, Vaifesika, Purva-
mimaÅsa, and Vedanta. Of the six, it is the last two (Purva-mimaÅsa and Vedanta)
whose status as orthodox is least problematic, as these two darfanas (which, of
course, have their own sub-schools and hermeneutic diremptions) are chiefly con-
cerned with the interpretation and systematization of Vedic teachings. Each of the
other four, however, has a contentious association with Vedic orthodoxy. I will say
nothing about Nyaya and Vaifesika here beyond the fact that, like SaÅkhya and
Yoga, their relationship with one another is usually viewed as that of philosophical
comrades rather than dogged opponents.

The relation between SaÅkhya and Yoga is sometimes characterized in terms
of their being two expressions of the same system, while at other times they are
said to differ on matters such as theology and soteric methodology. I shall say
more about their relation in Chapter 2. Their ‘orthodoxy’ is questionable on the
grounds that their connection with Vedic doctrine is by no means clearly defin-
able. Several of the texts known as Upanisads – which have been appended to, and
incorporated into, the Vedic canon – give expression to concepts and themes dis-
tinctive of SaÅkhya and Yoga; but where these concepts and themes seem most
in step with classical SaÅkhya and Yoga, they seem least accordant with what is
commonly perceived as the Upanisads’ strong emphasis upon the identity of
absolute Being (brahman) and the essential self (atman).
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Where SaÅkhya and Yoga come more to the fore is in the great Indian epic
known as the Mahabharata (especially in the portions known as the
Bhagavadgita and Moksadharma), and also in the mythological narratives of
several of the Purajas, and in parts of the early legal compendiums such as the
Manusmrti. But, again, in each of these cases the version of SaÅkhya and Yoga
that we get is noticeably ‘brahmanized’ in the sense that the dualistic opposition
between the ‘seer’ and the ‘seeable’ that is so notoriously characteristic of classi-
cal SaÅkhya and Yoga is typically subordinated to the unifying absolute principle,
brahman. This is a recurrent feature in the history of SaÅkhya and Yoga: what we
have come to call their ‘classical’ forms are in fact untypical of the general trend,
which is towards bringing the ostensibly dualist metaphysics of these systems into
conformity with the monistic aspirations of leading religious theoreticians. It has
thus become standard practice to distinguish between classical SaÅkhya and
Yoga, on the one hand, and pre- and post-classical versions of these systems, on
the other. A family resemblance between the different versions warrants our
referring to them by a generic name, but it would be unwise to try to stipulate a
precise set of dogmatic criteria, exclusive accordance with which qualifies
a philosophical viewpoint as belonging to that family.

This study deals with SaÅkhya and Yoga in their respective classical forms. I
shall make reference to non-classical versions of these systems in Chapter 1, and
occasionally elsewhere, but for the majority of the time there will be quite enough
to concentrate on just in the classical material. When I say ‘the classical material’,
what I am referring to is the central texts of classical SaÅkhya and Yoga, namely
the SaÅkhyakarika and Yogasutra respectively. Although it is common for scholars
to mean by ‘classical’ not only these central texts but also the commentaries upon
them that were composed over subsequent centuries, I have broken from this
practice slightly. I have opted to restrict my use of the term ‘classical’ to the
SaÅkhyakarika and Yogasutra alone, and to use other phrases – such as ‘the Sanskrit
commentaries’ (where appropriate) and ‘traditional commentaries’ – to denote the
relatively early Indian (and, more rarely, non-Indian) works that are primarily con-
cerned with explicating and discussing them. In my view the standard practice of
lumping the commentaries in with the primary texts under the heading ‘classical’
leads to confusion when one wishes to discuss what the classical view is on a cer-
tain matter. Since there is no general agreement on which commentaries count as
‘classical’ and which do not, and since the commentaries frequently conflict with
one another on substantial interpretive issues, we would – if we were to adopt too
liberal an application of ‘classical’ – never be quite sure what we were meaning
by it. (For the sake of brevity, I shall of course often use the terms ‘SaÅkhya’ and
‘Yoga’ without any adjectival qualifier. In each instance it should be clear from
the context whether it is the classical or some other version of these systems that
is being referred to.)

I won’t say much at this point about how classical SaÅkhya and Yoga are
situated within the history of Indian philosophy, as this topic will be addressed (to
some extent at least) in Chapter 1. If it is precise historical dates that one is
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seeking, then, as with so much other Indian material, one is unlikely to find them.
These days the Yogasutra is generally estimated to date from the third or fourth
century CE, and the SaÅkhyakarika from around the middle of the fifth century,
but the evidence for these dates is far from secure. They are both evidently com-
posed with an eye on concision, and would undoubtedly have been transmitted by
means of oral recitation prior to, or at any rate alongside, their transcription.1 I
shall continue to refer to them, for the sake of convenience, as texts, although
I intend this term to be taken in the broad sense of a verbal composition, whether
written or spoken.

As their titles suggest, the Yogasutra is composed in the sutra form and the
SaÅkhyakarika in the karika form. A sutra is a single statement, comprising only
a small number of words and in some texts (though not in the Yogasutra) only one
word. A karika, meanwhile, is a distich; that is, a unit of verse consisting of two
lines which together usually constitute a sense unit. It is therefore longer than
most sutras, but both sutras and karikas can be semantically dense and are
frequently open to varying interpretations.

The prevailing orientation of the Yogasutra and SaÅkhyakarika is soteriological,
by which I mean that in each case what the text is chiefly concerned with is the
inculcation of a set of teachings that will aid hearers and readers in their quest for
salvation, a final deliverance from sin, pain and ignorance. The texts are there-
fore not straightforwardly philosophical in the way that this term is applied in the
modern academic world; that is, they do not consist in tightly argued expositions,
in which a named author endeavours to advance or defend a specific thesis and to
criticize and undermine rival positions. Such a disputatious style of philosophical
discourse did exist in ancient India, but it is frequently intermixed with concerns
that would be better described as philological or hermeneutic, that is, concerns about
the proper interpretation of authoritative (often religiously authoritative) texts.

Neither the Yogasutra nor the SaÅkhyakarika is disputatious, whether in a
philosophical or a philological way, although both texts certainly make claims
that are philosophical in content. One of the major difficulties that the modern
reader faces in trying to understand these ancient works derives from the fact that
the process by means of which a particular philosophical position was arrived at
is frequently left unexplicated in the original text. This lack of explication can
result in considerable ambiguity surrounding the status of an ostensibly philo-
sophical claim in relation to rational standards; and this ambiguity has repercus-
sions for the claim’s persuasive force and also our comprehension of its semantic
content (the meanings of philosophical statements often remain opaque unless we
are aware of the theoretical milieu out of which those statements arose). Rational
arguments do occur in the two classical texts that we are concerned with – albeit
far more noticeably in the SaÅkhyakarika than in the Yogasutra – but these are
invariably highly abbreviated.

Owing to the difficulties to which I have just alluded, a large part of the task of
any would-be interpreter of classical SaÅkhya and Yoga consists in trying to
establish at least an approximate idea of what is going on in the texts: what the
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points being made are, and how they cohere with other points in their vicinity and
with the overall soteriological programme of the system. These are the sorts of
issues that have been at the front of my mind throughout the detailed textual
examination contained herein.

The interpretation of SaÇkhya and Yoga given in this study

My purpose in this study of classical SaÅkhya and Yoga is, then, primarily
exegetical. It is to address the question of what the central texts of these Indian
systems mean. In order to explore this question I have concentrated mainly upon
the metaphysics that constitutes the systems’ theoretical core. In practical terms,
this means that, although the material contained in this book inevitably ranges
over the whole of the SaÅkhyakarika and Yogasutra, its principal focus is the first
half of the former of these two texts, for it is there (in, roughly speaking, SK 1–38)
that we find the basic metaphysical structure presented in its most systematic way.

My subtitle for this work – ‘An Indian Metaphysics of Experience’ – is inten-
tionally Kantian in flavour,2 but the Kantian resonance ought not to be extended
too far. My main thesis is that there exist some serious problems in the ways that
SaÅkhya and Yoga have commonly been interpreted, and that these problems
derive primarily from what I regard as a false assumption, namely that, in
presenting their metaphysical doctrines, the Indian systems are concerned with
giving an account of how the universe is – that is, what it comprises and how it is
constructed – independently of anyone’s experiencing it. In short, the assumption
is that SaÅkhya and Yoga are offering a realist account of the world or universe.
Closely connected with this assumption of realism (or, more fully, ‘external
realism’) is the view that the major part of the metaphysics – namely, the schema
of twenty-three principles or ontological categories, which are held to emerge
from an unmanifest source – constitutes a cosmogony or creation myth, that is a
narrative reconstruction of the chronological order in which a set of cosmological
entities came into existence.

The two most important of the problems that the above interpretive assumptions
give rise to are the following. First there is the problem of explaining why, if the
ontological categories presented in the SaÅkhyakarika are cosmological in
nature, most of them are described in ways that link them explicitly with psycho-
logical capacities and processes. One response to this problem – indeed, perhaps
the only response in the literature that amounts to more than a mere brushing
aside of the incongruity – is to argue that the SaÅkhya categories are both cos-
mological and psychological; or, rather, that the unitary (or univocal) definitions
and descriptions given in the SaÅkhyakarika are only apparently unitary, and this
apparent unitariness disguises the fact that each description operates on two
levels. That is, each description simultaneously relates to a cosmological entity
that exists in itself without reference to any individual’s experience, and to a
psychological capacity or process that constitutes part of a living organism’s (and,
more specifically, a human organism’s) mental architecture. Such an interpretation
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amounts to an exceedingly unparsimonious treatment of the textual material, for
it requires that, for each of the twenty-three ontological categories, we read its
description in a way that attributes that description to two entirely distinct kinds
of entity, when at no point in the text itself is such bivalence even hinted at.

The second important problem arising from what I will call the ‘realist–
cosmological’ interpretation of SaÅkhya metaphysics is that of determining how – if
the ontological categories are partially, or perhaps exclusively, cosmological
in nature – our improved understanding of them is supposed to assist us in
overcoming suffering and dissatisfaction and ascending to the spiritual goal of
self-abiding pure consciousness. In short, it is the problem of how, in SaÅkhya
and Yoga, metaphysics relates to soteriology. No interpreter of SaÅkhya and Yoga
would deny that the soteriological approach of these systems involves a translo-
cation of one’s sense of identity, away from the mutable structures of experience
(which are always morally and epistemically compromised) and towards the
immutable and essential self. In order to see any purpose in the amount of time
and effort that SaÅkhya expends on presenting its metaphysical schema, it is
therefore necessary to understand the schema as relating to the structure of
experience – for it is this that SaÅkhya and Yoga are evidently most interested in.
This means that, when it comes to discussing the relation between metaphysics
and soteriology, interpreters of SaÅkhya and Yoga often conveniently leave to one
side the cosmological reading of the metaphysical schema (which they are other-
wise committed to) and dwell exclusively upon the psychological reading. But
even then they typically fail to grasp why the ontological categories – which have
now become psychological ones – are presented in precisely the order that they
are in the SaÅkhyakarika; and hence such interpreters are liable to conclude that
the sequence of emergence (or ‘evolution’) of the categories has, as Larson puts
it, ‘very little to do with the problem of salvation’ and is, as Radhakrishnan
remarks, merely the result of ‘historical accidents’.3

I do not wish to claim that I have entirely resolved these problems. I think the pre-
cise relation between the metaphysical schema and the soteriological practice
remains unclear, and I can see no way of fully clarifying it. To do so would require
having insight into the philosophical and mystical methodologies of the originators
of the SaÅkhya and Yoga systems, and these insights are simply not available to us.
What I do wish to claim, however, is that the interpretation put forward in this book
eradicates the first of the problems outlined above, namely that of how to explain
the incongruity of a cosmogonic narrative whose components seem in the main to
be psychological in nature. At first glance, my solution is very simple: it is, in
essence, to abandon the cosmological reading from the outset, and to stick with the
psychological one. Upon closer inspection, however, it is both more complicated
and more radical than this. The psychological reading of SaÅkhya metaphysics has
generally taken the categories to be, as I have suggested already, psychological
processes and capacities (faculties, powers). Now, I do not want to say that this is
an altogether misguided way of seeing the matter. What I do want to say, however,
is that a shift of emphasis needs to be made, away from a psychological analysis in
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terms of capacities or faculties and towards an analysis of experience. A large
proportion of the present work is an attempt to think through the implications of this
suggestion, but I shall endeavour to say something briefly about it here.

The problem with the psychological reading of SaÅkhya metaphysics as it is
typically formulated is that, while it manages to avoid the incongruity that inerad-
icably plagues the cosmogonic or cosmological reading, it holds onto the assump-
tion that what is being provided is a realist account of the chronological order in
which a set of entities comes into being. Although most of these entities are now
construed as psychological or psychosensory, the conviction is frequently main-
tained among interpreters that at least some of them must be physical, most
notably the five known as ‘elements’ or ‘gross elements’ (bhutas or mahabhutas).
The standard psychological reading therefore gives rise to two problems. One is
that of explaining how a set of psychological faculties can be said to come into
existence sequentially, when ordinarily we take a mind to be an integrated unit
whose components would have great difficulty existing independently of the inte-
grated whole. And the second problem is that of explaining how physical entities
can be said to emerge or evolve from psychological ones. These two problems can
be resolved, in my view, only if we jettison the assumption that the schema of
twenty-three categories is to be understood realistically and diachronically. If
instead we understand it as a synchronic analysis of experience – that is, as an
account of the constituents that make up experience at any one time – then, I
believe, we stand a chance of comprehending the meaning of SaÅkhya metaphysics
in a way that significantly ameliorates the incongruities with which multiple
generations of interpreters have saddled it.

Just as, in the 1780s, Kant sought to engender a ‘Copernican revolution’ in our
thinking about the relation between the world and our cognition of it, so this study,
in its own much more modest way, represents my attempt to bring about a revolu-
tion in the way the metaphysics of SaÅkhya and Yoga is construed. Like Kant, and
like certain phenomenological philosophers of more recent times, SaÅkhya and
Yoga did not, I think, begin with fanciful speculations about the sorts of entities
that exist beyond the reaches of our experience. Rather, they began with a careful
and systematic analysis of experience itself. The system they devised from this
analysis is far from being identical to that of Kant or anyone else; and yet it is,
when viewed in the proper light, surprisingly astute and both psychologically and
philosophically insightful. My interpretation is not entirely original. It builds upon
a smattering of suggestions from earlier interpreters. It does, however, go against
the grain of the standard way of interpreting SaÅkhya and Yoga; and it carries a
certain exegetical line – what might be called a phenomenological reading – of
SaÅkhya and Yoga metaphysics further than any previous treatment that I know of.

Methodological considerations

W. V. O. Quine once remarked that ‘The more absurd the doctrine attributed to
someone, ceteris paribus, the less the likelihood that we have well construed his
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words’ (1969: 304). In some ways this could be taken as the guiding methodological
statement of the present study. That is, in approaching the task of interpreting the
textual material of SaÅkhya and Yoga, one of my key considerations has been:
Does the interpretation I am offering make sense? By this I do not primarily mean
to ask whether the system, as interpreted, ‘makes sense’ to us in the light of our
own philosophical predilections (although, inevitably, such factors do encroach
upon one’s exegetical judgement). Rather, what I mean is: Does it have a high
degree of internal consistency; and, more specifically, does the way that I am
understanding the SaÅkhya and Yoga metaphysics cohere with (and seem plausible
in view of) the overall soteriological enterprise of these systems?

In approaching a system of philosophy, one must not rule out in advance the
possibility that the system could turn out to be internally inconsistent. Indeed, it
is to be expected (due to the prodigious difficulties associated with philosophical
construction) that any system will contain ingredients that are in tension with one
another. However, with this in view, I still consider it to be incumbent upon the
diligent scholar, where there is a choice of interpretations, to opt for the one that
harbours the fewest inconsistencies and nonsensical elements – ceteris paribus
(as Quine wisely notes). This last qualification – the need for all other factors to
be equal – is crucial; since of course, if the weight of evidence tips the scales
towards an interpretation that happens not to be the most coherent of those avail-
able, then we would be obliged to relinquish coherence in favour of exegetical
fidelity. It should go without saying that one must be guided first by the evidence
and only second, where alternative readings are possible, by the coherence criterion.

As it happens, however, in the present case I think both the textual evidence and
the coherence criterion point in the same direction. It was the incoherence of stan-
dard interpretations of SaÅkhya and Yoga that alerted me to the need to look
again at the textual sources, but having embarked upon this reappraisal I started
to see that the most coherent reading was also the most parsimonious in the sense
that it required, on the whole, the least tortuous treatment of the primary texts
(although this is not to say that the reading it requires is always the most literal).

Now, in practical terms my method of gathering together the relevant data, and
of assessing it in such a way as to arrive at what seems to me the most plausible
interpretation, can be broken down into four main constituents, which I shall
outline below.

(1) First and foremost has been a close and thorough reading and analysis of the
primary texts, namely the SaÅkhyakarika and Yogasutra, traditionally ascribed to
Ifvarakrsja and Patañjali respectively.4 It is rare indeed that a scholar finds an
existing translation of a text satisfactory in every respect; and, while retaining
great admiration for those translators that have gone before me, it gradually
dawned upon me over the course of my inquiry that a whole new translation of
the SaÅkhyakarika would be required. This is included as Appendix A. I did not
go to the trouble of also translating the entire Yogasutra, as I am doubtful
that I could bring anything to this task that has not already been covered in the
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abundance of translated editions that are currently available. However, unless
otherwise stated, all quotations from Sanskrit texts – whether from the
SaÅkhyakarika, the Yogasutra, or anything else – may be assumed to be my own.
(And, incidentally, it should not be assumed that my translations of passages from
the SaÅkhyakarika in the main body of the book are in every case identical to
those in Appendix A. There are invariably multiple options as to how a text may
be translated, and not one of these is definitive.)

It should be noted that, at the same time as enhancing one’s appreciation of the
semantic and syntactic nuances of a text, a greater familiarity with it in its origi-
nal language can serve to dampen the exaggerated awe with which a highly
esteemed work of philosophy is often approached. Having heard, for instance,
that a text is the work of a single author, and that it expresses the condensed
wisdom gleaned from that author’s flashes of gnostic inspiration, it can come as
a sobering disappointment to discern signs of, for example, multiple authorship
and a somewhat cut-and-paste style of composition. Such signs are especially
prevalent in the Yogasutra, in comparison with which the SaÅkhyakarika comes
across as being a relatively strongly cohesive work. I should point out, however,
that I do not see it as part of the purpose of this study to enter into these compo-
sitional issues in any depth. They are probably impossible to resolve, and for the
most part both of the classical texts I am dealing with are sufficiently cohesive to
warrant their being treated as integral wholes rather than as more or less baggy
collections of disparate fragments.

(2) The second component of my approach has been a broad-ranging consider-
ation of secondary sources, within which category I include: (a) traditional
(almost exclusively Sanskrit) commentaries, (b) pre- and post-classical versions
of SaÅkhya and Yoga, and (c) more recent interpretive works by scholars, mainly
from India, Europe and the USA. In the use that I have made of each of these
types of text I have, of necessity, needed to be selective, since a fully compre-
hensive discussion of them would have made the book unmanageably bloated.
I have endeavoured to draw upon them fairly and representatively in order to
exemplify particular views upon issues raised by the primary sources.

The traditional commentaries that I have consulted are all included in the
Bibliography (under ‘Primary Sources A’, since they are invariably published
alongside the primary texts). Of these, the ones I have found most useful,
and which I most frequently cite, are (on the SaÅkhyakarika) Gaudapada’s
Bhasya and Vacaspatimifra’s Tattvakaumudi, and (on the Yogasutra) Vyasa’s
Yogabhasya and Vacaspatimifra’s Tattvavaifaradi (which is, strictly speaking, a sub-
commentary upon the Yogabhasya). A good deal of excitement has been
expressed in recent decades concerning an extensive commentary on the
SaÅkhyakarika entitled the Yuktidipika. This commentary is thought to date from
somewhere between the sixth and tenth centuries, but was rediscovered by schol-
ars of SaÅkhya only in the 1930s. Although its rediscovery has been heralded by
some as being of such great significance as to render all previous scholarship
‘outdated’,5 my own view is that such claims are exaggerated. The Yuktidipika’s
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significance derives mostly from the information it provides about disputes
between proponents of SaÅkhya and those of rival Indian systems, especially
Buddhism. What it does not do, in my opinion, is shed any new light upon the
meaning of the classical text itself. While I have, then, consulted the available edi-
tions, I have not treated the Yuktidipika as any more or less authoritative than the
other traditional commentaries.

An unfortunate characteristic of a lot of modern-day exegetical work on
SaÅkhya and Yoga is that, while it does an admirable job of informing us what
some commentators say about a particular passage and how other commentators
differ from them, it takes us very little distance towards a deepened understand-
ing of the philosophical content of the original text. The solution to this problem
is not to ignore the traditional commentaries; for they do in many places have
vital contributions to make. Rather, it is to treat them discerningly, and to refrain
from believing that knowing what each of the commentaries says on a certain
matter is equivalent to fully explicating the matter in question.

With regard to pre- and post-classical formulations of SaÅkhya and Yoga – that
is, those works which put forward what is recognizably a version of the same sys-
tem but is not merely a commentary upon the classical text – I make relatively few
references to these anywhere other than in Chapter 1. This is because my intention
has been to provide a close and detailed study of the classical material and not a
comprehensive (and therefore relatively thinly spread) treatment of the gamut of
SaÅkhyas and Yogas. At certain places I find it useful to mention passages from
one particular post-classical work on SaÅkhya, namely the SaÅkhyasutra (which
is generally agreed to be several centuries later than the SaÅkhyakarika) along
with a couple of commentaries upon it (most notably in the section on the ‘strands’
(gujas) in Chapter 5); but in the main I limit the discussion to the classical works.

As a background to the inquiry, I have familiarized myself with the scholarly
literature on SaÅkhya and Yoga that has been written in or translated into English,
from Henry Colebrooke and Horace Wilson (1837) through to the present day;
and selective references to this literature will be found throughout this study. The
existing interpretations that have been of particular value to me during the course
of my research are those presented by Dasgupta (1922, 1924), Davies (1894),
Eliade (1969), Feuerstein (1980, 1989a), Ghosh (1977), Larson (1979, 1987),
Radhakrishnan (1927, II) and Whicher (1998). Although my view is that none of
these interpretive efforts is completely satisfactory – and this view is reflected in
a number of critical comments upon them – each of them (among others) has in
some way or other not only made my task easier, but made it possible; for, as any
scholar knows, it is on the back of, and in response to, previous scholarship that
one’s own work evolves.

Of the scholars just mentioned, Jajneswar Ghosh is the one whose understanding
of SaÅkhya and Yoga comes closest to my own, although even in his case much
of his published work on the subject remains within strictures dictated by the
realist–cosmological assumption that I find objectionable. It is principally in the
introductory chapter that he wrote for a book by his guru, Swami Hariharananda

INTRODUCTION

10



Arajya (first published in 1936, and reissued in 1977), that Ghosh begins to
develop a more thoughtful and sophisticated articulation of SaÅkhya philosophy.
He stresses the phenomenological character of the metaphysical schema, noting
that SaÅkhya’s world is ‘the world of experience, as it [i.e. SaÅkhya] knows noth-
ing of any world or system of objects and events existing in independence of con-
sciousness’ (1977: 3). He describes SaÅkhya’s methodology as one of ‘analytic
reflection’ which ‘is brought to bear primarily on the contents of consciousness’
and which involves ‘no great leap from thought to things in themselves’; that is,
no commitment to the existence of empirical objects independently of experience
itself (p. 4). This is a refreshingly different perspective from the standard line
about SaÅkhya’s being ‘realist’ with regard to physical entities, and I think it is
essentially on the right track. Due to the necessary brevity of an introductory
essay, however, Ghosh is unable adequately to flesh out the pertinent insights that
he exhibits, and he seems nowhere to have given a fuller exposition of this view-
point. Furthermore, the essay has been passed over in silence by most subsequent
scholars, who have for the most part gravitated back to a simplistically realist
interpretive paradigm.

The plausibility of a phenomenological reading of SaÅkhya and Yoga
metaphysics was also spotted by Braj Sinha, who, in a comparative study of
SaÅkhya–Yoga and Abhidharma Buddhism, refers to that metaphysics as ‘primarily
an attempt at a transcendental analysis of the facts of human experience’ (1983: 17).
The use of the expression ‘transcendental analysis’ is more Husserlian than
Kantian here; while it is not inappropriate, it requires a good deal of clarification
if it is to help us understand the SaÅkhya and Yoga position. Sinha, however, limits
the scope of his study to the concept of temporality and does not fully work out
his initial intuition concerning the metaphysical schema as a whole.

Larson, too, hinted at the possibility of an interpretation of SaÅkhya along
phenomenological lines when, in an early article, he compared it with the phe-
nomenological ontology of Jean-Paul Sartre (Larson 1969). In his subsequent
publications, however, Larson has moved away from this approach and adopted a
version of the cosmological-cum-psychological interpretive model instead. This
has led him to question whether SaÅkhya’s metaphysics bears any relation to its
professed soteriological aim (see Chapter 6). My view is that the metaphysics and
soteriology are intimately connected, but that the nature of the connection will be
seen only if we stick with, and follow through as far as we can, the phenomeno-
logical interpretation, which Larson once saw the potential of but never worked
out in any detail.

(3) The third component of my approach relates to my training and experience
in western philosophy. While taking care not to try to force uniquely Indian
doctrines and models into the conceptual molds of a foreign tradition, I have at
several places found certain terms and concepts derived from western thought to
be particularly helpful for drawing out the meanings of the SaÅkhya and Yoga
material. Since I am writing in English for a largely Anglophone readership, and
since I cannot extract myself from my European cultural heritage, there is a
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degree of inevitability attached to my using western philosophical tools; but such
inevitability does not extend to the particular way in which I interpret the Indian
systems. This is shown by the fact that among the targets of my criticisms of
several existing interpretations is what I regard as their misapplication of western
concepts to SaÅkhya and Yoga, including especially such concepts as realism and
materiality.

As will have become evident to the reader already, the two areas of western
philosophy that I draw most heavily upon are Kant’s so-called ‘critical philosophy’
(which he also dubbed ‘transcendental philosophy’) and the phenomenological
approach to philosophy most closely associated with the likes of Franz Brentano
and Edmund Husserl.6 My point is decidedly not to try to make out that the Indian
systems I am discussing are straightforwardly prototypes of either Kantian or
phenomenological philosophy. The situation is far more complicated than that.
For a start, whole industries of scholarship have grown up around the tasks of
interpreting Kant and Husserl (along with other phenomenologists) and the rela-
tions between their respective philosophies. Therefore anyone who wishes to cite
the work of these philosophers for the purposes of comparison is obliged to be
aware that many questions of how to interpret that work are yet to be settled (and
will probably always remain contentious). Since I did not wish the present book
to turn into yet another exercise in Kantian, Brentanian, or Husserlian exegesis,
any comparisons that I make between the ideas of these philosophers and
those of SaÅkhya and Yoga must necessarily have a degree of tentativeness and
conditionality about them.

A further reason for this tentativeness is the fact that, insofar as the SaÅkhya
and Yoga texts do not lend themselves to definitive explication, any declaration to
the effect that these texts are putting forward views that precisely match those of
Kant or anyone else would be out of place. Of course I do, in a sense, want to
argue that there are proto-Kantian and proto-phenomenological elements in
SaÅkhya and Yoga. If I did not think this were so, there would be little point in
my making the comparisons that I do. But this ‘proto-’ should not be assumed to
commit me to anything approximating a simple equation of what are patently very
different philosophical systems.

With all these qualifications in view, the reader could be excused for wondering
why I ever bothered to bring Kant and phenomenology into the discussion in the
first place. The answer is that I do think that, in their respective ways and notwith-
standing their less than limpid expository styles, Kant, Brentano and Husserl
brought about a radical reorientation, not only of much philosophical theory, but
of the very way in which those who have intensively investigated their philoso-
phies view reality and the self–world relation. Kant in particular has made an
impact on world philosophy, the repercussions of which are likely to go on being
felt for many generations to come. The reorientation that I have in mind here is
that which takes place when one ceases to conceive of empirical reality – that is,
the world as we experience it – as something that exists outside and independently
of our consciousness, and instead conceives of consciousness as being, in some
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sense, the field or domain within which empirical reality exists. It is this reorien-
tation that constitutes the first step towards idealism and away from metaphysical
realism; and while it is a step that is by no means unique to Kant or phenomenology,
I think each of these two approaches exemplifies an extraordinarily interesting
way of trying to think through its implications. What makes this reorientation so
pertinent to SaÅkhya and Yoga is that, on my understanding, these Indian systems
were also involved in formulating a conception of empirical reality in which that
reality is exclusively contained within the bounds of consciousness. Again, like
Kant and phenomenology, they were not unique in this endeavour; indeed it is
likely that some version of this idealist manoeuvre is common to most of the
eastern contemplative traditions. But in the case of SaÅkhya and Yoga the fact
that they are performing such a manoeuvre has been so abysmally overlooked by
the majority of interpreters, that a rectification is urgently required.

Although, for the sake of brevity, I have been referring, and will continue to
refer, to my interpretation of SaÅkhya and Yoga as a phenomenological interpre-
tation, this expression does not tell the whole story. These Indian systems are
concerned not merely with the analysis of phenomena, in the sense of observing
and categorizing the various constituents that make up the content of experience.
They are also concerned with postulating metaphysical principles that must be in
place if experience of any kind is to be possible. To this extent, then, SaÅkhya
and Yoga are engaged in both phenomenological analysis – that is, the analysis of
experiential content – and transcendental analysis in a roughly Kantian sense –
that is, the analysis of the necessary conditions of any possible experience. These
latter conditions are structurally prior to experience and hence are themselves
unexperienceable, although (to make use of Kantian language once again) they
are knowable a priori. It is for these reasons that I consider it useful to bring in
comparisons with Kant, who unquestionably pioneered the use of transcendental
reflection as a means of excavating the universal and necessary conditions of
experience. Of course, the distinction between what is phenomenological and
what is transcendental, in the senses of these terms that I have just outlined, is
rarely as clear as we would like it to be. We must wait until Chapter 3 for further
examination of these points.

(4) The fourth of my methodological components could be called ‘intrapsychic
fieldwork’. By this I mean practical training in the techniques of yoga7 – including
a comprehensive range of postural, breathing and meditative procedures –
designed to engender the kinds of sharpened states of awareness alluded to in
SaÅkhya and Yoga texts. Although teachers of yoga disagree over the precise
methods that are best suited to achieving the desired results, there is little dis-
agreement about the fact that, for most students, significant results are not easily
obtained. ‘Practice (abhyasa) is the effort [required to gain] stability,’ says the
Yogasutra (1.13). ‘It becomes firmly embedded [or consolidated (bhumi)] when
cultivated diligently for an extended period without interruption’ (1.14). It would
be insipient, therefore, for one such as myself to claim to be anything more than
a novice when it comes to accomplishment in the discipline of yoga. The training

INTRODUCTION

13



I have undergone with a number of teachers, in India and Nepal as well as
Europe and Australia, has however given me a better understanding of what yoga
sadhana (roughly: ‘spiritual practice’) comprises – and of the psychological and
physiological effects it can initiate – than I would otherwise have had. Moreover,
while I would certainly not make any claim to possess superior access to the
underlying truths of SaÅkhya and Yoga by means of contemplative insight, I do
regard my experience of yoga as having enhanced my appreciation of the ways in
which the theory and practice of the two systems cohere and interrelate.

That completes this summary of the four main elements in my methodological
approach. There remains just one more element that could be mentioned, although it
is perhaps more like the glue that binds the other elements together. This is imagi-
nation. I have, to some extent, followed the advice that K. C. Bhattacharyya offers in
the Preface to his ‘Studies in SaÅkhya Philosophy’, which is that the interpretation
of SaÅkhya (and presumably of Yoga as well) ‘demands imaginative–introspective
effort at every stage on the part of the interpreter’ (1956, I: 127). As I understand it,
this demand does not give the exegete a licence to attribute all manner of fantastic
doctrines to the classical darfanas; rather, it recognizes the necessary contribution
that imaginative reconstruction must make to an interpretive project if that project
is not to be unduly constrained by, but is to venture beyond, the limits of existing
interpretations.
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1

AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF
SAM. KHYA AND YOGA

Time is commonly depicted in Indian mythology as the great producer and the
great destroyer. It devours everything that it has previously emitted. This analogy
is very apt when it comes to the historical investigation of pre-modern India, and
with regard to philosophical traditions such as SaÅkhya and Yoga, time has cer-
tainly eaten up the source materials that would be required to arrive at anything
even remotely resembling a clear picture of their historical development. Yet,
despite the paucity of information, there is no option of ignoring the historical
dimension completely, for an appreciation of the meaning of any tradition of
Indian philosophy demands at least some attempt to view it within its broader
context. The present chapter constitutes such an attempt.

Several studies exist on the histories of SaÅkhya and Yoga, some of which are
portions of works that set out to cover Indian philosophy in its entirety,1 and
others of which attend more singularly to either SaÅkhya or Yoga, or to both of
these together.2 The reader interested in a more comprehensive treatment of the
subject than that which can be given here is referred to these works and to others
mentioned in the notes. What I shall provide is, for the most part, a summary of
existing data, and, on points of contention, a brief assessment of competing argu-
ments. Since it is principally philosophical history that we are concerned with, I
shall follow the standard approach of focussing upon textual sources without
venturing far into other cultural domains.

Early sources

SaÅkhya is often said to be the oldest of the major systems of Indian philosophy.3

It is not always clear, however, what this claim amounts to. Very few scholars
would deny that what has come to be known as classical SaÅkhya – that is, the
version of the system given expression in the SaÅkhyakarika – is by no means the
system’s earliest or original formulation. It was preceded by, and probably existed
contemporaneously with, several other formulations, all of which bore a discernible
resemblance without adhering to a monolithic doctrinal catechism.

When the claim to unrivalled antiquity is made, therefore, it is rarely meant that
classical SaÅkhya is the oldest system of Indian philosophy.4 It is, rather, something
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much vaguer than that. What is usually meant, I suspect, is that the genealogical
ragbag of SaÅkhyan-esque or proto-SaÅkhyan (and Yogic) themes and ideas can
be traced further back in the ancient textual record – and most particularly in the
category of text known as major Upanisads – than can any of the other systems
of Indian philosophy. The claim, in its usual form, is therefore highly dubious, for
there is no firm evidence that a cohesive SaÅkhya system existed earlier than
other systems. Indeed, there is no definitive data to show that such a system pre-
existed the founding of Buddhism sometime during the fourth or fifth century
BCE, or that of Jainism around the same time. And Vedantins, irrespective of
which particular sub-school they belong to, would argue that the Upanisads them-
selves present a coherent body of teachings, which, while containing SaÅkhya
elements in places, subsumes and eclipses SaÅkhya as a philosophical system.

The story of the formation of SaÅkhya and Yoga is sometimes presented using
a metaphor of gestation or ontogeny, according to which the two systems – or, at
least, some embryonic forms of them – were conceived alongside a range of
competing ideas and speculations sometime around the time when the earliest
Upanisads were composed. If a date is to be put on this period, then it is usually
estimated at c. 900–600 BCE, although such estimates are not undisputed.5 The
Upanisads are sacred texts consisting largely of myths and sermons, attributed to
renowned sages and prompted by the pertinent questions of disciples. Dozens of
them have been appended to one or other of the four Vedas, although there is a
core set of thirteen or fourteen which are customarily regarded as the major
Upanisads. Among these, the gestation model has it that a number of themes and
ideas characteristic of SaÅkhya and Yoga are evident in early prose Upanisads –
such as the Chandogya, Brhadarajyaka, Aitareya and Kausitaki – and that these
ideas continued to develop until, in the metrical Upanisads, most notably the
Katha and Fvetafvatara (both c. 500–200 BCE according to standard estimates),
they ‘emerged from the womb’ as an identifiable philosophical viewpoint.6

Typical examples of ‘proto-SaÅkhyan’ ideas to be found in the earliest
Upanisads include the following. Chandogya VI.4.1–7 speak of fire, sun, moon
and lightning each being composed of three forms (rupas), these being: ‘light’ or
‘heat’ (tejas), which is identified with the colour red; ‘water’ (ap), identified with
whiteness; and ‘earth’ or ‘food’ (anna), identified with blackness or the ‘dark’
(krsja). These three forms and their corresponding colours, which are also men-
tioned at Fvetafvatara 4.5, are evocative of the three ‘strands’ (gujas) that, in
SaÅkhya, constitute the creative source known as prakrti or pradhana.

It is also in the Chandogya (VII.25.1) that we find the earliest textual appearance
of the term ahaÅkara. The verse is of considerable interest, suggesting, as it does,
a conformity between the empirical world and the personal ego: ‘So now the
doctrine of the ahaÅkara: “I, indeed, am below; I am above; I am to the west; I am
to the east; I am to the south; I am to the north; I am, indeed, all this.” ’ In relation
to this passage, and to Chapter VI of the same work, van Buitenen has plausibly
postulated a continuity between the act of creation depicted in the Chandogya (and
also at Brhadarajyaka I.2.1 and I.4.1–3) and the concept of ahaÅkara as it occurs
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in classical SaÅkhya: in both cases there is an affirmation – or ‘formulation’, as
van Buitenen puts it – of oneself as ‘I’ (aham), which affirmation is the very
moment of the world’s coming into manifestation.7

Moving on now to the metrical Upanisads: One of many precursors of later
SaÅkhya and Yoga in the Katha is its account of the stages through which one
passes on the way to the ‘highest goal’:

Beyond the sense-capacities (indriyas) are their objects (arthas), and
beyond these objects is mentation (manas); beyond mentation is discern-
ment (buddhi), and beyond discernment is the great self (atmamahat).
Beyond the great self is the unmanifest (avyakta); beyond the unmanifest
is self (purusa). Beyond self there is nothing. That is the destination; that
is the highest goal (paragati).

(Katha I.3.10–11)

Although neither the schema of categories presented in these verses, nor the
slightly variant one that that appears later in the same Upanisad (Katha II.3.7–8),
is identical with that of classical SaÅkhya, the similarities between them can
hardly be ignored. The passages appear to portray a progressive refinement of
attention, leading ultimately to the disclosure of the true self (purusa), which is
the declared goal of SaÅkhya and Yoga. That the means of achieving this self-
revelation are those of sustained meditation is indicated at other places in the text.
Katha I.3.13, for example, speaks of restraining speech (vac), mentation (manas),
and other capacities ‘in the tranquil self (fanta-atman)’, while at II.3.10–11 the
‘highest state’ (paramaÅ gati) is said to be instantiated upon the cessation of sen-
sory and intellectual activity; and the ‘steady holding of the capacities’ (sthiram
indriya-dharajam) is explicitly referred to as yoga.8

The first known mention of saÅkhya and yoga together occurs at Fvetafvatara
6.13. They are there described as mutually important factors for ‘knowing the
divine (deva)’ and thereby gaining ‘release from all fetters’, although they are not
explicitly defined. It is likely that the use of the terms here is similar to that in the
third chapter of the Bhagavadgita, where saÅkhya is identified with revelatory
knowledge (jñana) and renunciation (saÅnyasa), and yoga is identified with dis-
ciplined action (karman). The optimum method, as presented at BhG 3.3–8, is to
combine the two factors by performing dutiful actions while at the same time
maintaining an attitude of non-attachment to the fruits of those actions.

Whatever might be the precise meanings of saÅkhya and yoga in the
Fvetafvatara, the end to which they are directed is knowledge of the ‘lord’ (ifa,
hara) or the ‘divine’ (deva). In certain places the descriptions of this supreme
being anticipate those of the self (purusa) in classical SaÅkhya, such as when he
is said to be ‘a witness (saksin), consciousness (cetas), solitary (kevala), and
without strands (nirguja [i.e. devoid of any features characteristic of empirical
reality])’ (Fvet. 6.11). Elsewhere, however, the impression is given of the
lord’s performing a more active and controlling role in relation to the world: his
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‘magic power’ (maya) is the world’s creative source (prakrti) (4.10); it is due to
the lord’s greatness that the ‘wheel of generation (brahman)’ turns (6.1);9 and it
is he who, ‘like a spider, covers himself with threads from the primordial source
(pradhana)’ (6.10). Throughout the Fvetafvatara, the lord is treated more as a
focus for reverence and devotion than is purusa in classical SaÅkhya, and in this
respect the concept is closer to that of ifvara in classical Yoga.10

Of the later prose Upanisads (c. 400–200 BCE), the Prafna (4.8) contains a
comprehensive list of existent principles, which tallies very closely with that of
the manifestations of prakrti in classical SaÅkhya. But it is the Maitrayajiya
(or Maitri) that, of all the major Upanisads, displays the strongest affinity with
both classical SaÅkhya and Yoga. Although it relies heavily upon quotations from
earlier Upanisadic and other sources, and appears to lack a consistent approach of
its own, when the Maitrayajiya gets round to discussing metaphysical and
methodological matters its similarity with the two classical systems is often very
striking. The self (purusa) is identified with consciousness (cetas),11 and is
described as the ‘enjoyer of food [supplied by] prakrti’ (Maitr. 6.10).12 Prakrti is
said to comprise the ‘three strands’ (triguja) and to exist in both a manifest and an
unmanifest state (ibid.).

The Maitrayajiya’s instructions on yoga practice, and its descriptions of
extraordinary experiences engendered thereby, are among the most explicit in the
whole of Indian literature. In certain respects they foreshadow elements of clas-
sical Yoga; for example, the ‘six-limbed’ (sadakga) system of practice introduced
at Maitrayajiya 6.18 resembles the last five limbs of the classical ‘eight-limbed’
(astakga) regimen (YS 2.29 ff.).13 In other ways, the Maitrayajiya is more like a
Tantric treatise on hatha-yoga, especially in passages such as 6.21–22, where the
technique of concentrating ‘vital breath’ (praja) in the ‘gracious channel’
(susumna-nadi) is described along with the various sounds that are heard internally
as the ‘breath’ ascends through that channel.14

In addition to the Upanisads, textual sources that anticipate themes and
concepts of classical SaÅkhya and Yoga include portions of India’s immense
wealth of epic and mythological literature, most notably the Moksadharma and
Bhagavadgita sections of the Mahabharata, but also passages in several
Purajas.15 These works, which are often encyclopaedic in scope, tend to be philo-
sophically promiscuous in the sense that, as Arthur Keith notes with regard to the
Mahabharata, they frequently present diverse and incompatible ideas ‘in imme-
diate proximity to one another without any apparent sense of their incongruity’
(1949: 36). The relevant passages in these works are too numerous to receive
full attention here, and thus I shall restrict my comments to one fairly general
observation, and a couple of more specific ones.16

The general observation is that, within the epic (or itihasa, literally ‘thus it
was’) and Purajic literature – as also in the case of the Upanisads – there seems
not to be a clear and consistent distinction between SaÅkhyan (or ‘proto-
SaÅkhyan’) doctrines on the one hand, and what are these days loosely referred
to as Vedantic doctrines on the other. There is in particular a considerable degree
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of ambiguity attached to the important term brahman; which ambiguity is, again,
not unique to the epic–Purajic branch of Indian verbal composition, but is
especially noticeable therein. Brahman is conspicuous by its absence in the
SaÅkhyakarika and Yogasutra, although it does occur in several commentaries
(among the synonyms of prakrti, for example, but also in other contexts).17 In the
pre-classical versions of SaÅkhya and Yoga, however, brahman figures promi-
nently as a term for the supreme metaphysical principle.18 This might spur us to
question whether they can be counted as versions of SaÅkhya and Yoga at all; or
contrariwise, we might wonder (as at least one provocative writer has done)
whether it is not these ostensibly earlier texts that represent the authentic teaching,
and the so-called classical systems that are eccentric.19 In my view, rather than
accept either of these extreme positions, we would do better to recognize that
there is a range of more or less systematic doctrinal collections that are suffi-
ciently similar to one another to warrant their being called SaÅkhyan or Yogic.
We are concerned here more with relations of resemblance than with either strict
identity or ‘authentic’ versus ‘inauthentic’ expressions of a viewpoint. It thus
remains legitimate to speak of ‘epic SaÅkhyas and Yogas’ and ‘Purajic SaÅkhyas
and Yogas’, just as it does of classical SaÅkhya and Yoga. The term ‘classical’ does,
of course, lend a certain prestige to these latter systems, but such prestige should
not be confused with an exclusive entitlement to the names ‘SaÅkhya’ and ‘Yoga’.

The more specific points I want to make relate to the use of the terms saÅkhya
and yoga in the epic and Purajic material; for although these two terms do occur
together at several places (thereby indicating a close association between them),
it appears that their meanings bear only an oblique relation to the systems of
philosophy with which I am chiefly concerned. One instance of this from the
Bhagavadgita has been mentioned already in the discussion of the Fvetafvatara-
upanisad above, and it may be instructive to consider another of the Gita’s state-
ments on the theme. In Chapter 5 the ‘blessed lord’ (fri bhagavan) says to Arjuna:

Fools (balah) proclaim that saÅkhya and yoga are separate, not the learned
(pajditah).

Diligently abiding in one of them alone, the fruit of both is won.
The station reached by adherents of saÅkhya is also reached by adherents

of yoga.
He who sees that saÅkhya and yoga are one, he [truly] sees.

(BhG 5.4–5)20

As in the earlier passage (3.3 f.), it seems that saÅkhya and yoga are being used
here to mean ‘renunciation’ and ‘disciplined activity’ respectively. This is further
suggested by the succeeding verse (5.6), which reads: ‘But, without yoga, [only]
distress (duhkha) is achieved by means of renunciation (saÅnyasa) [. . .]. Fixed in
yoga (yoga-yukta), the sage goes to brahman in no time.’ If saÅkhya is synony-
mous with saÅnyasa – as is implied in these verses – then we are faced with two
incompatible statements: on the one hand both saÅkhya and yoga are declared to

AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF SAM. KHYA AND YOGA

19



be equally successful (and self-sufficient) means of attaining the sought-after
goal, whereas on the other hand it is said that saÅkhya can generate only distress
in the absence of yoga. We need not dwell upon such incongruities here, however,
for my immediate purpose is merely to highlight the distinctly non-classical
employment of the terms saÅkhya and yoga that is exemplified in the Gita.

A qualification needs to be added to the point I have just made. This is that,
although it is evident that saÅkhya does not in the Gita denote any particular
metaphysical system, and is in this respect applied in a way that seems to differ
from classical usage, we should not leave this discussion without noting the
strong probability that the sense of ‘renunciation’ did not fall away entirely from
the term in the classical period. The SaÅkhyakarika is not a work that sets out to
vindicate the value of worldly activity (as the Gita, at least in part, tries to do); it
starts from the premise that such activity is inherently dissatisfying (SK 1, cf. SK 55),
and concludes with an account of the utter relinquishment of experience and of
the embodied personality that is its pre-condition (SK 68). It is, in short, a trea-
tise whose guiding principle is the necessity of renunciation. And thus the sense
of renunciation is relevant to the term saÅkhya both as it occurs in the Gita and
as it applies to the classical system presented in the SaÅkhyakarika. What is
different is that, in the systematic expressions of the SaÅkhya philosophy, the
term saÅkhya implies, in addition to a renunciant orientation, an approach to
metaphysics that involves the exposition of principles in enumerated sets.21

Before leaving the Bhagavadgita, I would like to suggest that, in the saÅkhya-and-
yoga duad that we find there, we have a forerunner (or coeval variant, depending
on one’s view of the chronology of the texts concerned) of the two-pronged
methodology that is central to both SaÅkhya and Yoga in their classical forms.
The two prongs are vairagya and abhyasa (YS 1.12–16) or (at SK 45) vairagya
and aifvarya. The first of these, vairagya (desirelessness), involves letting go of
the ‘thirst’ (trsja) for worldly enjoyment (YS 1.15), and hence shares much in
common with the Gita’s notion of saÅkhya as renunciation. Abhyasa, meanwhile,
is the assiduous practice required to achieve the transformation of mind that Yoga
demands; and aifvarya (mastery, lordliness) is the power, self-control and com-
posure necessary to eradicate obstacles; both terms having, therefore, an affinity
with the broad sense of yoga as ‘disciplined action’.

Among other textual sites of pre-classical SaÅkhya, the following deserve to
be mentioned: ancient collections of doctrines and laws such as the
Manavadharmafastra, also known as the Manusmrti (c. 200 BCE–200 CE); trea-
tises on Indian medical science (ayurveda), notably the SufrutasaÅhita and
CarakasaÅhita; and a section in an early (c. 100 CE) account of the life of the
Buddha known as the Buddhacarita of Afvaghosa. A further text, Kautilya’s
Arthafastra (c. fourth century BCE–first century CE), famously names only three
philosophical approaches (anviksiki) in its second verse, these being SaÅkhya,
Yoga and Lokayata. Once again, we cannot assume that saÅkhya and yoga denote
here anything even approximating the systems associated with Ifvarakrsja and
Patañjali, and nor can we say exactly what is meant by lokayata. The latter term
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is often associated with the philosophy of Carvaka, which in turn is taken to be a
kind of materialism.22 As Debiprasad Chattopadhyaya has pointed out, however,
lokayata can also be understood to mean ‘prevalent among the people’ and, con-
sequently, ‘the philosophy of the people’ (1968: 1);23 and, if it is taken in this way,
then saÅkhya and yoga may, by contrast, stand for those approaches to philosophy
or life more generally that are not so prevalent, but are adhered to by select groups
of initiates. On this interpretation we need not be surprised that other philosophical
sects or schools go unmentioned by Kautilya, for the sense of saÅkhya (and to a
lesser extent of yoga) could be sufficiently wide here to cover a range of such
schools.

One further contribution to the somewhat perplexing picture of pre-classical
SaÅkhya and Yoga is provided by a treatise belonging to the Pañcaratra sect of
Vaisjavism entitled the Ahirbudhnya-saÅhita (‘Compendium of the serpent-
from-the-depths’). The Pañcaratra, or Bhagavata, sect is generally held to be at
least as old as Buddhism (i.e. c. fourth century BCE), although the textual sources
associated with it are likely to be considerably later. The Ahirbudhnya, essentially
a work of Tantric Vaisjavism, comprises material that was probably composed
over a span of several centuries during the first millennium of the Common Era.
The reason for mentioning it here is that in its twelfth chapter are included sum-
maries of two earlier works, or bodies of doctrine (tantras), which deal with
SaÅkhya and Yoga respectively. The first of these two summaries (Ahir.
12.18–30) is of the so-called Sastitantra (‘sixty doctrines’), which itself com-
prises two parts, one of thirty-two topics and the other of twenty-eight. The
expression sastitantra also occurs at SK 72, where the claim is made that the sev-
enty verses which constitute the text’s main part cover the topics of the sastitantra
but forgo the illustrative examples and objections of opponents. The list of topics
given in the Ahirbudhnya’s summary of the Sastitantra indicates, however, some
important differences between this latter work and that of Ifvarakrsja, and it is
therefore likely that the Ahirbudhnya’s version is not the only sastitantra but is
perhaps one of several, which may or may not have shared a common source.

The theory that more than one version of the sastitantra existed is supported by
Vacaspatimifra’s commentary on SK 72, in which he refers to an alternative ver-
sion that is outlined in a now unavailable text called the Rajavartika.24 This latter
version of the sastitantra is remarkably – indeed, one might say suspiciously –
compatible with Ifvarakrsja’s text, whereas that summarized in the Ahirbudhnya
seems closer to the types of SaÅkhya presented in certain of the Purajas and in
some passages of the Mahabharata. By this I mean, for example, that it includes
brahman as the ultimate principle, refers to fakti (‘power’) apparently as a
synonym of prakrti, and gives a prominent place to time (kala) among the major
principles.25

The other noteworthy summary in the Ahirbudhnya is of a work on yoga
attributed to Hirajyagarbha (Ahir. 12.31–38). In the Fvetafvatara-upanisad,
Hirajyagarbha appears to be identified with Kapila (the legendary founder of
SaÅkhya),26 and although no such identification is made explicitly in the
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Ahirbudhnya, the name nevertheless retains an important symbolic resonance. As
with the Sastitantra, the summary amounts to little more than a list of contents,
divided into two main parts. The first part comprises twelve sections, on the ‘yoga
of cessation’ (nirodha-yoga) and the second comprises four sections, on the
‘yoga of action’ (karma-yoga). Chakravarti (1975: 70 f.) attributes considerable
significance to the fact that the treatise is referred to as yoganufasana (‘exposition
of yoga’), which expression also occurs in the opening line of the Yogasutra (atha
yoganufasanam: ‘now, an exposition of yoga’). He also draws attention to the use
of the term nirodha in the Yogasutra’s first chapter (1.2, 12, 51), and to a number
of other apparently common features,27 none of which in my view vindicate
Chakravarti’s assertion that the Yogasutra exhibits a ‘remarkable dependence’
upon the Hirajyagarbha text and that this dependence ‘tends to suggest that
Patañjali was an adherent of the Hirajyagarbha school of Yoga’ (1975: 72).

Notwithstanding the wilder speculations of the likes of Chakravarti, the available
evidence is insufficient even to confirm that the yoga treatise summarized in the
Ahirbudhnya antedates the Yogasutra, let alone whether the Yogasutra’s compiler
borrowed material from it. Indeed, just as was the case with the relation between
the SaÅkhyakarika and the Sastitantra, it is possible that no direct borrowing
occurred at all, and that the two ‘expositions of yoga’ (i.e. those of
‘Hirajyagarbha’ and ‘Patañjali’ respectively) are instead based upon still earlier
sources, which have, like much else, succumbed to the ravages of time.

The classical SaÇkhya and Yoga texts and 
their commentaries

The patchy nature of the available evidence precludes the reaching of any definitive
judgement on the level of sophistication and coherence achieved by the pre-classical
forms of SaÅkhya and Yoga, and hence it is the classical systems themselves that
are generally held up as representating the fully mature stage of these systems’
development. The high status that the SaÅkhyakarika and Yogasutra acquired
within the Indian philosophical milieu is attested to by the relatively large number
of commentaries that have been composed upon them, and which have survived
through to the present day, and also by both the polemical and complimentary ref-
erences made to the classical systems in the works of other schools and traditions.

Eight early commentaries on the SaÅkhyakarika are known to have survived.
There is some uncertainty about the chronological order of these, but one of the
first, and perhaps the earliest of all, is a Chinese translation of the text with an
accompanying Chinese commentary. It is agreed that the translation – known by
the Sanskrit name Suvarjasaptati (‘Golden seventy’) – was made by the Buddhist
sage, Paramartha, around 557–569 CE, although there is no consensus of opinion
on whether the commentary was authored by the translator or taken from an existing
Sanskrit source.28 Whatever the facts of the matter may be, knowledge of the
approximate date of Paramartha’s translation has helped to set a temporal limit to
the composition of the SaÅkhyakarika itself. Having now raised this issue of the
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latter text’s date, I shall pursue it a little further before returning to the commentaries
as a whole.

Owing to the existence of Paramartha’s Chinese translation, the SaÅkhyakarika
(whether communicated orally or by written means) must have been composed
prior to 569 CE. Indeed, it would probably need to have been put together at least a
century before this date in order to have acquired the prestigious status deserving
of translation into a foreign language such as Chinese. An early limit to the
SaÅkhyakarika’s composition is not so forthcoming, however, despite 350 CE

having been settled upon by most recent researchers.29 Much of the research has
been based on references to two prominent SaÅkhya teachers that are said to
have lived close to the time of Ifvarakrsja, named respectively Varsagajya
(or Vrsagaja) and Vindhyavasa (or Vindhyavasin). The former of these two is first
mentioned in the Moksadharma (MBh XII.306.57), although this is merely as a
name in a list of SaÅkhya teachers. Both individuals are mentioned in
Paramartha’s biography of the Buddhist teacher, Vasubandhu, with Vindhyavasa
being represented as a disciple of Varsagajya. A slightly later Chinese source
complicates matters by speaking of Varsagajya not as a particular person but as
the name of a group of followers of Kapila headed by a man named Varsa (‘rain’),
so called due to his having been born during the rainy season.30 This account car-
ries less authority, however, than a Sanskrit commentary on the SaÅkhyakarika
called the Yuktidipika, which clearly portrays Varsagajya, Vindhyavasin, and
Ifvarakrsja as three separate individuals, each of whom has a slightly different
perspective on SaÅkhya.31

Added to the above pieces of evidence regarding the SaÅkhyakarika’s period
of composition is a reference in the work of the Buddhist logician, Dignaga
(c. 480–540 CE), to the SaÅkhya advocate Madhava as a ‘destroyer of SaÅkhya’
(saÅkhya-nafaka), that is, as one whose views are at such variance to a standard
SaÅkhya position that they tend to undermine it. This has been taken to suggest
the presence by Dignaga’s time of a standard SaÅkhya viewpoint, which is to be
distinguished from renegade positions such as Madhava’s; and the most likely
candidate for this standard is the classical system of Ifvarakrsja.

To my mind, the case for the SaÅkhyakarika’s having been composed no earlier
than 350 CE seems extremely weak. The references to Varsagajya and
Vindhyavasin in the Yuktidipika give no indication of the respective dates of these
individuals, and the same is true of the references to Ifvarakrsja himself.
Paramartha’s biography of Vasubandhu does at least state that Vindhyavasa lived
nine hundred years after the death of the Buddha (the Buddha having died, accord-
ing to recent estimates, around 400 BCE), and that this same Vindhyavasa studied
under Vrsagaja’s (i.e. Varsagajya’s) tutelage, thereby implying that the two men
were contemporaries. But it would be foolhardy to assume that Paramartha’s prin-
cipal concern was historical accuracy. Indeed, it is a common practice in accounts
of the lives of renowned individuals, composed by a disciple or admirer, for the
subject of the work to be associated with other eminent figures, whether as friend
or opponent, in order to enhance the reputation of that subject.
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Needless to say, it is immensely difficult to determine the intentions and
historiographical credibility of an author some fourteen centuries after his work
was composed. With regard to the time-frame of the SaÅkhyakarika’s composi-
tion, then, while concurring that sometime between 350 and 450 CE is the best
estimate we can currently make, I would wish to emphasize the tenuousness of
the evidence for the earlier of these two limits.

It would be appropriate at this point to make a few remarks concerning the
textual integrity of the SaÅkhyakarika. In comparison with the controversies that
surround many texts of similar antiquity, the issue of what does and what does not
belong in it is relatively untroublesome. What appear in most editions as the final
two verses, numbered 72 and 73, are not mentioned by all commentators, which
suggests that these two are later additions. This is highly likely since they merely
laud the text as a whole (SK 73) and assert its status as a concise exposition of the
sastitantra (SK 72).

The only other verse that has been queried is the sixty-third, which happens to be
absent from Paramartha’s Chinese version. Due to there being no other known com-
mentaries from which it is missing, my inclination would be to regard this as a quirk
of the Paramartha text and not as evidence that what has come to be numbered as
karika 63 is an interpolation by someone other than Ifvarakrsja. Suryanarayana
Sastri has taken the opposite view on the grounds that SK 63 is philosophically
redundant, merely reasserting what has already been stated at SK 44 and 45;32 and
some other scholars – among them, apparently, Potter and Larson (EIP4: 151) –
have taken this suggestion seriously. If SK 63 is interpreted in a particular way then
there is indeed an overlap with SK 44. But the emphasis of the two karikas remains
very different, the earlier of the two being far more matter-of-fact in its account of
the ‘predispositions’ or ‘personal characteristics’ (bhavas), whereas SK 63 is part of
a veritable crescendo of verses, building up to the description of the final separa-
tion between purusa and prakrti that occurs at SK 68. Moreover, it is not even clear
to me that the ‘forms’ (rupas) mentioned at SK 63 are ‘predispositions’ at all. The
‘seven forms’ by which prakrti is there said to bind herself may in fact be the seven
major categories of her manifest aspect, these being:

1 mahat/buddhi,
2 ahaÅkara,
3 manas,
4 buddhindriyas,
5 karmendriyas,
6 tanmatras and
7 bhutas.

And, correspondingly, the ‘one form’ by which ‘she releases herself for the sake
of each purusa’ may be prakrti’s unmanifest aspect, which is really the absence of
any form at all. Whatever the case may be, there is no reason to regard SK 63 as
dispensable.
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In addition to the Suvarjasaptati, three commentaries are generally placed in
the period from 500–600 CE. One of these, the SaÅkhyavrtti, remains anonymous;
and in the case of another, the SaÅkhyasaptativrtti, because of damage to the one
existing palm leaf manuscript we know only that the author’s name began with
the syllable Ma. Esther Solomon (1974; EIP4: 179) has speculated that the
SaÅkhyavrtti may be an autocommentary (svopajñavrtti) by Ifvarakrsja himself,
but there is no particular reason for supposing this to be true. The
SaÅkhyasaptativrtti closely resembles a commentary eponymously titled the
Matharavrtti, which is usually thought to be a few centuries later (post-800 CE).
The latter text is likely to be an expanded and slightly modified version of the
former.33

The fourth of the commentaries held to date from the sixth century is that
referred to as the SaÅkhyakarikabhasya, or as the Gaudapadabhasya after the
name of its author, Gaudapada, about whom nothing further is known. His name
is shared by the author of a well-known series of karikas that take the Majdukya-
upanisad as their starting-point, but there are no significant textual or philosoph-
ical similarities that might indicate a common authorship. Indeed, the
Majdukyakarika (or Gaudapadiyakarika) is usually taken to be a statement of
non-dualist (advaita) Vedanta, which harbours no sympathy for the dualist position
of classical SaÅkhya.

What, since its first publication in the 1930s, has come to be widely regarded
as the most important of all the commentaries on the SaÅkhyakarika, is the
Yuktidipika. Larson’s enthusiasm is obvious: ‘No other text compares with it in
terms of its detailed treatment of SaÅkhya arguments and its apparent thorough
familiarity with the various teachers and schools that preceded Ifvarakrsja, and it
is no exaggeration to assert, therefore, that it is the only commentary on the
Karika that appears to understand the full scope and details of classical SaÅkhya
philosophy’ (EIP4: 227). Such comments are, however, somewhat over-flattering,
and Larson admits elsewhere (1979: 281) that the value of the Yuktidipika is due
more to its historical than its philosophical significance. Neither the author nor
the date of the commentary are known, but since it quotes Dignaga and
Bhartrhari, and makes no reference to Vacaspatimifra, it has been placed between
the early sixth century and the end of the tenth century (EIP4: 228, citing Pandeya
1967: xv). Early speculations that Vacaspatimifra might himself have authored
the Yuktidipika have now been abandoned.

The two commentaries on the SaÅkhyakarika that remain to be mentioned here
are the Jayamajgala (not to be confused with a well-known commentary on the
Kamasutra with the same title) and the Tattvakaumudi. The author of the first of
these is not known, although he has been assumed to be a Buddhist due to the
inclusion of a benedictory verse to the sage (muni) of the loka-uttara-vadins
(which is the name of a Buddhist sect) (Chakravarti 1975: 165; cf. Kaviraj 1926).
Whether he was, or was not, a Buddhist, there is nothing in the commentary itself
to suggest that he was writing from a Buddhist standpoint. Indeed, the
Jayamajgala diverges little from the interpretive line taken by the four earliest
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commentaries (i.e. those within the 500–600 CE period discussed above). Certain
indications that it relies on the Yuktidipika, however, combined with Chakravarti’s
observation that Vacaspatimifra denies (at TK 51) a viewpoint that appears only
in the Jayamajgala, has set the date of the latter text between the sixth and tenth
centuries (Chakravarti 1975: 166–68).34

This brings us to the Tattvakaumudi itself, which, as Larson has noted, ‘is by far
the best-known text of SaÅkhya all over India’ (EIP4: 302). It has survived in at
least ninety manuscripts, and these were utilized to produce a critical edition in
1967 (edited by Srinivasan). Vacaspatimifra (or simply Vacaspati) composed
works on several schools of Indian philosophy, and there is nothing in the
Tattvakaumudi or anywhere else to show that he was especially committed to the
SaÅkhya system. His style is, however, highly accessible, and he provides some
helpful interpretive suggestions on a number of points. There is an ambiguity
pertaining to his dates, for the reason that, in his Nyayasucinibandha, he notes that
the work was composed in 898, but it is unclear whether this date accords with
the Vikrama era (which begun in 58 BCE) or with the Faka era (78 CE onwards). The
dispute as to whether Vacaspati flourished in the mid-ninth or the mid-to-late-tenth
century still continues.

Turning now to classical Yoga, it may not come as a great surprise to hear that
there is a considerable amount of mystery associated with its origins and founder.
The Yoga tradition attributes the Yogasutra to a sage named Patañjali, who is
lauded as an incarnation of the thousand-headed serpent Ananta (‘unending’,
‘infinite’) or Adifesa (‘initial trace’, ‘primordial residue’).35 At least since the
time of Bhojaraja’s commentary (tenth or eleventh century CE), the author of the
Yogasutra has been identified with the Patañjali who composed the famous ‘great
commentary’ (Mahabhasya or Vyakarajamahabhasya) on Pajini’s grammatical
work, Astadhyayi, and also with a redactor of Caraka’s compendium on
Ayurveda. Bhoja (or a later interpolator) included in the introduction to his
Rajamartajda a stanza in which Bhoja himself is compared with Patañjali on the
grounds that both men are responsible for purifying speech, mind, and body by
composing works on grammar, yoga, and medicine. A commentary by Cakrapaji
on the CarakasaÅhita, dating from around 1060 CE, also praises Patañjali for
these three achievements and explicitly attributes to him the Mahabhasya and a
revised version of Caraka’s text (caraka-pratisaÅskrta) (cf. Dasgupta 1922: 230 ff.).
Similar benedictory verses have been included in manuscripts and published
editions of both the Mahabhasya and the Yogasutra up to the present day, and the
identity of the three Patañjalis is widely taken for granted by Indian practitioners
of yoga who are unfamiliar with academic debates. The matter has still not been
resolved by scholars, although the prevalent tendency is to reject the identity
thesis.

The view that the Yogasutra’s author also edited and revised the CarakasaÅhita
has been criticized by Dasgupta (ibid.), and I am not aware of any subsequent
defence of the view. The identification of the ‘Yoga Patañjali’ with his grammarian
namesake, however, constitutes a more persistent controversy. James Woods
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firmly denounces the thesis in the introduction to his 1914 translation of the
Yogasutra, partly as the result of a comparison between the philosophical content
of this text and that of the Mahabhasya, but also because he accepts the claim
made in Vacaspati’s Tattvavaifaradi that certain sutras contain an attack on the
‘idealist’ school of Buddhism known as vijñanavada (‘consciousness[-only]
view’). Taken together, this evidence leads Woods to propose a time-period of
300–500 CE for the Yogasutra, considerably later than the second century BCE,
which is the period generally agreed upon for the Mahabhasya.36

Pace Woods, Dasgupta (1922: 231 f.) carries out his own comparison of the
Yogasutra and Mahabhasya and concludes that there is nothing in them to indicate
a difference of opinion on any significant issue. Furthermore, he cites a number of
passages in the Mahabhasya that illustrate an acquaintance with ‘most of the impor-
tant points of the SaÅkhya–Yoga metaphysics’ on the part of its author (p. 232).
Dasgupta addresses the matter of Yoga’s supposedly anti-idealist critique, not by
reinterpreting the salient sutras, but by proposing that the Yogasutra’s fourth chapter
(Kaivalyapada), in which those sutras appear, is a later appendage to the work by
someone other than Patañjali. As Dasgupta points out (p. 230), the third chapter
ends with the expression iti, which is roughly equivalent to the Latin finis, denoting
the end of a work. It is also notable that the fourth chapter displays certain features
that distinguish it from other portions of the Yogasutra; it is, for example, substan-
tially shorter than any of the other three chapters, and yet on the whole it is more
philosophically engaging. I would add to this the observation that the fourth chapter
employs a number of important terms that either do not occur at all or are used very
sparingly in other parts of the text.37

It would not be especially surprising if the Kaivalyapada did turn out to be
later than other parts of the Yogasutra, since it is a view not uncommon among
scholars that the Yogasutra is a compilation of passages from diverse sources
rather than the unified expression of a single mind.38 A consequence of taking
this view of the Yogasutra is that the type of comparative textual analysis
performed by both Woods and Dasgupta becomes redundant as a method of deter-
mining the relation between the composer of this text and that of the Mahabhasya;
for in the one case we would be concerned with an editor or compiler and in the
other case with a sole author.

It should be noted that neither the Mahabhasya nor the Yogasutra claims
originality, but rather begins by declaring itself to be an ‘exposition’ (anufasana) of
a pre-existing body of teaching. The Mahabhasya sets out to explicate Pajini’s work
on fabda (‘word’, ‘language’, hence ‘grammar’), whereas in the Yogasutra the
source of Yoga’s teachings is said to be ifvara (the ‘lord’), ‘the guru of even the
earliest [yogins]’ (YS 1.26). The occurrence of the expression ‘atha . . .anufasanam’
in the opening line of both works is noteworthy but not exceptional. Atha is con-
sidered to be an auspicious invocatory term, somewhat analogous to oÅ, and as
such often appears at the beginning of treatises, especially those composed in the
sutra form.39 It is most often, and most concisely, translated as ‘now’, but should be
understood in the sense of ‘And so commences . . . ’. The Ahirbudhnya-saÅhita’s
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inclusion of the phrases ‘great exposition of yoga’ (mahad yoganufasanam, 12.31)
and ‘treatise on the exposition of yoga’ (yoganufasanaÅ fastram, 12.38) shows that
there has been at least one other text, probably pre-dating the Yogasutra, that has
presented itself as an exposition of yoga. As has been noted above, this does not
constitute a clear indication that the Yogasutra borrowed significantly from the
‘Hirajyagarbha’ text that the Ahirbudhnya summarizes, but it should be enough
to make us question whether the Yogasutra’s opening line gives us any good reason
to identify its author with that of the Mahabhasya.40

Before moving on from the issue of who might be responsible for the Yogasutra,
I should mention what Dasgupta takes to be the clinching piece of evidence for
the identity thesis I have been discussing. ‘The most important point in favour of
this identification’, he states, ‘seems to be that both the Patañjalis as against other
Indian systems admitted the doctrine of sphota which was denied even by
SaÅkhya’ (1922: 238 n. 1; cf. Dasgupta 1920: App. 1). Very briefly, the term
sphota translates literally as ‘bursting forth’ or ‘erupting’ (cf. ‘spurt’, ‘spout’, etc.),
and, in Indian semantics, may be taken to express the theory that the meanings of
certain sounds and symbols are already present in the minds of the members of a
linguistic community prior to the instantiation of interpersonal communicative
episodes. Such episodes merely allow, or provide the occasion for, the appropriate
meanings to ‘burst forth’ in the sense of being revealed or manifested in the mind
of the ‘receiving’ communicant rather than their being conveyed to that mind
(cf. Sphotaváda of Nágefabhatta, in Krishnamacharya 1956: 5). Some version of
the sphota theory was undoubtedly maintained by the author of the Mahabhasya,
and it would indeed be a matter of some interest to find signs of it in the Yogasutra
(although it is difficult to see how such signs could, on their own, win the argu-
ment for the identity thesis). But as far as I can see, there is no reference to sphota
in the Yogasutra; there is merely one sutra (3.17) that traditional commentators
have typically used as a springboard for embarking upon grammatical digressions,
which in certain instances, and most notably in Vacaspati’s subcommentary, could
be interpreted as imputing the sphota theory to Yoga.41 The sutra itself states that
‘word’ (fabda), ‘meaning’ (artha), and ‘mental representation’ (pratyaya), though
commonly conflated, can be distinguished by means of meditation (saÅyama)
upon the differences between them.42 However, drawing such a distinction
between these aspects of a communicative utterance hardly amounts to an affir-
mation of the sphota theory; and thus the ‘most important point in favour of [the]
identification’ of the two Patañjalis seems very weak indeed.

Feuerstein (1989a: 3) has registered his ‘profound ignorance about the historical
personality of the author of the Yoga-Sutra’, and, under the circumstances, this
seems a fair description of the scholarly situation. Roughly the same could be said
regarding the Yogasutra’s date, although on this matter there is a general concensus
upon the period 100–300 CE.43

If we look now to the Yogasutra’s commentaries, we see that one in particular
has acquired such an eminent status that, of the others, most take the form of
subcommentaries upon it. This is the bhasya that is universally attributed to Vyasa
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(or ‘Vedavyasa’). Such an attribution is really equivalent to saying that we have no
idea who composed the work, since vyasa literally means ‘arranger’ or ‘compiler’
(and, according to V. Bharati (2001: lii), ‘analysis’ as well). The term has accumu-
lated a somewhat overburdening weight of legendary associations, for it is to Vyasa
that the authorship of some of India’s most vaunted religious and mythological
works has been ascribed, including no less than the Vedas, the Mahabharata, the
Purajas, and the Brahmasutra. In comparison with such esteemed and (with
the exception of the last mentioned) voluminous material, a commentary on the
Yogasutra appears very small fare; but the association has stuck. Although the com-
mentary is often referred to simply as the Vyasabhasya, alternative titles include the
Yoga- or Yogasutra-bhasya and the SaÅkhyapravacana-bhasya, the Yogasutra itself
being widely regarded as a ‘verbal presentation’ (pravacana) of the SaÅkhya teach-
ings. No scholar seriously entertains the thought that the author of the Yogabhasya
could be identical with that of the Brahmasutra, or indeed with the myriad authors
that must have been required to produce the other works traditionally ascribed to
Vyasa. However, the association of the name with the Yogabhasya is significant
because it is suggestive of the authority that has been accorded to this particular
commentary. Estimates of its date gravitate towards the fifth and sixth centuries CE.

Opinions on how useful the Yogabhasya is in assisting our comprehension of
the Yogasutra vary widely. At one extreme there is the view that Vyasa is a ‘great
Yoga authority’, whose commentary ‘illuminates our understanding of Patañjali’s
thought’ (Whicher 1998: 2, 28). It has even been speculatively suggested
(V. Bharati 2001: lii) that the Yogabhasya might be an autocommentary
(svopajñatika) by Patañjali himself. At the other extreme is the view that the com-
mentary is in many instances, and perhaps in most, an unhelpful distraction from
the genuine meaning of the sutras, and that its author tries to impose upon the
Yoga material an interpretation unduly biased towards SaÅkhya.44 Between these
two extremes is a continuum of viewpoints, each of which regards the Yogabhasya
as being more or less useful in its exposition of the classical text. My own view
is that both of the extreme positions just outlined are, for separate reasons, unwar-
ranted. The Yogabhasya certainly appears, on occasions, to be following its own
agenda, and thus can be said to be imposing certain interpretations upon the orig-
inal text; but to characterize this imposition as SaÅkhya philosophy being foisted
upon an independent Yoga system is highly misleading. Vyasa’s interpretation
might lack subtlety and sophistication in places, but the SaÅkhya viewpoint is
already present in the Yogasutra itself. Moreover, in many instances he furnishes
us with extrapolations of the sutras that are either highly plausible or at any rate
worthy of exegetical consideration. In addition he helps to embed the sutras
within the broader context of the SaÅkhya and Yoga traditions, especially by his
insertion of quotations from earlier exponents of related philosophies (whose
names we sometimes learn only from later subcommentaries, most notably that of
Vacaspati). My own assessment of the Yogabhasya leads me to treat it, along with
the other commentaries upon the Yogasutra, critically and discerningly, neither
ignoring it nor accepting its interpretations as indubitable.
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The Yogasutra has been the subject of a great number of commentaries, many
of which (as noted above) take the form of subcommentaries upon Vyasa’s
Yogabhasya. Descriptions and summaries of these texts can be found elsewhere
(e.g. Arya 1986: 9–13; Feuerstein 1998: 312–15). I shall do little more than pro-
vide a list of titles and authors, along with approximate dates and a minimal
amount of descriptive comment.

Tattvavaifaradi: a subcommentary (tika) by Vacaspatimifra upon the
Yogabhasya. (Either mid-ninth or late tenth century CE.)45

Rajamartajda or Bhojavrtti: a commentary upon the Yogasutra by Bhojaraja,
also known as Bhojadeva (1019–1054 CE), which is largely independent of the
Yogabhasya.

Kitab patanjal: a loose rendering into Persian by Al-Biruni (eleventh century CE)
of the Yogasutra plus an unspecified commentary.46 Al-Biruni is also responsible
for a translation into Persian of a SaÅkhya text, which he ascribes to Kapila.

Yogasutrabhasyavivaraja: a subcommentary composed by a certain Fakkara-
bhagavatpada. The commentator’s name has inevitably generated theories that he
may have been the famous Vedantin, Fakkaracarya, prior to a conversion from
Yoga to Advaita (see e.g. Hacker 1968). Although such speculations have not
entirely been laid to rest, the currently prevailing view is that the vivaraja belongs
to the fourteenth century CE, which is several centuries later than Fakkaracarya.47

SarvadarfanasaÅgraha: a major work by Madhava, a fourteenth-century
Vedantin in the lineage of Fakkaracarya. It summarizes sixteen philosophical
systems in an order that, predictably, implies the supremacy of Advaita Vedanta.
Although not strictly a commentary, the chapter on Yoga provides a fair account
of the classical system and, in doing so, serves to illustrate the high status that this
system held during the medieval period. A separate chapter on classical SaÅkhya
is also included.

Yogasiddhantacandrika: a commentary (bhasya) upon the Yogasutra by
Narayajatirtha (late fifteenth or sixteenth century CE). A follower of Vallabhacarya’s
‘pure non-dualist’ (fuddhadvaita) interpretation of Vedanta, Narayajatirtha adopts a
strongly devotional (bhakti) approach to yoga both in this substantial commentary
and in his shorter vrtti entitled Sutrarthabodhini. In both works the author relates
certain aspects of Tantric symbolism (e.g. cakras and kujdalinifakti) to the classical
Yoga system.

Yogavarttika: a subcommentary (varttika or tika) on Vyasa by Vijñanabhiksu
(sixteenth century CE), who is also responsible for the more concise
YogasarasaÅgraha (‘Compendium of the essence of Yoga’). Vijñanabhiksu has a
particular philosophical position that he tries to promote through all his works,
including his commentaries. It consists in an attempted synthesis of the major
Indian systems of thought, with his own interpretation of Vedanta as the umbrella
under which the other systems are subsumed.

Yoganufasanasutravrtti, also known as Pradipika or Pradipa: a summary, in large
part, of Vijñanabhiksu’s varttika by one of his own disciples, Bhavagajefadiksita
(c. late sixteenth century CE).
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Brhati (‘Great’) and Laghvi (‘Short’): two subcommentaries (vrttis) on Vyasa
by Nagefabhatta, also known as Nagojibhatta (c. late sixteenth century CE), who
is well known for his works on grammar and Vedanta. Like Vijñanabhiksu and
Bhavagajefa, Nagefa makes it his aim to demonstrate that a unifying soteriolog-
ical thread connects the classical SaÅkhya and Yoga position with that of the prin-
cipal sources of Vedanta, especially the Upanisads, the Bhagavadgita and the
Brahmasutra. As in the previous cases, this project tends to involve a suppression
of distinctively non-Vedantic elements in the SaÅkhya and Yoga material.

Majiprabha: a short subcommentary on Vyasa by Ramanandayati (sixteenth
century CE).

More recent commentaries include the following. From the eighteenth
century: Sadafivendra’s Yogasudhakara; from the eighteenth or nineteenth
century: Anantadeva’s Padacandrika, Raghavananda’s Patañjalarahasya and
Ramabhadradiksita’s Patañjalicarita; and from the twentieth century:
Baladevamifra’s Pradipika and Hariharananda Arajya’s Bhasvati. With a growing
popular interest in certain aspects of yoga in the West, commentaries upon the
Yogasutra have probably never been so prolifically manufactured nor so readily
available as they are today. This is not, however, to say that the sharpness of philo-
sophical analysis and depth of soteriological insight conducive to composing such
commentaries are always as prevalent as might be desired.

Post-classical developments

During the centuries immediately following the period to which the
SaÅkhyakarika and Yogasutra have been ascribed, there appears to have been a
significant growth, or possibly a resurgence, in the loosely affiliated panoply of
sects and lineages that are commonly bundled together under the term ‘Tantra’ or
‘Tantrism’. This is relevant to my present survey for various reasons, one of which
is the Tantric emphasis upon bipolarity symbolism, and another of which is the
promotion within Tantric lineages of yogic methods of contemplation, often in
highly ritualized forms.

The bipolarity symbolism adopted by many Tantric groups takes the form of
a divine opposition between masculine and feminine deities. In Hindu and Jain
traditions, the masculine deity typically represents knowledge ( jñana) or
consciousness (cit), and is in himself inactive. The feminine deity, meanwhile,
stands for ‘power’ or ‘energy’ (fakti) and the capacity to act and manifest in any
number of forms. For adherents of Faiva and Fakta sects, the masculine deity
would be some version of Fiva, often in one of his ferocious aspects such as
Bhairava, and the feminine counterpart would be Parvati (or Durga, Bhairavi,
etc.), whereas for Vaisjavas the deities would be versions of Visju (or Narayaja)
and Laksmi (or Narayaji, etc.). In Vajrayana Buddhism, and in Buddhist
Tantra more widely, the poles are reversed, the feminine being static ‘wisdom’
or ‘insight’ (prajña) and the masculine being dynamic ‘compassion’ (karuja)
(cf. A. Bharati 1965: 200 ff.).
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There is an obvious parallel between the kind of polarity symbolism just
outlined, at least in its non-Buddhist varieties, and the encounter between purusa
(a passive, masculine spectator) and prakrti (a dynamic, feminine performer) that
is depicted by SaÅkhya. Many who have looked at the issue agree that the parallel
is too close to be coincidental, although in view of the obscurity that pervades
ancient and early medieval Indian history, determining a direction of influence
between Tantra and SaÅkhya is far from straightforward. Historical accounts of
SaÅkhya and Yoga often give only scant attention to Tantra, preferring to stick to
the less ritualistic and less symbolically elaborated strands of Indian soteriology.
Scholars with a particular interest in Tantra, meanwhile, have been less reticent to
express opinions on the relationship. Agehananda Bharati, for example, asserts
that the polarity symbolism of Tantra ‘has its philosophical background in the
SaÅkhya system’, which he, like many others, holds to be ‘the oldest system-
atized metaphysical school in India’ (1965: 204). A related suggestion is that
several of the principal concepts associated with SaÅkhya are so widely dissem-
inated throughout Indian culture that they are taken up and assimilated by various
religious and philosophical groups, including those characterized as Tantric,
without there being any identifiable line of transmission.48

A renegade stance on the SaÅkhya–Tantra relation has been taken by
Chattopadhyaya, who claims that Tantrism is much older than it is commonly
assumed to be, and that SaÅkhya, rather than being a major source of Tantric
concepts, is in fact ‘an explicit philosophical re-statement of the fundamental
theoretical position implicit in Tantrism’ (1968: 362). Chattopadhyaya’s
broader theory is that Tantrism (and hence SaÅkhya) has its origin in popular
non-Vedic tribal traditions that antedate the Upanisads and are essentially
materialist in orientation (see, for example, Chattopadhyaya 1968: xvi ff.). These
speculations are highly eccentric and are heavily influenced by their author’s
idiosyncratic interpretation of Marxist historicism. We need not burden ourselves
with such ideological encumberances, however, in order to acknowledge a close
relation between SaÅkhya and Tantra.

In many Tantric systems there is an explicit avowal of monism, or ‘non-dualism’
(advaita), which might appear to contradict the connection with SaÅkhya. Such
avowals tend, however, to occur at the theoretical level without being realized in
Tantric symbolism, which remains flagrantly dualist. In certain systems, the
metaphysics of classical SaÅkhya, comprising twenty-three manifest categories
and two unmanifest ones, is embellished in an attempt to form a conceptual
bridge between the mutually irreducible principles of purusa and prakrti on the
one hand, and a monistic absolute on the other. For example, in the medieval non-
dualist Faiva school of Kashmir, which superseded the earlier dualistically-
inclined Faivasiddhanta and whose most notable exponent was Abhinavagupta
(tenth century CE), eleven extra categories are added, making a total of thirty-six.
The supreme principle is Fiva (also called Bhairava, Paramefvara, etc.), and all
the lesser principles are manifestations of the feminine ‘power’ (fakti) that always
accompanies him and which is expressed as active compassion or ‘grace’
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(anugraha).49 Thus we see that there is an attempt in Kashmiri Faivism to affirm
the self-sufficiency and pre-eminent authority of the absolute Fiva while simulta-
neously enthroning a feminine principle alongside him. This manoeuvre is
achieved by the use of poetic metaphors that leave the ontological status of Fakti
profoundly ambiguous. She is ‘non-different’ (avibhaga) and not to be conceived
as ‘separate’ (bheda) from Fiva, and yet she is lauded as a goddess (devi) in her
own right.50 Thus the adorning of the SaÅkhya theoretical framework with extra
layers of metaphysico-symbolic complexity, which we see exemplified in
Kashmiri Faivism, results in a heightening of emotional evocativeness while at
the same time serving to dilute and cloud important philosophical distinctions.

The overlaying of SaÅkhya’s metaphysical categories with additional symbolic
motifs is echoed in the ways in which Yoga, as a practical discipline, is treated
within Tantric traditions. The well-known eight-limbed (astakga) system laid out
in the second and third chapters of the Yogasutra is often discernible as an implicit
foundation; but in the Tantric material far more emphasis tends to be placed upon
the application of mantras and visualizations as methods of meditation. To some
extent such methods are anticipated in the Yogasutra’s third chapter (esp.
3.29–34), in which the effects of sustained meditation upon quasi-physiological
energy plexuses (cakras) and channels (nadis) are briefly mentioned as part of a
varied assortment of meditation techniques. But in the Tantric literature can be
found suggested visualizations of diagrammatic emblems (yantras) and pictorial
scenes that involve such rich and intricate complexity and close attention to detail
that the pithy half-sentences of the Yogasutra appear arid by comparison.51

Much of the Tantric material highlights the role of ‘vital energy’ or ‘breath’
(praja, vayu) as the medium of psychophysical transformation; the proposed
methodology being to accumulate the vital energy within the central conduit
(susumna-nadi) in order to thereby thermically stimulate and awaken the still
more potent source represented as a coiled serpent in the ‘root’ energy plexus
(muladhara-cakra). The specific methods for arousing the serpent – who is
referred to variously as kujdali, kujdalini, bhujakgi, etc. – include those of
hatha-yoga (‘forceful yoga’); that is, the application of breathing techniques and
bodily contractions in order to engender a prolonged – and, in theory, indefinite –
suspension of respiration, known as kevala-kumbhaka (‘absolute retention’) or
prajayama (‘extension [of the retention] of praja’).52

Prajayama is a key component of the classical astakga system (YS 2.49–53),
and thus there is no obvious incompatibility between Yoga in its classical and its
Tantric versions at a practical level. The differences consist largely in the ways that
the goal of the practice is conceived and represented: the classical formulation
being to pacify mental activities in order that consciousness, or the ‘seer’ (drastr),
can ‘abide in its own form’ (svarupe ’vasthanam) (YS 1.2–3), whereas in hatha-
yoga, as in Tantra more generally, the goal is represented as a transpersonal union
of the feminine and masculine poles within the crucible of the human organism.

Among modern-day Yoga teachers, whether in India or elsewhere, who take a
relatively traditional approach to the subject (as opposed to the widespread
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approach that treats Yoga as little more than a form of fitness training), a sharp
distinction tends not to be made between classical and Tantric teachings. Both of
these sorts of teachings are commonly combined together – along with elements
from other sources, such as the Upanisads, Bhagavadgita and Ayurveda – as part
of an eclectic pedagogical repertoire. Although this eclecticism has probably
increased as traditional texts have become more widely and easily available in
printed editions, there are strong indications that a blurring of philosophical dis-
tinctions has been underway for several centuries. For example, in some of the
later commentaries upon the Yogasutra – notably those by Vijñanabhiksu,
Bhavagajefa and Nagefabhatta – there is an attempt to reconstruct SaÅkhya and
Yoga in ways that make them compatible with a monistic interpretation of Vedanta,
and this is a trend that continues among many Indian commentators today.

Now, to complete this summary of post-classical developments, I need to say
something about a couple of sutra texts, each of which represents a distinct
expression of SaÅkhya without either duplicating or commenting upon the
SaÅkhyakarika. These are, respectively, the Tattvasamasasutra (‘Assemblage of
truth sutra’) and the SaÅkhyasutra (sometimes referred to as the
SaÅkhyapravacanasutra). Despite the anonymity of available manuscripts, both
works have attracted followers who have ascribed their authorship to Kapila, the
legendary originator of the SaÅkhya catechism. Such ascriptions have been dis-
missed by most scholars on two main grounds. The most significant of these is
the absence of any reference to either of the works in accounts of SaÅkhya phi-
losophy up to and including Madhava’s treatment in the SarvadarfanasaÅgraha
(fourteenth century CE); and the other is the first appearance of commentaries
upon the two works only in the late fourteenth century – in the case of the
Tattvasamasasutra – and in the second half of the fifteenth century in that of
the SaÅkhyasutra. Together, these factors suggest that the Tattvasamasasutra
dates from the fourteenth century, while the SaÅkhyasutra is a product of either
the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century.

The Tattvasamasasutra is a slender composition, comprising a mere twenty-five
sutras, the last of which is commonly thought to have been added by the unknown
author of the commentary called the Kramadipika (c. late fourteenth century).
The sutras are highly condensed, most of them consisting of just two or three
words. They amount to little more than subheadings, the implications of which
are left for commentators to fill in. As expanded and interpreted by the
Kramadipika, and also by later commentaries such as the Tattvayatharthyadipana
of Bhavagajefa (c. late sixteenth century), the Tattvasamasasutra offers nothing
that significantly differentiates its version of SaÅkhya from that of Ifvarakrsja.

The SaÅkhyasutra is a work of far greater length than the Tattvasamasasutra,
and of the SaÅkhyakarika as well. It comprises a total of 527 sutras, spread over
six chapters; and much of its content is of significant philosophical interest. The
earliest existing manuscript of the SaÅkhyasutra also contains a commentary
(vrtti) by Aniruddha, which Garbe (1888) has plausibly assigned to the late
fifteenth century. The other well-known commentary on the SaÅkhyasutra is
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Vijñanabhiksu’s SaÅkhyapravacanasutrabhasya (c. 1550–1600 CE). In common
with its author’s other works, this commentary seeks to promote a form of monistic
Vedanta and to accommodate the SaÅkhya material to this position.

In the SaÅkhyasutra itself there are signs that it may have been composed in
part to demonstrate SaÅkhya’s conformity with key utterances from the
Upanisads. Crucially, for example, the Upanisadic declarations of the singularity
of the self – which would appear to contradict the classical SaÅkhya doctrine of
a multiplicity of selves – are interpreted to mean that the multiple selves share a
common nature (jati) and are, to that extent, ‘non-dual’ (advaita) (SS 1.154).
Although such efforts to harmonize the respective pronouncements of SaÅkhya
and Vedanta are not an entirely novel development, they are carried out in the
SaÅkhyasutra and its commentaries with more noticeable self-consciousness than
in previous works. In pre-classical texts, the overlap between ‘SaÅkhyan’ and
‘Vedantic’ doctrines had probably been largely due to the high degree of concep-
tual and terminological fluidity that existed in those times. Then came the classical
period, during which the distinctions between philosophical viewpoints were
sharpened. And now, with the SaÅkhyasutra and some other post-classical works,
there seems to be a move to bring SaÅkhya and Yoga into more obvious concurrence
with fruti, that is, the ‘heard’ (or ‘revealed’) ejaculations of the Upanisadic – or, more
broadly, Brahmajic – tradition.

It is perhaps in part because of the apologetic and diluted character of certain
portions of the SaÅkhyasutra that this text has failed to supplant the
SaÅkhyakarika as the foremost exposition of SaÅkhya philosophy, although this
may also be due to the greater concision of Ifvarakrsja’s composition, and to the
patent spuriousness of the claims made concerning the SaÅkhyasutra’s author-
ship. Whatever the reasons may be, modern-day presentations and discussions of
SaÅkhya typically treat the SaÅkhyakarika as primary, with the SaÅkhyasutra
being drawn upon, if at all, only in a secondary capacity.

For the sake of completeness I should mention that, in addition to those of
Aniruddha and Vijñanabhiksu, commentaries upon the SaÅkhyasutra have also been
written by Mahadevavedantin (Vrttisara, c. 1650–1700 CE) and Nagefabhatta
(SaÅkhyasutravrtti, c. 1700–1750 CE), and that further commentaries upon all three
main SaÅkhya works (i.e. the SaÅkhyakarika, Tattvasamasasutra and
SaÅkhyasutra), along with occasional original expositions of the SaÅkhya
teachings, have continued to be written and published up to the present day.53
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2

THE RELATION BETWEEN 
THE TWO DARFANAS

The model of the development of SaÅkhya and Yoga that was adopted in
Chapter 1 – and which I have called the gestation or ontogenic model – is one that
is commonly accepted by scholars, although the acceptance, one suspects, may
often be due more to the unavailability of a more satisfactory account than to any
positive features that the model possesses. The model, it should be noted, radi-
cally contravenes the view of the systems’ origins that is taken by the traditions
themselves. On the most prevalent of traditional understandings, the SaÅkhya
teachings – of which Patañjala Yoga (i.e. the Yoga of Patañjali) is merely a
restatement with an especially practical emphasis – were conceived in the mind
of a great seer named Kapila, who subsequently dictated them to his disciple,
Asuri, from whom a strict pedagogical lineage developed. The last few verses of
the SaÅkhyakarika testify to this origination story, with Ifvarakrsja himself being
portrayed, not as an innovator, but as a faithful transmitter of an already existing
body of knowledge. The ontogenic model undermines this origination story by
dispensing with the notion of a spiritual master’s revelatory intuition and replac-
ing it with a tale of the incremental formalization of disparate ideas. This for-
malization is supposed to have taken place over a period of several hundreds of
years, during which period what began as vague and often mythologically encum-
bered pronouncements acquired increased definition and philosophical acuity. If
Kapila has any place at all in this latter version of events, then it is as a man who –
at some unspecified moment in history – made a significant contribution to the
formalization process.

Notwithstanding the high level of acceptance it has received, there remains a
serious problem with the ontogenic model of SaÅkhya’s and Yoga’s development.
This consists in the fact that what the model requires us to believe is that a com-
plex and relatively cohesive body of thought and practice could emerge as the
result of a series of more or less haphazard events in the minds of an indefinite
number of protagonists over the course of many generations. That such a thing
could occur is perhaps not impossible, but it is highly improbable and also starkly
at odds with what ordinarily occurs in the formation of a philosophical system.

Martin Heidegger once noted, with reference to the thought of ancient Greece,
that ‘what is great can only begin great’, and that something small and primitive
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in its origins can serve only to diminish philosophical thinking rather than to
enhance it in any way (1961: 15). This need not be taken to mean that a great
philosophy must be brought into the world already fully fashioned. Rather, what
I take Heidegger’s suggestion to be is that there must, from the start, be a great-
ness of insight. Schopenhauer, in a remark concerning the origins of philosophi-
cal systems more generally, draws a distinction between philosophies that
comprise a system of thought and those which, like his own, consist in a single
thought (1969, I: xii f.). The former, he holds, must always possess an architec-
tonic structure, supported by firm foundations, whereas the latter tend to be more
‘organic’ in nature, in the sense that their parts are mutually supportive. Both
kinds of philosophies can be great; for, although Schopenhauer conceives of his
entire philosophical output as having given expression to a single thought (a con-
ception which is, of course, open to question), he at the same time considers it to
be in large measure a response to the great work of Kant, who was the architec-
tonic system-builder par excellence (ibid.: xv). In any event, the point here is that,
whether a philosophy is ‘architectonic’ or ‘organic’ – or (as I suspect is most often
the case) a hybrid of these two ideals – it must have a discernible unity or
integrity; and it is hard to see how this could be present in a set of disconnected
fragments that have, enigmatically, coagulated in a lump.

My task in this chapter is not primarily to overturn the ontogenic model that I
have just brought into question. To do so convincingly would require far closer
attention to historical details than that which can be given here. My main task is,
rather, to justify my decision to speak about SaÅkhya and Yoga (and occasionally
about ‘SaÅkhya–Yoga’) instead of treating these two as separate and autonomous
philosophies. The chapter divides into three sections. First I discuss some com-
peting theories concerning the historical relationship between the two darfanas;
second, I inquire whether the two systems’ methodologies are discrepant with one
another; and third, I argue that although SaÅkhya and Yoga are by no means iden-
tical, in the case of their metaphysics it is plausible to treat them as adhering to
the same basic framework of principles.

The historical relation

Not all researchers who have looked at the history of SaÅkhya and Yoga have
been attracted by the ontogenic model. Richard Garbe, for example, did not
accept it, but neither did he accept the traditional account of a unitary and
Brahmanically orthodox lineage of transmission. He held, rather, that, although
the SaÅkhya system must owe its origin to the genius of a single mind, it is essen-
tially a non-Vedic, or non-Brahmanic, current within Indian thought. A weakness
in Garbe’s argument is his claim that SaÅkhya stems from, and has been pro-
moted by, the ksatriya-varja, that is, the Indian social group responsible for gov-
ernance and military defence.1 This seems implausible due to the absence of any
discernible ksatriya influence in the particular contexts where the term saÅkhya
occurs. What we tend to find instead is SaÅkhya – and in many cases Yoga as
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well – being associated with the renunciation of possessions and status in order
to follow a path of quietist contemplation. Admittedly, such an approach to life
does not sit easily with the Brahmanic emphasis upon ritual sacrifice, which is
directed more towards the accumulation of personal merit than to the permanent
liberation from experiential existence. Neither, however, does it accord with the
typically ‘this-worldly’ activities and aspirations of warriors and politicians.
Furthermore, if we are to regard the asceticism represented by SaÅkhya and Yoga
as non-Brahmanic, then there is a sense in which the whole Upanisadic tradition
is equally non-Brahmanic, since the ideal of the sagely renunciant absorbed in
contemplation and transcending worldly attachment is an image that pervades
much of the Upanisadic landscape, not merely those passages that have a
distinctively SaÅkhyan flavour.

Without wishing to get deeply embroiled in ongoing debates over ancient
Indian history, I think a few remarks need to be made here concerning the com-
plicated nature of India’s religio-cultural heritage. What is often simplistically
construed as a linear path of development – from the invocatory mantras brought
together in the Vedic ‘collections’ (saÅhitas), to the systematized philosophies,
and on to contemporary Hinduism – is, as Julius Lipner has suggested, better
depicted as a convoluted banyan tree with ‘new branches and roots forever spring-
ing up or down as others wither away’ (1994: 5). Among these branches and roots –
and perhaps forming the main trunk itself – is a number of traditions of ritual
worship, whose practices are formalized in the Brahmaja texts that were
appended to the SaÅhitas. Interwoven with these traditions are various pedagog-
ical lineages, often linked to founding preceptors, that are oriented less towards
ritual performance and more towards ascetic discipline. These ascetic lineages
find their voice in the Arajyakas and Upanisads, both of which categories of texts
have been appended to the Brahmajas and SaÅhitas, thereby establishing the
fourfold division of fruti.2

It is, I believe, with the ascetic traditions of India that SaÅkhya and Yoga can
most plausibly be held to have their origins; not necessarily as pre-Vedic, nor as
reactions to Brahmanic hegemony, but as lineages that, having begun with an
individual or small group of philosopher-sages, then followed a line of descent
running from guru to disciple. Over time, because a single teacher can have sev-
eral disciples, a number of lineages would tend to develop; and in the absence of
written documents, it is inevitable that interpretive variations would slip into the
teachings transmitted along divergent streams. It seems likely that, as Garbe pro-
poses (1917: 54 f.), the specimens of SaÅkhya and Yoga doctrines in the Upanisads,
Mahabharata, Purajas, as well as some other places, are the result of those doc-
trines’ having been borrowed or assimilated from already existing schools or minor
traditions. The alternative view – which, though rarely articulated explicitly, implies
that the systems of SaÅkhya and Yoga somehow evolved out of fragments gleaned
from the various available textual sources – is, to my mind, founded upon a misun-
derstanding of how philosophical systems in general are established and of the
traditional process of doctrinal transmission in India in particular.
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Before moving on to discuss a selection of views of the historical relation
between SaÅkhya and Yoga, it is worth mentioning an interesting variation on the
‘evolutionary’ story of their development. What I have in mind is the proposal,
put forward by Paul Deussen at the end of the nineteenth century, that SaÅkhya
and Yoga did indeed emerge via a process of gradual metamorphosis of more
ancient sources, but that, far from constituting a progressive integration of a num-
ber of disparate threads, this process amounted to a ‘natural disintegration’ of an
originally superior philosophy (Deussen 1919: 245; cf. 235 ff.). According to this
proposal, the earliest Upanisads – especially the Brhadarajyaka and Chandogya –
are inspired by an exalted monistic idealism, which in the subsequent metrical
and later prose Upanisads can be seen to decline, via pantheism and cosmogo-
nism,3 to theism and eventually to atheism; this last position being, on Deussen’s
view, embodied in the SaÅkhya system. The final destination in this abysmal
descent is a form of deism, which Deussen attributes to Yoga. It differs from the
‘atheistic’ SaÅkhya only in the respect that, ‘from considerations of practical con-
venience’, it appends to that system a personal, yet essentially inactive, deity
(Deussen 1919: 238–39).4

Deussen’s analysis is illuminating insofar as it draws attention to the diversity
of metaphysical viewpoints that can be detected within the Upanisads. However,
his arrangement of these viewpoints into a linear schema comprising several dis-
crete stages is simplistic, and presupposes a level of certainty pertaining to
Upanisadic chronology that neither he nor any subsequent researcher has been
capable of validating. Worse than this, moreover, is Deussen’s characterization of
SaÅkhya and Yoga as forms of ‘atheism’ and ‘deism’ respectively. Such terms,
being derived from western theological discourse, can be highly misleading when
applied to ancient Indian thought, unless they are heavily qualified. Deussen is
perhaps unique among scholars in his attribution of deism to Yoga, although
‘atheism’ and ‘theism’ continue to be bandied around in relatively recent works
on SaÅkhya and Yoga, as though these terms presented no semantic difficulties
in an Indian context. This issue requires further attention, and I shall return to it in
the third section of this chapter. Now, however, as a route by which I might
introduce my own thoughts upon the relation between SaÅkhya and Yoga, I shall
outline a broad classification of alternative conceptions of this relation. Such
conceptions can, I think, be placed into one or other of four main categories, namely

1 the single system thesis,
2 the divergence thesis,
3 the grafting-on thesis and
4 the separate systems thesis.

I shall say more about each of these in turn.

(1) According to the ‘single system’ thesis, SaÅkhya and Yoga have, from their
beginnings, constituted not two distinct systems but, rather, two parts (or halves,
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aspects, poles, etc.) of a unified enterprise. One part (SaÅkhya) gives primary
emphasis to theoretical matters, and the other (Yoga) is mainly practical in orien-
tation, but both are harmonized within the compass of a theory–practice unity,
directed towards a common spiritual goal. Chakravarti exemplifies this position
when, speaking of SaÅkhya and Yoga, he states that ‘The former is specially busy
with the theoretical investigation, whereas the latter deals with the practical side.
Speaking briefly, the two systems are nothing but the concave and convex side of
the same sphere’ (1975: 65).5 Proponents of this view are apt to use the conjunct
expression ‘SaÅkhya–Yoga’ not merely as a shorthand for ‘SaÅkhya and Yoga’,
but to designate a single system that combines these two aspects. It is a common
feature of this view, or perhaps a sub-species of it, that SaÅkhya is seen as the
more comprehensive side of the partnership, and that Yoga is merely a compart-
ment or ‘school’, to be referred to as ‘Patañjala-SaÅkhya’ (e.g. Dasgupta 1922:
229).6 In support of this view it is sometimes noted that the most important com-
mentators upon the Yogasutra have been unanimous in regarding Yoga as an
‘exposition’ ( pravacana) of SaÅkhya, and that the very phrases ‘Patañjali’s
exposition of SaÅkhya’ (Patañjala saÅkhya-pravacana) and ‘Yoga doctrine’
( yoga-fastra) appear as synonyms in the colophons traditionally inserted at the
end of each chapter of Vyasa’s Yogabhasya (cf. Chakravarti 1975: 73).

It should be noted that the ‘single system’ thesis that I have just outlined is
often proposed in terms that are sufficiently vague to leave the precise nature of
the relation between classical SaÅkhya and Yoga unspecified. When SaÅkhya
and Yoga are described as ‘twins’, or aspects of the same ‘sphere’, it is rarely, if
ever, implied that the Yoga of Patañjali perfectly reflects the SaÅkhya of
Ifvarakrsja. Rather, what appears to be meant is that Yoga (of which Patañjali’s is
the best-known version) shares enough in common with expositions of SaÅkhya
(of which Ifvarakrsja’s is the most ostensibly coherent) for the classical forms of
SaÅkhya and Yoga to be regarded as complementary and not antagonistic. The
imprecise way in which the suggestion is often made, however, results in a blur-
ring of the distinction between the ‘single system’ thesis and that to which I shall
now come, namely the ‘divergence’ thesis.

(2) The ‘divergence’ thesis conceives of classical SaÅkhya and Yoga as being
derived from a single system but as having diverged from one another at some
point along a more or less complicated sequence of transmissions, which
‘sequence’ is perhaps better pictured as a bushy plant with multiple branches than
as a chain of orderly links. On this view, then, the two classical systems are
related to one another more as cousins than as twins. This is, in essence, the view
that I take; and furthermore, it is probably – if one looks behind the rhetoric of
the ontogenic model – the most prevalent way in which the SaÅkhya–Yoga rela-
tion is understood. Dasgupta advocates it at one place, suggesting that ‘we have
lost the original Sakkhya texts, whereas the systems that pass now by the name[s]
of Sakkhya and Yoga represent two schools of philosophy which evolved through
the modifications of the original Sakkhya school’ (1930: 2). We need not, I think,
assume that there ever were any ‘original SaÅkhya texts’, at least not in the form
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of complete and standardized verbal compositions. The teachings may have been
passed on orally in a fairly loose structure for decades or centuries before more
definitive versions were fixed. Such loose transmission would have facilitated
modification along different lineages; and thus it is hardly surprising that, when
the teachings come to be written down by scribes within those different lineages,
a number of variant forms is produced.

A point that is often taken for granted but which needs to be stated explicitly
is that the SaÅkhyakarika and the Yogasutra are clearly composed for different
purposes. Both of them comprise a set of statements in a pithy form that is rela-
tively amenable to memorization; and both, it is fair to assume, are intended for
the instruction of initiated disciples by their more learned mentors. However,
whereas the SaÅkhyakarika is an exposition of the theoretical principles underly-
ing a particular form of soteric practice, the Yogasutra is to a far greater extent a
guide to the practice itself. This significant difference of purpose needs to be
borne in mind whenever claims are made concerning apparent philosophical
discrepancies between the two darfanas, and especially with regard to the issue of
their respective methodologies, which I shall come to later. It is also relevant to
the third position on the SaÅkhya–Yoga relation, the ‘grafting on’ thesis.

(3) This ‘grafting on’ view can, once again, be found in the work of Dasgupta,
although it has been around since at least Garbe’s time. In common with the first
two theses, it proposes that classical SaÅkhya is an exposition of a much older
body of teachings; but unlike those theses, it holds that classical Yoga is a more
artificial construction, amounting to little more than a collection of technical
instructions plus a few ad hoc doctrines that have been attached, or ‘grafted on’,
to an already existing (presumably preclassical) version of SaÅkhya. Garbe
makes the point as follows:

The metaphysical basis of the Yoga system is SâÅkhya philosophy,
whose doctrines Patañjali so completely incorporated into his system
that that philosophy is with justice uniformly regarded in Indian litera-
ture as a branch of the SâÅkhya. At bottom, all that Patañjali did was to
embellish the SâÅkhya system with the Yoga practice, the mysterious
powers, and the personal god; his chief aim had, no doubt, been to ren-
der this system acceptable to his fellow-countrymen by the eradication
of its atheism.

(Garbe 1899: 14–15)

The latter assertion, concerning Patañjali’s primary motivation, seems on the
face of it highly implausible, although it has not been universally rejected by sub-
sequent scholars.7 The suggestion that the ‘chief aim’ of the Yogasutra’s compiler
was to achieve popular acceptability for the SaÅkhya philosophy seems
extremely unlikely, especially when one considers that the text is composed in a
style so condensed as to be barely intelligible to a general reader. However, leaving
aside this dubious assumption about Patañjali’s motivation, the extract from

THE RELATION BETWEEN THE TWO DARFANAS

41



Garbe exhibits two metaphorical descriptions of the SaÅkhya–Yoga relation that
are worth highlighting. One is that the former system is ‘incorporated into’ the
latter, and the other is that Yoga amounts merely to an ‘embellish[ment]’ of
SaÅkhya (though, as usual, it is left unspecified whether it is classical SaÅkhya
or some broader category that is being referred to). Both metaphors evoke a kind
of parasitic relationship, in which the founder of Yoga makes use of SaÅkhya in
a way that suits his own purposes.

The ‘grafting’ metaphor derives once again from Dasgupta, who says of
Patañjali that he ‘not only collected the different forms of Yoga practices, and
gleaned the diverse ideas which were or could be associated with the Yoga, but
grafted them all on the SaÅkhya metaphysics’ (1922: 229). The major problem
with this thesis is that it assumes that the contemplative discipline of Yoga and the
metaphysical framework of SaÅkhya can come into being independently of one
another, when there is good reason to suppose that SaÅkhya metaphysics is, at
least in part, a theoretical formalization of truths held to have been revealed
through Yogic contemplation. Admittedly, there are difficulties involved in estab-
lishing precisely how theory and practice are related in SaÅkhya and Yoga; how-
ever, in view of the metaphysically saturated terminology in which these darfanas
express their soteric aspirations, a convincing argument would be required to
show that the techniques of Yoga could simply float free of what appear to be firm
metaphysical moorings. And no such argument has been forthcoming.

(4) The final thesis within this fourfold classification is that according to
which SaÅkhya and Yoga began as separate systems and remain so in their clas-
sical forms. Owing to the significant overlap in the theoretical content of the two
systems, it is doubtful whether any serious researcher could maintain that they
have evolved along entirely separate paths. However, there is a view, prevalent
among many scholars, that the respective methodological approaches of SaÅkhya
and Yoga differ radically from one another; and at least one vociferous modern
commentator has asserted that this alleged methodological difference ‘initiated
important conceptual and doctrinal divergencies which further increased the
chasm between [the two] schools of thought’ (Feuerstein 1980: 116). While it
seems right to me to acknowledge that there are differences of various kinds
between SaÅkhya and Yoga, the suggestion that these differences constitute a
‘chasm’ must surely be misleading. In the next section I shall address the issue
of methodology in relation to the two systems. Before coming to that, however,
I should say a little more about Feuerstein’s thesis.

It is in The Philosophy of Classical Yoga that Feuerstein most vigorously
pushes his ‘chasm’ thesis. What he is eager to show is that ‘Classical Yoga is
exactly what its protagonists claim: an autonomous darfana with its own charac-
teristic set of concepts and technical expressions’, and that the ‘popular scholarly
impression according to which Classical Yoga is some kind of parasite, capitalis-
ing on the philosophical efforts of Classical SaÅkhya, is . . . in need of urgent
revision’ (1980: ix–x). An initial problem with this thesis is that it is not at all
clear who Feuerstein has in mind when he refers to ‘protagonists’ of classical Yoga.
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It cannot be the authors of the traditional commentaries on the Yogasutra, for
these invariably and liberally invoke SaÅkhyan concepts in order to explain the
sutras, and generally stress not Yoga’s autonomous status but its continuity with
SaÅkhya thought. Indeed, one of the tasks that Feuerstein sets himself is to ‘com-
bat the overpowering influence exercized by Vyasa’s scholium’ (p. ix), for the
very reason that he considers Vyasa to have ‘superimposed the views of his
particular school on the philosophy of Patañjali’, rather than having provided a
neutral, more trustworthy, exegesis (p. 51). Since the other major commentaries
generally take Vyasa as their starting-point – and even where they do not, they
nevertheless interpret Yoga in the light of SaÅkhya – it is doubtful whether any
protagonists of classical Yoga fit Feuerstein’s description. Indeed, not even the
Yogasutra itself explicitly declares its own position to be ‘autonomous’; on the
contrary, it portrays itself as an exposition of a long-established tradition. Thus it
would appear that Feuerstein, while claiming to be standing up for a position taken
by classical Yoga itself, is really constructing a thesis out of his own interpretation
of Yoga vis-à-vis other Indian philosophies and SaÅkhya in particular. That I
consider there to be errors in that interpretation will become evident in the follow-
ing section, although I shall not restrict the discussion to Feuerstein’s views alone.

Methodologies

It is frequently said of SaÅkhya and Yoga that the principal difference between
them consists in their discrepant methodological approaches. Feuerstein makes
this point by claiming that, ‘whereas Classical SaÅkhya relies heavily on the
power of ratiocination and discernment, Classical Yoga, like any other yogic tra-
dition, is founded on a philosophy which encourages personal experimentation
and direct “mystical” verification’ (1980: 113). Whicher, similarly, contrasts
SaÅkhya’s ‘theoretical/intellectual analysis’ with Yoga’s stress on ‘the necessity
of personal experimentation and practical meditational techniques’ (1998: 53).
The description of SaÅkhya as a rational, or rationalist, system goes back to the
nineteenth century. Garbe, for example, subtitled his major work on SaÅkhya ‘A
System of Indian Rationalism’,8 and in another monograph he states that, of all
Indian philosophies, SaÅkhya ‘claims our first and chief attention, because it
alone attempts to solve its problems solely by the means of reason’ (1899: 29).
Davies likewise remarks that ‘The system of Kapila, called Sankhya or
Rationalistic, . . . contains nearly all that India has produced in the department of
pure philosophy’ (1894: v).

There is nothing inherently inaccurate about attributing rationalism to
SaÅkhya if ‘rationalism’ is understood in the weak sense of a propensity to
employ rational arguments in support of propositions. For SaÅkhya undoubtedly
does have such a propensity, and there are many places in the SaÅkhyakarika
where at least the rudiments of rational arguments are displayed. The attribution
becomes problematic, however, when ‘rationalism’ is taken in a stronger sense to
imply that SaÅkhya’s methodology relies exclusively upon reason and, in that
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respect, is to be contrasted with Yoga, which – as we have seen in the remarks of
Feuerstein and Whicher above – is regarded as being more mystically inclined.
There are, as far as I can see, three main problems here. One is that a conclusion
is being jumped to from too little evidence; second, evidence favourable to an
alternative conclusion is being overlooked; and third, two distinct kinds of
methodology are being conflated. This third problem is crucial, and so I shall deal
with it first.

The two kinds of methodology that need to be distinguished might be called
‘metaphysical’ and ‘soteric’ respectively. What I mean by ‘metaphysical methodol-
ogy’ is the set of tools and processes by means of which a metaphysical conclusion
is arrived at. ‘Soteric methodology’, on the other hand, comprises the techniques
that a person or school advocates as an effective way of achieving a desired salvific
end. The relationship between these two types of methodology is not straight-
forward. It may turn out for any particular school or system that in some ways the
two types overlap and reflect each other and in other ways they diverge. What
remains clear, however, is that a question, asked of a philosophical system, such as:
How has this system arrived at its metaphysical conclusions? is not equivalent to the
question: How does this system propose to achieve salvation? The major problem
with the claim that SaÅkhya is ‘rationalist’, as it is normally stated, is that these two
questions are conflated, and the fact that rational arguments are employed in the
SaÅkhyakarika to support certain metaphysical assertions is taken as evidence that
SaÅkhya regards its goal of spiritual liberation as being achievable by means of
theoretical reason alone. We see this conflation at work when Keith, for example,
observes that, for SaÅkhya, ‘The knowledge which results in liberation is the real-
ization that the spirit is not one or all of the [prakrtic] principles’ and that ‘The
attainment of this knowledge through consideration of the facts of existence results
in the cessation of the creative activity of nature’ (1949: 97–98). Although ‘consid-
eration of the facts of existence’ certainly has a large part to play in SaÅkhya’s
working out of its metaphysical schema, it is highly doubtful that Keith’s descrip-
tion here adequately represents the sort of radical psychological transformation that
is required if SaÅkhya’s final salvific step is to be made.

There is an undeniable tension between the claim that SaÅkhya’s methodology
(both metaphysical and soteric) is purely rational and the claim that its goal is a
state in which rational processes are transcended. This tension is rarely con-
fronted by interpreters. In Radhakrishnan’s discussion of SaÅkhya, for example,
we see him at one place declaring SaÅkhya to be ‘a notable attempt in the realm
of pure philosophy’, whose very name indicates ‘the fact that it arrives at its con-
clusions by means of theoretical investigation’ (1927, II: 249),9 and then, in a later
passage, describing the goal of SaÅkhya as a state of mental passivity, ‘which no
breath of emotion or stir of action disturbs’ and which ‘seems to be an extinction
of individuality’ (ibid.: 313, 314). While it may well be true to say that SaÅkhya
arrives at its metaphysical conclusions, at least in part, ‘by means of theoretical
investigation’, it is difficult to believe that such investigation would be sufficient
for establishing the state of pure passivity to which Radhakrishnan refers. And
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yet Radhakrishnan, like many other advocates of the ‘rationalist’ interpretation
of SaÅkhya, leaves us to assume that rational methods are, for SaÅkhya,
soteriologically as well as metaphysically adequate.

I mentioned above that proponents of the ‘rationalist’ interpretation of
SaÅkhya have tended to jump to a conclusion on insufficient evidence and to
overlook important contra-indications. These points deserve expansion. First it
needs to be said that, although the SaÅkhyakarika contains no explicit statement
of its methodology, whether metaphysical or soteric, it does provide some signif-
icant suggestions. In order to treat these suggestions discerningly, however, it is
necessary to remove the blinkers that the assumption of SaÅkhya’s ‘rationalism’
places upon us. Many interpreters have tended to see the arguments – or rudi-
ments of arguments – that occur in the SaÅkhyakarika, and to then assume that,
as far as SaÅkhya is concerned, ratiocination is the means of not only generating
metaphysical truths but of achieving spiritual liberation as well. This assumption
leads such interpreters to overlook potentially anomalous features of the SaÅkhya
material, or to interpret those features in ways that bring them into conformity
with the overall ‘rationalist’ assumption only at the expense of exegetical fidelity.

Among the suggestions made in the SaÅkhyakarika concerning its soteric
methodology, two of the most significant occur in verses 2 and 64, each of which
I shall now discuss in turn. SK 2 provides both a negative and a positive statement
on the matter of the most effective way of truncating the ‘distress’ (duhkha)
alluded to in the text’s opening verse. On the negative side, it declares that neither
the ‘perceptible’ (drsti) nor the ‘heard’ (anufravika) methods are successful; and
on the positive side, it asserts that the ‘best’ or ‘superior’ (freyas) approach
involves the ‘discrimination of [or between] the manifest, the unmanifest, and the
knower’.10 For our immediate purpose it is not necessary to go into any detail
about these three factors. What I wish to focus on is the notion of discrimination
itself. The term used in the verse I’m discussing is vijñana, which has etymologi-
cal associations with the English word ‘knowledge’. The prefix vi- may here be
taken to indicate that the sort of knowledge in question is of an especially refined
or elevated quality, and hence terms such as ‘discrimination’ and ‘discernment’ are
often given as translations of vijñana. In itself, ‘discrimination’ leaves it ambiguous
whether the cognitive act at issue is one that involves rational mediation or is,
instead, one of purely intuitive awareness; and in many contexts (including, for
example, the interpretation of Sanskrit Buddhist texts) vijñana would be assumed
to mean the latter – that is, ‘awareness’ or ‘consciousness’ – and would be trans-
lated accordingly. A term which is very close in meaning to vijñana – and which
for most purposes can be regarded as its synonym – is viveka. This occurs six times
in the Yogasutra, and, like vijñana in the SaÅkhyakarika, is commonly rendered as
‘discrimination’ or ‘discernment’.11 However, whereas vijñana is routinely
assumed, by those who favour the ‘rationalist’ interpretation of SaÅkhya, to con-
sist in rational cognitive operations, viveka as it occurs in the Yogasutra is taken to
involve direct intuition. Feuerstein, for example, says of vijñana that it ‘is by no
means synonymous with prajña or gnostic insight as acquired in samadhi’, but is,
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rather, ‘an intellectual act of continuously reminding oneself that one is not this
body, this particular sensation, feeling or thought’. And he adds that ‘This is the
famous neti-neti [“not this, not this”] procedure of the Upanisadic sages applied in
the most rationalistic manner possible’ (1980: 115; my square brackets). It is not
at all clear to me why Feuerstein should regard the method he describes here as
‘rationalistic’, or even ‘rational’. It appears to consist in the adoption of an attitude
of non-attached witnessing that is a key component of numerous meditative sys-
tems, including that of Yoga. It can certainly be said to involve ‘an intellectual act’,
but whether it is properly ‘rational’ seems debatable. Indeed, what we see here is
an equivocation in Feuerstein’s use of terms such as ‘rational’ and ‘intellectual’ that
is, I think, fairly common among those who characterize SaÅkhya as ‘rationalist’.
On the one hand, he seems to want to use these terms to denote the engagement of
logical reasoning skills, while on the other hand he wants to use them in a much
looser sense to cover virtually any act of cognition or mentation.

Whereas Feuerstein talks about SaÅkhya’s ‘rationalism’ specifically in relation
to the term vijñana, Whicher is, we might say, less discriminating in this regard,
and uses the terms vijñana and viveka interchangeably. In common with
Feuerstein, however, Whicher considers Yoga to be striving for a more direct form
of knowledge, or more elevated state of being, than that which SaÅkhya is aiming
at: ‘Yoga, in its program of purification, goes beyond the position of classical
SaÅkhya . . . which seems to rest content with a discriminating knowledge (viveka)
leading to a final isolation of purusa or absolute separation between purusa and
prakrti’ (Whicher 1998: 288). As Whicher sees it, SaÅkhya’s ‘conceptual means
of discrimination (vijñana) is not sufficient . . . for the aspiring yogin. . . . In Yoga,
immortality is realized through consistent practice and self-discipline, and is not
something to be demonstrated through inference, analysis, and reasoning’ (ibid.:
53). I should mention at this point that Whicher’s interpretation of the goal of Yoga
is unusual, first because he considers it to be entirely different from that of
SaÅkhya, and second because he imagines it to be an embodied state of indefinite
duration in which experience and action have been ‘purified’ but not (as in more
standard interpretations) discontinued (cf. ibid.: 275 ff.). This interpretation
enables him to portray the goal of SaÅkhya in a way that, on most accounts, would
exactly coincide with that of Yoga while maintaining that the latter darfana seeks
a loftier destination.12 Although Whicher seems to be interested in SaÅkhya only to
the extent that he can contrast it with Yoga, his view gives rise to the same problem
that was noted earlier in relation to Radhakrishnan’s work. This is the problem of
how (in Whicher’s phrase) an ‘absolute separation between purusa and prakrti’ –
that is, between the pure subject of consciousness and the source of experiential
content – can be instigated by ‘conceptual means of discrimination’. To express the
tension more starkly: what Whicher and others are suggesting is that SaÅkhya
advocates purely rational methods for the achievement of a state in which all men-
tation has ceased – including, of course, rational thought itself. While it is not out
of the question that rational methods could play a part in such an endeavour, it
seems evident that at some point in the process a leap has got to be made beyond
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the rational. This conclusion is, I think, supported by a careful reading of SK 64,
to which I shall now turn.

When it comes to understanding SaÅkhya’s soteric methodology there is no
expression more important than tattvabhyasa, a two-word compound comprising
tattva and abhyasa that occurs at SK 64. Although, as with vijñana, it is impossi-
ble to settle the matter of tattvabhyasa’s meaning from material internal to the
SaÅkhyakarika alone, we do have the advantage in this case of an occurrence of
almost precisely the same expression in the Yogasutra, which can serve as a valuable
point of comparison. SK 64 reads in full:

Thus, from the assiduous practice of that-ness (tattvabhyasa), the
knowledge arises: ‘I am not’, ‘[this is] not mine’, ‘not I’; which
[knowledge], being free of delusion, is complete, pure, and singular.

Here I have translated abhyasa as ‘assiduous practice’, since it is generally
understood to indicate a form of practice that is repeated and sustained; and I have
used the most literal available translation of tattva, namely ‘that-ness’. Tattva is
often assumed by modern commentators to be a generic term for any one of the
ontological categories of SaÅkhya, in which case tattvabhyasa is regarded as the
practice of enumerating, or discriminating between, these categories. Interpreters
who are already committed to a ‘rationalist’ view of SaÅkhya’s soteric method-
ology of course take such enumeration or discrimination to be carried out at the
level of rational thought. There is, however, nothing in the SaÅkhyakarika to val-
idate such a reading of tattva; and thus, although tattvabhyasa undoubtedly has
something to do with discriminating between the ontological categories, the
expression itself is perhaps best understood in more general terms as ‘the practice
of discerning the true state of things’.

It is evident from the context within which SK 64 occurs that the knowledge
that is said to arise from the performance of tattvabhyasa consists in purusa’s self-
recognition. It is because purusa is conceived as a non-phenomenal subjective
principle that this self-recognition must be expressed in purely negative terms, as
a dissociation with the complex of factors that comprises empirical reality. If we
were to be in any doubt that the statements ‘I am not, [this is] not mine, not I’ are
to be attributed to purusa, these doubts should be removed by a consideration of
SK 65, which informs us that ‘Then purusa, abiding [in itself] like a spectator,
sees prakrti, who has returned to inactivity’. There are, admittedly, huge concep-
tual difficulties associated with any attribution of cognitive states to a principle of
pure (contentless) consciousness, and these will be discussed later in this study
(chiefly in Chapter 7). For now, I think it is fair to assume that the knowledge
being alluded to at SK 64 is of a supra-rational kind.

The comparison to be made with the Yogasutra concerns sutra 1.32, where the
expression eka-tattvabhyasa occurs. This expression is translatable as ‘practice of
singular that-ness’ and is best understood as denoting the discipline of
concentrating single-pointedly upon an object or principle. In the context of Yoga,
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such concentration is typically taken by interpreters to involve rational processes
only in its early stages.13 Its primary purpose is the pacification of mental activ-
ities (citta-vrtti) and the engendering of a mode of cognition unmediated by con-
ceptual machinations. Since we have no reason to believe that tattvabhyasa
should mean one thing in the Yogasutra and something entirely different in the
SaÅkhyakarika, I propose that in both texts the term refers primarily, not to a
strictly rational exercise, but to sustained and focused contemplation, which is
held to result in a profound intuition of purusa’s distinctness from prakrti.

I should make it clear that I do not mean to underplay the importance of the
rational component in SaÅkhya’s methodology. The SaÅkhyakarika does, as I
have noted, employ rational arguments, and it is this feature of the text that, to a
large extent, distinguishes it as properly philosophical rather than merely dogmatic
or mythopoetic. Such arguments are less evident in the Yogasutra, and this, as we
have seen, has often been taken to indicate a distinctvely non-rational methodol-
ogy on the part of Yoga. I have argued that this characterization – of SaÅkhya as
‘rationalistic’ and Yoga as ‘non-rational’ or ‘mystical’ – is simplistic. The Yogasutra
is primarily a practical treatise; its chief task is to pithily expound Yoga’s soteric
methodology, comprising a range of techniques designed to engender radical phys-
iological and psychological changes in the practitioner. The SaÅkhyakarika, mean-
while, has the main purpose of presenting the theoretical background of Yoga, and
hence it is far more appropriate to find therein a number of arguments accompa-
nying its propositions, many of which concern matters that can broadly be
described as metaphysical. Despite the difficulties involved in establishing the pre-
cise relation between rational thought and supra-rational meditation in the soteric
practice of SaÅkhya and Yoga, I can see no good reason for maintaining that the
two systems advocate divergent methodologies for achieving their salvific goal.

Metaphysical framework

Despite the common assumption that the respective methodologies of SaÅkhya
and Yoga are poles apart, the majority of researchers acknowledge that, for the
most part, there is relatively little that divides the two darfanas when it comes to
metaphysics. (Indeed, for this very reason it seems surprising that the assumption
of a radical methodological discrepancy should be so prevalent; for, although there
is nothing exceptional about the same or similar conclusions being reached via dif-
ferent routes, when it comes to the postulation of elaborate metaphysical systems,
the chances of this occurring become vanishingly remote.) There is, however, one
particular question of metaphysical importance upon which SaÅkhya and Yoga are
widely held to be at odds, namely that of whether there is a God. In the remainder
of this chapter I shall first address this question and then discuss the extent to
which the two darfanas are in agreement over metaphysics more generally.

The assumption that God, or ‘the Lord’, is the major bone of contention
between SaÅkhya and Yoga is ubiquitous within the secondary literature. As we
saw exemplified by Deussen earlier in this chapter, the two darfanas are often
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contrasted with one another on the grounds that Yoga is ‘theistic’ (or, as Deussen
idiosyncratically puts it, ‘deistic’) whereas SaÅkhya is ‘atheistic’. Sustenance for
these characterizations is obtained, not only from a particular way of reading
the classical texts, but also from more ancient sources, such as the Mahabharata,
in certain portions of which SaÅkhya and Yoga are indeed portrayed as being,
respectively, ‘without the Lord’ (anifvara, nirifvara) and ‘with the Lord’ (sefvara,
sc. sa-ifvara) (cf. Brockington 2003: 15).

It should be noted at the outset that the notions of theism and atheism are highly
problematic here. When it is claimed that SaÅkhya is ‘atheist’ or ‘non-theist’, this
is not generally taken to mean that SaÅkhya denies the existence of all supernatu-
ral agencies that might, in western parlance, be called ‘gods’ or ‘deities’. For exam-
ple, in the Yogakathana portion of the Mahabharata, despite being represented as
anifvara, SaÅkhya is not accused of denying the existence of the Vedic gods
(Brockington, ibid.); and it is evident from verses 53 and 54 of the SaÅkhyakarika
that classical SaÅkhya postulates a ‘divine’ (daiva) realm, described as eightfold
and an abundance (vifala) of ‘lucidity’ (sattva, lit. ‘being-ness’). This realm is con-
trasted with organic nature, which is fivefold and abounds in ‘darkness’ (tamas),
and with the middle or human realm, which abounds in ‘activity’ or ‘energy’ (rajas)
and on this model is not subdivided. Correspondingly, when Yoga is described as
‘theistic’, what is at issue is not Yoga’s recognition of Vedic or other tutelary deities.
Rather, it is Yoga’s specific postulation and adulation of a singular being known as
ifvara that is of concern.

The concept of ifvara in the Yogasutra comprises several elements. It is first
introduced in a series of seven sutras in the first chapter (YS 1.23–29), where the
practice of ifvara-prajidhana is announced, apparently as one of the means by
which a state of spiritual absorption may be achieved. Prajidhana can mean
‘worship’ or ‘obeisance’ or ‘submission’ in the religious sense; and it can also
mean ‘contemplation’ or ‘meditation upon’. Hence ifvara-prajidhana stands for
a form of contemplative or devotional practice directed towards Ifvara. The prac-
tice is described as involving the repeated recitation ( japa) of the ‘pronounce-
ment’ or ‘word of praise’ ( prajava), which is universally accepted as being the
monosyllabic mantra oÅ. This mantra is defined as Ifvara’s ‘vocalization’ or
‘sonic indicator’ (vacaka), and its repetition is said to ‘manifest’ or ‘bring into
being’ (bhavana) its ‘meaning’ (artha) and result in the ‘inward-directedness of
consciousness and also the disappearance of obstacles’ (YS 1.29). It would seem,
therefore, that this is a highly abstract form of meditation rather than something
that involves the worship of an obviously personal deity.
Ifvara-prajidhana is also mentioned at three places in the Yogasutra’s second

chapter (YS 2.1, 32 and 45), but at none of these is any additional information
provided about either the form of practice or the concept of ifvara. The primary
definition of ifvara, given at YS 1.24, reads:

Untouched by detrimental dispositions, by actions and their fruitions,
and by the reservoir thereof, Ifvara is a special self.14

THE RELATION BETWEEN THE TWO DARFANAS

49



The expression ‘special self’ ( purusa-vifesa) is crucial, as it implies that Ifvara
is not to be regarded as constituting a distinct ontological category. The Lord is
special, and hence in a certain respect unique, but he is a member of the category
of selves or conscious subjects ( purusas). His specialness would seem to consist
in his freedom from actions and his immunity to the psychological drives or dis-
positions (klefas, lit. ‘afflictions’) that lead thereto. According to the teleological
SaÅkhya–Yoga eschatology, the underlying purpose of empirical existence is to
engender the liberation of all conscious subjects from what is understood by these
systems to be the affliction of worldly experience.15 Lived experience is both
an entrapment – which comes about only as the consequence of a primordial
‘misperception’ (avidya) – and the opportunity for the recognition of one’s
essential distinctness from empirical reality. All of us who have yet to fulfil our
spiritual destinies are selves conjoined with, or captivated by, the display of
phenomena; we feel ourselves to be active participants in the display rather than
the inactive ‘seers’ (drastrs) that we truly are. Ifvara, meanwhile, is eternally pure
and transcendent, undefiled by worldly engagement. At least, this is the impression
we get from YS 1.24.

To the list of apophatic characteristics of Ifvara that YS 1.24 provides, the
following sutra adds that, ‘Therein [i.e. in Ifvara] the seed of all knowledge is
unsurpassed’.16 Although this is usually taken to mean that Ifvara is omniscient, the
phrase ‘seed of all knowledge’ suggests that the knowledge is potential rather than
actual. For SaÅkhya and Yoga, every conscious subject is a ‘seer’ (drastr)17 and a
‘knower’ ( jña, SK 2) insofar as it is that principle in which, or to which, all experi-
ence, and hence all cognitive episodes, occur. It is, then, not out of place that Ifvara
should be described as a source of knowledge. The knowledge is, presumably, in a
potential and ungerminated state due to Ifvara’s detachment from the world: he has
the power to know all things, but it would appear that this power remains dormant.

The picture that has so far been sketched of the Lord as a transcendent being –
somehow conscious but beyond the world of ordinary experience – appears to
shift at YS 1.26, where we are informed that, ‘due to his temporal unrestrictedness’,
the Lord is the guru – that is, the spiritual guide and preceptor – ‘of the earlier
ones’.18 Commentators agree that these ‘earlier ones’ are the renowned teachers
of the SaÅkhya–Yoga lineage. Of them all, Ifvara is the primordial guru, for there
has never been a time when he was not awakened to spiritual truth. If we are to
take this characterization literally, then it suggests that he is capable of interven-
ing in worldly affairs in order to dispense teachings for the benefit of pre-liberated
beings. This, I think, is a difficult notion to accommodate within the overall
SaÅkhya–Yoga account of what it is to be a liberated self in general, and the eter-
nally liberated Lord in particular. What makes it especially difficult is the tension
between inactive aloofness on the one hand, and immanent participation on the
other. There are, no doubt, ways of interpreting the concept of ‘primordial guru’
figuratively, which would facilitate at least a partial resolution of the tension.19

But since I can see no way of satisfactorily determining the exegetical validity of
such an interpretation, I am reluctant to enter into speculations of this sort.
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What is of immediate concern is whether Yoga’s inclusion of the Lord within
its theoretical framework constitutes a significant difference between this frame-
work and the one expounded by SaÅkhya. In my view, it does not; and I say this
for two main reasons. First, as I have already indicated, the Ifvara of Yoga is not
a distinct ontological category but is instead a special instance of the generic
category of selves. While it is indeed surprising that SaÅkhya – if it accepts the
concept of Ifvara at all – should fail to mention it in the exposition of its meta-
physical schema, this failure does not entitle us to presume that the concept is
positively rejected. In the Yoga system, we should recall, the Lord is introduced
in the context of a repertoire of meditative techniques. He – or the mantra which
is held to invoke him – is a focus for sustained contemplation; but this mode of
contemplative discipline is only one among many. Since the SaÅkhyakarika’s
concern is more with presenting a metaphysical schema than with divulging
practical instructions, the Lord may simply not have fallen within its rubric.

My second reason for denying that Yoga’s ‘Lord’ sharply demarcates this
system from SaÅkhya is that SaÅkhya does in fact have a concept of a primor-
dial guru or teacher very similar to the Ifvara described at YS 1.26. Towards the
end of the SaÅkhyakarika it is stated that the foregoing ‘esoteric knowledge of
the self’s end (or purpose, artha)’ has been ‘disclosed by the highest seer’ (SK 69).
This ‘highest seer’ ( paramarsi), although not named explicitly, is undoubtedly the
legendary founder of SaÅkhya known as Kapila. Despite the nominal difference,
the role of Kapila within the SaÅkhya system is strikingly similar to that of Ifvara
within Yoga. In both cases we have a figure whose ontological status is ambigu-
ous between that of an incarnate human being and an unworldly pure awareness;
and in both cases, too, this figure is regarded as the original source of the
philosophical teachings, which have been handed down along a line of spiritual
masters. That Ifvara and Kapila are considered synonymous by some important
players within the Yoga tradition is inferable from Vyasa’s apparent endorsement
of this view. At YBh 1.25, within the context of discussing Ifvara’s compassion-
ate proclivities, Vyasa quotes Pañcafikha as saying: ‘The primal knower (adividvat),
the highest seer ( paramarsi), informing a self-produced mind, gave the teachings,
out of compassion (karuja), to Asuri, a seeker after knowledge.’ This passage
closely resembles SK 70, which tells us that ‘the quiet one (muni) first passed on
this supreme method of purification, compassionately (anukampaya), to Asuri;
Asuri, again, to Pañcafikha, and by him the teaching was widely disseminated’. It
is the fact that Vyasa inserts the quotation from Pañcafikha without qualification
that implies that, as far as he is concerned, the ‘highest seer’ – who is without
question the Kapila of SaÅkhya – is the very same as the Ifvara of Yoga.

Now, the fact that an Ifvara–Kapila identity claim appears to be approved of by
Vyasa is by no means conclusive; but I think, when combined with the other
points I have highlighted, it gives us grounds to be very cautious indeed before
embracing the standard opinion of modern commentators that ‘The main difference
between the SaÅkhya and Yoga . . . lies in the fact that the former is . . . atheistic
while the latter is . . . theistic’ (Chakravarti 1975: 65).
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I wish now to show why I consider it legitimate to speak of a metaphysics of
SaÅkhya and Yoga rather than of two separate metaphysical positions that must
be scrupulously distinguished on every occasion. As I hope has been made clear
earlier in this chapter, my view is not that classical SaÅkhya and Yoga should be
conflated into a single unified system. I think they probably derived from a sin-
gle source, but they represent moderately divergent streams flowing from that
source. With regard to metaphysics, however, I think they share enough in com-
mon to be unproblematically regarded as equivalent in most respects; and when I
use the term ‘metaphysics’ here I am, in the main, using it in the broad sense of
a theory of what exists, of what the relations between existent entities are, and of
what makes those entities possible. For the most part I shall use ‘metaphysics’
interchangeably with ‘ontology’, and will use expressions such as ‘metaphysical
schema’ and ‘metaphysical framework’ to refer to the set of principles or cate-
gories that a philosophical system postulates as existing (although ‘existing’
should not necessarily be assumed to constitute a homogeneous ontological
status – there may be ‘degrees’ of existence). In actual fact it is not really
necessary for me to put forward an argument here, since the near-equivalence of
SaÅkhya and Yoga in the area of metaphysics is generally accepted. However,
I shall point out some of the similarities and differences that I see between the two
systems, on the understanding that a more elaborated account of the metaphysical
framework as a whole will be developed over subsequent chapters.

The fundamental metaphysical distinction that SaÅkhya and Yoga share is
between, on the one hand, the self or conscious subject and, on the other hand, that
which is experienced. Roughly speaking, we could call these two factors the sub-
jective and objective principles, or simply the subject and object, although it must
be remembered that they become subject and object only in relation to one
another. Considered independently of that relation, they are merely potentially
subject and object. In the SaÅkhyakarika the two principles are generally referred
to as purusa and prakrti (or pradhana), whereas the Yogasutra more often uses
the terms drastr (‘seer’) and drfya (‘seen’ or ‘seeable’), but the basic distinction
remains the same. Both darfanas regard the second of these principles as having
three constituents or properties, or more literally ‘strands’ (gujas),20 and as having
a manifest and an unmanifest aspect. The precise nature of the relationship
between these two aspects is not made very explicit in either text, although in
many instances the analogy of flowing or surging is used to represent how the
manifest aspect of prakrti arises from the unmanifest one.21 It is, for both systems,
the ‘conjunction’ (saÅyoga) of the two co-fundamental principles – potential sub-
ject and potential object – that initiates the transformation of the latter principle
into its manifest forms; and again for both systems, it is the dawning of the sub-
ject’s knowledge of its non-identity with those manifest forms that initiates their
dissolution back into their unmanifest ground.22 The subject’s awakening to its
self-sufficiency and purity is the envisaged eschatos of both darfanas, and they
both refer to this fully awakened state as kaivalya, literally ‘aloneness’ or
‘solitude’. Furthermore, they concur that it is the very purpose (artha) of prakrti’s
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manifestation, and hence of the whole of life and experience, to bring about the
conditions in which this awakening can occur.23

Thus we can see that the metaphysical commonalities between SaÅkhya and
Yoga are abundant. Now let me point out some differences. There are, for a start,
differences of terminology, and in certain instances it is difficult to tell whether
these harbour more significant conceptual discrepancies. In the cases so far
mentioned – that is, Yoga’s preference for drastr and drfya where SaÅkhya tends
to use purusa and prakrti/pradhana – there is no indication of any conceptual
disagreement. In other cases, however, it is less easy to tell. For example, the Yoga
term citta (usually translated as ‘mind’) could be a precise synonym of the
SaÅkhya term buddhi (‘awareness-of’, ‘discernment’) or, alternatively, it might
be intended in Yoga to stand for the three mental factors – namely buddhi plus
ahaÅkara and manas – that are brought together by SaÅkhya under the term ‘the
inner instrument’ (antahkaraja). A third possibility is that Yoga is simply less
rigorous than is SaÅkhya with respect to its specification of psychological capac-
ities, and that citta is sometimes equivalent to buddhi and at other times more like
antahkaraja.

The main reason why it is difficult to be certain in cases such as the one just
outlined is that nowhere within the Yogasutra are we given a comprehensive list of
metaphysical categories, and hence there is nothing with which to directly com-
pare the far more systematic exposition of categories that proceeds from SK 22.
The nearest thing we get to a list such as this within the Yogasutra is a fourfold cat-
egorization of the ‘levels of the strands’ (guja-parvaji) at YS 2.19, and this is by
no means explicit in its wording. The four levels, or divisions, in question are:

1 the specific or particular (vifesa),
2 the non-specific or non-particular (avifesa),
3 the mere mark or indicator (likgamatra) and
4 the unmarked or unmanifest (alikga).

The task of mapping SaÅkhya’s unmanifest prakrti plus twenty-three manifest
categories onto this fourfold schema is feasible although not straightforward. The
last two of the four Yoga divisions are relatively easy to account for: the fourth,
alikga, is undoubtedly unmanifest prakrti, which – in addition to just plain prakrti
or pradhana – SaÅkhya calls avyakta (the unmanifest, SK 2, 10) and mulaprakrti
(fundamental productivity or procreation, SK 3); and the third, likgamatra, must
surely be the equivalent of SaÅkhya’s mahat (‘the great’), which it also calls
buddhi. The first and second divisions are a little more problematic, however. The
terms vifesa and avifesa do occur in the SaÅkhyakarika, as characterizations of
the five elements (bhutas) and five modes of sensory content (tanmatras)24

respectively (SK 38); and hence there is some chance that they are being used
similarly in the Yogasutra. However, even if we were able to situate these elements
and modes of sense-content within Yoga’s fourfold model, this would still leave a
further twelve SaÅkhya categories unaccounted for.
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At this point in the mapping-on process most commentators, both traditional
and modern, defer to Vyasa’s opinion on the matter; for in his commentary on YS
2.19 he manages to slot each of the remaining SaÅkhya categories into one or
other of the first two Yoga ones. To be more exact, he places SaÅkhya’s ‘egoity’
(ahaÅkara)25 in the ‘non-specific’ (avifesa) division, and he places manas plus
the five sense-capacities and five action-capacities in the ‘specific’ (vifesa) divi-
sion. (The whole of Vyasa’s comparative model is represented in Table 2.1.)
Although Vyasa does not support his analysis with arguments, it may be pointed
out in his defence that the sixteen principles he assigns to the ‘specific’ division
are also grouped together – and indeed referred to as ‘the sixteen’ (sodafaka) – at
SK 3, where they are said to share the distinct status of being produced (vikara)
without themselves being productive.26

On the face of it, then, there seems to be no good reason for supposing the
fourfold division of principles at YS 2.19 to be incompatible with SaÅkhya’s
ontology. While it is admittedly a little frustrating that the Yogasutra contains no
more detailed exposition of its categories than this one, the consistency between
SaÅkhya and Yoga on other theoretical matters should, I think, give us confidence
that they are closely aligned on this matter as well. I therefore take it to be
reasonable, for the purposes of this study, to speak of ‘the metaphysics of
SaÅkhya and Yoga’ as a relatively integral whole while acknowledging that Yoga’s
presentation of the metaphysical principles is rudimentary in comparison with
SaÅkhya’s. The question remains, of course: What advantage is served by treating
SaÅkhya and Yoga together in this way? In my view, the advantage is that, when
we study SaÅkhya and Yoga together as two complementary streams emanating
from a single source as opposed to two separate and competing enterprises, we
obtain a more fully rounded picture of their overall purpose. Reading the
SaÅkhyakarika in isolation from the Yogasutra is analogous to reading the list of
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Table 2.1 Correspondence between the respective ontological categories of SaÅkhya and
Yoga (in accordance with Vyasa’s commentary on YS 2.19)

Terms used at Yogasutra 2.19 Terms used in the SaÅkhyakarika

alikga – unmarked, unmanifest avyakta – unmanifest (SK 2, 10); also
called mulaprakrti – fundamental
productivity (SK 3)

likgamatra – mere mark, indicator mahat – the great (e.g. SK 22); also called
buddhi – awareness-of, discernment 
(e.g. SK 23)

avifesa – non-specific, non-particular ahaÅkara – egoity (e.g. SK 24); plus five
tanmatras – modes of sensory content 
(SK 24, 25, 38)

vifesa – specific, particular five bhutas – elements (SK 38); plus five
buddhindriyas – sense capacities (SK 26);
plus five karmendriyas – action capacities
(SK 26); plus manas – mentation (SK 27)



ingredients in a recipe without having any instructions on what to do with
those ingredients (and in several instances not even knowing what sort of entity
the ingredient is). Admittedly, the two texts do not dovetail neatly with one
another. Whether considered individually or in each other’s light they leave the
would-be interpreter with a large number of gaps to fill in or work around; and
thus the hermeneutic situation is not as simple as the ‘single system’ thesis
implies.

SaÅkhya and Yoga are not merely the theoretical and practical sides of a single
system, for they each contain elements of both of these aspects. They do, however,
each have a primary focus or emphasis, and this is legitimately characterized as
theoretical in the case of SaÅkhya and practical in that of Yoga. A study that
includes them both, and which looks to the one in order to help explain certain
features of the other, is therefore in a stronger position to understand the meta-
physics that SaÅkhya and Yoga largely share than one which views the two
systems as antagonistic or (as Feuerstein hyperbolically puts it) divided by
a ‘chasm’.
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3

ANALYSING EXPERIENCE

Kantian and phenomenological philosophy

One of my principal aims in this study as a whole is to show that the metaphysical
framework that is for the most part shared by SaÅkhya and Yoga is best regarded
as the result of a close analysis of experience rather than as a cosmogony or
creation myth. Since there are several ways in which the phrase ‘analysis of
experience’ can be understood, it will be incumbent upon me, over the course
of the work, to clarify the sense in which this phrase can fruitfully be applied to
SaÅkhya–Yoga metaphysics. In order to get this clarification under way, I shall in
this chapter introduce two quite distinct approaches to the analysis of experience,
each of which has in its own way been highly influential within modern western
philosophy, and both of which I think have important contributions to make – by
way of providing valuable analogies – to our understanding of SaÅkhya and Yoga.

The first of the western approaches to be discussed here is that developed by
Immanuel Kant in his so-called ‘critical’ period, which was momentously
announced by the publication in 1781 of the first edition of his Critique of Pure
Reason, and which continued until Kant’s death in 1804. The second approach is
that which has become known by the term ‘phenomenology’ and has been closely
associated with a number of continental European thinkers in the late nineteenth
century and throughout much of the twentieth century. Most notable among these
is Edmund Husserl, who did not invent the term ‘phenomenology’ but did much to
promote its use in philosophy. Although I shall be partly concerned with Husserl’s
work, the task of broaching the phenomenological method is best carried out, in
my view, by examining the work of his principal teacher, Franz Brentano. It is also
in Brentanian phenomenology – which Brentano himself termed ‘empirical
psychology’ – that we find the elements of this approach that are most informative
for the interpretation of SaÅkhya and Yoga that I wish to develop.

It will come as no surprise to the reader that what I am offering here is a highly
selective treatment of the western philosophical viewpoints concerned. While
endeavouring not to paint a distorted picture of these viewpoints, a good deal
of their complexity – not to mention the complexity of exegetical arguments
surrounding them – will of necessity have to be glossed over. The goal at the
forefront of my mind will, of course, be to highlight those areas of the viewpoints
that relate most directly to points I wish to make later regarding SaÅkhya and
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Yoga, and I shall include a section at the end of the present chapter where I spell
out some of the ways in which the material discussed here is relevant to the study
as a whole. Anyone who wishes to follow up remarks that I make concerning
Kantian and phenomenological philosophy will, I hope, find useful the references
to primary and secondary literature in the text and notes.

Kant and the problem of metaphysics

Even by the standards of great philosophers, Kant was an exceptionally broad-
ranging thinker. Among those subjects in which he was interested and to which
he made important contributions are astronomy, the philosophies of science and
religion, ethics, aesthetics and of course metaphysics. In all of these areas, but
perhaps most explicitly in the last mentioned, Kant was eager to distinguish
between, on the one hand, those items that constitute the proper subject-matter
of reasonable human inquiry and, on the other hand, those that transcend the com-
pass of rational thought. It is, thinks Kant, when reason tries to overreach its own
limitations that it veers into dogmatism, and its claims then become vulnerable to
the attacks of sceptics, whose own zealousness threatens to undermine our com-
mitment even to legitimately discovered truths. The best way of defeating scepti-
cism, therefore, is to be clear and honest about what can, and what cannot, be
known by us, while also acknowledging that not all our relations to objects of
thought are epistemic ones. On Kant’s view, the big three traditional questions of
religious metaphysics – namely: whether the soul is immortal, whether we have
free will, and whether there is a God – are incapable of being settled by means of
theoretical reason. We can think of them as bare possibilities; but because our con-
cepts of these things cannot be grounded in experience, the things themselves can
never become objects of knowledge (cf. Kant 1992: 590). They remain objects of
faith; which, for Kant, is not to diminish their status within the firmament of
metaphysics – it is merely to clarify the nature of our relationship to them. He has,
as he famously puts it, denied knowledge ‘in order to make room for faith’ (Bxxx).

There is, then, a sense in which Kant rules out the possibility of metaphysics;
but only to the extent that it is traditionally conceived. What Kant seeks to replace
the old speculative metaphysics with is a more empirically grounded approach;
that is, one that takes as its starting-point the complex nature of experience and
inquires how such experience is possible. Kant labels this approach ‘transcen-
dental philosophy’ (or ‘transcendental reflection’) because it concerns the condi-
tions of experience, which, by definition, cannot themselves be experienced (and
hence can be said to transcend it) but which can nevertheless be known by virtue
of the very fact of experience’s possibility. The line of argument in transcendental
reflection therefore goes as follows:

1 Experience is possible
2 It is a necessary condition of experience’s possibility that p
3 Therefore p.
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On this model, p stands for a proposition to the effect that some factor or factors
must be in place, or must play a certain role in a broader process, if experience is
to have the characteristics that it does. In practical terms, what the transcendental
method involves is a systematic abstraction from experience of all those features
that are particular to the experiential episode concerned in order to arrive at the
most general features. Indeed, what is sought are the universal characteristics of
experience, that is, those which show up in every particular experience; for it is
these universal characteristics that Kant considers to be necessary conditions of
any possible experience. Kant calls them transcendental conditions that are know-
able a priori, that is, prior to any particular experience but only insofar as we are
experiencing beings capable of reflecting upon our own experience in general.
The purpose of transcendental reflection is to show that, if experience x occurs,
then precisely these elements must be in place; and it is the excavation of these
elements that constitutes the Kantian metaphysical enterprise. He calls his project
a mere series of preliminary investigations, or prolegomena, which must be
undertaken before metaphysics proper can get underway; but in actual fact Kant’s
own approach is doing the work of metaphysics, a fact which he acknowledges
when he refers to it as ‘the metaphysics of metaphysics’ (Kant 1967: 95). The
factors that he comes up with as transcendental conditions have an intriguing
ontological status. Kant is often said to have offered an inventory of those features
of experience that are brought to it by us (or by the experiencing subject, or by the
mind), as though he were presenting us with a breakdown of the various faculties
that together make up our ‘cognitive apparatus’. In many respects this is not an
unfair way of reading Kant, and my own interpretation will in part be based on it.
However, if we were to ask ‘Where is this set of apparatus located?’, there is no
easy answer to be given. In some sense it is ‘in the mind’, but it is not ‘mental’ in
the sense that a thought or other ‘inner experience’ might be considered mental.
And it is decidedly not (pace the physiological Kantianism of Schopenhauer for
example) in the brain; for the brain is an empirical object, and as such is condi-
tioned by our cognitive apparatus and cannot itself be the condition thereof. The
transcendental conditions are thus the machinery that give rise to experience, but
for this very reason they have no empirical properties of their own.

The major distinction that Kant makes in his analysis of experience is between
the receptive component and the active or spontaneous one. The receptive
component, or capacity, he calls sensibility; and the spontaneous one he calls
understanding. It is through sensibility that we receive the material of represen-
tations from whatever it is that lies ‘outside’ us, although neither ‘material’ nor
‘outside’ are to be taken here in spatial terms. In receiving this material, sensibil-
ity attributes to it the forms of space and time; and the material plus these forms
constitute what Kant calls ‘intuitions’ (Anschaaungen). Kantian intuitions are
representations, and for most purposes can be thought of as sensations or perhaps
sensings, but they are not yet experiences, that is, conscious episodes. In order for
experiences to occur – whether they are perceptual (i.e. of ‘external’ objects) or
mental (i.e. involving thought) – there must, in Kant’s view, be a ‘subsumption’
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of intuitions under a concept or set of concepts. As Kant sloganistically puts
it: ‘Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind’
(CPR A51/B75), and here I take Kant to be using the term ‘thoughts’ in a wide
sense to cover experiences in general. As I interpret it, the claim is that in the
absence of concepts we could have mere sensations but they would not be sensa-
tions of anything, and hence they could never amount to a genuine perceptual
experience or cognitive event. Just as something other than the forms of space and
time was considered by Kant to make up the ‘material’ of intuitions, now we have
intuitions themselves being portrayed as the ‘material’ of experiences, with
concepts providing the form. We should be careful not to think of these concepts
as thoughts that we can be aware of; they do not arise in experience, but are con-
ditions of experience. Kant calls them a priori categories of the understanding.
Before I say more about them, however, I want to mention a point of controversy
concerning Kant’s argument for the ideality of space and time.

There is no dispute over the fact that Kant regards all our representations – that
is, all our thoughts and perceptions – as having the form either of time alone (in
the case of ‘inner’, purely mental, representations) or of both time and space (in the
case of ‘outer’, sense-perceptual, representations). Furthermore, he certainly
regards these forms as features of experience that are not given to sensibility by any-
thing outside it, but are the forms of sensibility itself, through which representation
is possible. The controversy begins when we ask why Kant believes, as he undoubt-
edly does, that spatiotemporal dimensions are exclusively the properties of sensi-
bility, and could not belong to anything that had not already entered into sensation;
why, that is, they could not belong to things-in-themselves. According to a recent,
somewhat renegade suggestion by Paul Guyer, Kant argues ‘that space and time can
only be mere forms of representation because they cannot be properties of things in
themselves’ (Guyer 1989: 148), the more standard view being that, for Kant, ‘space
and time cannot be properties of things in themselves because they are subjective
forms of representation’ (ibid.; cf. Allison 1983: 7). Whichever of these interpreta-
tions we favour, we seem to be left with an assumption on Kant’s part of consider-
able magnitude, namely that space and time cannot be both forms of sensibility and
properties of things in themselves. This ‘third’ or ‘neglected’ alternative is some-
times known as ‘Trendelenburg’s alternative’, after Adolf Trendelenburg, who
observed (in 1862) that ‘even if we concede the argument that space and time are
demonstrated to be subjective conditions which, in us, precede perception and expe-
rience, there is still no word of proof to show that they cannot at the same time be
objective forms’ (quoted in Gardner 1999: 107). Kant responds to this sort of objec-
tion in his Prolegomena (4: 289–90),1 where his argument seems to be that there is
simply no comparison that can be made between something that occurs in sensation
and a property of a thing-in-itself. Space and time must either belong to sensibility
or to things-in-themselves; it makes no sense to think of them as belonging to both.
The argument, as Gardner remarks, ‘remains far from decisive’ (1999: 110).

Whatever we make of Kant’s arguments, what he takes himself to have
established in the part of the Critique known as the ‘Transcendental Aesthetic’ is
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that the objects we encounter in experience are appearances only and not
things-in-themselves. About things-in-themselves nothing positive can be known,
since knowledge concerns only representations and the transcendental factors that
make representations possible. Kant does not view this conclusion as epistemo-
logically depressing. On the contrary, he heralds it as the key to overcoming scep-
ticism about the external world. Having declared it to be ‘a scandal of philosophy
and universal human reason that the existence of things outside us . . . should have
to be assumed merely on faith’ (Bxxxix n.), he presents his own position as a way
of giving dignity back to philosophy: it is no loss to us that we cannot know
things-in-themselves, for these are simply the objects we do know, thought of in
terms of what they are independently of our knowing them. Appearances are all
we should ever hope and expect to know, and we know them, according to Kant,
immediately.2 Objections to this view have been raised from many quarters, and
I shall mention some of them later in this chapter.

Now I want to return to Kant’s formulation of the categories of the under-
standing. It will be recalled that, for Kant, in order for intuitions or sensings to
become full-blooded experiences, they must be ‘subsumed’ under a concept. This
means that a judgement must be made with respect to them. They must in each
case be judged to be a representation of something, and this act of judging
requires the employment of concepts, which employment – or the faculty respon-
sible for such employment – Kant calls the understanding. As Kant puts it in the
Prolegomena (4: 300), in order for experience to arise, ‘The given intuition must
be subsumed under a concept, which determines the form of judging in general
with respect to the intuition, connects the empirical consciousness of the latter in
a consciousness in general, and thereby furnishes empirical judgements with
universal validity’. In some passages Kant brings in – in addition to sensibility
and the understanding – a third faculty, namely the imagination. In some ways
this third faculty spans the gap between the other two, although in other respects
it seems to be merely the functioning of the understanding. The imagination’s role
is to assist in the performance of synthesis – of intuitions along with concepts –
that is needed in order for coherent experiences and a cohesive empirical world
to emerge. Before I say more about it, however, let me introduce the specific
categories that Kant identifies.

The use of the term ‘categories’ in philosophy can be traced back to Aristotle,
who specified ten principles by means of which being can be characterized. These
ten are: substance, quantity, quality, relation, place, date, position, state, action
and affection.3 Kant describes Aristotle’s schema as ‘an effort worthy of an acute
man’, but complains that because Aristotle had no systematic method by means
of which to arrive at his principles, the schema lacks integrity and concision
(CPR A81/B107; cf. Prol. §39). In contrast, then, to Aristotle’s somewhat baggy
collection, Kant regards his own set of categories as comprising the core princi-
ples to which all a priori concepts can be traced. He divides the set into four
classes, each of which includes three categories, thereby making twelve in total.
These are represented in Table 3.1.
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According to Kant, in order for experience to occur three main transcendental
‘acts’ must be performed. First, the sensory manifold must be apprehended as an
intuition and not as a merely disparate array. For example, the momentary parts
of a sound must be taken to form one continuous episode, otherwise no sound
whatsoever could be heard. Kant calls this act, in one place, ‘the synopsis of the
manifold a priori through sense’ (CPR A94), but elsewhere ‘the synthesis of
apprehension’. Second, for the intuition to become an empirical representation, it
must be related to earlier versions of itself, as intuitions of a certain type. This
involves retaining intuitions and being able to imaginatively reproduce them in
ways that relate appropriately to one’s current situation, and hence Kant calls it
‘the synthesis of reproduction in the imagination’ (A100 f.). Finally, to appreciate
that an empirical representation is of a certain type, it is not enough merely
to reproduce previous representations of that type in imagination; one must,
additionally, recognize the equivalence between them, and hence ‘the synthesis of
recognition in the concept’ is required (A103 f.). This recognition will include an
acknowledgement of the general context within which two or more representa-
tions can be encountered as representations of the same thing, this general context
being that of a single unified consciousness. It is this unified consciousness –
which Kant calls ‘the synthetic unity of apperception’ – that makes possible the
experience of an empirical world as opposed to a disharmonious set of experien-
tial packages, and Kant regards it as ‘the supreme principle of all use of the
understanding’ (B136). All individual experiences must, if they are to cohere into
an experience-whole, share the status of belonging together under the common
designation ‘I think . . .’ (or: ‘I am conscious of . . .’). In other words, for Kant self-
consciousness is essential for consciousness per se, although the ‘self’ of which
one is conscious is nothing over and above the unity of experience that one
spontaneously takes to be one’s own.

Recapitulation and some criticisms of the Kantian view

In the Introduction to the Critique’s second edition Kant famously compares his
own project to that of Copernicus (Bxvi ff.). I would interpret his remarks on this
matter as follows. Just as Copernicus, in order to devise a correct theory of the
relation between the sun and the planets, had needed to think of the real situation
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Table 3.1 Kant’s categories of the understanding (as given at CPR A80/B106)

I. Quantity II. Quality III. Relation IV. Modality

(1) unity (4) reality (7) inherence and (10) possibility–impossibility
subsistence

(2) plurality (5) negation (8) causality and (11) existence–non-existence
dependence

(3) totality (6) limitation (9) community (12) necessity–contingency
(reciprocity)



as being other than what appears to us to be the case, so, in order to discover how
knowledge and experience are possible, we must reconsider the relation between
the knowing subject and the world of objects it experiences. Although, from our
standpoint here on earth, the sun appears to move across the sky, a proper
scientific investigation exposes the fact that it is the earth that travels around the
sun. Similarly, although we ordinarily – both pre-theoretically and in pre-critical
philosophical reflection – assume that our experience of objects conforms, or at
least corresponds to some degree, to the intrinsic properties of the objects them-
selves, if we are not to fall prey to scepticism about the possibility of knowledge,
then we must reorient our view in such a way that empirical objects – insofar as
they are empirical – are understood to be constructed through the very process
of their coming into experience.

The reason why the pre-critical view (or ‘pre-Copernican’ one, in Kant’s
metaphor) leads to scepticism is, roughly speaking, that if our experiences are
held to be of things-in-themselves and yet, qua experiences, not to be those
things, then there always remains an epistemic gap between the experience and the
thing, and hence we can never know the extent to which our experience does or
does not conform to its object. Kant’s view reframes this situation by postulating
that our experiences are not of things-in-themselves at all; they are, instead,
of appearances, but there is no epistemic gap between the appearances and our
experience of them because, in effect, the appearances and experiential content
are one and the same.

There are, inevitably, many objections that could be, and have been, raised to
Kant’s position, and I will be able to do little more than mention a few of them
here. The three I have selected are all targeted at Kant’s notion of the thing-in-
itself. Two are from Schopenhauer and the other is from Hegel and Bradley.

Schopenhauer is broadly sympathetic to Kant’s enterprise, and regards his own
work as being in large part a development of Kant’s, with elements of Platonism,
Vedanta and Buddhism thrown into the mixture.4 He is especially sympathetic to
the Kantian distinction between appearances and things-in-themselves, and takes
this as the starting-point of his own philosophy, albeit with some qualifications.
The chief difficulty that he has with Kant’s formulation of the distinction – and
he was not the first to draw attention to this point5 – is that it seems to be based
on the assumption that the manifold of raw sensory material which constitutes the
content of our intuitions cannot manifest spontaneously of its own accord, but
must be derived from something outside us; in other words, every sensation must
have an extra-mental cause. This assumption is problematic in view of Kant’s
conviction that ‘causality–dependence’ is one of the categories of understanding;
that is, is one of the relations in terms of which objects are cognized, and cannot
therefore legitimately be ascribed to that which is independent of all subjectivity
(cf. Schopenhauer 1969, I: 436, 502). The same criticism might, of course, be
made with regard to the categories themselves: if the categories in toto are held
to play a part in causing experiences to occur, then causality cannot itself be one
of them. It would seem that causality is a necessary condition not only of the
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possibility of experience, but of the possibility of anything’s generating experience
as well, and hence it cannot be coherently regarded as merely a category of the
understanding. Schopenhauer’s own way out of this problem is not very satisfac-
tory, for he wants to do two incompatible things. On the one hand he wants to
retain the Kantian ascription of causality to our perceptual apparatus,6 while on
the other hand he wants to transform the unknowable things-in-themselves into a
monistic principle of self-objectifying will, thereby ascribing causal agency to
that which logically precedes the causal relation (which is precisely what Kant
was being accused of in the first place).

A secondary error that Schopenhauer finds in Kant’s notion of things-in-
themselves is that which has just been hinted at in the reference to Schopenhauer’s
monism, namely their supposed plurality. Whereas Kant, in speaking (as he often
does) of things in themselves, implies that there are several, perhaps innumerable,
such items, Schopenhauer points out that numerical attributions can apply only to
temporal and spatiotemporal entities and that the thing-in-itself always remains
unaffected by space and time. Strictly speaking, the thing-in-itself could not even
be designated as singular, for this too is a numerical attribution. However, if we
are to refer to it at all, we cannot avoid all quantifying terms, and the singular is
more appropriate than any alternative – as long, that is, as we remember that it is
‘not one as an object is one, for the unity of an object is known only in contrast
to possible plurality’ (ibid.: 113).

That the Kantian thing-in-itself can be properly spoken of neither as singular
nor as non-singular might awaken a suspicion that it is a very peculiar type of
thing indeed. Schopenhauer, as I have noted, wants to hang on to some version of
it, but there have been many other philosophers who prefer to reject it on the
grounds of its incoherence. One of these who has been especially influential is
Hegel, who complains that the Kantian thing-in-itself cannot legitimately be
regarded as transcendent of thought: it is merely the ‘caput mortuum’ that remains
when we abstract the bare identity of an object from all its properties. It makes no
sense to speak of it as something unknowable to us, for it is precisely the thing
that we do know, only stripped of all positive determinations (cf. Hegel 1975: 72
[Zusatz to §44]). The British absolute idealist F. H. Bradley nicely captures the
paradoxical status of the Kantian thing-in-itself when he writes that:

The Unknowable must, of course, be prepared either to deserve its name
or not. But, if it actually were not knowable, we could not know that such
a thing even existed. It would be much as if we said, ‘Since all my
faculties are totally confined to my garden, I cannot tell if the roses next
door are in flower.’

(Bradley 1969: 111)

The problem that has been raised here is one that all philosophers with idealist
inclinations must face. If one is committed to the view that the knowable can exist
only in relation to a conscious knowing subject, then one has denied oneself the
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possibility of saying anything intelligible about the way reality is independently
of the domain of subjective consciousness. If one is not to be inconsistent, therefore,
one must delimit the whole of reality to a single consciousness, which position is,
of course, open to the charge of solipsism. This issue is one that Husserl strug-
gled with in his own idealist phase; and since it is also one that SaÅkhya was alert
to, I shall be giving it some further attention in Chapter 7. Now, however, let us
examine some more general features of phenomenological theory and methodology
that are pertinent to SaÅkhya and Yoga.

Phenomenology and descriptive psychology

The term ‘phenomenology’ has been around in philosophical discourse since the
eighteenth century, and was used on occasions by Kant and some of his German
contemporaries.7 It gained increased prominence when it was taken up by Hegel
in The Phenomenology of Spirit (1807). According to most interpreters, Hegel’s
phenomenology consists in the investigation and description of the grand histor-
ical process in which ‘consciousness’ (construed transpersonally) progresses
towards a state of absolute knowledge, this being the identity of knower and
known (the ‘for-itself’ and the ‘in-itself’). Hegel regarded phenomenology as a
rigorous science, and this sense of the term was carried through into the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries in the work of Franz Brentano, Carl Stumpf
and Edmund Husserl. However, for the likes of Brentano and Stumpf, and the
early Husserl, phenomenology was no longer the explication of a world-historical
narrative; rather, it became the careful and sustained attempt to describe and
analyse experience of a more everyday kind. Whether it has ever become genuinely
scientific remains a moot question.

I specified just now that it was for the early Husserl that phenomenology was
no longer the explication of a world-historical narrative. This qualification is nec-
essary because in his later work, and especially in the book that he came close to
completing in his final years,8 Husserl shows a growing interest in history, albeit
primarily the history of western philosophical ideas. He never succeeded in mar-
rying his views on the evolution of western thought with his commitment to an
all-encompassing ‘transcendental subjectivity’, but at times the attempt to com-
bine these themes brings him close to Hegelian absolute idealism. I shall say more
about Husserl’s ideas shortly, although, as noted earlier, my initial concern will be
with Brentano.

Brentano (1838–1917) is commonly characterized as a ‘forerunner’, rather than
an advocate, of phenomenology.9 It is true that he referred to his own approach as
‘descriptive psychology’ or ‘psychognosy’ in preference to ‘phenomenology’.
However, it is also true that what he meant by these terms could with perfect legit-
imacy be called phenomenology, and that in Brentano’s work we find the seeds of
much of what was to become known as phenomenology in the twentieth century,
including the idealist, and potentially solipsistic, tendencies of Husserl.10

Brentano places himself within the empiricist tradition of western philosophy
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and psychology, and declares of himself that ‘My psychological standpoint is
empirical; experience alone is my teacher. Yet I share with other thinkers the
conviction that this is entirely compatible with a certain ideal point of view’
(1973: xv). I take it that, by referring to ‘a certain ideal point of view’, Brentano
is simply acknowledging that in order to do psychology it is not enough to merely
have experience – one must also theorize about it, and such theorizing inevitably
involves the ‘ideal’ realm of thought.

Brentano’s primary methodological tool is what he calls ‘inner perception’, and
he is quick to distinguish this from ‘inner observation’, otherwise known as
‘introspection’ (ibid.: 29). According to Brentano, one can never truly observe
one’s own mental states because the process of observation changes the state
itself. For example:

If someone is in a state in which he wants to observe his own anger
raging within him, the anger must already be somewhat diminished, and
so his original object of observation would have disappeared. The same
impossibility is also present in all other cases. It is a universally valid
psychological law that we can never focus our attention upon the object
of inner perception.

(Ibid.: 30)

As I understand it, Brentano’s ‘inner perception’ involves one’s making precisely
the sort of attitudinal shift that Husserl had in mind when he ‘discovered’ the so-
called ‘phenomenological reduction’ about thirty years after the publication of
Brentano’s best-known work.11 Whereas, ordinarily in day-to-day life and also in
natural scientific research, we take the phenomena that we perceive via our senses
to be objects and events ‘out there in the world’, when we engage in Brentanian
‘inner perception’ we continue to perceive the same phenomena but we treat them
as being ‘in the mind’ or ‘in consciousness’ as opposed to outside it. This
attitudinal shift is, in effect, an act of imagination, for it consists in considering
the same phenomena that constitute our everyday experience from an alternative
standpoint.12 Brentano holds that when objects are viewed in this way – that is,
purely as phenomena and not as mind-independent entities – we have apodictic
knowledge of them. This is because we have abolished the distinction between
appearance and reality: all we are concerned with is the appearance. However,
while sensations and perceptual phenomena can be treated in this way when one
is in a cool and reflective mood, if one wishes to also study states of mind such
as the anger that Brentano referred to above, then a supplementary method must
be employed. Brentano thus advocates the use of memory; for, although we
cannot introspect our mental states directly, if we can remember them we are
thereby able to observe certain of their characteristics. While admitting that,
unlike inner perception, memory is fallible, Brentano adds that without some
trust in the power of memory not only would psychology be impossible, but so
would all other sciences (p. 36).
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As far as Brentano is concerned, the subject matter of descriptive psychology
is the various types of phenomena that occur as presentations (Vorstellungen) in
consciousness. He divides these into two main categories, namely mental
phenomena and physical phenomena. His conception of physical phenomena has
frequently been considered by critics to be inappropriately named, since he
includes under this heading not only what we would ordinarily call physical
objects as they are presented in consciousness, but also the content of feelings and
sensations, mental images and even concepts. Essentially, he classes as a physical
phenomenon anything that can be construed as the object or content of a
conscious mental state, and he classes the conscious mental states themselves as
mental phenomena or mental acts. As examples of mental phenomena he
mentions: ‘hearing a sound, seeing a colored object, feeling warmth or cold’, plus
judging, recollecting, expecting, inferring, holding a conviction or opinion,
doubting and having an emotion (p. 79).

Among the chief characteristics of mental phenomena, Brentano includes their
exclusive availability to inner perception (and hence their privacy to a single con-
scious individual), and their invariable appearance as part of a unity. The success
of these as characteristics that distinguish mental from physical phenomena is
open to question, since on Brentano’s use of the term, ‘physical phenomena’ must
be regarded as privately available and as part of a unified consciousness as well.
After all, if physical phenomena are the contents of mental ones, then the privacy
and unified nature of the latter must apply also to the former. A more successful
criterion of distinction, and indeed the one to which Brentano himself gives most
emphasis, is therefore that of intentionality: mental phenomena are intentional in
the sense of being of or about something, whereas physical phenomena are the
very things that are intended. The following passage is probably the most widely
quoted of any that Brentano ever wrote:

Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the Scholastics of
the Middle Ages called the intentional (or mental) inexistence of an
object, and what we might call, though not wholly unambiguously, ref-
erence to a content, direction toward an object (which is not to be under-
stood here as meaning a thing), or immanent objectivity. Every mental
phenomenon includes something as object within itself, although they
do not all do so in the same way. In presentation something is presented,
in judgement something is affirmed or denied, in love loved, in hate
hated, in desire desired and so on.

(Ibid.: 88)

To this statement Brentano adds that ‘This intentional in-existence is
characteristic exclusively of mental phenomena. No physical phenomenon
exhibits anything like it. We can, therefore, define mental phenomena by saying
that they are those phenomena which contain an object intentionally within them-
selves’ (p. 89).13 Like ‘intentionality’ itself, the term ‘inexistence’ has acquired in
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modern English a sense at variance to that which Brentano is operating with. It is
clear from his own account, however, that he means by it not ‘non-existence’ but
‘existence in’ or, more precisely, ‘containing something existentially’. Since he
regards physical phenomena as contained within mental ones, Brentano attributes
to them a lower grade of existence. Both mental and physical phenomena can be
intended: physical ones are intended by mental ones, and mental ones can
be intended by higher order mental acts such as remembering. Hence both types
of phenomena have intentional existence; but, according to Brentano, mental
phenomena ‘are those . . . which alone possess real existence as well as intentional
existence. Knowledge, joy and desire really exist. Color, sound and warmth have
only a phenomenal and intentional existence’ (p. 92).

The distinction between mental and physical phenomena that Brentano
developed laid a foundation for much of the phenomenological work that was to
come subsequently, as did his stipulated (if not always strictly practised) delimi-
tation of the appropriate sphere of descriptive psychology to that of consciousness
itself. Husserl’s early work, up to and including the second volume of his Logical
Investigations (1901), broadly accepts the Brentanian framework, albeit with
some reservations and terminological alterations. Perhaps Husserl’s most sub-
stantial disagreement was over the intentionality of mental phenomena. Whereas,
as we have seen, Brentano regards this as a mental phenomenon’s defining char-
acteristic, Husserl thinks that not all mental phenomena are intentional. In certain
cases – such as sensations of pleasure and pain, and some desires and volitions –
there may be an experience (i.e. a mental phenomenon in Brentano’s terminology)
which is not directed towards any discernible object.14 A pleasurable feeling, for
example, though provoked by some event outside itself, may then persist long
after the event has ceased to be present to consciousness. Although I do not have
space to enter into this dispute in detail, in Brentano’s defence I would point out
that, when he claims that a sensation – whether of pleasure, pain, or anything
else – is intentional, he does not, on the whole, mean that it is always directed at,
or provoked by, a determinable object. As I understand him, he means, rather, that
any sensation may be analysed into the sensing-act and the feeling-content, and
this act–content distinction is perfectly consistent with Brentano’s overall
approach. Husserl did not see consistency of this kind as a virtue because, with
regard to sensations, he considered the act–content distinction to be inappropriate;
on Husserl’s view, the sensation and its content are identical.15

From Husserl’s own point of view, the disagreements that he had with Brentano
in the Logical Investigations were relatively minor when looked at in the light of
subsequent developments in his thinking. A clear indication of this point is that,
whereas in the Introduction to the first edition of Logical Investigations vol. 2
Husserl defined ‘phenomenology’ as ‘descriptive psychology’ – thereby approxi-
mating his general strategy to that of Brentano – in the second edition (1913) he
replaced the passage in which this definition occurred with one that goes out of
its way to define phenomenology in contrast to descriptive psychology. The
distinction, Husserl thinks, lies in the fact that, while descriptive psychology deals
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with psychological states (such as perceptions, judgements, feelings, volitions,
etc.) as ‘the real states of animal organisms in a real natural order’, phenomenol-
ogy ‘does not discuss states of animal organisms . . . but perceptions, judgements,
feelings as such, and what pertains to them a priori with unlimited generality’
(1970a, I:16 261–62). The contrast to which Husserl seeks to draw attention here
seems contrived, for the sort of descriptive psychology that Brentano and the early
Husserl himself engaged in was never concerned solely with the description of the
particular mental states of conscious living beings; such description was always a
means to the end of devising a general classification of mental states. Thus Husserl
appears to be trying to impose a distinction where there is no significant difference,
and this is a tendency of his that we see also in his accounts of what he considers to
be his greatest methodological innovation, namely the phenomenological reduction.

From phenomenological reduction to 
metaphysical idealism

In an article on phenomenology written for the Encyclopaedia Britannica,
Husserl says of the ‘method of “phenomenological reduction” ’ that it is ‘the
foundational method of pure psychology and the presupposition of all its
specifically theoretical methods’ (Husserl 1981: 24). He thereby implies that the
reduction is not itself a ‘theoretical method’. It is, rather, the adoption of a
particular attitude or standpoint from which one imagines – that is, voluntarily
assumes it to be the case – that everything within one’s field of consciousness
bears no relation to anything beyond consciousness itself. It is called a ‘reduction’
(or epoché, to give it the Greek name often used by Husserl) because it involves
‘reducing’ all phenomena to the status of mere phenomena, viewing them as
appearances alone and not as entities whose existence is independent of the
consciousness in which they are now revealed. The technique might just as well
be termed the ‘expansion of subjectivity’, since it enlarges the boundary of one’s
own consciousness to the extent that everything – literally everything one can
possibly experience in perception or thought – is encompassed by it.

As I noted earlier, Husserl’s reductive approach was anticipated by Brentano in
his method of ‘inner perception’, which similarly consists in putting aside the
presupposition that the objects of consciousness transcend consciousness itself;
and hence it can hardly be regarded as a profound development on Husserl’s part.
Indeed, Husserl himself sees pre-echoes of the reduction in the work of earlier
philosophers, and especially in the method of systematic doubt formulated in
Descartes’s Meditations. Just as Descartes set out to establish an apodictic basis
for knowledge by rejecting all claims upon which the slightest shadow of doubt
could be cast, so Husserl, under the flag of phenomenological reduction,
‘suspends’ (or ‘puts out of play’ or ‘brackets’) all speculations concerning the
trans-subjective ontological status of phenomenal items. Or, at least, this is what
Husserl professes to be doing. When we turn to those works of his that were pub-
lished in or subsequent to 1913, however, we find a blurring of phenomenological
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and ontological vocabularies that makes it virtually impossible to interpret
Husserl’s position as anything other than an absolute idealism, according to which
the only thing that ultimately and truly is, is consciousness itself, which Husserl
calls variously ‘Absolute Being’ and ‘transcendental subjectivity’. This is especially
true of passages such as the following:

It is clear that . . . Consciousness, considered in its “purity”, must be
reckoned as a self-contained system of Being, as a system of Absolute
Being, into which nothing can penetrate, and from which nothing can
escape.

(Husserl 1931: 153)

Every imaginable sense, every imaginable being, whether the latter is
called immanent or transcendent, falls within the domain of transcen-
dental subjectivity.

(1977: 84)

Thus we see that Husserl’s radicalism resides not in the method of phenome-
nological reduction, which is really nothing new, but rather in his overstepping of
the very prohibition that he had laid down as the criterion of proper phenomeno-
logical investigation, the prohibition, namely, against maintaining ontological
commitments that are unsusceptible to experiential verification. Against
Brentano, and against Kant – each of whom, in his own way, admitted that there
must be something extraneous to consciousness which causes our sensations17 –
Husserl delimits all existence to consciousness itself. Since he acknowledges the
undesirability of a solipsistic position, and yet cannot see any possibility of a
reality outside of a unified consciousness, he finds himself awkwardly committed
to a universe of windowless monads à la Leibniz. Although this is surely among
the most outlandishly speculative of all metaphysical conceptions, Husserl main-
tains in his Cartesian Meditations that it has emerged as a result of following
purely phenomenological methods.18

The relevance of Kantian and phenomenological 
thought

The points at which phenomenology and Kantian critical philosophy intersect
with, and become relevant to, my explication of SaÅkhya–Yoga metaphysics will,
I hope, reveal themselves as this study progresses. My purpose in this chapter has
been to highlight some salient features of the philosophical approaches concerned
in readiness for the re-emergence of certain of these features in the discussion of
the Indian material that is to follow. In order to make the relevance more explicit,
however, it will be helpful if I partly anticipate that discussion by here outlining
some specific similarities.

We have seen in this chapter that, although all the philosophers mentioned
were deeply committed to the task of analysing experience, between (and,
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indeed, within) each of their individual approaches, there is considerable room
for variation. My contention is that SaÅkhya and Yoga are also involved in an
analysis of experience, and that their approach, while being identical neither
to Kant’s nor to that of Brentano or Husserl, nevertheless contains elements in
common with each. The orientation of SaÅkhya and Yoga is, as I interpret it,
phenomenologically reductive in the sense that it takes as its primary site of
inquiry the field of consciousness, as opposed to a realm of objects that is
believed to exist independently of anyone’s experience. The metaphysical or
ontological schema presented in the SaÅkhyakarika contains within it a
distinction between intentional acts and their intended objects or contents that is
analogous to Brentano’s distinction between mental and physical phenomena.
Like Brentano, though unlike Husserl, the SaÅkhya schema regards sensations
as intentional. It refers to the five sense modalities as ‘awareness-capacities’
(buddhindriyas) and to each of the five modes of sense-content as ‘merely that’
or ‘that alone’ (tanmatra), which term is perhaps suggestive of the ineffability of
qualitative sense-experience.

Analogous to Kant’s distinction between the matter and form of intuitions is the
SaÅkhyan distinction between the five modes of sense-content (tanmatra) and the
five ‘elements’ (bhutas). The comparison is, admittedly, rather tenuous; for,
although the SaÅkhya elements include ‘space’ (akafa), they do not appear to
include time, and the other four elements do not have any place in Kant’s concep-
tion of the sensible forms. However, the mere presence in the SaÅkhya philosophy
of a form–matter distinction with regard to perceptual objects indicates a subtlety
of analysis that, while less elaborated than Kant’s, is nevertheless comparable to it.

Of particular interest is the SaÅkhya category of ‘egoity’ (ahaÅkara), which
we find as ‘I-am-ness’ (asmita) in Yoga. Defined as ‘the thought of oneself’
(abhimana) at SK 24, this can refer both to the moral defect of pride or conceit
and to the mere thought of one’s being a self. When considered in the light of
this latter definition, SaÅkhyan egoity is very much like the Kantian ‘I think’
(or ‘unity of apperception’), for in both cases there is a conception of a certain
ability – namely the ability to formulate oneself as a subject of experience – as
being a necessary condition of experience’s possibility. A further resemblance to
Kantian thought can be found in the SaÅkhyan manas (‘mind’ or ‘mentation’),
which seems to play a role similar to that of the Kantian imagination, at least
insofar as the latter can be considered responsible for the synthesis of sensory
experiences under the common condition of experiential unity.

With regard to the defining metaphysical dualism of SaÅkhya–Yoga, namely
that between the ‘self’ (purusa) and the ‘primordial producer’ (prakrti), despite
there being nothing to match this dualism in any of the western philosophies
considered here, Kantian vocabulary can be helpfully invoked in order to clarify
what is going on in the SaÅkhya–Yoga system. Essentially, the dualism seems to
consist in an encounter between a transcendental subject (conceived as simple
and structureless) and a transcendental source of the forms and material con-
stituents of experience. This latter source is inferred, by means of a rudimentary
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transcendental deduction known as the sat-karya-vada, to have an unmanifest or
noumenal aspect. It is also inferred to have a threefold structure, comprising three
‘strands’ (gujas) that are, in my view, best construed as necessary conditions of
all possible appearance.19

I hope enough has been said to vindicate my claim that certain components of
Kantian and phenomenological philosophy can serve to illuminate parts of
SaÅkhya and Yoga metaphysics. With these conceptual tools in the bag, I shall in
the next chapter begin tackling some persistent assumptions about SaÅkhya and
Yoga that I consider to be inadequately grounded. Central among these is the
assumption that SaÅkhya and Yoga uphold what one scholar has recently
described as ‘a thoroughgoing realism’ (King 1999: 65).
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4

THE IMPUTATION OF REALISM

In philosophical discourse ‘realism’ usually concerns the relation between a
subject of experience – that is, a conscious mind – and a class of objects, which
may be more or less broad in scope. If one is a realist about a certain object or
thing, then one believes that the thing in question exists independently of one’s
experiencing it, whether in perception or as an object of thought. Because the
range of things about which one could have such a belief is extremely wide,
the term ‘realist’ does not, in itself, have a definite meaning.1 Strictly speaking,
when one asserts of anyone that he or she is a realist, one ought always to specify
what it is that the person is a realist about. Correspondingly, when one ascribes
anti-realism to someone, one ought to spell out exactly which class of objects the
person is denying subject-independent reality to. In practice, however, the terms
‘realism’ and ‘anti-realism’ often get bandied around in philosophical discussions
without their frame of reference being stipulated. In many, perhaps most, cases this
is of little importance, since the relevant objects will be determinable from the
discursive context. But in certain instances the meaning of the terms remains thor-
oughly opaque due to a lack of clarity and precision on the part of the discussants.

Anyone who reads even a small amount of the available interpretive literature
on classical SaÅkhya and Yoga will, before long, encounter some particular
claims about these Indian systems. Two of these claims have been discussed
already in Chapter 2 above, namely that: (1) SaÅkhya is ‘rationalist’ whereas
Yoga is ‘mystical’, and (2) SaÅkhya is atheistic whereas Yoga is theistic. Both of
these claims, when expressed as simply as this, are in my view highly misleading.
Among the other claims routinely made about SaÅkhya and Yoga are: that they
are metaphysically dualist, that they believe prakrti to be a material principle, and
that they are philosophically realist. These three claims are closely related, since
prakrti is one of the two poles that are regarded as making up the metaphysical
dualism, and it is prakrti and its emergents that SaÅkhya and Yoga are held to be
realist about. What complicates the interpretive situation, however, is that the
imputation of realism is often made, first, without a coherent explanation of what
prakrti and its series of emergents are, and hence, second, without any account of
how this form of realism relates to the sorts of viewpoints with which the term
realism has been more typically associated in western philosophy. The temptation
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for interpreters – once prakrti has been defined as a material principle – is to
regard ‘prakrti’, ‘material principle’, and ‘the world’ as equivalent terms, and then
to either state explicitly, or else leave it to be assumed, that what SaÅkhya and
Yoga are realist about is the world of material objects. There is, however, a major
problem with this interpretation, which starts to reveal itself as soon as one
examines the descriptions of the two co-ultimate metaphysical principles –
namely purusa and prakrti, or the ‘seer’ (drastr) and the ‘seeable’ (drfya) – that
are presented in the classical texts.

In this chapter I wish to place in question the imputation of realism to SaÅkhya
and Yoga, and to argue that such an imputation can be sustained only when unwar-
ranted simplifications and conflations are made in relation to the complex posi-
tions of these philosophies. I do not wish to dispute the claim that SaÅkhya and
Yoga are metaphysically dualist; dualism is indeed one of their defining charac-
teristics. I shall argue, however, that the nature of the dualism – and hence the
nature of its two polar principles – needs to be properly understood before we can
assume that it makes any sense, in the context of SaÅkhya and Yoga thought,
to speak of the relation between an experiencing subject and a world of mind-
transcendent objects. The argument cannot be completed in a single chapter, for
it requires a detailed examination of the concept of prakrti, and this examination
will take place mainly in Chapter 5. Here, however, I shall get the argument under
way, first by critically scrutinizing some of the core assumptions that are made in
the exegetical literature on SaÅkhya and Yoga, and second by focusing more
sharply upon a particular passage in the Yogasutra that has been seized upon by
many commentators (both traditional and modern) as evidence of Yoga’s realism
and its opposition to idealism.

The standard interpretation of SaÇkhya and Yoga 
(and some of its shortcomings)

Probably the best way of grasping why SaÅkhya and Yoga have so frequently
been assumed to be realist is to begin by outlining the main features of what
has become the standard interpretation of these systems. Although variations
occur between the versions presented by different interpreters, there exists a
widely accepted set of core principles, which can be summarized as follows:

1 SaÅkhya and Yoga are metaphysically dualist. They hold that reality comprises
two mutually irreducible entities (or ‘substances’ or ‘principles’), which are
most commonly referred to as purusa and prakrti.

2 Purusa is the principle of subjectivity or consciousness. Only in its presence
can experience take place. There is a multiplicity – indeed, an infinity – of
purusas, which in themselves are numerically distinct despite being qualitatively
indistinguishable from one another.

3 Prakrti is the principle of objectivity and materiality. It comprises three
co-essential constituents or, more literally, ‘strands’ (gujas).When these are
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undisturbed and in equal tension with one another, prakrti remains unmanifest
(avyakta). When they are disturbed and out of equilibrium, prakrti becomes
manifest (vyakta). It is normally assumed that prakrti is singular.

4 The disturbance of the gujas occurs due to the ‘presence’ or ‘proximity’
(sannidhana [TK 20]) of purusa, and therefore this presence may be regarded
as a ‘catalyst’ that stimulates or ‘excites’ the gujas into action, even though
purusa itself remains passive.2 There was never a time, however, when purusa
and prakrti were not compresent, and thus the gujas must, in actuality, have
always been active. Despite the ‘beginninglessness’ of their conjunction
(YBh 2.22), it is possible for purusa and prakrti to separate, and thus for
equilibrium to be established between the gujas.

5 The process of prakrti’s manifestation consists in a series of ‘real
transformations’ (Feuerstein 1980: 32; Organ 1975: 211), which together
form an evolutionary chain. The whole of empirical reality – the cosmos or
world – is produced through this process. ‘Real transformation’ may be taken
to imply that the prakrti-generated world is not constitutionally dependent
upon purusa, despite the fact that it could not have manifested without
purusa’s presence, and that it manifests solely ‘for the purpose of purusa’
(purusartha).

6 The ‘purpose of purusa’ is twofold. It comprises, on the one hand, having
experience or ‘enjoyment’ (bhoga) of the world and, on the other hand, tran-
scending experience and abiding in a state of self-contained ‘aloneness’
(kaivalya). Since experience is inherently dissatisfying and distressing
(duhkha), the former purpose must be regarded as subordinate and auxiliary
to the latter.

7 The goal of kaivalya is achieved through the attainment of a self-revealing
knowledge. For SaÅkhya this knowledge is arrived at as a result of
rational thinking, whereas for Yoga it is acquired by means of supra-rational
meditation.

8 Although kaivalya involves only an epistemic and not an ontological change
in purusa, it does involve the ‘dissolution’ (laya, pratiprasava) of manifest
prakrti into its unmanifest source (cf. SK 65; YS 4.34), which (because the
manifestation is ‘real’) can be regarded only as an ontological change.

With respect to the issue of realism, the two most important points in the above
summary come under numbers 1 and 5. I shall therefore focus upon these,
although, as we will discover, these cannot be considered in isolation from other
matters. Point 1 is important because the proposal that prakrti is not ontologically
reducible to purusa may be construed as an assertion of prakrti’s subject-
independent reality. In short, there is something that exists independently of
consciousness. Point 5 pushes this assertion further and claims that not only is the
metaphysical ground of the empirical world real, in the sense of being subject-
independent, but so is the empirical world itself. I shall say a little more about
each of these points in turn.
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A point that needs to be made straightaway is that the modern interpretation of
the purusa–prakrti dualism has tended to be heavily influenced by the mind–body
dualism common to western metaphysical debate, the most paradigmatic version
of this dualism being that of Descartes. For Descartes, since a substance is that
which requires nothing else in order to exist, strictly speaking the only genuine
substance is God.3 However, less strictly we can regard as substances those things
that depend for their existence upon nothing other than God; and this definition
allows in, on Descartes’s view, res cogitans (‘thinking things’, minds, souls) and
res extensae (‘extended things’, bodies, material objects) (Descartes 1985, I: 210).

Interpreters of SaÅkhya and Yoga are generally reluctant to speak of purusa as
a substance. This is probably because, in spite of the long history of expressions
such as ‘spiritual substance’ and ‘immaterial substance’ in western philosophy,
there remains a sneaking suspicion that ‘substance’, if not a precise synonym of
‘matter’, at least implies it.4 No such qualms need interfere with the characteri-
zation of prakrti, however. To this principle the term ‘substance’ is freely applied,
as, for example, when Radhakrishnan declares that ‘Prakrti is the fundamental
substance out of which the world evolves’ (1927, II: 266),5 or Davies defines it as
‘a blind unconscious force, or rather a primal substance’ (1894: 105 n.2). Indeed,
some modern commentators have not merely defined prakrti in terms of sub-
stance, but have translated it as such (on occasions endowing ‘Substance’ with a
capital initial).6 More common, however, are phrases that involve ‘matter’ or
‘nature’. The majority of translators of SaÅkhya and Yoga texts render prakrti and
its synonyms by expressions such as ‘primordial matter’ (Jhâ 1896), ‘primordial
nature’ (Larson 1979), and ‘primal nature’ (Suryanarayana Sastri 1948). And in
commentarial or critical literature written in European languages, we frequently
find talk of such things as ‘the Unmanifested or primal matter’ (Davies 1894: 17),
‘primal virgin matter’ (Zimmer 1953: 225), ‘primitive matter’ (Garbe 1899: 10;
Macdonell 1900: 391), and ‘sheer materiality’ (Larson 1980: 307). All of these
terms are presumably intended to accord prakrti the status of being an ultimate
and self-existent substance in something approximating the Cartesian sense.
Thus, although no interpreter would be reckless enough to equate purusa and
prakrti with Cartesian minds and bodies, the basic picture of a metaphysical
substance-dualism is ascribed in common to both philosophies.

As an aside, it is appropriate to note here that, in order for a philosophical
position to be externally realist – that is, realist with regard to empirical objects –
it need not necessarily be dualist. Far from it. Physicalism (or materialism), for
example, is monist in the sense that it proposes that everything, including
supposedly ‘mental’ states and events, can be ‘reduced to’ (i.e. explained
exclusively in terms of) physical states and events. Yet physicalists are certainly
realists about empirical objects. That is, they hold that the objects we common-
sensically take to be external to our minds are indeed external to our minds
(insofar as they are external to our brains) and would continue to exist even if all
conscious beings were annihilated (albeit, perhaps, not with precisely the same
properties that we assume them to have in perceptual awareness).7 Conversely, it
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is not necessary for a philosophy to be monist in order for it to be anti-realist
about empirical objects (and hence ‘idealist’ in the most usual sense of this term).
Although Kant, for example, would not wish to commit himself to either a monist
or a dualist metaphysics – as to do so would, from his point of view, be to over-
step the boundary of reason – it is nevertheless conceivable that a metaphysics
could combine an affirmation of the unknowability of the thing-in-itself with a
denial that the conscious subject can be reduced to that thing. In Chapter 6, I shall
propose that this is in fact very close to the stance taken by SaÅkhya and Yoga.
But a good deal of background interpretive work will need to be done first.

The view of SaÅkhya and Yoga that purusa and prakrti are co-ultimate
ontological principles is, on its own, a very minimal kind of realism. While it
shows that the two Indian systems are realist about at least these two principles, in
itself this is not of much philosophical interest. After all, everyone has to be a
realist about something. As Descartes pointed out in the second of his Meditations,
the very act of doubting the existence of things requires the existence of a doubter
(and even if one refuses to grant this – as Nietzsche did for example8 – the exis-
tence of the doubt itself cannot be denied); therefore a complete scepticism ends in
self-contradiction. The minimal kind of realism that has just been attributed
to SaÅkhya and Yoga is not entirely trivial, however, since it is a necessary
precondition for the more interesting kind that is asserted in point 5.

In point 5 we have the assertion of an ostensibly more familiar sort of realism,
namely that which consists in the claim that ‘the world’ – that is, the extensive
realm of things and events that we have experiences of and thoughts about – does
not depend upon purusa for its existence, but is produced out of unmanifest
prakrti via a process of material changes or evolutions. It is this notion that
Richard King, whom I quoted at the end of the last chapter, has in mind when he
declares of SaÅkhya: ‘The school upholds a thoroughgoing realism. The world
around us is real and independent of our perception of it being a series of mate-
rial evolutes (parijama) deriving from prakrti’ (1999: 65). And King is far from
being alone in holding this view. Arthur Macdonell voiced it a hundred years ear-
lier; by SaÅkhya, he said, ‘The world is maintained to be real, and that from all
eternity; for the existent can only be produced from the existent’ (1900: 391).
Before him John Davies, in a discussion of the SaÅkhya view of perception,
wrote that Kapila (to whom Davies attributes the classical SaÅkhya teachings)
‘accepted our sense-perceptions as representating a real external world, which
exists in itself, and not merely as a projection of our sensations or thoughts’, and
he adds that ‘The Vedantist doctrine, that the material world is only maya, or
illusion, was not held by him’ (1894: 103). The contrast with Vedanta – by which
term is typically meant the Advaita (‘non-dualist’) Vedanta of Fakkara – is a
relatively common feature of claims concerning the realism of SaÅkhya and
Yoga. Arthur Keith draws it when he writes that ‘nature [prakrti] is essentially
other than spirit [purusa]: it is not, as in Vedanta, a production of ignorance, but
is as real as spirit itself ’ (1949: 89); and so does Eliade when he remarks that
‘For SaÅkhya and Yoga, the world is real (not illusory – as it is, for example, for
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Vedanta)’ (1969: 9, original emphasis). Later in this chapter I shall call attention
to some statements made by Fakkara which show that he did not consistently hold
the empirical world to be illusory; but let us now inquire whether there is any plau-
sibility in the obviously widespread view that SaÅkhya and Yoga regard it as real.

In the opening sentence of the above paragraph I noted that, according to point 5,
the world does not depend upon purusa for its existence. In a western philosoph-
ical context it would be normal to describe external realism as the view that the
world does not depend for its existence upon the mind or, in other words, upon
our ‘cognitive apparatus’ or ‘perceptual equipment’, etc. With regard to SaÅkhya
and Yoga, however, it cannot be described in this way, since what is meant by ‘the
world’ is not at all what is normally understood by this expression in western
philosophical parlance, and neither of course is purusa equivalent to ‘mind’,
‘cognitive apparatus’, or similar constructions. This point is crucial, for it not only
highlights the inappropriateness of designating prakrti as ‘the world’, but also –
as I hope to show in this and the subsequent two chapters – ultimately undermines
the whole realist interpretation as it is generally formulated.

Taken in its broadest sense, ‘the world’ can mean simply ‘everything that
exists’ or ‘the whole of reality’. In that case, when applied to the philosophy of
SaÅkhya and Yoga, it would encompass both prakrti and purusa. In discussions
of realism and anti-realism, however, ‘the world’ invariably stands in opposition
to the cognizing subject or mind. When we ask in such discussions whether
the world is mind-independent, we are clearly not including ‘mind’ within ‘the
world’, for it would be unintelligible to ask whether the mind is independent of
itself. Nor can we be including mental states, contents, faculties and suchlike; for
these, too, could not be thought of as mind-independent (cf. Alston 2002: 1).
When, however, Larson (or any other interpreter of SaÅkhya or Yoga) says that
‘The purusa, which is consciousness, witnesses every level of the manifest world,
and the manifest world does what it does because of or for the sake of purusa’
(1979: 176), the phrase ‘the manifest world’ must not be regarded as excluding
the mind and its contents. On the contrary, it must be regarded as referring
primarily to the mind and its contents, and only secondarily to anything that exists
outside it. For no interpreter of the systems concerned – even one who insists that
everything to do with prakrti is in some sense ‘material’ – would seriously deny
that at least the majority of prakrti’s manifest forms is presented as being mental.

Purusa, meanwhile, can indeed be designated as consciousness, just as Larson
designates it in the quotation above. This assessment is supported by purusa’s
being identified with cetana (SK 55), which is itself best translated as
‘consciousness’, and (at SK 19) with such states as ‘seer-ness’ (drastrtva) and
‘witnessing’ (saksitva), which latter term the quotation from Larson also alludes
to. Yet purusa is patently not the kind of experiencing subject or self with which
‘the world’ is normally contrasted in western philosophy. Although many varied
conceptions of such a subject exist in the western tradition, the most prevalent
of these include its being complex and active, possessing a range of faculties
(capacities, powers) by means of which it is able to engage with the world – to
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perceive it, think about it, and make more-or-less voluntary decisions to act in it,
often in ways that have ethical implications.9 Indeed, in western parlance,
‘subject’ and ‘self’ (and in earlier times ‘spirit’ and ‘soul’) have often been used
interchangeably with ‘mind’ and ‘person’, thereby bolstering an assumption that
the subject of experience must possess the kinds of properties that are typically
attributed to minds, such as those of being able to undergo certain ‘states’ and
intentionally hold certain perceptual and conceptual contents. It has come to be
widely accepted, especially since Kant, that the mind, and hence the subject, must
be active, as experiences and knowledge could not possibly arrive in our minds
already fully formed. Whether one holds that one’s perceptual experiences and
conceptual knowledge fairly accurately represent the way the world is (à la
realism) or bear no resemblance to that world whatsoever because a spatiotempo-
ral realm of objects cannot exist independently of an experiencing subject (à la
idealism), it cannot plausibly be maintained that we (qua cognizers or experients)
play no part in the construction of the world as we experience it.

In SaÅkhya and Yoga philosophy, however, purusa is neither complex nor
active, although it is very definitely the ‘experiencer’ or ‘enjoyer’ (bhoktr [SK 17]).
Most of the capacities that, in western thought, have tended to be ascribed to the
subject – such as concept-formation, making judgements, recollecting things and
events, initiating bodily movements – are, in SaÅkhya and Yoga, placed very
firmly within the purview of prakrti. Even the very notion of being a self – an ego
or ‘I’ (aham) – is a function of the essentially nonconscious prakrti (SK 24).
All that is left for purusa seems to be an impassable, undiscriminating, bare
consciousness. Indeed, it cannot even be held to properly perceive anything, or to
be aware of anything at all, since this intentional kind of consciousness belongs
to – or, rather, is – buddhi.10 In both SaÅkhya and Yoga, perception (drsta,
pratyaksa) is one of the three modes of valid cognition (pramaja), which is in
turn a ‘mental modification’ (cittavrtti) and, as such, cannot be attributed to
purusa (cf. YS 1.2–7). Indeed, for this reason it is difficult to determine exactly in
what sense purusa is to be regarded as an ‘experiencer’ at all. The term drastr,
meaning ‘seer’ (the one who sees), is used synonymously with purusa in the
Yogasutra, thereby suggesting an ability to see or perceive in some way. And in
that text, as well as in the SaÅkhyakarika, the whole process of prakrti’s
manifesting is said to be for the dual purpose of purusa’s ‘enjoyment’ (bhoga) or
‘seeing’ (darfana) of prakrti on the one hand, and its ‘liberation’ (apavarga,
kaivalya) on the other (YS 2.18; SK 21). As mentioned above, however, we also
find in both texts statements that identify purusa with the more abstract quality of
‘seer-ness’ (SK 19) or ‘mere seeing’ (drfimatra [YS 2.20]), which terms imply an
attempt to dissociate purusa from any particular experiences and to characterize
it as a kind of potential awareness – something ‘within which’ or ‘to which’
particular phenomenal events can occur.

The concept of purusa seems to require, then, that we distinguish between, on
the one hand, experiential contents and the acts that intend them (to use
Brentanian terminology), both of which fall under the category of prakrti, and on
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the other hand, the fundamentally non-empirical pure subject – the ‘subject that
is never the object’ as J. Ghosh puts it (1977: 2, 21). This latter subject can be said,
analogically, to provide the conscious location in which phenomena reveal
themselves, but cannot be said to cognize them itself.

It now becomes evident why the dualism at the heart of SaÅkhya and Yoga
philosophy is badly misrepresented when its counterposing principles are said to
be ‘consciousness’ (or the ‘conscious subject’) and ‘the world’ respectively.
Purusa is indeed, in some sense, a conscious subject, but it is held (albeit
somewhat ambiguously) to be, in itself, non-intentional. The intentional relation –
that is, the relation between an intentional act and its content – is something that,
for SaÅkhya and Yoga, is internal to prakrti. Prakrti, in its manifest state,
comprises the repertoire of mental events and processes that make experience of
a world possible, while purusa is, at least for the most part, aloof from such events
and processes. Thus, what we are faced with in SaÅkhya–Yoga metaphysics is not
a mind–world dualism as typically understood in the tradition stemming from
Descartes, but something which, though hard to pin down exactly, can provision-
ally be termed a subject–experience dualism (where ‘experience’ is construed
as including both acts – or powers to act – and the contents thereof). ‘The world’ –
qua subject-independent realm of entities – is not in the picture.

Owing to the peculiar and (to many western thinkers at least) unfamiliar nature
of the basic SaÅkhya–Yoga metaphysical position, one might expect to find
frequent and lengthy explanations of precisely why the term ‘realism’ may
appropriately be applied thereto in the writings of those interpreters who regard
it as so applicable. Such explanations are not, however, forthcoming; indeed,
where we do not find merely an absence of explanation, the most that tends to be
offered is a half-explanation that leaves a high degree of ambiguity concerning
the nature of the imputed realism. Francis Catalina, for example, says of Yoga that
it ‘is a realistic, mystical and scientific school of thought’ (a curious combina-
tion!), and adds that ‘It is realistic in its insistence upon the reality of the
phenomenal world and that a normal evaluation of the perceptions of the sense be
made’ (1968: 138). By ‘a normal evaluation of the perceptions of sense’, I can
only presume that Catalina means an evaluation that judges these perceptions as
representing objects that exist independently of the perceptions themselves;
which claim, combined with that of the ‘reality of the phenomenal world’,
strongly implies that the realism being referred to involves the relation between
perceiving subjects and an external world of objects, and this is precisely what
I have argued amounts to a misrepresentation of the SaÅkhya–Yoga position.
Of course, many interpreters believe that Yoga does affirm the existence of
physical objects in a subject-independent spatiotemporal world, and for some of
them this belief is based upon a string of statements in the Yogasutra’s fourth
chapter which is taken to be an attempted refutation of the Yogacara Buddhist
‘consciousness-only’ doctrine. I will come to this supposed refutation in the
next section. The point of immediate interest, however, is that the statement
quoted from Catalina above – which is not untypical of those who attribute

IMPUTATION OF REALISM

79



realism to SaÅkhya and Yoga – implicitly equates prakrti with the world of
subject-transcendent objects.

As a further illustration of this implicit equation let me give an example from
the work of Anima Sen Gupta. Having declared that ‘The philosophy of Saykhya
is not merely a dualistic system; it is also a realistic and rationalistic system’, she
then goes on to give some account of what she means by ‘realistic system’:

A realistic system, as we know, is a system which believes that the
object of cognition is different from and independent of cognition. In
the opinion of a realistic philosopher, the object of valid cognition
(pramajñ[a]na) is never non-existent or unreal (asat). It is only the object
of an erroneous cognition which can be regarded as asat in some sense
or other.

(Sen Gupta 1982: 2)

Sen Gupta, like Catalina above, is here talking about the relation between objects and
our cognitions of them, and not about the relation between prakrti and purusa as they
ought, in my view, to be understood. Since she offers this definition of realism in
order to explain the sense in which SaÅkhya’s position should be construed as such,
she clearly believes that SaÅkhyan realism is realism about the external world.

Elsewhere Sen Gupta acknowledges the fact that, for SaÅkhya, the cognition
and the cognized object both fall upon the prakrtic side of the purusa–prakrti
dualism; that is, they are both constituted by prakrti’s three co-fundamental
‘strands’ (gujas). But she then goes on to confuse the issue by attempting to
contrast the SaÅkhya position with idealism. The passage is worth quoting at
some length since it exemplifies the way in which the distinction between the
purusa–prakrti relation and the cognition–object relation is often blurred in
accounts of SaÅkhya’s (and Yoga’s) putative ‘realism’:

[The] gujas . . . form the realistic setting of the Saykhya school.
Knowledge and its objects belong to the realm of gujas which are totally
independent of the purusa. An idealistic system holds that in the acqui-
sition of knowledge, consciousness contributes every item and that the
object of knowledge is convertible into consciousness. The classical
Saykhya, however, holds that the stuff of which the object of knowledge
is composed is radically distinct from consciousness and is also inde-
pendent of it. The whole world, therefore, rests on a principle which is
as eternal and independent as the spiritual principle. Thus, according to
Saykhya, both matter and spirit are equally real, although matter, being
an obstacle in the path of liberation, is of inferior value.

(Sen Gupta 1982: 66, my underlining)

This is a very confusing passage, and I will not endeavour to unravel all its
tangled knots. The main thing I want to point out is the highly ambiguous –
indeed, multivalent – use of the term ‘consciousness’. For a start, in the assertion
that, for the idealist, ‘consciousness contributes every item [in the acquisition of
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knowledge]’, ‘consciousness’ appears to have the sense of ‘cognizing subject’ or
‘mind’. When, however, it is added that on such a view ‘the object of knowledge
is convertible into consciousness’, ‘consciousness’ is now being used to mean the
content of the cognition itself considered as merely mental. (By ‘is convertible
into’, I take Sen Gupta to mean ‘is ontologically reducible to’ or ‘is (numerically)
identical to’.) This slide from one sense of ‘consciousness’ to another sets a prece-
dent for the further slide that occurs between the term’s third appearance and that
of the expression ‘spiritual principle’. The third occurrence of ‘consciousness’
could be read in either of the two earlier senses; and yet when Sen Gupta goes on
to assert that ‘The whole world, therefore, rests on a principle which is as eternal
and independent as the spiritual principle’, she has assumed a quite different
meaning for the term ‘consciousness’ in the preceding sentence, namely the pure
consciousness that we associate with (i.e. that is) purusa. This, of course, is not at
all straightforwardly equivalent to the sense of a ‘cognizing subject’ and is in no
measure equivalent to that of cognitive content. By means of this semantic promis-
cuousness Sen Gupta is able to convince herself that the dualism between ‘matter
and spirit’ (i.e. prakrti and purusa) is equivalent to, or at least implied by, a realist
position concerning the existence of physical objects, when in fact, as I have been
arguing, the two positions are by no means equivalent. In defence of the sort of
equivalence that Sen Gupta implicitly proposes, one might point out that, insofar
as purusa does not, according to SaÅkhya and Yoga, actively contribute anything
to the objects of cognition and experience, it is true to say that these systems regard
the objects as being real independently of the conscious subject. This, however,
would again be to impose a Cartesian paradigm upon the purusa–prakrti dualism.
The categories that make up prakrti’s manifest aspect are not Cartesian extended
material objects; they include such things as intentional awareness (buddhi), egoity
(ahaÅkara), sense-capacities and their sensory contents. And hence when
SaÅkhya talks about prakrti, and Yoga talks about the ‘seeable’ (drfya), what is at
issue is not a world that stands, in itself, outside of experience, but the set of factors
that together make the experience of a world possible.

It is my view, then, that the characterization of SaÅkhya and Yoga as realist is
thoroughly inappropriate and misleading. If the term ‘realist’ is to be applied to
these systems at all, then we must be clear about which items they are claiming
to be real, and what sense is being given to ‘reality’. Prakrti is real insofar as its
existence is not dependent upon anything else. It cannot, however, be regarded as
ontologically mind-independent, because it is the mind, or at least includes the
mind. This last point – albeit expressed somewhat imprecisely here for the sake
of brevity – is not controversial among interpreters of SaÅkhya and Yoga.
The problem is that many of these interpreters, as we have seen, fail to remain
mindful of the largely (or perhaps exclusively) psychological nature of prakrti,
and fall prey to the temptation to use simple-sounding, but vague, expressions
such as ‘the world’.

The nature of prakrti as I interpret it will receive further attention in Chapters
5 and 6. The remainder of this chapter will examine a passage in the Yogasutra
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that is frequently cited by proponents of the realist interpretation of SaÅkhya and
Yoga as evidence for this view.

Yoga’s alleged refutation of Buddhist idealism

It is a series of sutras in the Kaivalyapada, the fourth (and final) chapter of the
Yogasutra, that is widely held to contain a polemic against a theory attributed to
the Yogacara school of Mahayana Buddhism. This Buddhist school is estimated
to have flourished in India from the fourth to the twelfth centuries CE, and is
championed by such figures as Maitreya, Asakga, Vasubandhu and Sthiramati
(cf. T. E. Wood 1991: ix). It is well known for holding a particular doctrine (vada)
that has typically been interpreted as idealism of an absolute, or monistic, kind.11

The central principle of its doctrine is referred to as, among other things, vijñana
and vijñapti – each of which terms can, depending upon the context, be translated
as ‘consciousness’, ‘cognition’, ‘discernment’, etc. – or sometimes as citta, which
again can be rendered as ‘consciousness’ or ‘mind’. The doctrine itself is called
by such names as vijñanavada (‘consciousness[-only] doctrine’) and vijñapti-
matrata (‘aloneness of consciousness’); and these are taken to be indicative of the
view that reality is exclusively mental. Since the early 1980s this idealist inter-
pretation has been criticized by some scholars, who contend that Yogacara’s
approach does not amount to the postulation of a supreme mental principle, and
is better construed as, for example, ‘realistic pluralism’12 or phenomenology.13

The interpretive situation has therefore become very complicated, and I do not
intend to enter into this dispute here. For my present purpose, what needs to be
noted is that those scholars who regard the Yogasutra as containing an anti-
Yogacara critique bring to the issue two important presuppositions. One of these
is that Yogacara’s vijñanavada is a form of absolute idealism, and the other is that
an attack on such idealism is equivalent to a defence of realism (about the physical
world). I shall argue that the passage in question is neither realist nor anti-idealist,
and exhibits no signs of being directed against Yogacara or any other form of
Buddhism.

The passage in question begins at YS 4.14 and continues through to 4.22, or
4.23 according to James Woods (1914: xli). Although there is no explicit refer-
ence to the vijñanavada in any of these sutras, several traditional commentators
from Vyasa onwards have taken them to be polemical in nature, and have, in
their respective commentaries, vented their own opposition to the vijñanavada.
Modern scholars have, on the whole, accepted the traditional interpretation of the
passage, and have cited it as evidence both of Yoga’s (and, indirectly, SaÅkhya’s)
alleged realism and of the Yogasutra’s date being not earlier than the third century
CE.14 Regarding the latter claim, Woods proposes that, although we cannot be
certain that the version of the vijñanavada ‘attacked by the [Yoga-]Sutra must
be the idealism of Vasubandhu’, there remains a ‘great’ probability that it is
(pp. xvii–xviii). This supposition is based almost entirely upon the inclusion in
Vacaspati’s commentary of a reference to a vijñanavadin (i.e. an advocate of the

IMPUTATION OF REALISM

82



vijñanavada), whom Woods thinks is unlikely to be anyone other than
Vasubandhu (p. xviii). Woods shows no sign of having considered the fact that,
whether or not Vacaspati was referring to Vasubandhu, such a reference would
not in itself be sufficient to indicate that the original sutra also had this particular
Buddhist in mind, or any Buddhist for that matter. Notwithstanding the tenuous-
ness of the evidence in its favour, however, the view that the sutras are indeed
criticizing Vasubandhu has become commonplace.

As I noted in Chapter 1, Surendranath Dasgupta challenges Woods’ assessment
of the Yogasutra’s likely date, although not on the grounds that Woods has attached
undue significance to Vacaspati’s commentary. Rather, Dasgupta alleges that the
whole of the Kaivalyapada is an interpolation, and that it therefore cannot be used
to place a limit on the antiquity of the other three chapters (Dasgupta 1922:
229–30). If Dasgupta is right about the Kaivalyapada’s being a later addition to the
Yogasutra, then even if it did contain passages expressing pro-realist and anti-
idealist sentiments this in itself would not be sufficient for us to conclude that the
Yoga system as a whole advocates external realism. Since, however, it is unlikely
that the issue of the Yogasutra’s integrity will be conclusively resolved one way or
the other, it is worth asking the question whether the series of sutras that purport-
edly argues in favour of realism does in fact expound such a position. Probably the
most important of the sutras to consider are 4.14 and 15, as it is these two that
attract the most vociferously anti-idealist rhetoric from some traditional commen-
tators, and which have been cited by several modern scholars as most explicitly
exhibiting Yoga’s realism. Let us, then, examine each of these two sutras in turn.

YS 4.14 comprises the following brief statement: parijama-ekatvad
vastu-tattvam. A fairly literal translation would be: ‘Due to the oneness of the
modification, the “that-ness” of an object.’ Owing to the fact that the preceding
sutra (4.13) designates the ‘strands’ (gujas) as the ‘essence’ (atman) of objects
that are either ‘manifest’ (vyakta) or ‘subtle’ (suksma, i.e. imperceptible),
the expression parijama-ekatva may be taken to stand for the unity of the
modifications of these strands. Vastu-tattva, meanwhile, can be understood as the
existence of an object, literally the fact that it is. Neither ‘that-ness’ nor
‘existence’ is, however, an unequivocal term; for, as Kant pointed out, one can
believe that, ultimately, the existence or being of an object (qua thing-in-itself) is
independent of the object’s being perceived, while at the same time believing that
the object’s formal (apparent) existence is thoroughly subject-dependent. In other
words, we might speak of objects as ‘empirically real’ without thereby committing
ourselves to the view that those objects have formal, spatiotemporal, existence
independently of their being perceived by anyone. In the case of the expression
vastu-tattva, it is not at all clear whether tattva is to be taken in the sense of empir-
ical existence or, alternatively, transcendent existence (i.e. existence uncondi-
tioned by perceptual acts or capacities). Any interpreter who has decided in
advance that Yoga’s position is realist about perceptual objects is likely, of course,
to give it the latter sense. In my view, however, such a reading becomes unsus-
tainable as soon as we recall that the process of ‘modification’ (parijama) – by
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means of which objects come to be experienced – is not at all independent of
perceptual capacities. On the contrary, it could be described as the emergence of
the factors that make perceptual experience possible. Chief among these factors
are our perceptual capacities, by which phrase I mean to denote the SaÅkhya
categories of buddhi, ahaÅkara, manas, and the buddhindriyas and karmendriyas.
Thus, if parijama is the process by which, not only objects, but also our capacities
to have those objects as part of our experience, emerge, then the unity or integrity
of that process can hardly be considered responsible for the subject-independent
reality of the objects. The fact is, as far as I can see, that parijama – the modifi-
cation of co-fundamental ontological strands – is the making possible of
empirical reality, and hence it is empirical objects, not transcendent ones, whose
existence is dependent upon parijama’s ‘oneness’. What I take ‘oneness’ (‘unity’,
‘integrity’) to mean here is the coherence of a particular configuration of onto-
logical strands. It is this configuration (parijama-ekatva) that gives rise to, or is
equivalent to, the formal existence of particular empirical objects (vastu-tattva).

Whether the interpretation I have just offered is, or is not, found to be acceptable,
now that I have introduced the wording of the sutra itself we can turn to what the
commentators Vyasa and Vacaspati have to say about it. Vyasa evidently holds
that, contrary to my own reading, the sutra asserts the object’s independence of
the subject’s awareness or cogniscence (vijñana) of it. He refers to an opposing
opinion, according to which physical objects are unreal in a way that is analogous
to the unreality of dream images. The view that Vyasa attributes to his opponent
is as follows: ‘there is no object (artha) that is unaccompanied by cognition
(vijñana); there is, however, knowledge ( jñana) that is unaccompanied by an
object, as in a dream’ (YBh 4.14). The terms vijñana and jñana are here being
used as synonyms or near-synonyms. I have translated them, on etymological
grounds, as ‘cognition’ and ‘knowledge’ respectively, although their sense in this
extract seems to be closer to ‘phenomenal presentation’, that is, a mental image
which may or may not represent some independently real entity. Briefly stated, the
view mentioned by Vyasa is that with which Yogacara Buddhism is typically asso-
ciated, namely that the objects encountered in waking consciousness are merely
apparent and, like dream-images, have no substantial basis independent of con-
sciousness itself. As I have noted above, it remains a matter of contention whether
Yogacarins genuinely reject the possibility of a reality outside of consciousness –
thereby committing themselves to absolute idealism – or whether, alternatively,
they merely regard any assertion concerning such a reality as epistemologically
illegitimate (which position would be closer to Brentanian phenomenology). If
Vyasa’s remark is indeed an attack on Yogacara’s position, then it would appear
that he takes that position to be idealist; he certainly regards it as untenable, a
mere attempt to ‘conceal (apahnava) the true nature of the object (vastu-svarupa)
[by asserting that] the object is a mere fabrication of knowledge15 ( jñana-
parikalpana-matra)’ (YBh 4.14). He does not, however, provide any arguments to
support his objection; he merely declares that ‘the object stands presented as
“this” (idam) by its own power’.16 Sen Gupta quotes this statement and explicates

IMPUTATION OF REALISM

84



it as follows: ‘The object of cognition is always revealed in cognition as
something given, as idam, and such a revelation is due to visaya’s [i.e. the
object’s] own power of intelligibility’ (1982: 3). This appears to be realism in its
most naive form. Rather than addressing the vijñanavadin’s point, that the appear-
ance of an object in consciousness cannot in itself be taken as evidence that the
object exists independently of consciousness, Vyasa merely dogmatically
reasserts the contrary, that is, that the appearance of independence in a perceived
object is itself sufficient to demonstrate that the object exists in its own right. This
response, of course, merely begs the question against the sceptical Yogacarin.
However, in view of my present purpose, what is still more important to highlight
is the fact that there is nothing in the original sutra (4.14) to warrant Vyasa’s
remark. Indeed, the remark seems to diverge from the sutra’s insistence that the
existence (‘that-ness’) of the object is due, not to its own inherent power, but to
the integrity of the modifying activities of the gujas; and, on what I consider to
be the most plausible interpretation of the gujas (which will be elaborated in
Chapter 5), these are determining factors of the object as experienced and not as
a transcendent entity.

Vacaspati’s gloss on Vyasa’s commentary to YS 4.14, despite its considerable
length, boils down to little more than the flat denial of the vijñanavada that we
find already in Vyasa. According to Vacaspati, from the premise that all objects
are accompanied by an awareness (vedyatva) of them, it does not necessarily
follow that the object has no existence other than its appearance in consciousness.
The vijñanavadin’s proposal (on the idealist reading of Yogacara) that a perceived
object is nothing other than the perceptual datum itself is therefore, on Vacaspati’s
view, a mere conception (vikalpa), which has no power to override our intuitive
conviction that the perceived object transcends our perception of it. Neither Vyasa
nor Vacaspati (nor, indeed, Sen Gupta, who approvingly refers to both commen-
taries) denies the central claim of the vijñanavadin, which is equivalent to
Berkeley’s observation that the existence of things is revealed to us only in con-
sciousness; they merely deny the famous Berkeleyan conclusion that the being of
a thing therefore consists in its being perceived (esse is percipi).17 There is no
subtlety in their argument; it consists in the bald assertion of naive realism,
according to which, because the world appears to comprise a range of spatially
extended and temporally enduring physical entities, it must in reality be so
comprised. It is not, in my view, an argument worthy of classical SaÅkhya and
Yoga, which systems are primarily concerned with the disclosure and categoriza-
tion of psychosensory acts and contents that underlie, as conditioning factors, all
our experiences, including our experiences of supposedly external, physical
objects. So if the realist assertions of the likes of Vyasa and Vacaspati are not to
be regarded as genuine expositions of the original text – or if such genuineness is
at least highly questionable – then whence did they derive?

It is well known that Vacaspati was something of a philosophical mercenary
in the sense that he composed commentaries on several systems and was able to
give the pretence of advocating each of them even where their standpoints were
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at variance to one another. He is generally held to have written eight major
works (or seven if one regards his Nyayasucinibandha as an appendix to his
Nyayavarttikatatparyatika), all but two of which are commentaries or sub-
commentaries on other works. In addition to SaÅkhya and Yoga, he commented
upon Nyaya, Purva-mimaÅsa, and Vedanta; and it is his subcommentary to
Fakkara’s Brahmasutrabhasya (BSBh) that constitutes his most extensive work,
known as Bhamati (‘Illumination’). It is therefore evident that Vacaspati had a
thorough familiarity with Fakkara’s Bhasya even if we cannot state categorically
that he was a committed advaitin himself. With this in view, it is interesting to
note the similarity between Vacaspati’s criticism of the Yogacara vijñanavada in
his subcommentary to Vyasa’s Yogabhasya and Fakkara’s own assault on this
viewpoint at BSBh II.2.27–28.

A rudimentary form of realism is already staunchly asserted at BSBh I.1.2,
where Fajkara declares that: ‘the valid knowledge of the true nature of a thing is
not dependent on human notions. On what does it depend then? It is dependent
on the thing itself’.18 Then, at BSBh II.2.27–28, he engages in a protracted attack
on the vijñanavada. To discuss this in detail would be a distraction from my main
purpose, but I shall summarize the most salient points. First it should be noted
that Fakkara, though hardly sympathetic to any rival school, can be said without
exaggeration to have possessed a particular loathing for Buddhism in its several
varieties, and to have seized any opportunity that availed itself to unleash his
vitriol. Notwithstanding this antagonistic attitude, Fakkara provides a fair account
of the vijñanavadin’s position. He notes, interestingly, that according to the
vijñanavada, although an external object may exist independently of conscious-
ness, knowledge of the object cannot arise unless the object is presented in
consciousness. We therefore, on this view, have no cognitive access to the object’s
inherent nature, but only to the object as cognized, that is, as an appearance. It is
on this basis that the vijñanavadin treats the object (insofar as it is epistemically
available to us) and the content of one’s cognition of it as identical. What is of
particular interest in this portrayal of the vijñanavada is that, by virtue of its
admission that things may exist in a non-cognized (or perhaps even non-cognizable)
state, it avoids the categorical denial of transcendent entities that is typical of
absolute idealism and replaces it with a phenomenological neutrality concerning the
ultimate ontological status of cognized objects.

The important point for us here is not whether Fakkara’s summary at
BSBh II.2.27 does justice to the vijñanavada; that is a matter for scholars of
Yogacara Buddhism to decide. It is, rather, that in the subsequent discussion
(at BSBh II.2.28) Fakkara ignores the distinction I have just highlighted – that is,
between an ontological denial of a thing and a phenomenological agnosticism
about that thing’s subject-independent existence – and simply imputes to his
hypothetical Buddhist opponent the ontological denial before proceeding to
counter this view with a dogmatic realism. This is of interest to us because it
exemplifies a tendency that is exhibited by other critics of the vijñanavada, including
the Yoga commentators Vyasa and Vacaspati.
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Brahmasutra II.2.28 states, with characteristic brevity: na-abhava upalabdheh –
‘not non-existent, because of perception’. Fakkara takes this to mean, as we might
express it in modern parlance, that because the act of perception is necessarily
intentional, it must be directed towards an object that is external to itself, and that,
therefore, to hold that the object exists merely as perceived (having no existence
‘in itself’) is a contradiction: ‘it cannot be’, asserts Fakkara, ‘that the very thing
perceived is non-existent’.19 This claim seems surprising, since it appears to over-
look the many occasions when we readily admit to having perceived something –
or having taken ourselves to have perceived something – as external that later
turns out to have been, in whole or in part, mental; typical examples being dream
images and hallucinated objects. The only way in which a statement such as
Fakkara’s might be justified is if ‘perceived’ were to be understood as necessar-
ily connoting ‘perceived veridically’. In this case it would indeed be true to say
that one can perceive a thing only if that thing genuinely exists; however, it would
also be trivial, since it would be true merely by definition, and would fail to
address the problem of how to tell whether one’s perceptions are veridical. It is
precisely this problem that is brought to a focus by the vijñanavadin’s dream
analogy, since dreams offer a clear illustration of objects appearing to us that,
when considered from a viewpoint outside of the dream, seem to possess no
‘external’ (supra-mental) ontological ground. Fakkara himself discusses dreams
(at BSBh II.2.29), and proposes that their difference from waking experiences
consists in their being subject to sublation. But this merely begs the question how
we can know that our waking experiences are not to be sublated by some supe-
rior, perhaps yet unrecognized, mode of consciousness (which is close to what is
advocated in the Majdukyakarika (e.g. 1.7, 14) of the advaitin Gaudapada and in
other works of Advaita Vedanta).

In his constructed interlocution with the Yogacara advocate, Fakkara berates
him for using the expression ‘as though external’ (bahirvat) in relation to
perceived objects, for he thinks that the very use of this expression proves that the
Yogacarin, like the rest of us, really does believe that the objects are external (see
BSBh II.2.28). It would seem that, as far as Fakkara is concerned, there is no place
for an appearance–reality distinction in this context: it is enough that the objects
we perceive as external should appear to be external in order for us to determine
that they really are external. Fakkara thus exhibits in his Bhasya the same
uncritical espousal of realism that we encounter in Vacaspati’s subcommentary on
Yogabhasya 4.14. Now, since the same basic viewpoint is taken in the Yogabhasya
itself, which text is generally held to have preceded Fakkara by over two
centuries, it would be unwarranted to suggest that Vacaspati’s position on
vijñanavada is derived solely from his immersion in Fakkara’s works. However,
the similarity between the viewpoints of Fakkara, Vyasa and Vacaspati on this
matter is, I think, sufficiently close to indicate that the latter two commentators
need not have obtained their opinions from an exclusively SaÅkhya–Yoga
context. On the contrary, the realist response to the vijñanavada would appear to
have been common currency among various schools, and thus its occurrence in
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the Yoga commentaries need not be taken as strong evidence of its presence in the
Yogasutra itself.

Having inquired into YS 4.14 and two of the commentaries upon it, let us now
turn to YS 4.15, which reads: vastu-samye citta-bhedat tayor vibhaktah panthah.
This can be rendered as: ‘Due to the sameness (i.e. continuity) of the object and
the dividedness of the mind (citta-bheda), these two are distinct levels.’ In some
translations the expression citta-bheda is taken to mean a multiplicity of minds,
and on such a reading the sutra presents a version of the ‘experience of a shared
world’ argument for the independent reality of physical objects. That is to say, if
the same object is experienced by several minds, the object itself must be inde-
pendent of any particular mind (and therefore, by implication, independent of all
minds). Sen Gupta ostensibly accepts this interpretation, stating that ‘one and the
same object can be presented to many buddhis or cognitions. So, the object can-
not be of the form of any one of these cognitions’ (1982: 3).20 The terminology
here is ambiguous, however. By ‘cannot be of the form of any one of these
cognitions’, I would at first assume Sen Gupta to mean ‘cannot exclusively
belong to . . .’. What she then goes on to say, however, is that: ‘one and the same
object can arouse different kinds of cognitions in different minds. That which
arouses different cognitions can never be of the form of any one of these
cognitions’ (ibid.). Thus Sen Gupta has managed (albeit by following Vyasa’s lead)
to interpret the sutra as saying the exact reverse of what we might have expected.
That is, rather than its being the sameness of an (experienced) object in relation to
several cognizing minds that indicates the mind-independence of the object, this
independent status is revealed, according to Sen Gupta, by the difference between
the various experienced versions of the object (as occurring in or to different
minds). The argument is invalid since the conclusion does not follow from the
premise. Why should the fact that several minds, or persons, have different expe-
riences of an object constitute evidence in favour of the mind-independence of
that object? Surely what constitutes such evidence is the fact that, despite any
(relatively minor) discrepancies between their respective experiences, the several
individuals can all agree that they are experiencing the same object. Thus it is
what their experiences have in common that is crucial, not how they differ. It
should be added, however, that even this commonality of experience – which is the
basis of the ‘shared world’ argument – is not decisive in favour of realism; for as
Kant has shown, it is possible to formulate a version of idealism in which the shared-
ness of the world is accounted for by the uniformity (or at least profound
compatibility) of the subjects’ respective modes of experiencing or, as it is often
expressed, their cognitive apparatus. Therefore neither version of the argument
imputed to YS 4.15 is effective in establishing realism with regard to external objects.

The fact that the argument imputed to the sutra is a failure does not, on its own,
prove that the imputation is wrong. It could be that the sutra itself is at fault.
If a close examination of the sutra can reveal a more tenable meaning, however,
then this would provide firmer grounds for discarding, or at least seriously recon-
sidering, the existing interpretation. So what, then, is YS 4.15 saying? It is
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undoubtedly saying something about the relation between mind (citta) and its
object (vastu); principally that these items belong to separate panthans. Panthan
is a synonym of pathan, both terms being cognate with the English ‘path’ and
having, as in the case of this English term, the metaphorical sense of a more-
or-less systematized approach adopted in pursuit of a desired result as well as the
literal meaning of a pre-defined route or road along which one travels. In the
present context, most scholars are agreed that panthan means a ‘way of being’ or
‘level (of existence)’,21 and thus a semantic connection is evoked with YS 2.19, in
which the levels or divisions (parvans) of the ‘seeable’ (drfya) constituted by the
gujas are listed. It therefore comes as no surprise that the mind and its object
should be designated as different ‘levels’, for it is precisely an awareness of the
various levels of manifest reality that followers of SaÅkhya and Yoga aim to
cultivate. Unmanifest prakrti and its twenty-three manifestations can be divided
into groups or levels in various ways, and the way that is used in YS 2.19 consists
in a fourfold division (cf. pp. 53–54 above). Although it is not necessary to dis-
cuss the four divisions in detail here, I shall provide an outline of how I consider
vastu and citta to be related to them.

Whether one interprets vastu to mean a mind-independent entity or an object
as perceived by a conscious subject, it can nevertheless be agreed that it must be
dependent upon prakrti and the manifest modes thereof; which is to say, upon all
four levels of the ‘seeable’ (drfya) listed at YS 2.19. According to the standard
realist interpretation, the five ‘elements’ (bhutas), which are included in the first
level (vifesa: ‘specific’),22 are the immediate material causes of the vastu, while
these elements are in turn ‘caused’ by the constituents of level two, and so on back
to level four, namely the unmanifest (alikga) itself. My interpretation differs inso-
far as I regard the relation between the modes of prakrti as one of transcendental
conditionality rather than material causality. The elements, for example, are
dependent upon the preceding modes in the sense that those modes are the
conditions of the elements’ possibility, but not in the sense that those modes are
somehow transformed into the elements. Nor, in my view, are the elements
properly material entities; rather, they stand for the forms that must accompany
sensory contents (tanmatras) if the subject is to have experience of an external
environment. This interpretation will be presented more fully in Chapter 6. Here
all that needs to be said is that, on both the realist and my non-realist account, the
vastu is dependent upon the four levels of the ‘seeable’.

Now, with regard to citta, in the present discussion I have so far translated this
term merely as ‘mind’. In certain instances the term can be considered synony-
mous with the ‘inner instrument’ (antahkaraja) of SaÅkhya, while in others it is
closer to buddhi alone. Indeed, the traditional commentators tend to use citta and
buddhi fairly interchangeably. In the context of the four levels that I have been
dealing with, buddhi is the sole occupant of level three (likgamatra) whereas
antahkaraja – comprising buddhi plus egoity (ahaÅkara) and the synthesizing
aspect of mind (manas) – must be spread over three levels (vifesa, avifesa and
likgamatra). In whichever of these two ways we understand the term citta,
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however, it is evident that it must be regarded as belonging to a different level
(or set of levels) than its object, vastu.

So if we ask again, what YS 4.15 is saying, I think some clarity has been added
in the above discussion to what is likely to be meant by the statement that mind
and object constitute ‘distinct levels (of reality)’. But this leaves unspecified
the reason that is given for their being regarded in this way. The expression 
citta-bheda is inherently ambiguous, and I do not think it is determinable whether
the author of the sutra intended to denote the split between the minds of separate
individuals or, alternatively, between the different states of a single mind. 
Vastu-samya is less ambiguous (if we leave aside the question whether vastu is or
is not mind-independent), seeming to indicate the spatiotemporal continuity of an
object. I take it, then, that what is being said at YS 4.15 is as follows: Due to
the fact that (a) there is a general conformity between an external object as
experienced by different minds at the same time (and/or by the same mind at dif-
ferent times), and (b) the minds themselves (and/or the various mental states of a
single mind) are evidently distinct from one another, the object and the mind that
perceives it must be separate levels (modes, categories) of reality. There is no rea-
son why this interpretation should be controversial. It becomes controversial only
when we ask in what sense the vastu is dependent upon the (other) manifest
modes of prakrti. For the answer to this question, however, we must search
elsewhere than YS 4.15, and therefore this sutra cannot possibly be treated as an
argument for, or even a statement of, external realism.

There is considerably more that could be said about the allegedly anti-idealist
section of the Kaivalyapada, but I hope the above discussion is sufficient to show
that the interpretation of the relevant sutras is by no means cut-and-dried.
Contrary to the assertions of some scholars, the sutras themselves are not unam-
biguously realist, although a form of realism can be read into them if one assumes
in advance that this is their author’s position. As we have seen, traditional com-
mentators such as Vyasa and Vacaspati do make such an assumption, but the
eagerness of these commentators to besmirch the vijñanavada and their general
hostility to Buddhism (most explicit in the case of Vacaspati) ought to make us
wary. It is likely that philosophical vendettas are being waged at the expense of
accurate exegesis. In opposition to the traditional interpretations, I have proposed
alternative readings of the two key sutras, which readings undermine the
assumption that the sutras are inherently realist. In the remaining chapters,
unencumbered by the imputation of realism, I shall endeavour to flesh out the
non-realist interpretation that has so far been only hinted at.

IMPUTATION OF REALISM

90



5

THE NATURE OF PRAKRTI

SaÅkhya is renowned for its metaphysical schema of twenty-five categories and
for the careful – some would say obsessive1 – attention it gives to the enumera-
tion of the individual components of that schema. Yoga is widely held to have
added a twenty-sixth principle, namely ifvara, but to have otherwise adopted the
SaÅkhya model, at the heart of which is the claim that the whole of reality can
be reduced ultimately to two co-fundamental principles, typically referred to as
purusa and prakrti. The other twenty-three principles derive in some way from the
‘combination’ or ‘conjunction’ (saÅyoga) of these two co-fundamentals. The
twenty-three derivates are generally described as ‘products’ or ‘evolutes’ of
prakrti, which ‘emerge’ or ‘arise’ when the equilibrium of the three gujas (the
threefold constitution of prakrti) is disturbed by the presence (saÅnidhi) of
purusa.

According to the standard interpretation, which I outlined towards the beginning
of Chapter 4, the metaphysical schema amounts to a cosmogony, which is to say
that it presents an account of the order in which the various entities that make up
the cosmos came into being. Having been in some mysterious way ‘stimulated’,
‘catalysed’, ‘intelligized’ or ‘vitalized’ by purusa’s presence,2 the gujas proceed
to reconfigure themselves to produce a succession of entities, beginning with the
most ‘fine’ or ‘subtle’ and ending with the most ‘coarse’ or ‘gross’. Since, on the
standard view, prakrti is a material principle, all twenty-three of her evolutes must
also be regarded as material. The fact that most of them are patently mental in
nature is held by many interpreters to be unproblematic as long as the multipur-
posed and conveniently undefined expression ‘subtle matter’ is applied to them.
The production of three-dimensional physical objects out of elements whose
origin can be traced to the psychic factor of ‘egoity’ (ahaÅkara), and further to
‘discernment’ (buddhi), is also accounted for on the grounds that all these things
are material in some sense. They are material, and of course ‘real’, even though
they all dissolve back into unmanifest prakrti when purusa realizes that he is not
of their nature. It is, I think, unsurprising that this story – which becomes increas-
ingly incoherent the more closely it is scrutinized – finds little favour among
modern philosophers, whether in India or elsewhere, and is on the whole treated
as a mere historical curiosity as opposed to a world-view deserving of serious
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attention. In Chapter 4, I challenged the realist assumption upon which the
standard interpretation of SaÅkhya and Yoga is based. In this chapter I shall
prepare the ground for a radical reinterpretation of the metaphysical schema by
examining some of the principal doctrines that underpin it. Chief among these
doctrines are: (a) the theory of causation known as the satkaryavada, (b) the
supposed materiality of prakrti, and (c) the analysis of prakrti into three constituent
‘strands’ (gujas). Each of these will be looked at in turn.

Creation, manifestation and causality

SK 3 distinguishes four ontological genera on the basis of whether each is creative
or created, or both, or neither. The four genera are as follows:

1 Mulaprakrti, ‘fundamental productivity’. This is by definition creative, and
is itself uncreated (avikrti).

2 The seven principles referred to simply as ‘the great (mahat) and others’.
From verses that occur later in the SaÅkhyakarika it can be inferred that, in
addition to mahat (which is also called buddhi), the seven principles
comprise ahaÅkara plus the five modes of sensory content (tanmatras).
These are all both creative and created (prakrti-vikrti).

3 A group of sixteen principles, comprising manas, the five sense-capacities (bud-
dhindriyas), the five action-capacities (karmendriyas), and the five elements
(bhutas). These are all merely created (vikara), and are not themselves creative.

4 The conscious subject (purusa). This is ‘neither creative not created’ (na prakrti
na vikrti).

It has been remarked upon by several scholars that this fourfold division of
reality bears a startling resemblance to a similar categorization employed by the
ninth-century Irish theologian Joannes Scotus Eriugena.3 The most relevant passage,
from Eriugena’s Periphyseon (‘On the Division of Nature’), reads:

The division of nature (divisio naturae) seems to me to admit of four
species through four differentiae. The first is the division into what
creates and is not created; the second into what is created and creates;
the third, into that which is created and does not create; the fourth, into
what neither creates nor is created.

(Eriugena 1976: 2 [I.441b–442a])4

It is not beyond the realms of possibility that this aspect of the SaÅkhya
philosophy could have found its way from India to the royal court in France where
Eriugena worked, for communications did exist in medieval times between India
and Europe, via Persia. But whatever the source of Eriugena’s quaternary schema
may be, the reason for my mentioning it here is principally to draw attention to
a further point in the Irishman’s philosophy that might have a bearing upon how
we interpret SaÅkhya. The point of interest is Eriugena’s definition of creation as
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‘self-manifestation . . . self-externalisation, revelation’ (Moran 1989: 250), none of
which terms suggests the kind of separation between a divine creator and his creation
that is normally associated with Christian cosmogony. It is, I want to argue, by view-
ing the relation between the unmanifest and manifest aspects of prakrti as one of 
self-manifestation that we can make better sense of SaÅkhya–Yoga metaphysics than
by assuming, as many interpreters have done, that it is one of material causation.

The verses most pertinent to this issue are SK 8 and 9, which deal, respectively,
with the imperceptibility of unmanifest prakrti and the ontological status of its
manifestations. Referring to unmanifest prakrti, SK 8 states that it

is imperceptible (or ungraspable, anupalabdhi) due to its subtlety, not its
non-existence (abhava). It is graspable (upalabdhi) via its effects (karyata).
Mahat and the others are its effects and are with-the-nature (sarupa) and
without-the-nature (virupa) of prakrti.

While this verse makes it clear that unmanifest prakrti, though not directly
accessible to us, can be ‘grasped’ – that is, inferred to exist – due to its ‘effects’,
it does little more than hint at how these ‘effects’ are related to it. The traditional
commentaries are far from helpful on this point, tending as they do to present
merely a string of analogies in place of an explanation. The sorts of analogies that
typically occur include the respective relations between cloth and its threads,
sesame oil and the seeds from which it is pressed, and rice grains and the stalks
from which they are obtained by threshing (cf. e.g. TK 9). A further analogy of
this kind concerns the relation between a jar and the clay from which it is made,
and this is exemplified well in the following passage:

A lump of clay is shaped by the potter as a jar. Here nothing that did not
exist before comes into existence, but there is only change of position in
space of the particles of the stuff. Any one who could see the clay in
minute portions will see that those portions are only rearranged in a par-
ticular manner in the jar. But those who see the whole and are familiar
with the use of a jar, will call it a jar and in common parlance may say that
a thing that was not in existence before has come into existence. In reality,
however, there is only a spread of the mass of clay in a particular manner.5

The main problem with this and similar analogies is that they describe a
relation between two manifest spatiotemporal objects, one of which derives from
the other due to the intervention of a conscious agent. The lump of clay, for exam-
ple, is not an unmanifest jar – it is simply a lump of clay. It can be formed into a
jar only by the action of a potter. In the case of prakrti and its effects, however,
we are concerned with the relation between something that is unmanifest on the
one hand, and its manifestation or appearance on the other.

The crucial point with regard to prakrti is that it is not, in itself, a manifest
object existing in time and space. It is defined as being the opposite of that which

THE NATURE OF PRAKRTI

93



is, among other things, ‘conditioned (or caused, hetumat), non-eternal (anitya),
non-pervasive (avyapin), [and] active (sakriya)’ (SK 10). Put in positive terms,
this means that it is:

(a) unconditioned;
(b) eternal (in the sense of being atemporal, as distinct from being continuously

enduring);6

(c) non-spatial (i.e. without spatial limitations, and hence without location or
form);7

(d) inactive.

Therefore no comparison or analogy between it and something manifest can do
justice to the nature of prakrti. It becomes manifest only in the ‘presence’ of, or
in ‘conjunction’ with, purusa; and thus if anything is to be regarded as the cause
of prakrti’s manifestation it is this presence, albeit not an active or efficient cause
in the way that a potter who turns clay into a jar is active. It would seem to be
more plausible to say that prakrti is not really ‘turned into’ anything; it is merely
the case that in the presence of consciousness prakrti has an appearance, a form,
and can thus be said to manifest, whereas in the absence of consciousness – that
is, ‘in itself’ – prakrti has no appearance, and remains unmanifest.

The so-called ‘effects’, or manifestations, are, then, thoroughly contingent
upon the compresence of purusa and prakrti, and it is with this precarious condi-
tionality that I think the ostensibly paradoxical last line of SK 8 is grappling: the
manifest principles are similar to unmanifest prakrti insofar as they share its
‘nature’ (rupa),8 but are dissimilar insofar as, by definition, they are manifest and
it is not. This issue of the relation between manifest and unmanifest prakrti
parallels to some extent that of the relation between appearances and things-in-
themselves in Kant’s philosophy. It cannot, in truth, be a relation of causation – with
unmanifest prakrti being the ‘cause’ of its own manifest forms – for causation
implies temporal succession; and that which is unmanifest – in the radical sense
of this term that is attached both to unmanifest prakrti and to Kant’s thing-in-itself –
stands ‘outside’ time. Yet there is certainly a sense in which the manifest forms
are profoundly and inescapably dependent upon their unmanifest ground, and it
is perhaps for this reason – that is, to indicate this relation of dependence or
conditionality – that the author of the SaÅkhyakarika uses the terms ‘cause’
(karaja) and ‘effect’ (karya) apparently synonymously with ‘unmanifest’
(avyakta) and ‘manifest’ (vyakta) respectively.

Turning now to SK 9, this is commonly regarded as ‘the locus classicus for the
satkaryavada’ (Halbfass 1992: 56), the latter being the so-called ‘theory of the
pre-existent effect’. The standard view is that the karika presents a theory of
causation, according to which an effect constitutes not a novel creation but merely
a realization or objectification of something that already existed potentially in
its cause.9 Such a theory would be plausible only if the notion of cause were
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restricted to material cause.10 One could propose, for example, that a jar exists
‘potentially’ in a lump of clay as one of the clay’s possibilities; that is, the clay has
the potential to take the form of a jar under specific circumstances. It would be
far less plausible – and perhaps unintelligible – to suggest that the jar exists
potentially in the potter (or, more precisely, in the action of the potter). The
potter’s action is the occasion for the clay’s becoming – that is, actualizing
its potential to be – a jar; but it makes no sense to call the action itself a potential
jar. And for reasons such as this the satkaryavada is indeed normally taken to be
a theory of material causation.

There is some textual justification for this reading, notably the occurrence of
the expression upadana-grahajat among the reasons given for holding the
satkarya view at SK 9. ‘Material cause’ is one of the meanings of upadana,
although curiously the word’s etymological derivation is upa-�da, ‘to appropriate
to oneself’ (cf. MW: 213). Grahaja means ‘to grasp’, both literally and figura-
tively; and hence the expression as a whole can be translated as: ‘because a mate-
rial cause is “taken” ’. Larson’s translation reads: ‘because of the need for an
(appropriate) material cause’ (1979: 258), which is very loose. Suryanarayana
Sastri is a little closer to the mark with: ‘since there is recourse to the (appropri-
ate) material cause’ (1948: 23); but when one reads his explanation of the verse it
is clear that his translation has been influenced in a particular direction by
Gaudapada’s commentary. Gaudapada takes upadana-grahaja to refer to the sort
of selecting process someone engages in when choosing milk rather than, say,
water in order to make yoghurt. This accounts for Suryanarayana Sastri’s
parenthetical insertion of the word ‘appropriate’, which is not warranted by the
original Sanskrit. Larson presumably shares this interpretation since he makes the
same insertion. If it was really this kind of selection that the author of the karika
had in mind, however, then it would be a peculiar argument to put forward in
the present context. It should be remembered that the verse immediately follows
SK 8, which I have been examining above and which asserts the knowability of
prakrti via its manifest ‘effects’. In this light, SK 9 would make more sense if it
were understood to be elaborating why or how it should be the case that prakrti
can be known (i.e. known to exist) in this way, rather than as proposing reasons
for holding that effects ‘pre-exist’ in their (respective) material causes. A more
context-sensitive interpretation of upadana-grahaja might view it as an observa-
tion of human psychology instead of a claim about the objective necessity of
causes. It is not so much that there is a ‘need’ for a cause (as Larson puts it), but
rather that we, qua rational subjects, are predisposed to assume the existence of
one: we ‘grasp’ (grahaja) the cause in the sense of taking there to be one. With
this psychological reading in view, let me now present what I consider to be the
most tenable interpretation of the expression satkarya itself.

As I have noted already, satkarya is these days generally translated as ‘existent
effect’ or ‘pre-existent effect’. There is, however, an alternative rendering of the
expression, which was suggested by John Davies in the late nineteenth century,
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before the now standard reading acquired its current inertia. ‘The phrase [satkarya]’,
Davies writes,

does not mean ‘an existent effect,’ but that what is formally existent is
necessarily an effect. Causality is implied as an absolute condition of all
formal being. Asadakarajat (literally from non-existence, non-cause)
implies that there is an identity in the terms non-existence and non-cause,
and that we cannot conceive of formal existence as uncaused: only the
unformed Prakriti (Nature) is without a cause, having existed eternally.

(1894: 30, my underlining)

On this interpretation, then, satkarya can be rendered as ‘that which is
[formally] existent (sat) is an effect (karya)’, which assertion implies that whatever
is encountered as manifest (and only that which is manifest can be encountered,
that is, experienced perceptually or conceptually) must have a cause. Although
Davies doesn’t quite spell out its Kantian implications, the remark that ‘we cannot
conceive of formal existence as uncaused’ places causality very firmly within the
structure of our own thought and experience, as a conditioning a priori factor – a
transcendental category of the understanding, as Kant would call it – as opposed
to an intrinsic feature of the relations between things-in-themselves.

Again, however, we should pause to remind ourselves that it is not a cause in any
straightforward sense of the word that is being talked about here. Rather, it is the
unmanifest ground of the manifest categories; and these categories are not them-
selves empirical objects, but are the factors that must be in place, as components
of experience, if objectual perception is to be possible. The soteriological project
of SaÅkhya and Yoga is to reveal, first, the dependence of these factors upon
prakrti and purusa, and second the total unconditionality of purusa itself. The part
that the satkaryavada seems to be playing in that project is to propose that anything
manifest must have an unmanifest ground. The terseness of the exposition in SK 9,
as elsewhere in the classical texts, leaves it unclear whether this ‘must’ is to be
taken as wielding the force of a metaphysical necessity or merely a conceptual one.
If it were merely conceptual, then the claim would be that we cannot conceive of
anything’s having formal existence without at the same time conceiving of that
thing’s being, in itself, beyond form; but from this alone no conclusion could be
drawn as to whether there is a pre-formal level of existence. If, on the other hand,
the necessity is to be taken as metaphysical, then the claim would be that our inabil-
ity to conceive of form without an underlying formless reality indicates that there
really is such an underlying reality. The fact that unmanifest prakrti is, for the most
part, spoken of in classical SaÅkhya and Yoga as though it were a genuine meta-
physical reality leads me to suspect that, even if these systems did draw a distinc-
tion between conceptual and metaphysical necessity, they laid little weight upon it.

As Davies and I read it, SK 9 can, in short, be understood as containing a
transcendental argument for the existence of unmanifest prakrti. Beginning from
the fact of manifest existence, in the form of the various generic constituents of
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our everyday experience, we can observe that there is, for us, an irresistible urge
to assume that all of this experience must have an unmanifest ground, and hence
we are obliged to postulate the existence of that unmanifest ground. Owing to the
brevity with which the argument is put forward, I do not feel it would be appro-
priate to enter into a critical discussion of its merits or defects. However, I hope
enough has been said on this matter to show that a more philosophically astute,
and contextually coherent, reading of the satkarya doctrine is available to us than
that which takes it to consist in the implausible and only barely intelligible claim
that effects pre-exist in their causes.

Prakrti and materiality

I have been talking above about prakrti as that which is both the ‘unmanifest
ground’ of the constituents of all possible experience and, in its manifest aspect,
the constituents themselves; and I have tried to steer away from the insinuation
that prakrti is material in nature. I am among a small number of scholars who con-
sider ‘matter’ to be an inappropriate translation of prakrti in the context of
SaÅkhya and Yoga,11 but at the same time I am aware of the severe difficulties
involved in avoiding this kind of terminology. Since purusa can be defined as
empty or ‘pure’ consciousness, it must be prakrti that provides the content – and
hence in a very broad sense the ‘matter’ – of experience. Although matter in the
sense of ‘content’ need not imply physicality (think, for example, of the content
of a thought, dream, or story), the danger of speaking of prakrti as representing
matter in this broad sense is that it is liable to get tangled up with the scientific
usage of the term to denote the physical stuff – divisible into microscopic parti-
cles – of which the whole material universe is composed, and to which (at least
from a reductive materialist standpoint) every existent thing can be reduced.
Some scholars have added considerable confusion to the interpretation of prakrti
by suggesting that its three co-essential components can be compared with
certain particles conceptualized in modern physics, such as atoms or the sub-
atomic constituents thereof.12 Responsibility for such speculations must in part
be apportioned to Vijñanabhiksu, who sought to distinguish the gujas as con-
ceived by SaÅkhya from those of the Vaifesika darfana by referring to the former
as ‘substances’ (dravyas);13 but, all the same, this doesn’t excuse the flagrant
misappropriation of scientific concepts by modern scholars.

It is not uncommon for modern exegetes to express qualms about using terms
such as ‘matter’ and ‘material’ with reference to prakrti, but to go ahead and use
them in any case. Radhakrishnan is a slight exception to this tendency insofar as
he prefers the term ‘substance’, or ‘fundamental substance’ (1927, II: 266), and
declares that prakrti ‘is not a material substance’ since it ‘gives rise not only to
the five elements of the material universe, but also to the psychical’ (p. 274).
In the absence of any account of what a non-material substance might be,
however, Radhakrishnan’s use of ‘substance’ in place of ‘matter’ amounts more to
a merely terminological difference than to a clear conceptual one. Larson,
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meanwhile, is quite open about the difficulty he has had in finding an adequate
translation of prakrti in its unmanifest aspect. ‘It cannot be characterized as
“stuff ”,’ he reflects,

for such a notion, whether understood as subtle or gross ‘stuff,’ can only
arise when purusa is present . . . The usual translations such as ‘nature’ or
‘matter’ are useful as general designations, so long as they are not confused
with our Western notions of nature and matter, which frequently imply
more than the SaÅkhya notion would allow.

(1979: 167, emphasis added)14

Larson finally plumps for an expression that even he finds ‘awkward’, namely ‘ “an
undifferentiated plenitude of being” . . . – i.e. the simple fact or presence of being
apart from consciousness’ (ibid.). Such misgivings do not prevent him, however,
from making liberal use of such phrases as ‘primordial nature’ and ‘primordial
materiality’ in his major published works on SaÅkhya (esp. 1979, 1987), nor from
asserting elsewhere that ‘The notion of prakrti in Sakkhya philosophy implies a
closed causal system of reductive materialism – “reductive materialism” in the
sense that all thinking, fantasizing, imagining, feeling, and willing can finally be
reduced to a modality or function of sheer materiality’ (1980: 307).

The stipulation that ‘matter’ and ‘nature’ can be regarded as appropriate
translations of prakrti only ‘so long as they are not confused with our Western
notions’ of such terms is an odd one, for it would seem to suggest that absolutely
nothing has been added to our understanding of prakrti by the use of such trans-
lations. If, in order to stand in place of a foreign term, a familiar English one has
to be radically redefined or so heavily qualified that the new meaning is entirely
out of step with that which it usually has, it might legitimately be asked whether
we would not have done better to stick with the original foreign term. It may turn
out that certain terms cannot be translated by any single word or expression with-
out generating serious confusion; and in such circumstances the sensible option
would seem to be to retain the original term while doing one’s best to define its
semantic range as clearly and comprehensively as possible.15 Inadequate transla-
tions place the interpreter who uses them in a position of perpetual backtracking,
where a requirement is felt to frequently distinguish between a term’s normal
usage and the use one is making of it. This tendency is illustrated well in the
following passage from a study of the concept of prakrti by Knut Jacobsen:

Prakrti is not ordinary matter like earth or air. It does not occupy space
since space is a product of materiality. Prakrti is a substance but matter
in the sense of ‘atoms’ . . . is not the ultimate material cause of the
world . . . The material principle is not mental but also not material in the
ordinary sense of the word . . . Prakrti is material in the sense that it is
non-conscious.

(Jacobsen 1999: 225)
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By trying to dissociate his own use of terms such as ‘matter’ and ‘material’
from their ordinary senses, Jacobsen ends up offering a purely negative definition
of ‘material’ as that which is ‘non-conscious’. Although he does not explicitly
mention Aristotle, the concept that Jacobsen, along with Larson and others, seems
to be somewhat inelegantly searching for resembles that of Aristotle’s prote h[le,
which became the materia prima of medieval scholastic philosophy. As Ernan
McMullin has helpfully noted:

the existence of unqualified changes, and of a multiplicity of totally dif-
ferent sorts of substances, was for Aristotle a primary fact of our experi-
ence. If one is to explain this fact, the sort of ‘underlying nature’ required
will not be a substantial stuff with recognizable properties, but rather an
indefinite substratum, the featureless correlate of substantial form.

(1963: 7)16

Aristotle’s form–matter distinction is, then, useful for understanding what certain
interpreters are trying to get at in their notion of prakrti as ‘primal matter’; but this
is not to say that it is genuinely useful in understanding the concept of prakrti itself.
While Aristotle’s definition of matter as ‘the primary substratum of each thing, from
which it comes to be without qualification, and which persists in the result’17 is
undoubtedly broad enough to be compatible with the SaÅkhya–Yoga notion of
prakrti, it fails to even hint at prakrti’s most crucial feature, namely its status as the
source of the manifest factors that, in combination with one another, generate expe-
rience.18 These factors are ‘manifest’ in the sense that, through their interplay a
world of myriad phenomena is established; but in isolation from one another they
lack empirical representability. Among the categories of manifest prakrti there are
several purely formal factors, such as the capacities for intentional consciousness
(buddhi) and relating experiences to oneself as experient (ahaÅkara). There are
also specific kinds of mental act, such as the five sense-capacities (buddhindriyas)
and five modes of awareness of bodily action (karmendriyas). None of these
factors is in any obvious sense ‘material’. The nearest thing we get to ‘matter’
among the SaÅkhya categories are the tanmatras; for these are the five varieties of
sensory content, and as such provide the matter which, when intended by the
sense-capacities, constitutes the five basic types of sensation. It is the five
‘elements’ (bhutas) that are commonly regarded as the most patently physical of
the manifest categories. As I shall explain in Chapter 6, however, these are best
understood as physical only in the sense that they are the perceptual forms in
which we encounter physical objects; and such forms are not themselves physical.

Thus we see that, in applying terms such as ‘matter’ and ‘form’ to prakrti and
its manifestations, we have to be careful to specify the sense in which these terms
are being used. In explicating the schema of twenty-three manifest categories it
can, as we have begun to see above, be useful to employ the form–matter distinc-
tion as well as the act–content distinction; and although these two distinctions are
not interchangeable, they do overlap in certain respects. With regard to prakrti in
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its entirety, that is, in both its manifest and unmanifest aspects, the term ‘matter’
can be applied only if we are willing to speak of everything that is not the pure
subject – including acts and formal structures of experience as well as experien-
tial content – as material. And if we do use ‘material’ in this broad sense, then
we ought to take special care not to conflate it with its narrower sense of mere
experiential content.

Before moving on to discuss the threefold constitution of prakrti, there is one
more thing in the above-quoted passage from Jacobsen that deserves comment
since it is particularly troubling from a philosophical point of view. This is the
statement that prakrti ‘does not occupy space since space is a product of materi-
ality.’ Although Jacobsen is not explicit on this point, what I take him to mean is
that since one of the five bhutas, namely akafa, is normally identified in whole
or in part with ‘space’, and since the bhutas are among the manifestations of
prakrti, prakrti as it is in itself cannot be regarded as existing in space.19 This is a
perfectly valid point to make. But Jacobsen expresses it badly due to his use of
‘materiality’ to stand for prakrti. The statement that ‘space is a product of mate-
riality’, if it is not to be regarded as absurd, requires some considerable justifica-
tion; and yet such justification is not forthcoming from Jacobsen. In most, and
perhaps in all, contexts where the concept of matter occurs, the existence of space
and time is presupposed. An entity’s being material generally implies that the
entity is extended in space and that it endures over time; and hence spatial exten-
sion has typically counted as a defining characteristic of material entities.
Descartes, for instance, in one place defines ‘body’ (i.e. any material thing) as
‘whatever is capable of being bounded by some shape, and comprehended by
some place, and of occupying space in such a way that all other bodies are
excluded’ (1970: 68). Aristotle’s prote h[le is a broader concept than Descartes’s
space-occupying thing, but still it is at least questionable whether such a ‘primal
matter’ does not also require a ‘primal space’ in which to exist. For Kant, matter
is the content of appearances, to be distinguished from the form, which is pro-
vided by the subject’s faculty of sensibility. Although Kant’s statements on this
point are not free of ambiguity, it would seem that he construes sensations
(i.e. sensory content) as the data, and hence as the matter, of appearances, and
time and space as their forms. Thus, on Kant’s view, time and space are determi-
nations of matter and have logical precedence over it, but neither matter nor form
are ascribable to things-in-themselves (cf. CPR A267–8/B323–4).20

On my interpretation of SaÅkhya and Yoga, prakrti is the source of both form
and matter in the Kantian senses of these terms; that is, it is the source of the raw
sensory material and the formal categories that give perceptual shape to that
material, including the form of space. Thus, if we talk of prakrti itself as ‘materi-
ality’ (or a ‘material principle’, etc.), we must acknowledge that, in this instance,
we are using the term to mean something far broader (and vaguer) than sensory
material. In order to sharpen up our concept of prakrti, let us now turn to the issue
of its threefold ‘constitution’.
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The three ‘strands’ of prakrti

According to the standard interpretation, in which prakrti is held to be a ‘material
principle’, its three constituent ‘strands’ (gujas) are likewise construed as mate-
rial in nature. It was noted in the preceding section that they have been assumed
by some scholars to be similar, analogous, or even identical to certain particles –
atomic or subatomic – derived from the theoretical repertoire of modern physics.
The following extract from Feuerstein exemplifies this view:

The gujas can be described as being the ultimate building-blocks of the
material and mental phenomena in their entirety. They are not merely
qualities or properties, but actual entities or ‘reals’ (S. Dasgupta . . . ) and
as such non-distinct from the world-ground itself. They are the indivisible
atoms of everything there is, with the exception of the Self (purusa),
which is by definition nir-guja.

(1980: 34, my underlining)21

There is, however, little textual justification for this ‘building blocks’ interpreta-
tion. Indeed, when one examines the key passages in the classical texts where the
three gujas are discussed, it is hard to imagine how they could be supposed to be
atomic particles at all. YS 2.18 states that the ‘seeable’ (drfya, i.e. prakrti) is ‘of the
nature (fila) of shining-forth (prakafa), activity (kriya), and steadiness (sthiti),’ and
notes that its twofold purpose is ‘experience (bhoga) and liberation (apavarga)’. This
characterization is echoed at SK 13, where it is said that the first of the gujas, sattva,
is ‘light’ (laghu, i.e. not heavy or dense) and, as in the sutra just quoted, ‘shining
forth’ or ‘luminous’ (prakafaka); the second guja, rajas, is ‘exciting’ (upastamb-
haka) and ‘mobile’ (cala); and the third, tamas, is ‘heavy’ (guru) and ‘enveloping’
(varajaka). Here it is mentioned that the gujas co-operate to fulfil their collective
purpose ‘like a lamp’ (pradipavat, cf. SK 36).22 We are told, at SK 12, that the gujas’
‘essences’ or ‘essential characteristics’ (atmakas) are, respectively, ‘gladness (priti),
perturbation (apriti), and stupefaction (visada),’ and that their ‘ends’ or ‘purposes’
(arthas) are, again, ‘shining-forth (prakafa), engagement (pravrtti), and restraint
(niyama)’. Their relation to one another is there said to involve ‘subjugation (abhib-
hava), support (afraya), generation (janana), and intercourse (mithuna)’.

So what overall impression is to be gleaned from these various accounts? In
most instances, contrary to Feuerstein’s protestation, the descriptive terms seem
to denote qualities or properties of objects, and nowhere could they be taken to
denote substances (or ‘reals’), still less material particles. In some of the descrip-
tions they have a more subjective and emotional flavour, notably the reference to
‘gladness’ etc. at SK 12, whereas in the case of such characteristics as ‘engage-
ment’ and ‘restraint’ they could be understood either subjectively or objectively.
The several references to prakafa in relation to sattva indicate that this guja
concerns a thing’s power to be seen or known. This interpretation accords
with Radhakrishnan’s assessment that sattva is the ‘tendenc[y] to manifestation’
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(1927, II: 266). The most literal translation of sattva is ‘being-ness’; and if we
recall the discussion of satkarya earlier in this chapter we might note that sat can,
with some legitimacy, be understood as ‘formal being/existence’, that is, the exis-
tence of a thing insofar as it appears or is a constituent of an appearance. In this
light, sattva could be defined as the quality of manifestability – the capacity of a
thing to become apparent or to contribute toward the becoming apparent of
a thing. It makes some sense that the categories of manifest prakrti are imbued
with this quality, for they, though not themselves particular appearances, are the
conditioning factors that make appearances, and hence experience, possible.
Having defined sattva in this way, we can perhaps begin to comprehend why
prakrti’s unmanifest aspect is held to consist in the dormancy of the gujas. For if
something is going to become manifest, then it must possess the power or capac-
ity to do so; and yet the very fact of its becoming manifest implies that its prior
state was one of unmanifestness. According to SaÅkhya and Yoga, prakrti is
unmanifest independently of purusa, but manifest in purusa’s presence. Since
purusa is present to prakrti beginninglessly, prakrti’s independent unmanifestness
cannot be understood as temporally prior; instead it must be ontologically or
metaphysically prior, in the sense that, in the absence of purusa, unmanifestness
is prakrti’s natural state.

If we now consider the other two gujas, namely rajas and tamas, we see that
the latter is represented as embodying such qualities as stability, inertia, limita-
tion and boundedness, while the former encapsulates the countervailing qualities
of instability (mutability), mobility, expansiveness and unboundedness. It
does not require a great leap of imagination to notice that each of the tendencies
typified by these two sets of qualities is present to varying degrees in manifest
phenomena, and that there may be something about the interplay between them
that invariably accompanies manifestation. Davies has said of rajas that it ‘is
rather the cause of an impetus than the impetus itself, the moving force rather than
the motion’ (1894: 38). I think this is right: it is the capacity to move, or (to use
classical Greek terms) the energeia that makes the ergon (action) possible.
Anything that was completely static (immobile, inert) could not manifest, for
manifestation itself requires some kind of impulse or drive. If, however, there
were no check on such an impulse – nothing to constrain and delimit it – then
the motion would be at risk of increasing towards infinite velocity in no specific
direction (or, in other words, in all directions at once), which would inevitably
preclude the integration that is necessary for anything to become manifest. And
this is where tamas enters the picture, it being precisely the delimiting tendency
that prevents disintegration and furnishes any manifest entity with the congruity
and cohesion that must be in place if it is to manifest at all.

Although any proposal concerning the reasoning behind the doctrine of the three
gujas must, due to the very nature of the case, be highly speculative, it seems to
me that the most plausible explanation is that the doctrine is the result of something
approximating transcendental reflection upon experience. I agree with Feuerstein
that the gujas ‘are experientially derived concepts’ (Feuerstein 1980: 38);
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but whereas he means by ‘experientially derived’ that the gujas can be objects
of immediate perception (albeit in yogically-induced ‘non-ordinary states of
consciousness’ (ibid.: 39)), my understanding of the gujas is that they are held by
SaÅkhya and Yoga to be the absolutely basic criteria for anything’s appearing or
becoming manifest. As such, they cannot be available to perceptual awareness in
themselves; their existence – as necessary conditions of manifest being – can be
known only by means of reasoning a priori. It is for this reason, I think, that at
SK 8 prakrti is said to be imperceptible, though knowable via its ‘effects’. What
is added to this statement in the doctrine of the gujas is that, not only can prakrti’s
existence be inferred, but something can be known about its constitution as well,
scilicet: that it must comprise the three powers of manifest existence (sattva),
mutability (rajas) and limitation (tamas).

A pertinent remark on this issue of whether the gujas are perceptible is made in
a quotation that Vyasa includes (apparently with approval) in his commentary on
YS 4.13. The quotation, which Vacaspati attributes to the Sastitantra, reads: ‘The
ultimate nature of the gujas is not understood by way of perception (drstipatha).
That which is available to perception is like maya.’ The expression ‘like maya’
(maya-iva) is interesting here. Maya is often translated as ‘illusion’, and assumed
to stand for a generative power which, through its own creativity, establishes a veil
that obscures the underlying reality. Vacaspati takes the expression in Vyasa’s
commentary to mean that although what is available to perception is like maya,
that is like an illusion, it is not in fact, or not entirely, illusory (TV 4.13). This
equivocal description resembles Kant’s account of the world of appearances, or
‘the world as representation’ as Schopenhauer famously termed it: it is real inso-
far as it constitutes actual experience – which is to say, it is empirically real – but
it cannot be held to be real in itself. The appearance masks the ultimate reality;
yet, paradoxically, it also reveals it, for it is only through its appearing that reality
can be known as anything at all.23 That, at least, is the Kantian–Schopenhauerian
claim. The position of SaÅkhya and Yoga is different in two main respects. First,
it treats prakrti not as merely the ‘in itself ’ of so-called external phenomena, but
as the source also of the mental acts that intend those phenomena; and second, far
from regarding speculations concerning the constitution of unmanifest prakrti as
being off-limits, it postulates the ‘three strands’ (triguja) as that constitution.

I now wish to draw attention to two interpretive difficulties that threaten to
scupper any attempt to make sense of the guja doctrine. The first is the root prob-
lem of the gujas’ ontological status: what sorts of things, exactly, are they? The
second is that of their relation to space and time. In view of what the classical
texts say about the gujas, it certainly seems amiss to regard them as substances,
or material entities, or anything to do with the sorts of concepts that Feuerstein
and others invoke from particle physics. However, we can see why the substance
interpretation is tempting; for any alternative – such as capacity, quality, property,
power, tendency, etc. – seems to require the existence of a substance in order to be
instantiated. If, for example, sattva is taken to be the capacity to manifest, rajas the
capacity to move or change, and tamas the capacity to inhibit movement, then it is
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unclear how such capacities could exist in themselves independently of some
substantial entity that possesses them. It makes sense to speak of a thing, say an
apple, as being manifest (and ipso facto as having the capacity to manifest), and as
undergoing change (and thus having mutability) while also being relatively stable
(and thus having the power to desist from change). But if we remove the apple itself
and try to consider, each on its own, the three capacities or qualities that were attrib-
uted to it, they become curiously abstract and ephemeral. The apple – and any
other manifest entity – must possess the capacities in question; yet to postulate the
capacities as constituents of the entity would seem to be to make a category mistake.

Insofar as the possession of the qualities for which the three gujas stand is a
necessary condition for anything’s being a manifest thing, the gujas themselves
may legitimately be deemed to be necessary conditions of this kind. Indeed, in the
SaÅkhya–Yoga doctrine of prakrti I think we can now observe the result of a two-
tier transcendental reflection upon experience: at one level the manifest cate-
gories are inferred to be the necessary constitutive elements of the complex
repertoire of our experiential possibilities, while at a deeper level, the gujas are
inferred to be the irreducible conditions for manifestation, and hence for experi-
ence in general. They are ‘constituents’ of prakrti merely in the sense that prakrti
is the collective term for them.

Now, on the problem of the gujas’ relation to space and time, it was noted
earlier in this chapter that prakrti has been held – even by those, such as Jacobsen,
who adopt a materialistic interpretation – to be the source of space (and of time
as well), and that according to such a view neither prakrti as a whole nor any of
its three gujas can be considered to exist in space or time. Various statements in
the traditional literature support this view. With regard to time, Gaudapada
comments that, whereas some have said that ‘time matures beings, time consumes
(or “takes”, saÅharati) the world; time watches while others sleep, time cannot
be overcome, [SaÅkhya’s reply would be that there are only] three types of things
(padarthas) – the manifest (vyakta), the unmanifest (avyakta) and purusa – and
time fits into one of these categories, [i.e.] it is manifest’ (GBh 61).24 The author
of the SaÅkhyasutra appears to be a little more specific about the origin of space
and time, stating that ‘space (dif) and time (kala) [arise] from akafa and the
others’ (SS 2.12). But the statement is ambiguous owing to the fact that both dif
and kala can, in the same way as their English equivalents, refer to either a
particular space (in the case of dif) or time (in the case of kala) or, alternatively,
to space and time in general, that is, as abstracted from any specific spatial areas
or temporal periods. The commentator Vijñanabhiksu takes it to be the particular
(khajda, literally ‘broken’, ‘fragmentary’) kinds of spaces and times that are
being referred to here. He concurs with another commentator, Aniruddha, that
akafa, when limited by certain ‘conditioning factors’ (upadhis), ‘is called “space”
and “time” ’ (SSV 2.12, cf. SPBh 2.12), but adds that space and time in themselves
(i.e. in the abstract sense of these terms) are held not to arise from akafa but to be
its source. They are in fact, says Vijñanabhiksu, ‘eternal . . . specific properties of
prakrti’ (SPBh 2.12).25 Thus what starts off looking like an affirmation of the
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derivative nature of space and time becomes in the hands of the traditional
commentators, and especially in those of Vijñanabhiksu, a statement of the
irreducibility of these principles. Space and time are accorded the status of eternal
existents, and are thereby placed on a par with the three gujas as inherent qualities
of prakrti. Such interpretive manoeuvres seem highly dubious, and ought not to
be considered as the final word on the SaÅkhya position. For one thing, it is
generally agreed that the SaÅkhyasutra post-dates the SaÅkhyakarika by approx-
imately a millennium, and that its author was influenced by philosophical
viewpoints extraneous to classical SaÅkhya; and for another thing, being a sutra
text, the SaÅkhyasutra tends to leave itself open to competing interpretations, of
which those of Aniruddha and Vijñanabhiksu are noteworthy but not definitive.

Notwithstanding Vijñanabhiksu’s assertion that space and time are ‘specific
properties’ (guja-vifesa) of prakrti, the predominant view among scholars is that,
according to classical SaÅkhya and Yoga, the terms ‘space’ and ‘time’ do not
denote real (mind-independent) properties or entities, but refer merely to qualities
that are attributed to empirical objects by the cognizing mind. An important –
perhaps the most important – source of this view is Vyasa’s commentary on
YS 3.52 (which appears as 3.51 in some editions), in which the commentator says
of time that, though ‘devoid of object’ (vastu-funya), it is ‘a mental construction
(buddhi-nirmaja) and follows [i.e. accompanies] the cognition of a word (fabda-
jñana)’. The terminology here echoes YS 1.9, where vikalpa is defined as
‘following word-cognition, devoid of object’.26 Thus, at least on Vyasa’s account,
time is a vikalpa, that is, a form of intuition that invariably accompanies cognitions
but which has no mind-independent existence. This appears to be an undiluted
proclamation of what, in Kantian terms, we might call the ideality of time. If we
look at the commentary on YS 3.52 as a whole, however, it becomes apparent that
Vyasa is not quite making such a proclamation. Instead he is proposing an atomic
theory of time, according to which time is, in reality, nothing other than a suc-
cession of indivisible momentary units (ksaja) and it is merely our ordinary view,
wherein time is conceived in terms of artificial durations, such as hours and days
and nights, that is a mental construction. The moments are genuinely existent, and
follow one another in a procession; and it is to such a procession of moments,
says Vyasa, that the yogin refers by means of the term ‘time’ (YBh 3.52).

Thus, although the respective views of Vijñanabhiksu and Vyasa on time seem
significantly different from one another, they have in common the fact that two
types of time are distinguished, one of which is merely empirical and the other of
which has a subject-independent reality. (And the same distinction is made by
Vijñanabhiksu with respect to space.) Again, however, we cannot be sure that
such a distinction was endorsed by the classical darfanas. I noted earlier in this
chapter that the description of prakrti at SK 10 can be interpreted as proposing
that the characteristics of prakrti include its being ‘unconditioned, eternal
(atemporal), and non-spatial’. It is only manifest prakrti that is ‘non-eternal’
(anitya, i.e. temporal) and ‘non-pervasive’ (avyapin, i.e. subject to spatial
constraints). Therefore it would seem fair to surmise that, even though it is not
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stated explicitly in the SaÅkhyakarika, the implicit view therein is that time and
space obtain only within empirical reality – the realm of thought and perception –
and cannot be ascribed to the unmanifest ground of that reality, comprised of the
three gujas in their dormant state.

Having come this far we can now formulate the problem that exists concerning
the gujas’ relation to time and space. One aspect of the problem is as follows.
If the gujas are qualities (or properties, powers, etc.), then they must be qualities
of some entity; and the sort of entity that possesses qualities must exist
temporally (in the case of both physical and mental entities) or both temporally
and spatially (in the case of physical ones). If it were to be accepted, à la
Vijñanabhiksu’s claim, that the gujas are substances as opposed to qualities, the
problem would not thereby be avoided; for the difficulty involved in conceiving
how three substances could be distinguished from one another in the absence of
spatiotemporal dimensions is comparably as serious as that of conceiving how
qualities could exist independently of any entity that possessed them. As
Schopenhauer was keen to point out, ‘time and space are the principium
individuationis’ (1974a: 148, cf. 1969, I: 112 f.). Which is not to say that they are
necessary conditions for existence per se; for if that were so then time and space
themselves would be precluded from existing (even as merely ideal forms). It is
to say, rather, that they are the principles that enable anything to be discerned as
identical to itself and distinct from other things, that is, to stand out from the
world in general. Thus it is far from clear that three things, namely the gujas,
can intelligibly be posited as existing ‘prior to’ time and space and as being,
collectively, the source thereof. (It is presumably for this sort of reason that
Vijñanabhiksu asserts the ‘eternal’ existence of space and time, as elements of
prakrti alongside sattva, rajas and tamas.)

A second aspect of the problem, which is really implicit in what has already
been said in relation to time, concerns the notion of the gujas as ‘process’. The
ways in which the gujas are said to relate to one another – namely, ‘subjugation,
support, generation and intercourse’ (SK 12) – are suggestive of processes, which
must of course take place over a period of time.27 This processive nature of the
gujas is recognized by several interpreters, and is reflected in, for example,
Larson’s preferred translation of triguja as ‘tripartite constituent process’ (see
esp. Larson 1987: 65 ff.). Again, then, the gujas cannot intelligibly be conceived
to interact independently of time. And even on the assumption that they remain
dormant until animated by the presence of purusa the problem cannot be avoided,
since any transition from dormancy to activity, or from potentiality to actuality,
can happen only in time. Indeed, the notion of dormancy itself implies temporal
duration; for it can be meaningful only in opposition to activity, which must be a
genuine possibility for whatever entity the notion is applied to. (In a similar way,
temporal duration is implicit in the concept of immutability, as it is only over a
period of time that something can remain unchanged.)

These problems are daunting, but it is not necessary that they be resolved here
in order for the interpretation of the gujas that I have proposed to be taken
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seriously. The riddles of space and time are ones that have intrigued and frustrated
metaphysicians throughout history, and it would be asking too much to expect a
fully satisfactory account of them to spring forth from texts as laconic as the
SaÅkhyakarika and Yogasutra. If we take Kant as an example, we see that part of
his project for setting metaphysics upon a firmer footing was to reinterpret space
and time as ‘forms of sensible intuition’ and, as such, as being contributions
brought to experience by the experiencing subject, rather than subject-independent
realities (cf. CPR A22/B36 ff.). But those who hold spatiotemporal dimensions to
be real and independent of our forms of intuition can easily point the finger at
Kant and ask: If sensibility is a capacity for receiving sensory material (which
claim seems to be among those made in the opening passage of the
‘Transcendental Aesthetic’), then from where if not from outside itself is such
material received? If it be affirmed that it is indeed received from outside, then
some kind of spatial relation prior to the engagement of the relevant form of
intuition (i.e. space) has already been admitted. And with regard to time, does the
application of temporal form to incoming sense-material not itself imply a
process, thereby implying further that time is already in place?28 These problems
are similar to those touched upon in the preceding few paragraphs of this chapter;
and in some form or other they afflict any philosophical attempt to explain space
and time in non-realist terms.

Despite the outstanding conceptual conundrums that have been alluded to, it
still strikes me that ‘necessary conditions of manifestation in general’ comes
closest to expressing the meaning of the gujas in SaÅkhya and Yoga. In Chapter 6
attention will be focused upon the categories that, while being dependent upon
the gujas, are themselves the conditions of experience.
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6

THE EMERGENCE OF THE 
MANIFEST PRINCIPLES

The classical exposition of prakrti’s twenty-three manifest principles, or
categories, occurs in the portion of the SaÅkhyakarika beginning at verse 22 and
ending at verse 38. The names of these principles are well known, and their
respective and collective functions have received a great deal of attention in the
secondary literature. However, what remains only very dimly understood, and
constitutes a source of perennial agitation and bewilderment to scholars, is the
nature of the relations between the principles and, connected with this, the reason
for the order in which they are said to emerge being as it is. Radhakrishnan gives
voice to this agitation when he remarks that ‘It is difficult to understand the pre-
cise significance of the SaÅkhya account of evolution, and we have not seen any
satisfactory explanation as to why the different steps of evolution are what they
are’ (1927, II: 274). He can see no logic in the nature or order of the principles,
and concludes that these things must be the result of ‘historical accidents’ rather
than any process of deductive reasoning on the part of SaÅkhyan philosophers
(ibid.).

In this chapter I shall argue that the kind of bemusement exhibited by
Radhakrishnan in the passage from which I have just quoted inevitably arises if
one assumes at the outset that the schema of principles represents a cosmogonic
narrative. Through the lens of such an assumption, the schema cannot but appear
to be the arbitrary figment of a mythic imagination. The SaÅkhya account offers
no explanation of why ‘the great’ (mahat), also known as buddhi (‘awareness’,
‘discernment’), should figure as the first product of unmanifest prakrti, nor of
how or why it comes to give rise to ‘egoity’ (ahaÅkara), nor indeed of how egoity
in turn gives rise directly or indirectly to the other twenty-one principles.
Moreover, when the principles are conceived of as each being single, material,
and cosmological, it becomes impossible to formulate how they might be related
to conscious human individuals; and thus SaÅkhya metaphysics is made to
appear incongruous and irrelevant to the soteric enterprise of self-revelation.

In this chapter, after discussing the standard way in which the purportedly
‘evolutionary’ schema has been interpreted, I shall propose an alternative reading,
according to which the principles are understood as categories resulting from an
analysis (which might well be called a transcendental analysis) of the constitutive
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features of experience, and the order they are enumerated in represents, not the
temporal sequence of their emergence, but the relations of conditionality, or
dependence, between them. A further claim on my part will be that this alterna-
tive, non-realist and non-cosmogonic, interpretation enjoys relative success where
others have suffered dismal failure in enabling us to make sense of the relation
between metaphysics and soteriology in SaÅkhya and Yoga.

Cosmos and psyche

In response to the problem alluded to above concerning how, if the manifest
principles are cosmological, they can be held to bear upon the internal lives of
conscious and intelligent persons, it has been postulated by some interpreters that
the principles must be both cosmological and psychological at the same time.
Radhakrishnan exemplifies this position well:

Buddhi, as the product of prakrti and the generator of ahaykara, is
different from buddhi which controls the processes of the senses, mind
and ahaykara. If the former is identified with the latter, the whole evo-
lution of prakrti must be regarded as subjective, since the ego and the
non-ego are both the products of buddhi. This ambiguity is found in the
other products of prakrti also.

(1927, II: 268)

Radhakrishnan has clearly discounted in advance the possibility that ‘the whole
evolution of prakrti must be regarded as subjective,’ for he does not give it a
second thought. It would, after all, conflict with a common presupposition to
which Radhakrishnan evidently subscibes, namely that, according to SaÅkhya, a
mind-independent reality of physical objects somehow derives from the more
obviously psychological principles. Rather than question this presupposition,
Radhakrishnan prefers to double the number of principles, positing two buddhis
and two ahaÅkaras, and we may presume (since he considers the same ‘ambiguity’
to exist in them all) two of each of the other principles as well.

Ian Whicher appears to share this dichotomous conception of the manifest
principles, but adds that the cosmic aspect must have ontological priority over the
psychological one, because the former ‘turns . . . into the psychological’ when we
(i.e. purusa – the true self within us) falsely identify with it. ‘It would’, says
Whicher, ‘be a grave mistake to assert, as does S. Dasgupta, that the cosmic and
individual buddhi for example, have the same ontological status’ (1998: 71).
However, having claimed that the principles in their psychological aspect ‘have
no ontological reality,’ Whicher does not explain what sort of thing a ‘cosmic’
intellect might be. Statements that ‘Mahat or cosmic knowing is the first created
essence of prakrti, as real as prakrti herself’ (ibid.) may possess a rhetorical
grandiloquence, but in the absence of any account of how ‘knowing’can be ‘cosmic’
they fail to inform us of what SaÅkhya is held to have been getting at.
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The notion of a cosmic–psychological bifurcation is conspicuous by its absence
in the original texts. Neither the SaÅkhyakarika nor the Yogasutra anywhere
speaks of a cosmic and a psychological buddhi; it is merely a single (kind of) bud-
dhi, or in the case of Yoga a single (kind of) citta, that is spoken of. And the same
applies to the other manifest principles. As an exegetical strategy, therefore, the
bifurcation thesis is exceedingly unparsimonious. It is my view that, not just the
majority, but all of the manifest principles can best be understood as psychologi-
cal, and that in order to interpret them and their interrelations in a coherent man-
ner we need to leave aside the ‘cosmic’ dimension. This is not to say that
SaÅkhya’s own presentation of the schema does not invite a cosmogonic reading;
in some ways such a reading is indeed the most natural and literal. I think it has to
be acknowledged, however, that in trying to decipher a largely esoteric work such
as the SaÅkhyakarika1 a literal reading will not always be the most hermeneuti-
cally plausible. In certain instances a more sophisticated interpretive approach is
called for if we are to discern the meaning being alluded to in equivocal or
figurative passages. In this study my principal criterion has been – where two or
more alternative interpretive options present themselves – to favour that which,
other things being equal, appears to be the most philosophically coherent.

‘Vertical’ and ‘Horizontal’ ontologies

Wilhelm Halbfass, in contrasting SaÅkhya ontology with that of Vaifesika,
proposed that we distinguish between ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ ontologies. ‘Both
of these systems present elaborate lists of world constituents’, he says:

However, the SaÅkhya does so in a ‘vertical’ manner; that is, in an enu-
meration of successive stages (i.e., the primeval ‘nature,’ prakrti, and its
twenty-three evolutes).

The Vaifesika, on the other hand, is the most representative case of a
‘horizontal’ enumeration and classification of world constituents. It lists
its cosmic factors and ‘categories’ of reality not as successive stages in a
scheme of evolution, but in a horizontal, synchronic arrangement, which
includes, however, certain structures of dependence and subordination.

(Halbfass 1992: 48–49, my italics in the last sentence)

Although this statement by Halbfass accurately represents the standard
interpretations of SaÅkhya and Vaifesika respectively, it misses the underlying
meaning of the SaÅkhya schema. The part of the statement that I have empha-
sized is intended to refer to Vaifesika ontology. I do not wish to dispute that it
fairly describes that system’s approach. I do, however, wish to contend that, if we
apply it also to the SaÅkhya schema, then that schema makes far more sense than
it does when viewed as ‘an enumeration of successive stages’. It would, of course,
be foolish to claim that the SaÅkhyakarika ‘lists its cosmic factors . . . in a
horizontal, synchronic arrangement’. Clearly it does not (and, as noted above,



I would question whether its factors are best construed as ‘cosmic’ in any case).
What I think can legitimately be claimed, however, is that the ostensibly
diachronic ontological exposition in the SaÅkhyakarika symbolically, or analog-
ically, represents a set of synchronically related principles.

Before I explain why I take this view, it is worth noting that Halbfass was not the
first to describe SaÅkhya ontology in terms of a ‘vertical’ – ‘horizontal’ distinction.
The distinction was also used by van Buitenen, only with the difference that he held
SaÅkhya’s schema – or ‘description of world evolution’ as he called it – to be
partially vertical and partially horizontal (1957a: 16).2 Van Buitenen’s point is that
the descent from prakrti to buddhi and then to ahaÅkara is a case of ‘vertical
evolution’, whereas ‘From the ahaÅkara on this pattern is abandoned: its evolution
becomes a ramification’ (ibid.). The eleven indriyas (‘powers’, ‘capacities’) –
comprising the five sensory capacities, the five action capacities, and manas – are
all derived from ahaÅkara, as are the five tanmatras, from which come (in ‘vertical’
fashion this time) the five elemental forms (bhutas). ‘[T]he function of the
ahaÅkara in the evolution process is much more complicated than those of
pradhana and mahan’, notes van Buitenen. ‘By itself it creates the whole phenom-
enal world, not in successive evolutions, but immediately; it is the father of the world
but its ways are mysterious’ (ibid.). Despite van Buitenen’s account having preceded
that of Halbfass, it nevertheless strikes me as being the more accurate of the two.
Still, however, I would say that its accuracy lies only in its ability to describe how
the manifest principles are presented in the SaÅkhyakarika. It does not take us very
far towards a comprehension of the underlying meanings of the relevant passages.

My interpretation of SaÅkhya ontology concurs with the interpretations of
Halbfass and van Buitenen insofar as all three of us construe that ontology as an
account of the factors that together bring ‘the world’ into being. Where my inter-
pretation diverges from those others is in what might be called its subjectivization
of the concept of ‘the world’. When van Buitenen speaks of ahaÅkara creating
‘the whole phenomenal world . . . immediately’, I think he paints the situation with
too broad a brush. AhaÅkara does indeed make possible the experience of a
world, but this occurs not through an instantaneous fiat. What follows from
ahaÅkara is not the world ‘out there’, but a set of intentional acts and contents,
which are conditions for perceptual experience. At no point in its ontological
exposition does SaÅkhya invoke the realist notion of a subject-independent
world: the entire set of principles arises only in the presence of the transcenden-
tal subject (purusa) and concerns factors internal to the instigation of experience.
To make this point clearer, let us now examine in detail the passage in the
SaÅkhyakarika that begins at verse 22.

The order of emergence

SK 22 offers the following précis of the ontological categories:

From prakrti, mahat; from that, ahaÅkara; and from that, the group of
sixteen; from five of those sixteen, the five bhutas.
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Most translators of this verse tend to insert additional words to provide some
information about the nature of the relations between the various principles
mentioned. This tendency is illustrated in the following extracts from three
translations (key words have been underlined by myself):

From Prakriti issues Mahat . . . ; from this . . . issues Self-consciousness
(Ahankâra), from which proceeds the set of sixteen; from five of these
sixteen, proceed the five gross elements.

(Jhâ 1896: 61)

From Primal Nature proceeds the Great One . . . thence individuation, [etc.].
(Suryanarayana Sastri 1948: 46)

From prakrti (emerges) the great one (mahat); from that (comes)
self-awareness (ahaÅkara); [etc.].

(Larson 1979: 262–63)

Thus, although the original verse tells us very little about the relations concerned,
it has commonly been assumed that they involve an issuing, procession, or emer-
gence of some kind. While such terminology is perfectly consistent with certain
expressions used in other verses, most notably parijamata and sarga, we should be
wary of taking them too literally. The term parijama, literally ‘bending around’, is
usually rendered as ‘transformation’ or ‘modification’. It is prevalent within the
Yogasutra, wherein it occurs eleven times, and was touched upon in Chapter 4 above
in connection with its appearance in YS 4.14. In the SaÅkhyakarika, it occurs only
twice: at SK 27 in the expression ‘specific modifications of the gujas’ (guja-
parijama-vifesa), and at SK 16, as parijamata (‘modifiable’ or ‘transformable’).
The context of this latter occurrence is that the unmanifest (avyakta) is being
described as, in part, ‘the source (or “cause”, karaja) [of all manifest things], oper-
ating due to the combination of the three gujas, transformable (parijamata) like
flowing water (salilavat) due to the specific [nature] of each of these gujas that
underlie it.’The simile of flowing water is also pertinent to the other term that is of
particular interest here, namely sarga, which is etymologically cognate with the
English word ‘surge’, via the Latin surgere (‘to rise up’), from which we also get
‘source’ (cf. Partridge 1966: 683). At SK 21 we encounter the phrase api saÅyogas
tat krtah sargah, which can be translated as ‘from this union proceeds creation’ (Jhâ
1896: 60).3 However, since saÅyogas (� saÅyogah) is in the nominative and not
the ablative case, an alternative and slightly more accurate rendering would be: ‘that
conjunction indeed is creation, surgence’ (emphasis added), the conjunction in
question being that of purusa and prakrti. In any event, taking into account SK 16,
the meaning of the present passage would seem to be that, when in conjunction with
purusa (passing over, for the time being, precisely what ‘in conjunction’ amounts
to), prakrti is modified or transformed in such a way that it ‘swells’ or ‘surges forth’
as a formal creation, which comprises – as we learn in the subsequent verse – the
twenty-three manifest principles.
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Now, what I have just given is a fairly literal interpretation of the relation
between prakrti and its manifestations as suggested at SK 21. In competition with
the terminology of ‘transforming’ and ‘surging’, however, is that of manifestation
itself. The term ‘manifestation’ is, in many contexts, highly ambiguous, and
hence can be philosophically troubling. To say that X is a manifestation of Y
could, conceivably, mean any of several things, including for example:

(a) Y has transformed into X (‘What was once a caterpillar now manifests as a
butterfly’);

(b) X exists or occurs because of Y (‘The symphony is a manifestation of the
composer’s laborious effort’);

(c) X is the appearance of Y to a subject.

In the cases of (a) and (b) above, the fact that X is a manifestation of Y implies
the temporal priority of Y; (c), however, is equivocal on this point. On the one
hand, X’s being an appearance to a subject of Y could mean that X and Y are
numerically and qualitatively identical to one another – that is, they are the same
thing – but that, with regard to X the subject is in a position to perceive (or under-
stand, or in some other way cognitively appreciate) it, whereas he or she was not
in such a position with regard to Y (‘The book I’d been looking for did not become
manifest until I looked behind the bookcase – and there it was!’). In this instance,
the temporal priority of the unmanifest over the manifest is implied, even though
the crucial factor is the relation of a subject to the object and not the state of the
object itself. On the other hand, X’s being a manifestation of Y could mean that X
and Y are the same thing considered in terms of two distinct aspects, namely a
manifest and an unmanifest one. This is the Kantian thought: that the very same
thing can, at one and the same time, be conceived as appearance and thing-in-itself.
Insofar as it is experienced by a subject, it is the one thing, and insofar as it is not
so experienced it is the other.

I do not want to propose that the SaÅkhyan concept of unmanifest prakrti is
equivalent to the Kantian thing-in-itself. It definitely is not. Whereas Kant
employs the expression ‘things-in-themselves’ to denote only objects considered
in their non-empirical aspect, prakrti (in itself) is the unmanifest aspect of both
the objectual content of experience and subjective intentional acts. In Kantian
terms, therefore, prakrti is the noumenal correlate of both, on the one hand, the
pre-experiential sensory manifold, and on the other, the sensible forms and con-
ceptual categories by virtue of which the sensory manifold comes to be recog-
nized as the external world. Notwithstanding the non-equivalence of the Kantian
and SaÅkhyan conceptual frameworks, the analogy between them on this point
is, I think, philosophically instructive.

The precise nature of the relation between the manifest and unmanifest aspects
of prakrti is not fully worked out in the classical texts of SaÅkhya and Yoga.
In place of clear explanations, we generally find unelaborated similes; and thus
it is probably impossible to resolve the issue of whether the relation is to be
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conceived along the lines of a (roughly) noumenal–phenomenal dual-aspect
theory, or something more like a process in which what was previously noumenal
changes into – or generates out of itself – that which is phenomenal. The language
of ‘surging’ or ‘emerging’ suggests the latter, whereas other passages suggest the
former. At SK 2, for example, it is stated that the best method of eradicating the
threefold dissatisfaction (duhkha) referred to in the opening verse of the text is to
acquire ‘discerning awareness’ (vijñana) of ‘the manifest, the unmanifest, and the
knower.’ I take this to imply that the manifest and unmanifest aspects of prakrti
co-exist and can, as a result of the right sort of sustained contemplation, be dis-
tinguished from one another. Of course, someone who holds that unmanifest
prakrti is an infinite reservoir of matter – or an ‘undifferentiated plenitude of
being’ as Larson puts it (1979: 12, 167) – might contend that such a reservoir is
capable of giving rise to any number of real finite entities without diminishing its
own existence, and that the co-existence of unmanifest and manifest prakrti can thus
be accounted for without recourse to a dual-aspect interpretation.4 Such a reading
is supported by, for example, YS 4.2, which asserts that ‘The transformation
(parijama) into another type (jati, i.e. ontological class or category) is due to the
outpouring (apura) of prakrti.’ Whichever way we understand the classical
metaphors, it is evident that, according to SaÅkhya and Yoga, in becoming
manifest prakrti does not cease to be, in itself, unmanifest.

Having remarked upon the relation between unmanifest prakrti and the
manifest schema as a whole, let us now consider each of the manifest principles
in turn, in the order in which they are presented in the SaÅkhyakarika. The first
principle has two quite different names, the reason for which is nowhere fully
explained. One of these names, mahat, means simply ‘that which is great, mighty,
supreme’; and the other, buddhi, has the broad sense of ‘awareness’ as well as a
range of more specific senses that come into play in particular contexts. As a gen-
eral rule, the term mahat is used when the manifest principles as a collective
group are being referred to, notably in the expression ‘mahat and the others’,
some version of which occurs four times in the SaÅkhyakarika (SK 3, 8, 40, 56).
Buddhi, meanwhile, is used when something is being noted that is of relevance
either to this specific principle (SK 23, 49) or to the three ‘inner’ mental instru-
ments (antahkarajas [SK 35]), of which buddhi is one, as distinct from the ten
‘outer’ instruments (cf. SK 33). As I mentioned in Chapter 4, buddhi is defined as
adhyavasaya (SK 23), which term also features in the definition of perception at
SK 5, and may be translated as ‘ascertainment’ or ‘discernment’. Buddhi is said
to have two poles, one sattvika (light, luminous, positive) and the other tamasa
(dark, negative). The first of these comprises ‘virtue (dharma), knowledge
(jñana), emotional non-attachment (viraga), and masterfulness (aifvarya)’, and
the second comprises the opposite qualities (SK 23). These various mental quali-
ties or dispositions are referred to later in the text as bhavas (SK 40, 43, 52), a
term which can denote any kind of ‘being’ or ‘state of being’. In the context of
SaÅkhya philosophy the bhavas seem to play a role similar to that of the
saÅskaras and vasanas of Yoga, both of which latter terms indicate mental traits
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or habitual patterns of response (or, better perhaps, pre-conscious psychic traces
that impel such responses). Whether we call them bhavas, saÅskaras, or vasanas,
there are certain types of these mental factors that are deemed worthy of cultiva-
tion, and others that are to be eradicated. Eventually all of them must be left
behind if the soteric goal of purusa’s aloneness (kaivalya) is to be realized (SK
67–68). Thus we find, for example, that in Yoga one of the principal expressions
applied to the mental state in which all saÅskaras have been pacified or dissolved
is ‘seedless’ (nirbija-) samadhi (YS 1.51, 3.8), which expression reflects the view
that saÅskaras are seeds of purusa’s misidentification.

What emerges from the above points is that buddhi is best regarded as encom-
passing a range of mental states, dispositions and capacities, although it is most
particularly associated with discerning awareness, which might otherwise be
termed intentional (object-directed) consciousness, as distinct from the ‘pure’
(contentless) consciousness with which purusa – considered in itself – is
identified.5 Taking all of its various associations into account, the common
translation of buddhi as ‘intellect’ is not inappropriate, although in most contexts
I regard ‘awareness’ or ‘intentional consciousness’ as closer to the mark. In this
light, it may seem surprising that the majority of interpreters of SaÅkhya and
Yoga nevertheless regard buddhi (along with the entire schema of manifest prin-
ciples) as ‘material’.6 If one is to treat something that is patently mental as also
being material, then it would be not merely helpful, but an urgent necessity, to
explain the sense in which these terms are being used; for in western philosophy
‘mental’ and ‘material’ (or ‘mind’ and ‘matter’) have frequently been defined in
opposition to one another. Although some modern-day reductive physicalists and
functionalists declare simply that ‘the mind is the brain’ (e.g. Dennett 1991: 33),
on the whole philosophers are more careful to stipulate that, while mental states
such as those of intentional consciousness ‘are realized in the neurophysiology of
the brain’ (Searle 1983: 15, original emphasis), there remains a place for the
concept of ontologically subjective events, which are not equivalent to physical
ones. As we saw in Chapter 5, however, those who adopt a materialist interpreta-
tion of prakrti tend to fall far short of explaining what they mean by ‘matter’ or
‘material’, and consequently end up using apparently paradoxical expressions to
refer to certain of prakrti’s modes, such as ‘mental material principles’ (Jacobsen
1999: 225), without giving us any good reason to regard these expressions as
anything other than nonsense.7

Turning now to the second manifest principle, ahaÅkara, we find that it is
tersely defined as abhimana (SK 24), which term can denote self-conceit and
pride or the mere having of a thought of oneself.8 As was noted in Chapter 1, van
Buitenen has proposed an interesting theory that ahaÅkara, as a concept, has its
origin ‘in the ancient upanisadic speculations on a self-formulating, self-creating
primordial personality’ (1957a: 21), whose verbal ejaculation ‘aham!’ (‘I!’)
constitutes his self-formulation, which in turn constitutes the cosmos (ibid.: 19).
If interpreted with a realist bias this equivalence between self-formulation
and universal creation sounds implausible, and might at best be treated as an
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extravagant creation myth. Van Buitenen himself notes (ibid.) that the distinction
‘between macrocosmos and microcosmos’ seems to be absent in the ancient texts
to which he is referring (principally early portions of the Brhadarajyaka- and the
sixth chapter of the Chandogya-upanisad). However, he does not take what would
seem to be the obvious next step, which is to regard the ‘macrocosmic’ (i.e. cos-
mogonic) story as a mythopoetic exposition of an essentially idealist notion,
namely that the individuation of the subject does not merely coincide with the
manifestation of the world, but is its precondition.9 In my view, sense can be made
of SaÅkhya’s position only if the idealist notion just mentioned is taken to be the
basis of the claim that from ahaÅkara (i.e. due to the concept of selfhood, which
can be known a priori) ‘the rolling forth (pravartate) of the twofold emergence
(sarga) [occurs],’ comprising on the one hand the ten ‘capacities’ (indriyas) plus
the synthesizing faculty of mind (manas), and on the other hand the five modes
of sensory content (tanmatras) (SK 24).

Let us, then, look a little closer at these factors that are contingent upon ‘the
thought of oneself’, beginning with the ‘powers’ or ‘capacities’ (indriyas). There
are either ten or eleven of these, according to whether we include manas among
them or place it in a separate category. The ten are divided into two sets of five,
named respectively buddhindriyas and karmendriyas. The former – literally
‘awareness capacities’ (buddhi-indriyas) – comprise ‘seeing (caksus), hearing
(frotra), smelling (ghraja), tasting (rasana), and touching (tvac)’ (SK 26).
Several translators take the verse just quoted to refer to sense organs: ‘eye, ear,
nose, tongue and skin’.10 But, as I read it, the original text is concerned much less
with organs – or with the faculties of sense (i.e. sight, audition and so on) – than
with the modes of sensory act, by which I mean the types of phenomenological
episode known as seeing, hearing, smelling, etc.

The second fivefold set – namely ‘action capacities’ (karma-indriyas) – comprises
‘speaking (vac), clasping (paji), foot (pada), anus (payu), and genitalia (upastha,
lit. “under-part”)’ (SK 26). Here the terminology is less evidently ‘active’ than in
the case of the buddhindriyas. Although vac and paji could be interpreted as
vocal and manipulative powers respectively, paji could just as well be translated
as ‘hand’; and the terms for the remaining three karmendriyas do not really lend
themselves to being translated as anything other than the names of particular
organs. However, two verses later, at SK 28, the karmendriyas are characterized
in terms of their functions or modes of operation (vrtti), which are, respectively,
‘speaking (vacana), grasping (adana), wandering (viharaja), excreting (utsarga),
and intense pleasure (ananda).’11 Here we appear to have a list of physiological
activities, with the exception of the last, ananda, which is a feeling-tone of
extreme pleasure or delight. It is possible that, just as a particular feeling is here
being linked with the genitals, so the other four karmendriyas are intended to
represent feelings associated with certain parts of the body rather than the actions
or body parts themselves. ‘Grasping’ and ‘wandering’ could very easily relate to
modes of proprioceptive or kinaesthetic awareness; that is, awareness of the
position and movement of limbs and other body parts.12 And speaking and
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excreting, too, could be thought of in terms of the sensations that accompany
these acts. Understanding the karmendriyas in this way would explain why they
are placed alongside the buddhindriyas: all ten indriyas are sense-capacities,
only the buddhindriyas are exteroceptive, i.e. concerned with awareness of the
world external to one’s own body, whereas the karmendriyas are introceptive,
i.e. concerned with awareness of one’s own body.

Manas is defined as being ‘of the essence’ (atmaka) of both sets of indriyas,
and thus as being at least analogous to an indriya itself; and also as saÅkalpaka,
which can be translated as ‘resolve’ or ‘decision’ (SK 27). For etymological
reasons, manas is normally translated simply as ‘mind’; but this is somewhat
misleading, given that in SaÅkhya philosophy it evidently stands for a specific
component of what in English we very loosely designate as ‘the mind’. Davies
acknowledges this point when he notes that ‘The Latin mens and our mind
correspond to it [manas] in origin but not in meaning’ (1894: 63). But then,
unduly influenced by some unhelpful assumptions, he offers the following
contrast between manas and the western concept of mind:

In our Western philosophy, mind is usually considered as an expression
for the rational faculties of the soul, and as opposed to matter; but in the
view of Kapila [i.e. classical SaÅkhya], it is not a part of the soul, but is
itself a form of matter from a material source (Prakriti).

(Ibid., my square brackets)

The point I take Davies to be trying to make here is clouded, in part, by his
equivocal use of the term ‘soul’. Having first used it to denote a multi-facultative
entity, he then subsequently uses it to stand for the purusa of SaÅkhya. Since
purusa is a pure subject, devoid of faculties, the fact that manas ‘is not a part of
[it]’ ought not in itself to be taken to indicate that the concept of manas is out of
step with that of a set of rational faculties. Davies’ principal assumption, however,
is that manas, along with all of prakrti’s other manifestations, is ‘a form of matter’
and that it is this that distinguishes it from western conceptions of mind. For
reasons given in Chapter 5, I remain doubtful about the wisdom of describing
prakrti and its manifestations, without qualification, as ‘material’.

It is generally agreed that manas is an organizing faculty, by which sensations are
gathered and arranged into perceptual episodes (Davies calls it ‘the sensorium
commune’ (1894: 63)). This interpretation, rightly in my view, emphasizes
SaÅkhya’s insistence on the active and constructive role of the mind in the
generation of experience. Indeed, I am inclined to regard manas as the synthesizer
of sensory information, much in the way that Kant saw the imagination. Although
it is rarely picked up by commentators, there may also be a connection between
manas and conative operations, which are experienced as acts of volition.13 This
connection is suggested by the occurrence, in manas’s definition, of saÅkalpaka,14

and might be strengthened if we were to regard the karmendriyas as physiological
acts, the co-ordination of which manas is responsible for, rather than as modes of
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introceptive awareness (which is in fact my preferred interpretation). Some
interpreters have associated not manas but buddhi with volition, and Jhâ even
uses ‘will’ as a direct translation of buddhi (1896: 62). Contrariwise, others have
identified manas with intellect (e.g. Zimmer 1953: 317, 321 n. 45). Unfortunately
the textual resources available to us are insufficiently explicit to conclusively
resolve these matters.

It is worth reiterating at this point that SaÅkhya has a collective term for the
three components of the mind that have so far been discussed, those being buddhi,
ahaÅkara, and manas. The term is ‘inner instrument’ (antahkaraja), and is used
in two slightly differing ways. At SK 35 it is used in a way that implies that each
of the three mental components just mentioned is itself an ‘inner instrument’,
while at SK 33 it clearly stands for a unitary but threefold instrument or faculty. In
either case, the inner instrument is to be distinguished from the outer (bahya) one,
which comprises the five buddhindriyas and five karmendriyas; and the inner and
outer instruments together form a single yet complex structure known simply
as ‘the instrument’ (karaja). The outer instrument is related to ‘present time’
(sampratakala) whereas the inner instrument is related to the ‘three times’
(trikala), which I take to mean that, while sensory representations are restricted to
the present moment, thought can range over the past (in memory) and the future
(in anticipation) as well as the present (SK 33).15 The terms ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ are
presumably intended to indicate, not spatial determinations, but the fact that the
operations of the former type – namely intentional consciousness (buddhi), egoity
(ahaÅkara), and the synthesis of sensory events (manas) – are internal to the mind,
whereas sensations ostensibly derive their content from extra-mental sources, that
is from the external environment in the case of the buddhindriyas and from the
organic body in the case of the karmendriyas. At SK 35 the relation between
the inner and outer instruments is described analogically as follows:

Since buddhi, together with the other [two] inner instruments, is
immersed in (avagahate) all objects, this threefold instrument is the
chamber (dvarin) and the remaining ones [i.e. the ten indriyas] are the
doors (dvaras).

In this translation of the verse I have followed Suryanarayana Sastri’s suggestion
(1948: 66–67) that dvarin refers to ‘that to which channels lead’ and not, as other
translators have supposed, a ‘warder’, ‘gate-keeper’, or ‘door-keeper’ (cf. e.g. Davies
1894: 71; Jhâ 1896: 76; Larson 1979: 266; and also MW: 504). According to the
analogy (as Sastri and myself read it), the sensory and action capacities are the
‘doorways’ through which information concerning external objects is conveyed to
the cognizing mind, although it should be noted that the verse makes no claim
concerning the ontological status of the putatively external objects themselves.

Next to be considered among the manifest principles are the tanmatras, which,
like manas and the ten indriyas, are held to ‘roll forth’ from ahaÅkara. The doctrine
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that the tanmatras derive from, or are in some way contingent upon, egoity is highly
significant. It is not always given the attention it deserves, however, in large part
because of the serious difficulties it generates for the external realist interpreta-
tion of SaÅkhya. These difficulties have led some scholars to express bafflement
at the whole concept of the tanmatras, a case in point being Frauwallner, who
concludes ‘that no valid ground is found in the [SaÅkhya] system to make its
introduction . . . appear intelligible’ (1973, I: 272). Such interpreters tend to
assume that the tanmatras are something like ‘material essences’, which in some
unspecified way ‘generate the five gross elements’ (Larson 1987: 50), and that
these ‘gross elements’ (bhutas) in turn constitute, or are themselves, perceptible
physical entities.16 The major problem here is this: on the one hand, the tanmatras
are supposed to give rise to physical objects, which are real in the sense of being
mind-independent; and yet on the other hand the tanmatras are themselves
derived from a mental principle, namely ahaÅkara, thus making them and any-
thing that follows from them thoroughly mind-dependent. As long as the realist
assumption is retained, this would seem to be an irresolvable paradox. Rather than
reject the assumption of realism, however, what many interpreters have done is to
invoke a concept that has now become a bulwark of SaÅkhya and Yoga exegesis,
namely ‘subtle matter’.

With the exception of the bhutas, which are described as ‘gross’ or ‘coarse’
matter, the term ‘subtle matter’ – or one of its synonyms such as ‘subtle sub-
stance’ or ‘subtle material’ – is routinely applied in the secondary literature to all
the manifest principles, and occasionally to unmanifest prakrti and the gujas as
well. A smattering of quotations will suffice to illustrate the point:

[Buddhi] is material, but of the subtlest form of matter.
(Davies 1894: 17–18)

[Buddhi] is regarded as the subtle substance of all mental processes. It
is the faculty by which we distinguish objects and perceive what they
are. The functions of buddhi are ascertainment and decision. 

(Radhakrishnan 1927, II: 267)

With the co-operation of rajas [ahaÅkara dominated by tamas] is
transformed into subtle matter, vibratory, radiant and instinct with
energy, and the tanmatras of sound, touch, colour, taste and smell arise.

(Ibid.: 271)

The world develops according to certain laws out of primitive matter,
which first produces those subtile substances of which the internal
organs of all creatures are formed, and after that brings forth the gross
matter.

(Garbe 1899: 10)
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[A tanmatra is] undifferentiated and causal stuff and is just subtle or
psychic matter.

(K. C. Bhattacharyya 1956, I: 175)

[T]he gujas are non-intelligent subtle substances . . . 
(Dasgupta 1922: 259)

From this selection of extracts an impression can be gleaned of the kinds of
ambiguities and confusions that the concept of subtle matter attracts. In the first
of the two quotations from Radhakrishnan, for example, it is far from clear what
is meant by the phrase ‘the subtle substance of all mental processes.’ It could
mean that the principle being described, namely buddhi, is a non-physical
substance that constitutes mental phenomena, if it were not for the fact that, in the
next two sentences, we learn that buddhi is a ‘faculty’ with specific ‘functions’.
Although a faculty might belong to a thing that is constituted by a particular
substance, I do not see how a faculty can itself be a substance, however ‘subtle’
it is assumed to be. Then, from Garbe, we get the claim that, according to
SaÅkhya, prakrti ‘produces’ certain ‘subtile substances’ and then goes on to
‘[bring] forth the gross matter’; but he neglects in this passage to point out that,
on the realist view to which he subscribes, the so-called gross matter is supposed
to derive from or evolve out of the subtle substances. It is understandable why
one might be tempted to play down this fact, especially if one is inclined, like
K. C. Bhattacharyya for example, to treat ‘subtle’ as equivalent to ‘psychic’; for
how, after all, could a psychic (i.e. mental) entity be the material source of a
‘gross’ (physical) one? But ignoring the interpretive problem doesn’t make it
go away.

Some other scholars have been considerably less reticent about admitting that,
on their reading, real physical entities must be held by SaÅkhya to be the end-
products of the same chain of evolution to which buddhi and the other patently
mental principles belong. Again, however, such scholars have tended to blur the
issue by referring to these latter principles as ‘subtle’ instead of ‘mental’. Indeed,
this term ‘subtle’ has been used – sometimes with tedious repetitiveness – to
imply that the evolutionary chain is a graded continuum from unmanifest prakrti
at the top end to the bhutas (interpreted as physical particles) at the bottom, with
no sudden and inexplicable leap from mental to material stuff. Sen Gupta is one
such interpreter, and the following passage illustrates not only her ‘gradual
evolution’ theory but also the zeal with which the term ‘subtle’ can on occasions
be employed:

According to Saykhya, the evolutionary change means gradual change
from more subtle to less subtle. Prakrti is the subtlest of all the
constitutive principles of the world. So, the first evolute should be such
which is less subtle than Prakrti but more subtle than the succeeding cat-
egories. This is possible only if sattva guja becomes the predominating
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guja in the first category. (Subtlety can be generated in a category
merely by increasing the sattva guja.)

(Sen Gupta 1982: 98)17

The word ‘subtle’ derives from the Latin subtilis, ‘finely woven’, and has a
range of meanings, including ‘delicate, elusive . . . imperceptible, intangible . . .
[and] refined’ (Webster’s: 2281). The expression ‘subtle matter’ is not unheard of
in western philosophy. Descartes, for example, uses it to denote ‘particles of
indefinite smallness’ that are produced by the collision of ‘violently agitated’
matter with ‘other bodies’ (1985, I: 258).18 But none of this helps us very much
in trying to make sense of passages such as the one just quoted from Sen Gupta.

I do not mean to imply that ‘subtle’ should be banished from the interpretive
literature on SaÅkhya. It is in fact the most appropriate translation of the Sanskrit
term suksma, with which it may share some remote etymological ancestry,19 and
suksma (along with sauksmya, ‘subtlety’) is undoubtedly made use of in the
SaÅkhyakarika (at SK 7, 8, 37 and 39) and in the Yogasutra as well.20 Indeed,
when discussing SK 8 in the last chapter we saw prakrti’s ‘subtlety’ (sauksmya)
being cited as the reason for its imperceptibility; and it would be fair to presume
from this that – since prakrti is known via its manifest modes – these modes are
held to be, as Sen Gupta says, ‘less subtle’ than unmanifest prakrti. Furthermore,
Sen Gupta is right to draw a connection between a thing’s ‘subtlety’ and the extent
to which the quality of sattva prevails in that thing, although I don’t think the rela-
tion is quite as straightforward as she implies. The parenthetical remark that she
makes at the end of the passage quoted above suggests that sattva is somewhat
analogous to a chemical constituent that can be added to or subtracted from an
entity in order to increase or decrease its level of ‘subtlety’. If this were true, then
that which is most ‘subtle’ of all, namely unmanifest prakrti, would contain the
highest proportion of sattva. But this is not the case; rather, prakrti in itself is held
to comprise the three gujas in a state of perfect equilibrium.

As I see it, the link between subtlety and sattva resides in the notion of
‘purification’, which, though invoked more explicitly in Yoga than in SaÅkhya, is
nevertheless present in both systems. In the Yogasutra the term sattva appears to
be used as a synonym of buddhi. It is to be purified to a level at which it becomes
indistinguishable from the purusa (YS 3.35, 55). In a sense, an expression such as
‘purity of sattva’ is pleonastic, for sattva can itself stand for clarity and purity.21

But when sattva is used in place of buddhi, then what is meant by its ‘purification’
is, I presume, the cultivation of the moral discipline, perceptual acuity, and alert-
ness that the Yoga system as a whole is intended to promote. ‘Subtlety’ enters the
picture when we consider the kinds of things that can become objects of knowl-
edge for the ‘purified’ or ‘cultivated’ buddhi. The advanced stages of Yoga prac-
tice are said to allow ‘subtle objects’ (suksma-visayas) to become the foci of
sustained meditation (YS 1.44); and since ‘the unmanifest (alikga) is the ultimate
object of subtlety’ (YS 1.45), it may be inferred that the expression ‘subtle
objects’ here encompasses all, or most, of the manifest principles.22 There are,
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of course, many questions that might be raised in this connection, such as how
buddhi could become a meditative ‘object’ if buddhi is itself the medium through
which meditation occurs; but to try to resolve such questions here would take us too
far off our main track. The immediate point to be made is that Sen Gupta’s claim,
that increasing sattva increases subtlety, would be expressed more precisely if one
were to say that, by means of the cultivation of the quality of purity, for which sattva
in most contexts stands, increasingly difficult-to-comprehend (and hence ‘subtle’)
aspects of the psychosensory apparatus are revealed to consciousness. This way
of expressing the claim gives due weight to the epistemological implications of
‘subtle’, and rightly diminishes the ontological significance that is normally read
into the term. In short, ‘subtle’ should be taken primarily to indicate an object’s
degree of accessibility to a knower, and not its material constitution.

The issue that prompted the above discussion of the term ‘subtle’ was that of
how something physical – namely the bhutas as they are typically construed – can
derive, directly or indirectly, from something mental. The standard account –
according to which all of the manifest principles are ‘material’, including
ahaÅkara and the tanmatras (which constitute the bridge between ahaÅkara and
the bhutas) – is in my view incoherent. It is vitiated by its failure to explain,
firstly, how mental principles can also be material ones, and, secondly, how mind-
independent entities can ‘evolve’ from mental ones. My alternative to this account
involves a recasting of the tanmatras and bhutas as, no longer ‘subtle’ and ‘gross’
material items, but modes of sensory content and forms of ostensibly external
objects respectively. A useful way of approaching an explanation of what I mean
by these two expressions will be to consider how the five tanmatras are understood
by traditional commentators.

Although the five tanmatras are not individually named in the SaÅkhyakarika,
there is a consensus among the Sanskrit commentators that this group comprises
sound (fabda), tactile feeling (sparfa), visual appearance (rupa), flavour (rasa),
and odour (gandha) (see e.g. TK, GBh and YD on SK 38). There should, therefore,
be nothing controversial about my referring to the tanmatras as the five modes
of sense-content, for this is the most literal interpretation of the traditional
view. Where my interpretation differs from the standard modern one, however, is
in its refraining from conceiving the tanmatras as anything besides sense-
contents. I see no reason, for example, to regard them as the sorts of ‘material
essences’ that Larson and others have assumed them to be, largely because I am
not convinced that such expressions have any clear sense.23 Terms such as ‘subtle
element’ and ‘primary element’, which are widely favoured as translations of
‘tanmatra’,24 can be justified by references to (a small number of) commentarial
sources. Vyasa commenting upon YS 1.41, for example, distinguishes three
grades of objects to be apprehended in meditation, the first of which is 
bhuta-suksma (‘subtle element’ or ‘subtle entity’), and the other two of which are
‘gross support’ (sthula-alambana) and ‘worldly divisions’ (vifva-bheda, i.e.
macroscopic objects). The translation ‘subtle element’ does not conflict with my
interpretation of the tanmatras, as long as (qua sense-content) it is understood to
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mean a constitutive element of sensations and not of mind-independent physical
entities. This understanding differs significantly from the common view that the
tanmatras physically constitute – or ‘give rise to’ via ‘a process of condensation’
(Eliade 1969: 21) – the bhutas, which in turn physically constitute the entire
external world, including our own bodies.25 By way of an examination of the
bhutas I shall elaborate how my interpretation of their relation to the tanmatras
differs from the one just mentioned.

As in the case of the tanmatras, the bhutas, though not individually named in
the SaÅkhyakarika, are universally agreed to be the five elements, these being the
four that are common to many ancient cultures – namely: earth (prthivi or ksiti),
water (ap), fire (tejas) and air (vayu or marut) – plus akafa (or vyoman), which
is normally translated these days as ‘space’ (the older translation as ‘ether’ having
fallen out of favour).26 An atomic or corpuscularian interpretation – according to
which the elements are physical atoms – has been adopted by the majority of
modern commentators. Dasgupta typifies it when he states: ‘All gross things are
formed by the collocation of the five atoms of ksiti, ap, tejas, marut, and vyoman.
The difference between one thing and another is simply this, that its collocation
of atoms or the arrangement or grouping of atoms is different from that in
another’ (1922: 255). Usually it is implied that these atoms are, on their own, too
small to be perceived, and hence that they are ‘gross’ only in the sense that they
are constitutive elements of perceptible entities. There are, however, certain schol-
ars who have taken the bhutas themselves to be perceptible. K. C. Bhattacharyya,
for one, asserts with regard to Yoga that it ‘holds that bhuta emerges out of
tanmatra in the form of perceivable sthula [“gross”, physical] atoms in the first
instance, out of which again sthula complex objects emerge as immanent parija-
mas [transformations]’ (1956, I: 243, emphasis and square brackets added).

Whether the bhutas are conceived of as perceptible or imperceptible, the view
according to which they are physical atoms is, I think, badly mistaken. For one
thing, it requires us to ignore the fact that there are said to be only five bhutas,
and instead postulates an indefinite number, albeit divided into five types. But
then, even if we allow the number five to refer to types rather than individual
tokens, it remains far from clear why atomic particles should be referred to as
‘earth’, ‘water’, ‘fire’, ‘air’ and – most puzzling of all – ‘space’. Notwithstanding
extravagant, and apparently ad hoc, theories that have interpreted akafa, for
example, as a ‘proto-atom’ (whatever such a thing might be),27 it has to be admit-
ted that, if the bhuta doctrine does concern atoms, then the names given to these
atoms must be either tenuously symbolic or entirely arbitrary. But let us consider
the names of the bhutas a little more closely. What, for instance, could be meant
by designating something as ‘earth’?

Surely earth, or soil, in the literal sense is something complex, with various
constitutive parts. If we consider, however, that the term prthivi can mean ‘earth’
in the sense of the ground upon which we stand and roam around, as can its virtual
synonym ksiti, then it seems plausible to ask whether this first bhuta might not be
best conceived as the quality of hardness or solidity. And, following this initial
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speculation, ap might be understood as the general quality of liquidity rather than
the specific liquid represented by the chemical formula H2O; tejas as luminosity or
heat; and vayu as gaseousness. Having relinquished the assumption of atomism,
when we come to akafa there is no need to think of it as anything other than space.28

I am proposing, then, that the first four of the bhutas are most intelligibly
understood, not as atoms, but as forms or states of being displayed by physical
objects, and that the fifth, akafa, is best regarded as space. Space may also of
course (following Kant) be termed a form of physical objects, and as such is the
form that is a necessary condition for all the others. By ‘states of being’ – or, as
I put it earlier, ‘forms of ostensibly external objects’ – I mean, essentially, the
forms taken by physical objects in our experience, and do not mean to imply any
commitment to the existence of those objects independently of experience.

There is nothing especially novel about this kind of phenomenological inter-
pretation of the bhutas. It is fairly widely accepted in Abhidharma Buddhism, for
example, where four bhutas (or mahabhutas, ‘great elements’) are typically
referred to, these being the same as in SaÅkhya and Yoga but with akafa left out.
Herbert Guenther, speaking of the Buddhist mahabhutas, notes that ‘There are
four such “great elementary qualities”: earth-, water-, fire- and air-basis’,29 and
adds the following interesting remarks:

Their names have been derived from the ‘objects’ which common-sense
assumes, although the Buddhists never had the association of objects in
our sense of the word. ‘Earth’ is the symbolic expression for all that is
solid and able to carry a load, ‘water’ for all that is fluid and cohesive,
‘fire’ for all that is light and moving.

(Guenther 1974: 146)30

Nor am I the first to spot that this line of interpretation is equally applicable to
SaÅkhya. J. Ghosh does so in his introductory essay to Arajya (1977). Of the
bhutas, argues Ghosh, ‘it must be said that they are not extramental, since it is
inconceivable, for instance, how a thing may be hard or soft without being felt as
such’ (1977: 7). Although this way of making the point risks begging the question
against the external realist, as an interpretation of the SaÅkhya position I think
Ghosh’s statement is correct. Ghosh did not, however, provide much more than a
skeletal account of how each of the manifest principles relates to the others and
fits into SaÅkhya’s overall metaphysical schema; and hence there remains con-
siderable work to be done before the task of propounding a coherent non-realist
interpretation of SaÅkhya and Yoga metaphysics is complete. In the remainder of
this chapter I shall endeavour to carry this task a little further.

The analysis of experience

One way of formulating the underlying question to which the metaphysical
schema of SaÅkhya and Yoga is a response, is to put it in terms similar to those
which Kant used to frame his own inquiry: What are the necessary conditions for
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the arising of experience; or: what makes experience possible? Any attempt to
address this question is likely to involve a close examination of experience and a
cataloguing of its principal features, along with an ordering of those features with
regard to their interrelations of conditionality; and this, I maintain, is very much
what we find in SaÅkhya, and to a lesser extent in Yoga as well. Thus, although
the question itself is not stated explicitly in the classical texts of these darfanas,
there is nothing arbitrary or inapposite about the suggestion that it represents
a key entry-point into their metaphysical schema. Indeed, the fact that the
soteriological orientation of SaÅkhya and Yoga is avowedly founded upon the
need to overcome suffering and dissatisfaction (duhkha [SK 1; YS 2.16]), com-
bined with the diagnosis that experience is inherently dissatisfactory (YS 2.15)
and rooted in misperception (avidya [YS 2.24]), indicates that a disclosure of the
necessary conditions of experience is precisely what, from the viewpoint of
SaÅkhya and Yoga, needs to take place.

The fundamental dualism for which SaÅkhya and Yoga are well known is often
characterized as one between subject and object, but such a characterization is too
loose to capture what is going on in the analysis that these systems perform; and
if it is not treated with due caution then it runs the risk of perpetuating unhelpful
realist presuppositions. We see this in interpretive passages such as the following
extract from Jadunath Sinha: ‘According to the Saykhya–Yoga, perception
depends upon two metaphysical conditions. In the first place, it implies the exis-
tence of an extra-mental object. In the second place, it implies the existence of the
self (purusa)’ (1958, I: 124). The mistake Sinha makes here is the one with which
we are familiar from Chapter 4, namely that of conflating the purusa–prakrti duad
with the mind–world relation. Prakrti, whether considered in its manifest or its
unmanifest aspect, is not ‘an extra-mental object’. There is nothing in the
SaÅkhya–Yoga concept of prakrti that implies externality in relation to the mind.
Within the schema, distinctions are made between ‘inner’ (antah) and ‘outer’
(bahya) types of principle (SK 33), and also between those principles that form the
‘instrument’ (karaja) and those that constitute the ‘object’ (karya) of experience
(SK 32); but both of these are best construed as intrapsychic distinctions. The
‘inner–outer’ split appears to be between mental factors that are conditions of
intentional consciousness per se (i.e. including perception and thought) and other
such factors that, being exclusively directed towards sensory elements, are
conditions solely of perceptual experience. The ‘inner’ comprises awareness (bud-
dhi), egoity (ahaÅkara), and mental synthesis (manas), and the ‘outer’ comprises
the ten ‘capacities’ (indriyas). These thirteen principles together constitute the
‘instrument’, which ‘grasps, holds, and illuminates’ its tenfold object (SK 32), this
object being composed of the five modes of sense-content (tanmatras) plus the
five states of being (bhutas).31 While this object may be taken to represent a world
external to the mind, the objectual representation itself appears within conscious-
ness, and is to that extent mental rather than mind-independent. Nowhere within
the SaÅkhya–Yoga schema do we find any explicit references to a world of objects
whose reality transcends their being objects for a subject.
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I noted above that I take the order in which the manifest principles are
presented in the SaÅkhyakarika to be a consequence of the relations of condi-
tionality that are held to operate between them. I now need to say a little more on
this point. As we have seen (Chapter 4), the use of the ablative case at SK 22 is
standardly assumed to indicate a relation of something approximating causality
via material transformation between each of the ontological principles and its
respective successor. Such an assumption inevitably implies that we are dealing
with a diachronic narrative; and hence, if my synchronic reading of the SaÅkhya
schema is to sound plausible, this ostensible diachronism needs to be accounted
for. I think the way of accounting for it is to treat the ablative inflections in the
aforementioned verse as indicative of relations of conditionality and dependence
other than material causality. That is to say that when, at SK 22, we read that
‘From prakrti [comes] the great; from that, egoity,’ and so forth, the term ‘from’
might alternatively be read as ‘due to’ or ‘because of’, which terms, though
equally valid translations of the Sanskrit ablative, are less committal when it
comes to temporal implication. In order to see how a reading of the ‘emergence’
of the manifest principles could possibly play out when ‘emergence’ (sarga) is
treated figuratively, let us briefly run through the manifest categories again, this
time with a view to considering the sense in which each of them might be said to
be ‘conditioned by’ that which is ontologically but not temporally prior to it.

Buddhi is the first of the manifest principles, and as such is conditioned only
by unmanifest prakrti. Its other name, ‘the great’ (mahat), probably has something
to do with the fact that it, as awareness or intentional consciousness per se, makes
all the other manifest principles possible.32 If an analogy were to be sought within
western philosophy, I think F. H. Bradley’s ‘centre of immediate experience (or
immediate feeling)’ would come fairly close.33 On Bradley’s view, there is a pri-
mary level of feeling – ‘a felt totality’ (1914: 200) – that is prior to, and hence
contains, the division between self and not-self. Although Bradley conceives this
primary level as being non-intentional and not yet fully conscious, his distinction
between ‘feeling’ and ‘consciousness’ is not, in my view, sustainable. As I see it,
there may subjectively be a level of feeling in which no appreciation of a
subject–object dichotomy obtains; yet upon subsequent reflection, if the state is
to count as ‘feeling’ at all, it must be admitted that it had a content, and hence that
a distinction along the lines of the one Brentano makes between act and content
is applicable. With this proviso, then, ‘centre of immediate experience’ strikes me
as being among the best ways of formulating the notion of buddhi. It is the aware-
ness of a field of phenomenal content, out of which may be said to emerge
specific experiential qualities and episodes, but which in itself is undifferentiated.

AhaÅkara is the arising of self-consciousness within the phenomenal field
already demarcated by buddhi. It is the distinguishing of the experiential content as
‘mine’ and hence of myself as an experiencer. It is thus dependent upon buddhi for
its very possibility. Of course, neither ahaÅkara nor buddhi is the true or authentic
metaphysical self, which status belongs exclusively to purusa in each conscious
individual. Purusa is the ultimate subject – the one who has the experience – while
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buddhi is the having of any experience whatsoever, and ahaÅkara is the having of
that experience as one’s own. ‘Rolling forth’ (pravartate) from ahaÅkara is what
translates literally as the ‘twofold surgence’ (dvividhah . . . sargah) of the ten
indriyas plus manas on the one hand, and the five tanmatras on the other (SK 24).
I take this to mean that the self-ascription of experiential episodes is a necessary
condition for one’s having sensations, and hence perceptual experiences of any
kind. To borrow an expression from Kant, the concept or judgement ‘I think’ or
‘I cognize’ (cogito) is the ‘vehicle’ of all experiences.34

With regard to the relation between the indriyas and the tanmatras, we find at
SK 34 the following statement:

Of these [i.e. the ten indriyas], the five buddhindriyas have specific and
nonspecific objects [i.e. the bhutas and tanmatras]. Speaking manifests
(bhavati) sound-phenomena (fabda-visaya) [alone], whereas the
remaining [karmendriyas] [manifest] all five [types of] phenomena.

There is no problem here in assuming that the terms ‘specific’ (vifesa) and 
‘nonspecific’ (avifesa) refer to the bhutas and tanmatras respectively, because
four verses later, at SK 38, it is in exactly these terms that the bhutas and 
tanmatras are defined. At SK 34, then, it is being claimed that, whereas the five
sense-capacities (buddhindriyas) are oriented towards both objectual forms
(bhutas) and modes of sense-content (tanmatras), the action-capacities
(karmendriyas) are associated with the five modes of sense-content alone. The
first part of this statement seems unproblematic. Clearly the sense-capacities will
be concerned both with the forms displayed by empirical objects – such as hard-
ness, liquidity, etc. – and with the sensory feelings that we automatically regard
as the results of external stimulation. It is, after all, these forms and sense-
contents that provide the materials out of which our perceptual world is con-
structed. The second part of the statement is more difficult to comprehend; for,
although it is evident why speaking might be described as manifesting sound, it
is less clear why the four remaining action-capacities – which I have identified as
powers of proprioception, kinaesthesia and excretory and erotogenic sensation –
should be said to manifest (or bring into being, bhavati) all five modes of sense-
content. There is certainly, however, more sense in regarding all five of these
modes as being involved with the action-capacities when the latter are understood
to be varieties of awareness of bodily action as opposed to the bodily actions
themselves (or, for that matter, the organs that perform them).

The term visaya has a fairly broad semantic range: roughly speaking, it denotes
a sphere or terrain with which something is concerned. Thus, in translating
vifesa-avifesa-visayaji as ‘specific and nonspecific objects’, it would be
misleading to conceive of these objects as determinate physical entities such as
stones, trees, cats, and tables. Rather, in this instance the ‘objects’ are really
component elements of objects in the more familiar sense, the elements in ques-
tion being the bhutas and tanmatras. In my translation of SK 34, I render visaya
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and visayaji as ‘phenomena’ rather than ‘objects’ because the phrase ‘speaking
manifests sound-phenomena’ is both less cumbersome, and in my view closer to
the sense of vag bhavati fabda-visaya, than would be an alternative construction
such as ‘speaking has sound-objects as its manifestation’. But nothing of signifi-
cance hangs upon this decision. Certain other translations of the statement, such
as Larson’s ‘Speech only has sound as its object’ (1979: 266),35 make little sense
when ‘speech’ is taken literally to mean the act of talking. While we might, in
English, consider speech to have the making of sound as its object, where, by ‘its
object’, we mean its end or purpose, this alternative sense of ‘object’ is not
available in the Sanskrit visaya. If, however, we take ‘speech’ to stand for the
awareness of one’s own speech, then to say that the object (or content) of this act
is sound would be more intelligible. Larson’s translation is therefore perfectly
compatible with my interpretation of the karmendriyas as modes of physiological
awareness.

The task of synthesizing the manifold sensations into coherent perceptual
experiences falls, according to SaÅkhya, to manas. Manas is itself dependent upon
ahaÅkara, since without the binding power of a unified self-concept there would
be no one to whom the sensations could be attributed, and hence no means by
which they could be brought into a contiguous whole. We do not find in SaÅkhya
anything comparable to the Kantian twelvefold structure of conceptual categories
of the understanding. But the postulation of an a priori concept that is a necessary
condition of experience is nevertheless present in the concept of ahaÅkara.

This just leaves the relation between the tanmatras and bhutas to be accounted
for. The SaÅkhyakarika says very little about this relation beyond the fact that the
bhutas derive from, or are in some way dependent upon, the tanmatras (SK 38).
Several traditional commentaries propose that the relation is one-to-one in the
sense that each of the five bhutas derives from one out of the five tanmatras.
Thus, as the author of the Yuktidipika puts it, ‘space is due to the sense-content
sound, air is due to . . . tactility, fire is due to . . . visual appearance, water is due
to . . . flavour, [and] earth is due to . . . odour’ (YD 38c).36 Although it is certainly
possible that this sort of one-to-one relation is what the author of the
SaÅkhyakarika had in mind, the original verse could just as well be read to mean
that the bhutas, as one generic category, are dependent upon the tanmatras, as
another generic category. In terms of the interpretation that I have developed
here – of the tanmatras and bhutas as modes of sense-content and formal states of
perceptual objects respectively – the one-to-one thesis is hard to make sense of.
In some cases there is an obvious connection between particular members of each
category. If, for example, we regard tejas as representing light, then it is easy to
see why this should be linked with visual content (although, admittedly, not so
clear why light should be dependent upon it). And, similarly, the connection
between liquidity (apas) and the flavoured content of a gustatory sensation is not
too oblique; although neither is it very precise, since it is not only liquids that can
be tasted. In other cases, however, the connections are very oblique indeed, such
as that between ‘earth’ (which I am taking to represent hardness and solidity) and
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the odorous content of an olfactory sensation, or between ‘air’ (gaseousness) and
the tactual content of a touch sensation. These incongruities can be dissolved
by replacing the one-to-one thesis with the generic category thesis; that is, by
treating the claim that the bhutas are dependent upon the tanmatras as simply the
claim that our encountering objects with discernible formal properties depends
upon our being able to receive contentual sensations.

Thus we can see that the sequential exposition of the manifest principles in the
SaÅkhyakarika becomes susceptible to coherent explication when we take it to
represent the relations of conditionality between synchronic (i.e. simultaneously
existing) features of any possible experiential episode. When, on the other hand,
the sequence is treated as a temporal narrative concerning the successive emer-
gence of ‘real’ trans-empirical entities, whether psychological or cosmological,
not only does the exposition appear arbitrary and the metaphysical schema as a
whole lack determinate structure, but the relevance that this schema has for the
soteriological enterprise of SaÅkhya and Yoga remains thoroughly obscure. It is
to this issue of soteriological relevance that I shall now turn.

The soteriological relevance of the 
metaphysical schema

The question of how metaphysics and soteriology are related in SaÅkhya and
Yoga is one that has for the most part bemused those interpreters who have given
it anything approaching the degree of attention it deserves. We saw early on in this
chapter that Radhakrishnan found it ‘difficult to understand the precise signifi-
cance of the SaÅkhya account of evolution’ (1927, II: 274). Larson expresses a
similar point, but with a little more specificity:

On the one hand, we are told that buddhi, ahaÅkara, manas, the senses,
etc. evolve or emerge one after another. At the same time we are told that
the likga transmigrates from life to life . . . [T]he theory of evolution has
very little to do with the problem of salvation, since in any given life,
evolution is already accomplished before that particular life begins . . .
Clearly the exposition of the SaÅkhyakarika on this point leaves much
to be desired.

(1979: 196)

In this passage Larson is assuming that, according to SaÅkhya, prakrti evolves
into a kind of proto-person called a likga, comprising the psychological
characteristics which, in combination with a physical body, constitute a complete
biological human being. Such an interpretation gains justification from certain
statements in the SaÅkhyakarika, most notably the assertion at SK 40 that the
likga comprises ‘mahat and the others, down to the subtle [i.e., presumably, the
“subtle elements” or tanmatras]’, and that ‘without enjoyment, [and being]
endowed with dispositions (bhavas), [it] wanders (saÅsarati) [from one lifetime
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to another]’. On my view, however, the likga need not be conceived as a 
quasi-organism that has or undergoes experiences. Indeed, it ought not to be
conceived in such a way, since, strictly speaking, neither prakrti as a whole nor
any of its particular manifestations is a subject of consciousness, purusa alone
being endowed with this latter status. Instead, the likga – qua ‘sign’, ‘cipher’ or
‘mark’ – is better conceived as the fluctuating experiential content of any individ-
ual conscious subject, ‘content’ here being construed broadly to encompass the var-
ious acts and forms as well as the more obviously contentual factors into which the
SaÅkhya system analyses experience. When the likga is understood in this way –
as experiential sphere rather than psychological subject – then the problem of why
the ‘evolution’ of the metaphysical principles should be ‘already accomplished
before [any] particular life begins’ evaporates. The so-called ‘evolution’ is not a
process that happens once, or even several times repeatedly; it is a symbolic model
representing the interplay between diverse elements within the complex structure
that makes up subjective experience. Each of its elements is itself a category stand-
ing for a type of phenomenon that arises within experience per se; and the arising
and falling away of these phenomena is the ongoing process of experiencing.

Now, if we are to determine how SaÅkhya’s analysis of the structure of
experience bears upon the soteric practice of sustained meditation, which is dealt
with at some length in the Yogasutra (albeit perhaps not in as much detail as we
might prefer), then it will be useful to dwell for a moment upon this form of con-
templative discipline. In describing this, I shall leave aside the ethical vows and
the multiple postural and breathing techniques that have traditionally constituted
important aspects of Yoga training (cf. YS 2.30–53), and focus on the meditation
itself. This involves taking an object – which may, in principle, be any phenome-
nal or abstract entity but is typically either visual (such as an icon or a sacred dia-
gram) or auditory (such as a mantra) – and concentrating incessantly upon this
object to the exclusion of other sensory and conceptual items. Although not stated
explicitly in the Yogasutra, it is taken for granted by practitioners of Yoga that the
object of meditation will be ‘internal’, i.e. mental and imagistic rather than sen-
sorially imbibed. The noviciate will typically begin by using an external object,
such as a visual depiction of a symbol or deity, but will be instructed by the guru
to use this depiction only until it has successfully been reconstructed ‘in the
mind’s eye’. Having performed such a reconstruction, and fixed one’s attention
upon it (dharaja [YS 3.1]), one endeavours to sustain this level of single-pointed
concentration to the point where it becomes genuine meditation (dhyana [YS
3.2]). Eventually, according to the Yogasutra, a depth of meditation will be
achieved wherein the mind is completely absorbed in its object, and hence the
‘object alone’ (artha-matra) is said to ‘shine forth’ (nirbhasa) (YS 3.3, cf. 1.43).

This initial state of absorption or integration (samadhi, also termed samapatti)
is not the terminus ad quem of Yoga; rather, it is the terminus a quo for a series
of degrees of meditative insight. The Yogasutra refers to several distinguishable
stages of samadhi, some of which involve cognition of the categories of prakrti
not cognitively available to us under ordinary conditions of reflection.37 One of
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the two main poles of Yoga discipline consists in holding the cognized ‘object’
(or cognitive content) steady, this stabilizing of one’s cognition being known as
abhyasa (YS 1.13). The other main pole is vairagya – the non-attachment to, or
dissociation from, the object of cognition; or, in other words, the cultivation of the
inner knowingness that, in the case of each ontological category that comes to
consciousness in profound meditation, one’s true self is not that (cf. YS 1.15–16).
Such knowingness is prefigured in the famous Upanisadic utterance neti neti
(na-iti na-iti), ‘not this, not this’,38 and is given expression at SK 64 as purusa’s
declaration that ‘I am not (na-asmi), not mine (na me), not “I” (na-aham).’ Larson
interprets this latter statement as buddhi’s assertion that ‘I am not (conscious);
(consciousness) does not belong to me; the “I” is not (conscious)’ (1979: 274);
but this is to turn the meaning of the verse on its head. There are, admittedly,
significant difficulties attached to any ascription of knowledge – even a merely
negative, dissociative kind of knowledge – to a principle of pure subjectivity such
as purusa; for it seems paradoxical to propose that the pure subject can ‘know’
itself to be distinct from the very categories of manifest being that, under normal
circumstances, make experience and knowledge possible. However, this is the
sort of problem that frequently arises in connection with attempts to describe
mystical (i.e. supra-ratiocinative) states of consciousness, and is far from being
uniquely associated with SaÅkhya and Yoga. Larson’s alternative suggestion, it
should be noted, is no less paradoxical; for it involves an essentially non-
conscious principle, namely buddhi, having knowledge – which can only mean
becoming conscious of the fact – that it is not conscious!

Since the goal of SaÅkhya and Yoga is the self-abiding or ‘aloneness’
(kaivalya) of purusa, the achievement of which requires a cessation of purusa’s
false self-identification with that which is not-self (anatman, cf. YS 2.5 and 2.25),
the knowledge of the ultimate metaphysical disjunction between purusa and
prakrti must belong to purusa, even if in some sense that knowledge can arise
only by means of purusa’s association with buddhi.39 The aforementioned decla-
ration at SK 64 is, in my view, an attempt to represent the dawning of purusa’s
disidentification with experience in toto. It is, so to speak, the ‘last gasp’ of
experience – and hence of subject-object duality – before the ‘seer’ (drastr), that
which is in itself ‘mere seeing’ (drfimatra [YS 2.20]), ‘abides in its own nature’
(YS 1.3).

In the light of the above summarial account of Yoga discipline, I can see two
main interpretive options concerning the soteriological relevance of SaÅkhya’s
metaphysical schema. One is that it constitutes a report of meditative experience,
an exposition of the insights gained into the nature of the mind and its processes
during states of samadhi. A second possibility is that the schema was devised in
advance of meditative experience via a process of rational reflection, perhaps
analogous to that employed by Kant in his Critique of Pure Reason or by
Brentano in his Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint. Both of these latter
works, in their own particular ways, set out to expose the a priori conditions of
experience in general without recourse to any kind of supra-normal intuition or
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introspective technique. Although, in the case of SaÅkhya and Yoga it would
appear that, ultimately, supra-normal intuition is being aimed at, the schema
could, in principle, have been rationally constructed prior to its utilization as an
intrapsychic ‘map’ for the meditating yogin.

The idea of the practical application of metaphysical schemata is not a new
one. Feuerstein, for example, talks of ‘ontogenetic models’ as ‘originally and pri-
marily maps for meditative introspection, intended to guide the yogin in his
exploration of the terra incognita of the mind’ (1980: 117). As we saw in
Chapter 2, however, Feuerstein is adamant that SaÅkhya is wholly ‘rationalistic’
whereas Yoga relies exclusively ‘on first-hand evidence (pratyaksa)’ (ibid.); and
hence he fails to consider the possibility that a model, though rationally devised,
may nevertheless perform an instructive role in meditation. When, therefore,
Feuerstein asserts that ‘These “maps” are records of internal experiences rather
than purely theoretical constructions’ and ‘are descriptive rather than explana-
tory’ (ibid.), we might be excused for wondering how a system such as SaÅkhya,
with its ‘pronouncedly formalistic and rationalistic basis’ (p. 113), was capable of
coming up with a metaphysical schema which so closely parallels that of Yoga.

There is, as it turns out, no need to drive a wedge between the two interpretive
options I have outlined. It is perfectly tenable, and indeed highly likely, that rea-
son and meditative experience have been mutually reinforcing devices in the his-
tory of SaÅkhya and Yoga, and that the respective schemata of these systems are
both descriptive and explanatory. They describe, in what is evidently a highly
abstracted and abbreviated manner, observations made during sustained inwardly
oriented contemplation; and, at the same time, they are supported at certain points
by arguments that appeal to the rational proclivities of the student, who has per-
haps yet to enjoy the ‘first-hand evidence’ that will later (if the ‘map’ is followed
correctly) verify the teachings.

Summary

In this chapter I have looked in some detail at the metaphysics of SaÅkhya and
Yoga, and have put forward what I consider to be a more credible interpretation
than that which is commonly accepted. When construed as a representation of the
sequential emergence of principles whose ontological status is in some ambigu-
ous sense both cosmological and psychological, the schema of twenty-three
‘manifest’ categories appears baroque at best, and incoherent at worst. In place of
this construal I have argued that the schema is more coherently interpreted as an
analysis of experience, in which the ostensibly sequential relations may be taken
to stand for relations of dependence between the various principles which
together make experience possible. I have claimed that, not only does this inter-
pretation of the schema as a metaphysics of experience reveal the internal logic
of the system itself, but it also facilitates a fuller (though admittedly incomplete)
understanding of how metaphysical theory and soteric practice combine to form
an integrated whole.
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7

FREEDOM FROM EXPERIENCE

SaÅkhya and Yoga are not concerned with philosophy for its own sake. Like
virtually all classical systems of thought in India, they were devised with a sote-
riological purpose in mind. This purpose is the attainment of release or liberation
(moksa, mukti) from mundane existence, such existence being held, again in com-
mon with most Indian systems, to be inherently and irredeemably dissatisfactory.

The soteriological telos of SaÅkhya and Yoga has, I hope, been an underlying
presence throughout this study, for it certainly warrants being taken into account
at every stage of the interpretive process. In this chapter I want to focus more
sharply upon that telos, or artha (‘end’, ‘purpose’), referred to in both the
SaÅkhyakarika and the Yogasutra as kaivalya, which term translates literally as
‘aloneness’ or ‘solitariness’. In particular I wish to inquire into how the vision of
this goal and the aspiration to achieve it cohere with the aspects of the SaÅkhya
and Yoga philosophies that have been discussed so far. I shall be arguing that the
realist–cosmogonic interpretation of these darfanas has no way of accounting for
kaivalya, and that any attempt to explain it that begins from the realist assumption
regarding the manifestations of prakrti can result only in confusion.

There is a sense, of course, in which kaivalya is radically inexplicable by any
theory, for it does not fall within the domain of conceptualizable phenomena or
states. Perhaps the greatest paradox, or irony, of SaÅkhya and Yoga, and of other
essentially mystical soteriologies, is their insistence that the liberation of the
person involves, in effect, forsaking everything that marks one out as a person in
the first place, including body, mind, memory and intentional consciousness
itself. Notwithstanding this ultimately supra-rational orientation, however, it is
not the case that anything goes when it comes to discussing kaivalya. It remains,
I think, possible to distinguish between more and less plausible accounts, the
main criterion for doing so being the extent to which any particular account suc-
ceeds in positioning kaivalya in coherent relation to the philosophies as integral
wholes. This is not to say that the interpretation should be fudged in order to make
it compatible with other elements in the systems. Close attention must be given
to the texts at all times, and any inconsistencies pointed out. But a reasonable
interpretive starting-point – indeed, probably the only genuinely workable
starting-point – is to assume a high level of integrity on the parts of the systems
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concerned, and, from that basis, to piece them together in a way that utilizes the
light from various elements to illuminate one another.

The central interpretive problem of kaivalya

The main problem hampering the interpretation of kaivalya in SaÅkhya and Yoga
for anyone who attributes a realist viewpoint to these systems is as follows.
Kaivalya, according to both darfanas, involves the cessation of mental activity. This
is made explicit in the Yogasutra, where the very definition of yoga is given as
‘the cessation (nirodha) of mental vrttis (“activities,” “functions,” “operations”)’
(YS 1.2), and it is implied in the SaÅkhyakarika by the fact that kaivalya is there
stated to be attained upon purusa’s ‘split with the body’ (farira-bheda) and the
‘retreat from activity (vinivrtta) of pradhana’, whose purpose (artha) has been
accomplished (SK 68). Not only, then, does the mind cease to operate, but the entire
world of ostensibly physical objects dissolves, leaving only an unmanifest and dor-
mant prakrti, plus of course the now solitary purusa, who abides purely ‘in its own
nature (svarupa)’ (YS 1.3). Since the attainment of kaivalya by one individual does
not entail or engender the dissolution of the mental activities of other individuals,
nor of the world those others experience, there would seem to be something about
the dissolution that is particular to the kaivalyin alone (cf. YS 2.22).

The realist interpreter must address the following question: If the manifestations
of prakrti are real in the sense of being subject-independent, then how can it be
the case that they cease or dissolve for the kaivalyin? The question generates a
dilemma: Either (a) the manifestations do not really dissolve at all, but merely
disappear from the ‘view’ or ‘awareness’ of the liberated purusa; the true self has,
as it were, withdrawn its gaze from them and become enclosed or absorbed within
its own being (‘it contemplates itself’ (Eliade 1969: 93)). Or (b) the manifestations
were not independent after all, but were critically dependent upon an absence of
self-knowledge on the part of purusa, and hence when that self-knowledge arises
the manifestations no longer exist in relation to that purusa, even though they con-
tinue to do so for others. Each of these interpretive options is accompanied by
serious difficulties, and this is perhaps why most interpretations tend not to be
very explicit when it comes to the issue of kaivalya. Option (a) entails that
kaivalya consists in a divestment of knowledge – a self-imposed exile or hiber-
nation from reality – in which purusa remains cut off from a psychophysical
world that continues to operate in its absence. This would, in principle, be com-
patible with the negative aspect of SaÅkhya–Yoga eschatology, that is, the escape
from the distress (duhkha) that saturates worldly existence. But it would hardly
concur with the positive aspect, which is expressed in the many proclamations to
the effect that the path that leads from enthralment to emancipation is one of
increasing discriminative knowledge and heightened awareness, not a shielding of
oneself from that which is real and true. It would also contradict assertions that it
is the manifestations of prakrti that withdraw or retreat from view, and not purusa
who blocks them out. The withdrawal is referred to as pratiprasava (YS 4.34),
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a ‘return to the original state’ (MW: 668) or ‘flowing back to the source’; or as
prakrtilaya (SK 45), the ‘dissolution of [or into] prakrti’; neither of these terms
suggests that the manifestations in fact continue more or less as they are, only
without being ‘seen’ by purusa. In the poetic imagery of Ifvarakrsja’s text, it is
the tender and bashful (sukumara) prakrti who, having performed her dance for
purusa, ‘never again enters into purusa’s sight’ (SK 59–61).

As a consequence of these difficulties, what we tend to find in the interpretive
literature are vague and unelaborated statements about kaivalya’s being, for example,
a ‘pure isolation or abstraction . . . from matter’ (Davies 1894: 48), which leave us
unsure whether, once such a state has been attained, material objects continue to exist
or not. Their continued existence might be implied in Larson’s description of
kaivalya as ‘a kind of pure, translucent emptiness which transcends everything in the
manifest and unmanifest world’ (1979: 208), but here again it is not made explicit
whether purusa’s ‘transcendence’ is taken to leave the manifest world unscathed.

A further hedging manoeuvre that presents itself in this interpretive area is that of
speaking of kaivalya’s involving the cessation of the relation between purusa and
prakrti without specifying whether this cessation necessitates the discontinuance of
manifest objects. Keith, for example, makes this move when he notes that ‘the con-
nection of spirit with matter terminates with the withdrawal of spirit into a condition
of absolute freedom, which must, however, at the same time be absolute nonentity’
(Keith 1949: 99). There is no question that the two spheres of reality – what Keith
terms ‘spirit’ and ‘matter’ – are rent asunder in kaivalya, but there is a question
whether, or in what sense, this rending coincides with the obliteration of prakrti’s
manifest aspect; and this question remains unaddressed by statements about the
termination of the relation (or ‘connection’) between the two co-fundamental princi-
ples. (Incidentally, Keith’s decription of the liberated purusa’s condition as one of
‘absolute nonentity’ sounds equivalent to declaring it to be completely annihilated.
This cannot be what SaÅkhya or Yoga have in mind, although it is admittedly very
hard to provide any positive description of purusa’s liberated condition.)

There is general agreement – except in rare cases such as Ian Whicher, whose
ideas will be discussed below – that, in kaivalya, experience has been obliterated:
‘It is the enstasis of total emptiness’, as Eliade puts it, ‘without sensory content or
intellectual structure, an unconditioned state that is no longer “experience” (for
there is no further relation between consciousness and the world) but “revelation” ’
(1969: 93). But, to reiterate the crucial question with regard to realism, what we
wish to know is: In the absence of the ‘relation between consciousness and the
world’, does there remain any objective (real, independent) world at all? Feuerstein,
for one, proposes in certain places that there does, his boldest assertion to this effect
coming in his commentary on YS 2.22. He translates the sutra itself as follows:

Although [the seen] has ceased [to exist] for [the yogin whose] purpose
has been accomplished, it has nevertheless not ceased [to exist altogether],
since it is common-experience [with respect to all] other [beings].

(1989a: 74, Feuerstein’s brackets)
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And then he supplies the following assessment of it:

This aphorism is as plain a refutation of mentalism as one can expect.
The world is not a mere thought product which dissolves upon
liberation. Objects are external to the mind and have their independent
existence which is not affected by the event of Self-realisation.
Emancipation is an individual achievement which abolishes man’s false
organismic identity and re-locates him into the Self. With the destruction
of the consciousness complex the possibility of perceiving the external
world, or perceiving the world externally, is likewise eliminated. But this
absence of empirical perception does not conjure away the universe. It
remains as real as before and continues to be experienced by those who
erroneously identify not with the transcendental Self but with the phe-
nomenal consciousness of a particular organism in space and time.
Without this ontological assumption of the reality of the objective uni-
verse the emancipation of the very first liberated being would, logically,
have entailed the annihilation of the cosmos and, by further implication,
it would also have meant the emancipation of all other beings.

(Ibid.)

The sutra provides a ‘refutation of mentalism’, by which expression I take
Feuerstein to mean a denial of idealism, only if one has already assumed that the
Yoga position is realist. If this assumption has not been made, then the sutra could
very well be read as an affirmation of idealism, since it emphasizes the depend-
ence of the ‘seen’ (manifest prakrti, drfya) upon the ‘seer’ (drastr, purusa). What
I wish to draw attention to, however, is Feuerstein’s assertion that, ‘With the
destruction of the consciousness complex the possibility of perceiving the exter-
nal world . . . is likewise eliminated’ even though the world ‘remains as real as
before’. Feuerstein uses ‘consciousness’ to translate citta (preferring ‘Self’ for
purusa, as can be seen in the above passage); and thus by ‘consciousness
complex’ he probably means the cognizing components of prakrti, specifically
the thirteenfold instrument (karaja) as it is called in SaÅkhya (cf. SK 32).
The dissociation of this complex from purusa – or, as Feuerstein puts it, its
‘destruction’ – would of course render external perception, along with any other
mode of experience or cognition, impossible; and therefore this ‘destruction’
establishes an unbridgeable gap between purusa and the ‘external world’ (which
world Feuerstein elsewhere refers to as the ‘surface structure’ of prakrti as distinct
from the ‘deep structure’, which is the psychosensory constitution of the empiri-
cal self (1980: 29)). Purusa has, in effect, been separated from the ‘real world’;
and hence, on this account, its liberation involves something approximating a
state of voluntary ignorance, which, as I have indicated already, stands in stark
contradiction to the overall gnostic orientation of Yoga and SaÅkhya.

Let us now turn our attention to the second interpretive option, (b), that 
I outlined above, namely the view that the manifestations of prakrti are not
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independent of purusa and hence do in fact dissolve in relation to the liberated
purusa, though not for others. It might be presumed that this view entails the
abandonment of the realist assumption and would therefore be unacceptable to
any interpreter who holds that assumption. This would indeed be the case if such
interpreters were consistent in their understanding of the relation between
‘manifest prakrti’ on the one hand and the ‘manifest world’ on the other.
Inconsistency on this point, however, enables the claim that manifest prakrti does
dissolve (disintegrate, demanifest) to be combined either with an insinuation that
this dissolution does not include the ‘manifest world’ or with a non-committal
silence about the fate of this world. Feuerstein can again be cited to illustrate the
point, since his distinction between the ‘deep’ and ‘surface’ structures of prakrti
allows him to speak of ‘the destruction of the consciousness complex’ (manifest
prakrti as ‘deep structure’) while affirming the unbroken endurance of the
‘external world’ (manifest prakrti as ‘surface structure’).

Thus we see that what I have referred to as two interpretive options can in fact
be merged into one, but only by employing the disingenuous strategy of distin-
guishing two structural levels of manifest prakrti. The strategy is disingenuous
because it flagrantly ignores the fact that, according to any interpretation of Yoga
and SaÅkhya metaphysics (including the realist–cosmogonic one), the objects
that populate the ‘external world’ derive from those which constitute the cogniz-
ing personality (or ‘consciousness complex’ as Feuerstein calls it). The sense in
which they so ‘derive’ may be a matter of contention, but the fact that the ‘surface
structure’ of objects could not exist without the ‘deep structure’ of the psycho-
sensory apparatus is undisputed. This fact ought to preclude any assertion that,
for SaÅkhya–Yoga, the objects we ordinarily perceive can continue to exist once
kaivalya has been attained, and ought, furthermore, to make it patently clear that
the perceived objects are, according to these darfanas, merely appearances for us,
without (as a Buddhist might say) any ‘inherent existence’ (svabhava).

It is, in short, impossible to square any claim that in kaivalya the yogin’s mind
along with his body is dissolved into its unmanifest source, with the view that
material objects exist independently of their being cognized. Thus, when
Feuerstein says, at the beginning of his commentary on YS 4.34, that, ‘Upon Self-
realisation, the primary-constituents of Nature [i.e. the three gujas] . . . cease to
vibrate in the pattern characteristic of the yogin’s body and mind complex and
become resolved into the unmanifest core (prakrti-pradhana � alikga)’ (1989a:
145, Feuerstein’s rounded parentheses, my square brackets), we are entitled to
wonder what has happened to the mind-independent objects that he referred to
earlier. We might wonder the same thing when, for example, Sen Gupta states
that, ‘As soon as citta gets merged in the gujas, the vital function too stops auto-
matically and the yogi is separated forever from the body’ (1982: 139), or when
Eliade remarks that ‘Intellect (buddhi), having accomplished its mission, withdraws,
detaching itself from the purusa and returning into prakrti’ (1969: 93).

It seems fair to conclude, then, that interpretations of SaÅkhya and Yoga that
take these systems to be realist about the empirical world stand no chance of
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presenting a coherent account of kaivalya, and this is indeed the conclusion I will
draw. Before we can be sure of this, however, there is one further realist interpre-
tation that needs to be considered, which is based upon a somewhat renegade
re-reading of some key tenets of the Yoga system.

Ian Whicher’s view of kaivalya as ‘embodied liberation’

I noted at the beginning of the last section that the central problem for the realist
interpretation of kaivalya is how to account for the fact that, according to
SaÅkhya and Yoga, the cessation of mental activities coincides with, or immedi-
ately precipitates, the dissolution of manifest entities, when those entities are
supposed by the realist to exist independently of any experience of them. We have
so far considered approaches that either skirt the issue or, in contradiction to
the logical implications of the classical texts, baldly declare that despite the
dissolution of the psychosensory components of manifest prakrti the ‘external
world’ persists. In recent years, however, a third approach has been articulated, in
embryonic form by Christopher Chapple (see esp. 1996) and more fully by
Ian Whicher (e.g. 1995, 1998, 2003). Essentially the approach involves a tentative
(in Chapple’s case) or forthright (in Whicher’s) denial that kaivalya, as understood
in classical Yoga, forecloses the possibility of mental activity and experience of an
objective physical reality.

It should be noted at the outset that both Chapple and Whicher draw a distinction
between the respective goals of SaÅkhya and Yoga. Chapple holds that there is
merely ‘a slightly different interpretation of liberation’ between the two systems
(1996: 124), and that it amounts to little more than a matter of emphasis, with
Yoga tending to place greater stress than SaÅkhya upon ‘the need for ongoing
purification both on the path and at the penultimate phase of the quest for libera-
tion’ (p. 132). Whicher, meanwhile, regards the difference as more significant. He
concurs with the common view that, for SaÅkhya, kaivalya involves a total sep-
aration of purusa and prakrti (e.g. 1998: 58), but makes the curious assertion that
Yoga, far from wanting to disjoin them, in fact ‘seeks to “unite” these two princi-
ples by correcting a misalignment between them, thereby properly aligning them,
bringing them “together” through a purification and illumination of conscious-
ness leading to the permanent realization of intrinsic being, that is, authentic
identity’ (1998: 4). ‘Moreover’, Whicher continues,

Patañjali’s Yoga darfana can be seen to embrace a maturation and full
flowering of human nature and identity, a state of embodied liberation –
one that incorporates a clarity of awareness with the integrity of being
and action.

(1998: 4, my underlining)

This could hardly be further from the idea that Yoga seeks a transcendence of
worldly existence rather than merely a more harmonious accommodation to it. In
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view of this fact, it is fair to ask what textual justication Whicher brings forth in
support of his highly contentious interpretation, and also what exactly he might
mean by phrases such as ‘embodied liberation’ and ‘integrity of being and action’.

Whicher’s interpretation of classical Yoga appears to be largely constructed
upon a translation of YS 1.2 that is unique to himself. The sutra, which has been
referred to already in this chapter, reads: yogaf citta-vrtti-nirodhah; and Whicher
translates this as: ‘Yoga is the cessation of [the misidentification with] the modi-
fications of the mind’ (1998: 1, cf. 1995: 47). The expression inserted in brackets
by Whicher is crucial to his interpretation, and yet he does not attempt to justify
its inclusion. Rather, he merely asserts it and then proceeds to examine the entire
Yoga system in the light of this assertion, as though his translation of the afore-
mentioned sutra were uncontroversial. It is, however, extremely controversial, for
it allows Whicher to claim that the goal of Yoga is not to induce the cessation of
mental activities or ‘modifications of the mind’ (citta-vrtti) themselves, but
consists in merely the cessation of misidentification with those activities or
modifications. The implication of Whicher’s translation of this important sutra is
therefore that mental activities (states, modes) can continue after the attainment
of Yoga’s goal, and, moreover, that they can do so in a way that has been ‘purified’
of any misidentification with those activities or with the mind itself.1

The practice of inserting bracketed expressions into translations of the Yogasutra
(and other Indian texts) is extremely common among scholars, the justification
being that without such insertions the meanings of the sutras concerned would
remain opaque or ambiguous at best, and entirely unintelligible at worst. The prac-
tice should, however, be treated with immense caution, both by the translator and by
the reader; for the risk of imposing a meaning upon the text that was absent in its
original formulation is significant. When a sutra is perfectly intelligible without
amendments then the insertion of additional wording is superfluous, and liable to
be misleading. Now, in the case of YS 1.2, the sutra provides a definition of yoga as
citta-vrtti-nirodha. Whicher, reasonably, translates the latter phrase as ‘the cessation
of the modifications of the mind’, but then radically changes its meaning by
inserting ‘[the misidentification with]’ after ‘the cessation of’.

In accordance with his overall emphasis on misidentification, Whicher’s vision
of the goal of Yoga is one in which the yogin is liberated from a false sense of
identity but not from the world as such. On Whicher’s view,

kaivalya in no way presupposes the destruction or negation of the
personality of the yogin, but is an unconditional state in which all the
obstacles or distractions preventing an immanent and purified relation-
ship or engagement of person with nature and spirit (purusa) have been
removed.

(1998: 277)

The issue of identity is deeply confused here, for it would appear that the yogin
is supposed to ‘engage’ with purusa, which is not at all the same as being purusa.
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Indeed, to engage with something precludes one’s being that thing. Since, on most
accounts, kaivalya consists in purusa’s realizing itself, it seems far from clear that,
on Whicher’s description, the yogin’s misidentification has been eradicated.
Whicher adds to the confusion by asserting that ‘cessation’ (nirodha) need not
‘imply being rooted in a conception of oneself that abstracts from one’s identity
as a social, historical, and embodied being’ (p. 291). In other words, kaivalya (i.e.
the completion of nirodha) involves the cessation of ‘misidentification’ with the
personal mind but not an abstraction from one’s socio-historical and biological
existence. This is surely contradictory.

Contrary to Whicher’s interpretation, I think there are strong indications that
Yoga proposes a methodological strategy of renunciation that involves the relin-
quishment of identification with precisely the sorts of personal characteristics
that we might call social, historical and bodily (or biological). Although there is
a precedent for the concept of embodied liberation in SaÅkhya and Yoga –
namely the state referred to at SK 67, where ‘direct knowledge’ (samyag-jñana)
has been attained and yet bodily existence rolls on owing to the momentum of
mental ‘seeds’ or ‘impulses’ (saÅskaras) – this has no bearing upon Whicher’s
view, for two reasons. First, because it occurs in the SaÅkhyakarika, not the
Yogasutra, and Whicher does not accept that the two systems are consistent with
one another on the point of kaivalya. And secondly, because even by SaÅkhya
the state of embodied liberation is held to be merely a temporary prelude to the
complete severance between purusa and prakrti that is announced at SK 68.

That both SaÅkhya and Yoga conceive kaivalya to be a disembodied state is
evident in the classical texts. A biological body, being part of our empirical world
and perceived as an item within a wider physical environment, is thoroughly
dependent upon prakrti’s manifestation. And, as the Yogasutra and SaÅkhyakarika
insist, purusa’s aloneness coincides with the return of prakrti and its three con-
stituent strands to their original unmanifest homeostasis, their purpose having
been fulfilled (YS 4.34, SK 68). Whicher gives his own peculiar twist to this
notion of the gujas’ modifications coming to an end: ‘This ending, it must be
emphasized, does not mark a definitive disappearance of the gujas from purusa’s
view’, he says. Rather, the gujas continue to operate, producing experience in the
form of vrttis; and the sole difference between the yogin’s new state and that
which preceded kaivalya is that he now no longer identifies with those vrttis:
‘Now the yogin’s identity (as purusa), disassociated from ignorance, is
untouched, unaffected by qualities of mind, uninfluenced by the vrttis constituted
of the three gujas’ (Whicher 1998: 277). In support of his view, Whicher cites
Swami Hariharananda Arajya’s remark that, when cessation (nirodha) occurs, the
gujas ‘do not die out but their unbalanced activity due to non-equilibrium that
was taking place . . . only ceases on account of the cessation of the cause (avidya
or nescience) which brought about their contact’ (quoted in Whicher 1998: 380
n. 97, Whicher’s ellipsis).2 Arajya’s statement, however, merely reiterates the
familiar view that, by ‘cessation of the gujas’, is meant not their complete anni-
hilation but, rather, their abiding in a state of perfect repose. This tranquil state is

FREEDOM FROM EXPERIENCE

140



the unmanifest (avyakta) condition of prakrti, and thus, contrary to Whicher’s
demurral, its instantiation precisely does ‘mark a definite disappearance of the
gujas from purusa’s view’, and hence a definitive end to experience.3

Whicher asks rhetorically how, if kaivalya is a disembodied and non-experiential
state, there could ‘be anyone around to articulate that it even exists’.4 The ques-
tion, though pertinent, has been dealt with by the SaÅkhya and Yoga traditions.
In the SaÅkhyasutra and its commentaries, for example, one who has attained the
state wherein perfect discrimination (viveka) is enjoyed and yet the ‘wheel’
(cakra) still spins is referred to as a jivanmukta, one who is ‘liberated in life’. It
is in this state, prior to forsaking the cogitating mind and organic body for good,
that the sage is able to furnish disciples with illuminating teachings (SS 3.78–83).
Such proposals, of course, raise several questions for every one that they answer:
How, for example, if the liberated sage is merely waiting for the wheel impelled
by past actions to stop spinning can she initiate the new actions that instructing
students would involve? But we cannot expect to address such questions here. The
immediate issue is the exegetical one of how the SaÅkhya and Yoga traditions
account for the existence of teachings that are attributed to enlightened sages, and
I think this has been covered.

We can, then, leave aside the claim that kaivalya amounts merely to a
‘purification’, as opposed to a total cessation, of empirical existence, and begin
to investigate whether there might, in the absence of the realist assumption, be a
more satisfactory way of interpreting the soteric destination of SaÅkhya–Yoga.

Aloneness and misperception

I noted above that kaivalya clearly seems to be conceived in both SaÅkhya and
Yoga as a disembodied state. It is worth saying more about this. Not only does
kaivalya appear to be a state of disembodiment, but it is one of mindlessness as
well, in the sense that all mental activities have ceased and purusa – the subject
beyond the empirical mind – abides alone, in its ‘own nature’ (svarupa), this
nature being characterized by such terms as ‘consciousness’ (cetana [SK 55]), the
‘power of consciousness’ (citifakti [YS 4.34]), and ‘mere seeing’ (drfimatra [YS
2.20]). Some important discrepancies and tensions do exist concerning the notion
of kaivalya, and these will come to light in the course of the following discussion.
They are, however, common to both SaÅkhya and Yoga, and hence cannot be held
up as important incongruities between the two systems.

It is right to note, as Chapple for example has done (1996: 124), that there is a
difference of emphasis in the Yogasutra as compared with the SaÅkhyakarika.
The latter text makes it appear that, once the appropriate level of self-knowledge
has been attained, it is just a matter of allowing the remaining impulses and habit-
patterns (saÅskaras) to run their natural course, and kaivalya will spontaneously
supervene upon their exhaustion (cf. SK 67–68). The Yogasutra, meanwhile,
emphasizes the need for sustained meditative discipline, and for the active
replacement of mental seeds of compulsive misidentification by seeds of deep
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insight, as a prelude to the state of ‘seedless’ (nirbija) samadhi (YS 1.50–51). This
difference of emphasis flows naturally, however, from the overall difference of
orientation between the two texts, the Yogasutra being primarily concerned with
practical instruction and the SaÅkhyakarika with metaphysical categorization.
Again, therefore, it need not be taken to represent a divergence in either doctrine
or practice.

My main purpose now is to highlight some key problems stemming from the
concept of purusa’s liberation (kaivalya, vimoksa), especially as it relates to the
important notion of misperception (avidya, viparyaya). And, as a way of
approaching these problems, it will be useful to provide a brief survey of the
occurrences of kaivalya within the two classical texts. The term appears four
times in the SaÅkhyakarika and five in the Yogasutra. On two of its four appear-
ances in the former text the term constitutes the first part of the determinative
compound expression kaivalyartha, which is commonly translated as ‘for the
sake (or “purpose” or “end,” artha) of [purusa’s] liberation (kaivalya)’ (SK 17,
21). This compound may reasonably be regarded as synonymous with
purusasyartha and purusartha (‘for the sake of purusa’), which occur at SK 36
and 63 respectively, and with vimoksartha (‘for the sake of final release’) at SK
56 and 58. Activity, or process, in general (pravrtti) is said to be for the sake of
kaivalya (SK 17), as is the very ‘conjunction’ (saÅyoga) of purusa and prakrti
which initiates that activity (SK 21). The conjunction just referred to is also for
the purpose of purusa’s ‘seeing’ prakrti (darfanartha [SK 21]); but it is fair to
assume that this purpose is subordinate to that of purusa’s final liberation, since
prakrti can be ‘seen’ only insofar as she is active, and activity, as has just been
noted, is for the sake of kaivalya. A similar dual purpose is mentioned in the
Yogasutra (2.18), where the ‘seen’, in the form of the three gujas, serves the
‘purpose of experience (bhoga) and liberation (apavarga)’. Here again, experi-
ence ought to be understood as auxiliary and not co-ultimate, for everything that
is experienceable must eventually be recognized as dissatisfactory (duhkha
[YS 2.15, cf. SK 55]).

At YS 2.25 it is stated that the ‘aloneness of seeing’ (drfeh kaivalyam) results
from the ‘non-existence’ (or ‘disappearance’, abhava) of conjunction (saÅyoga),
which ‘non-existence’ results in turn from the non-existence or cessation of
avidya, about which I shall say more shortly. At YS 3.49–50, meanwhile, we are
informed that kaivalya is due to non-attachment to even the ‘vision of the other-
ness of sattva and purusa’. Thus kaivalya is not regarded as a state of discrimina-
tive knowledge; even the knowledge of purusa’s non-identity with sattva, which
latter term can here be taken to stand for purified buddhi or citta, must be relin-
quished. YS 3.55 adds that kaivalya consists in the ‘sameness of purity of sattva
and purusa’; which is a little incongruous, since one might have supposed (a) that
nothing could attain an equivalence of purity with a principle so utterly non-
phenomenal as purusa, and (b) that, in the absence of conjunction, buddhi
(or citta) would have completely demanifested along with all the other modes of
manifest prakrti, and that it would therefore be unnecessary and inappropriate to
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speak of its ‘purity’. As a tentative exegetical suggestion, I would say that, by
‘purity’, it could be precisely the unmanifest condition of buddhi that is meant;
and that, insofar as both buddhi and purusa can be described as unmanifest – all
mental content having been discontinued – the two principles have a level of
purity that is equivalent, or at least analogous.

Turning again to the SaÅkhyakarika, it is noteworthy that kaivalya features
among the principal characteristics of purusa, the others being: ‘witnessing
(saksitva), . . . equanimity (madhyasthya), seer-ness (or awareness, drastrtva), and
inactivity (akartrbhava)’ (SK 19). The inclusion of kaivalya in this context sug-
gests that ‘aloneness’ is purusa’s natural state, and hence that the fulfilment of the
soteric enterprise is best conceived as a re-establishment, or disclosure, of that
natural state, rather than as a transition to some new condition. Related to this is
the notion that it is prakrti alone that undergoes activity and transformation, and
that purusa, being essentially independent, never enters into genuine involvement
with her. At SK 60, for example, it is said that, while prakrti, ‘endowed with qual-
ities (gujavati), proceeds to serve his purpose in various ways without benefit to
herself, puÅsah (i.e. purusa), being without qualities, performs no active role.’
And at SK 62 we find the following ostensibly unequivocal pronouncement:

Surely, then, no one is bound, no one released, nor indeed is anyone
transmigrating (saÅsarati, literally ‘wandering’). Prakrti in its several
abodes (afraya, i.e. manifest forms) is transmigrating, bound, and released.

The situation appears to be clear: purusa undergoes no change whatsoever,
whereas prakrti transmigrates from one lifetime to another in a state of bondage
until she is finally released. This, however, brings us to one of the crucial difficul-
ties that I wish to draw attention to here. For if it is prakrti that is released, then in
what sense does she act ‘for the sake of purusa’? In order for prakrti’s activity to
be both purposeful and ‘for another’s sake’ (SK 17, 60), purusa must have a need
to be fulfilled; and this in turn necessitates that purusa must undergo a transition
from a state of unfulfilment to one of fulfilment – howsoever we conceive of that
fulfilment. The raison d’être of the whole set of principles that SaÅkhya meta-
physics depicts is purusa’s liberation; and thus if it were really the case that
prakrti’s activity serves to bring about only her own release, the system would
collapse. And yet, at the same time, we can see how tempting it is to deny that a
supremely transcendent principle such as purusa is in need of anything whatsoever.

The situation has therefore become far from clear; and since it would appear
that the author of the SaÅkhyakarika was himself wavering between two incom-
patible accounts of purusa’s status, it is doubtful that any amount of interpretive
effort will succeed in resolving the problem. Eliade displays an awareness of this
problem when he writes that:

There is something of a paradox in the way in which SaÅkhya and 
Yoga conceive the situation of Spirit (purusa); though pure, eternal, and
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intangible, Spirit nevertheless consents to be associated, if only in an
illusory manner, with matter; and, in order to acquire knowledge of its
own mode of being and ‘liberate’ itself, it is even obliged to make use of
an instrument created by prakrti (in this case, intelligence). Doubtless, if
we view things in this way, human existence appears to be dramatic 
[a mere performance? – MB] and even meaningless. If Spirit is free, why
are men condemned to suffer in ignorance or to struggle for a freedom
they already possess? If purusa is perfectly pure and static, why does it
permit impurity, becoming, experience, pain, and history?

(1969: 31–32)

The sort of paradox described here is not unique to SaÅkhya and Yoga. Indeed,
something very close to it crops up in a large number of systems of metaphysics
and soteriology, both in Indian traditions and elsewhere. The central problem is as
follows. If one postulates an absolutely perfect, and unalterable, principle as the
true identity of the sentient inhabitants of the manifest universe, then – whether
that principle be called purusa, brahman, God, the One or anything else – the task
of explaining how we, as patently imperfect and alterable individuals, came to
misidentify ourselves with our sullied minds and corruptible bodies becomes, if
not logically impossible, at least metaphysically recondite. For, as soon as the
notion of a perfect principle’s ‘forgetting’ or ‘mistaking’ itself is admitted, then
the perfection of that principle would appear to have been severely compromised.
If, as a defensive ploy, it is then suggested that no ontological imperfection has
been attributed to the principle, merely an epistemic one, this cannot salvage the
original position; for no concept of ontological perfection worthy of the name can
contain within it the possibility of ignorance or self-delusion.

It is, no doubt, for reasons such as those just given that Siddhartha Gautama,
the reputed founder of Buddhism, opted to maintain a majestic silence on
abstruse metaphysical questions, and urged his followers to pursue practical
methods of alleviating their suffering in preference to getting hung up on abstract
theory.5 Indian monistic, or ‘non-dualist’, philosophies, meanwhile, have tended
to double their difficulties by proposing that the perfect principle is not only the
true identity of sentient beings, but is the source of all manifest phenomena as
well. Proponents of non-dualism are obliged to hold that the supreme principle,
despite its inherent immutability, was somehow able to project out of itself a phe-
nomenal veil, which it then mistook for its own true self. Owing to the precarious
and strained tenability of this view, it is usually not stated so explicitly, but is
clouded and hedged by delegating responsibility for the manifestation of the
world and the self-misunderstandings of sentient creation to a second principle,
typically referred to in Advaita Vedanta for example as maya (‘creative illusion’)
or avidya (‘false knowledge’, ‘misperception’).6 This second principle – at least
when referred to as maya – ends up playing a role very similar to that of the
prakrti of SaÅkhya and Yoga, and thus threatens to undermine the original claim
of non-dualism.7
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In classical SaÅkhya–Yoga the term maya, though employed by certain
commentators,8 does not appear in the primary texts. However, the notion of a
primordial error underlying the way we, as empirical subjects, experience
ourselves and the world is prominent in both systems. And it is to this notion of
erroneous perception that I now wish to direct the discussion.

In the Yogasutra it is said that the ‘field’ (ksetra) from which all other mental
afflictions (klefas) grow is avidya (YS 2.4), and the five main afflictions together
constitute the ‘root’ (mula) of all action (YS 2.12). Avidya is defined as ‘seeing
the eternal, pure, delightful, and essential in [that which is] temporal, impure,
distressing, and inessential’ (YS 2.5).9 It is thus claimed to be the source of the
conjunction between the seer and the seen (YS 2.24), which conjunction becomes
‘unmanifest’ or ‘non-existent’ (abhava) only upon the cessation of avidya; and
this cessation is equated with the ‘aloneness of seeing’ (drfeh kaivalyam
[YS 2.25]). In the SaÅkhyakarika the term avidya does not occur, although its
synonym ajñana is implicitly cited as one of the four ‘dark’ (tamasa) modes
of buddhi at SK 23.10 At SK 47, meanwhile, the ‘five misapprehensions’
(pañca-viparyaya) are referred to as being among the fifty components of the
‘phenomenal effusion’ (pratyaya-sarga [SK 46]); and although these five mis-
apprehensions are not named in the verse itself, they are plausibly interpreted by
several commentators as being equivalent to the five klefas of Yoga, including
avidya as the most primitive of the five (see esp. TK 47 and YV 1.8).11

Both the Yogasutra and SaÅkhyakarika agree that the coming together or
conflation of purusa and prakrti is in some sense an act of misapprehension – a
mistaking of the one thing for the other. ‘Due to that conjunction (saÅyoga)’, says
SK 20, ‘the likga, though nonconscious (acetana), appears as though it were
conscious; and although agency is of the gujas, the detached one (udasana,
i.e. purusa) appears as though active’. And since it is this very conjunction that
instigates the ‘surgence’ of manifest prakrti, it is evident that the coming into
being of experience itself is predicated upon a primordial error, and hence that the
way things appear to us is held to be rooted in and impregnated with misunder-
standing. It is for this reason that Whicher’s contention that experience can con-
tinue in the absence of saÅyoga and avidyamust be a misinterpretation. SaÅyoga
is the necessary precondition for experience, and avidya is, in turn, the necessary
precondition for saÅyoga. Thus, when avidya is eradicated, the momentum that
once gave rise to ‘birth, life, and experience’ (YS 2.13) can no longer be gener-
ated, and so, when the remaining psychic impulses (saÅskaras) have been
exhausted, that’s it – end of story.

If read in terms of a temporal narrative, the fundamental role of avidya would
be absolutely nonsensical; for its being the cause of saÅyoga would necessitate
that a misapprehension could precede the existence (or at least the manifest
existence) of that which is misapprehended, namely the combined modes of man-
ifest prakrti. We are therefore obliged to take a synchronic interpretive standpoint,
and to see avidya not as a temporally located causal antecedent, but as a tran-
scendental (non-spatiotemporal) structuring condition of experience. It cannot
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rightly be translated as ‘ignorance’, for that would imply something wholly neg-
ative.12 Avidya has a positive aspect insofar as it makes possible the emergence of
the constituents of experience and thus of the empirical world itself; but since,
due to this very fact, experience is always a kind of delusion (‘like maya’ [YBh
4.13]), avidya is to be overcome and replaced by its opposite (vidya, jñana,
genuine knowledge), which corresponds to ‘the establishment of the power of
awareness (citifakti) in its own nature’ (YS 4.34, cf. 1.3).

A synchronic approach does not, however, resolve the problem of what or
whom avidya is to be attributed to. If there are only two co-ultimate principles
that have ontological priority over manifest existence, namely purusa and prakrti,
then avidya must belong to one of these two. It cannot belong to prakrti, since
prakrti, being non-conscious, is incapable of being in a state of knowledge or non-
knowledge. And thus we are forced again to countenance purusa’s being afflicted
by delusion. Some interpreters have tried to blur the issue by referring to the
owner of avidya as ‘the yogin’ or ‘the mind’, or by using ambiguous phrases that
leave the identity of the subject thoroughly obscure. When Whicher, for example,
informs us that ‘In the ordinary consensus reality of empirical existence the sense
of self misidentified with any aspect of prakrti thinks that it is the seer’
(1998: 279, my underlining), who, precisely, is doing the misidentifying? And
how can a ‘sense of self’ think anything at all, let alone ‘that it is the seer’?
Similarly, when Feuerstein describes avidya (which he translates as ‘nescience’)
as ‘a fundamental category error which regards the Self as other than what it
really is’ (1989a: 63), the grammatical structure of the sentence implies that ‘the
Self’ (purusa) is regarded ‘as other than what it really is’ by ‘a fundamental
category error’. This, since a category error cannot be an epistemic agent, would
itself be a fundamental category error; and hence it cannot be what Feuerstein
meant. But in any case the original statement cleverly avoids the issue of who
regards purusa in this way. Later in the same passage Feuerstein asserts that
‘we are all born in ignorance of our true nature and with the natural tendency of
establishing our identity outside ourselves’ (ibid., original emphasis). And so the
answer to my query would seem to be obvious: it is we who regard purusa ‘as
other than what it really is’! But who are we? Surely, if our true self is purusa,
then each of us is purusa. Indeed, it is utterly tautologous to say so. Thus it must
be purusa who mistakenly regards itself ‘as other than what it really is’. This is
the only logical conclusion.

The question of who is afflicted by avidya is equivalent to that of who is
liberated, for liberation is release from dissatisfaction (duhkha), and hence from
avidya – and hence also from experience as such. If it is purusa who is liberated,
then it must also be purusa that was under the influence of avidya, or who
succumbed to the kind of misidentification for which avidya stands. This is
obviously problematic; for if purusa is the pure subject, then it is hardly a candi-
date for moving from a condition of affliction to one of liberation. For reasons
such as this, the one who attains kaivalya is, as in the case of the possessor of
avidya, commonly referred to in ambiguous terms, as ‘the yogin’, ‘the wise one’,
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etc. When purusa is, at the same time, maintained to be eternally perfect, a
paradox arises; for it is contradictory to claim that the yogin (who misidentifies
himself with the empirical personality) is identical to purusa but that purusa never
misidentifies itself. The ambiguous terminology, however, mischievously
disguises this paradox, enabling the interpreter to regard the yogin and purusa as
identical and as non-identical according to the particular explanatory exigencies
of the moment.13 But the incongruities do not end there. Further interpretive dif-
ficulties come to light when we consider the notorious characterization of purusa
as multiple, which we shall now do.

Purusa and multiplicity

The doctrine of purusa’s multiplicity has been one of the major targets of critics
of the SaÅkhya system in both traditional debates and modern scholarship. The
classical statement of the doctrine comes at SK 18, which reads as follows:

Due to various patterns of birth, death, and capacities, and to the
disjunction of activities, purusa’s multiplicity (purusa-bahutva) is
established; and also due to contrariety of the three gujas.

Essentially what we have here is the claim that, because sentient beings are born
and die at different times, and because they exhibit different qualities and capac-
ities and perform different activities while they are alive, they must each be
regarded as a distinct self or consciousness. Although there is no such explicit
statement of the doctrine in the Yogasutra, it is certainly implied at YS 2.22, where
the activities of prakrti are said to have ceased in relation to one whose ‘end is
fulfilled’ (krtartha) but not to have ceased entirely, due to their ‘commonality’
(sadharajatva), that is, their continuing in relation to others. Vyasa’s commentary
on this sutra distinguishes between the ‘proficient’ (kufala) purusa, whose end
has been fulfilled, and the ‘non-proficient’ purusas, for whom the ‘seen’ (drfya)
continues to act; and some such distinction seems to follow unavoidably from the
sutra itself.14

Traditional criticisms of the doctrine have focused largely upon its apparent
contradiction of fruti, that is, principally the Upanisadic utterances to the effect
that all selves are ultimately one (see e.g. Fakkara’s BSBh II.1.2). An attempt to
counter such criticisms was made in the SaÅkhyasutra on the grounds that scrip-
tural references to the non-duality (advaita) of the purusa, or atman, ought to be
understood as indicating qualitative and not numerical identity (SS 1.154).
However unconvincing it may seem, this is the only defence open to SaÅkhya if
it is to try to align its doctrine of many selves with the received and lauded
teachings of the Upanisads. The latter scriptures nowhere give any suggestion of
a distinction between qualitative and numerical identity, but this is perhaps to
their own detriment; for unless the plurality of empirical subjects is to be denied
(which denial could lead only to solipsism) the claim that the supreme being
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(brahman, paramatman) is identical to the ‘living’ or ‘embodied’ self (atman,
jivatman) must involve such a distinction.

Among modern scholars who have attacked the ‘many purusas’ doctrine, one
of the least forgiving is Keith, who writes at one place that ‘These spirits if
examined are clearly nothing but abstractions of the concept of subject, and are
philosophical absurdities, since in the abstract there can be but one subject and
one object, neither, of course, being anything without the other’ (1949: 60).15 The
point is a valid one: there is undoubtedly something absurd about the notion of a
multiplicity of abstract subjects, existing independently of time and space, and
unoccupied by any content whatsoever. Indeed, it is for reasons such as this that,
in the western philosophical tradition, Leibniz’s conception of an infinity of
dimensionless ‘monads’ is generally regarded as little more than a historical
curiosity. On the other hand, however, I suspect that Keith has been too quick to
underestimate the profoundly problematic nature of the subject-matter being dealt
with here. On the face of it he is right to highlight the fact that the ‘number and
individuality’ of conscious individuals ‘are conditioned by the possession of a dif-
ferent objective content in consciousness;’ and that ‘if this were removed there
would remain nothing at all, or at most the abstract conception of subject, which
could not be a multitude of individual spirits’ (ibid.: 88). But if we consider that
the very notion of a multiplicity of sets of objective content itself presupposes a
multiplicity of conscious domains in which those sets can manifest, then, I think,
we begin to glimpse the kind of conceptual terrain into which the SaÅkhya
philosophers were venturing.

Larson tries to excuse, or explain away, the ‘many purusas’ doctrine by asserting
that ‘it is hardly likely that the SaÅkhya teachers were thinking of the plurality of
consciousnesses as a set of knowable entities to be counted. They were thinking,
rather, of a plurality of intellects through which the disclosure of contentless
consciousness occurs’ (1987: 80). Larson is probably at least partially correct
here, for it is certainly the case that the individuatedness of self or consciousness
cannot be appreciated in isolation from the intentional or experiential mode of
consciousness for which buddhi (‘intellect’ in Larson’s translation) stands. What
I think he underplays, however, is the phenomenologically rooted nature of the
doctrine, which I shall now say a little more about.

Phenomenologically speaking, we, as conscious subjects, are constantly being
pulled in two directions. The relationship between our inmost subjectivity and the
empirical world is a kind of Wittgensteinian duck–rabbit:16 I can see myself as the
‘duck’ of individuated being, inhabiting a world comprised of myriad entities,
some of which appear to be conscious in ways that resemble myself; or as the
‘rabbit’ of transcendental consciousness – what Wittgenstein himself, in his
earlier work, refers to as ‘the philosophical self’ or ‘metaphysical subject’.
This latter self is ‘not the human being, not the human body, or the human soul,
with which psychology deals, but rather . . . the limit of the world – not a part of
it’ (1974: 70 [5.641]). But I cannot see – understand, know – myself to be the duck
and the rabbit at the same time.
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For a further perspective upon the same self-experiential conundrum, let us take
note of the following passage from Edmund Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations:

I, the reduced ‘human Ego’ (‘psychophysical’ Ego), am constituted . . . as
a member of the ‘world’ with a multiplicity of ‘objects outside me’. But
I myself constitute all this in my ‘psyche’ and bear it intentionally within
me. If perchance it could be shown that everything constituted as part of
my peculiar ownness, including then the reduced ‘world’, belonged to
the concrete essence of the constituting subject as an inseparable inter-
nal determination, then, in the Ego’s self-explication, his peculiarly own
world would be found as ‘inside’ and, on the other hand, when running
through that world straightforwardly, the Ego would find himself as a
member among its ‘externalities’ and would distinguish between himself
and ‘the external world’.

(1977: 99)

The two contradictory descriptions of purusa that are presented in the
SaÅkhyakarika correspond in certain important respects to the two aspects of egoity
identified by Husserl. The individuated purusa of SK 18 is analogous to Husserl’s
‘ “psychophysical” Ego’ – ‘constituted . . . as a member of the “world”. . .’ – while
the pure self or consciousness of SK 19 (‘witnessing . . . , aloneness, equanimous,
seer-ness, and inactive’) is more like what Husserl in many other passages calls
the ‘transcendental ego’ (e.g. 1977: 23). Of course, purusa cannot in any respect
be said to ‘constitute’ the world of objects, but it can be regarded (albeit loosely
and analogically) as the arena within which objects are constituted. It stands for
the sheer possibility of anything’s appearing as an object, whereas prakrti is that
which shows itself as the conditioning factors of experience. Consequently,
purusa might be said to ‘bear [the “world”] intentionally within [itself]’, as
Husserl says of his constituting ego.

What should not be lost sight of, however, is the fact that SaÅkhya and Yoga
seem to attach a far more literal sense, than does Husserl, to the notion of ‘purity’
in relation to self and consciousness. For Husserl, ‘pure consciousness’
(‘transcendental consciousness’, ‘transcendental subjectivity’, etc.) is merely
ordinary consciousness as viewed in terms of phenomena alone. It is still marked
by the same objective content; the only difference between it and ordinary
consciousness being that the ‘natural attitude’ has been suspended, this natural
attitude consisting in the assumption that objects of experience are exemplaries of
a real world that lies outside consciousness (cf. Smith 2003: 25). It is ‘pure’
merely in the sense that its contents are no longer tainted by any ‘prejudice’
concerning their ontological status (cf. ibid.: 19). Similarly, the pure, or
‘transcendental’, ego is not an experienceless ego, but is merely the ego as con-
sidered in terms of its containing its intentional objects rather than being itself
just another entity within the (trans-egoic) world. For SaÅkhya and Yoga, mean-
while, pure consiousness is not arrived at merely by means of an attitudinal shift.
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More than being just the context in which experience can occur, it is also that
which remains when all phenomenal content is removed. It is, or can be, a state
of being in which the transcendental self or consciousness is neither drawn out
of itself into a world of mental and physical events, nor even constitutes the
boundary around those events, but abides instead solely in its own nature, as
consciousness (awareness, ‘seeing’) alone. In this sense of ‘pure consciousness’,
it is not only ontological prejudices that have been stripped away, but experience
itself. I shall discuss this point further in the next section.

To sum up the present section it can be noted that, contrary to certain
interpreters, I do not hold that the multiple purusa doctrine can be explained away,
or that it can easily be brought into harmony with the doctrine of a pure, dimen-
sionless and non-engaged self. Rather, I maintain that these two conceptions of self
perpetually and awkwardly rub up against one another in SaÅkhya and Yoga; and
that this awkwardness, far from exposing some disastrous weakness in the two
darfanas, in fact points up a genuine and inordinately intractable antagonism at the
heart of what it is to be a conscious subject. Of course, we cannot be sure that the
proponents of the classical systems were fully alert to this antagonism, for insofar
as they make no direct reference to it, the impression is given that the descriptions
of purusa at, for example, SK 18 and 19 are to be regarded as perfectly compati-
ble. Whether these proponents were or were not aware of the full extent of the dif-
ficulty, however, I consider that anyone’s ridiculing and disparaging the conception
of purusa advanced in SaÅkhya and Yoga without thoroughly thinking through the
issues involved amounts to doing these systems a great disservice.

Consciousness without content

The concept of pure consciousness is highly controversial within western
philosophy. The so-called ‘Continental’ stream of modern European philosophy
has been strongly influenced by the phenomenological philosophy of Husserl and
his predecessors such as Brentano, who defined consciousness in term of inten-
tionality. Furthermore, representatives of the phenomenological movement have
commonly read the doctrine of the essential intentionality of consciousness back
into the history of philosophy. As James Edie, for example, puts it: ‘most histor-
ical philosophers have acknowledged the intentionality of consciousness in the
sense that all consciousness is consciousness of something, that consciousness is
a self-transcending process oriented toward objects other than and outside itself’
(1987: 7, original emphasis). Defining consciousness as necessarily intentional or
object-oriented inevitably precludes the possibility of pure consciousness
of the sort that is postulated, under terms such as drfimatra (YS 2.20) and
drfeh kaivalyam (YS 2.25), in SaÅkhya and Yoga as well as other comparable
soteriological traditions.

In the Anglo-American analytic stream of philosophy, meanwhile, the philosophy
of mind has been largely dominated by physicalist and functionalist approaches.
Physicalism identifies mental states with brain states, or ascribes to mental states,
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at most, the status of being supervenient upon neurophysiological states (see e.g.
Kim 1984), while functionalism holds mental states to be ‘constituted by their
causal relations to one another and to sensory inputs and behavioural outputs’
(Block 1995: 189). Neither approach, therefore, has much of interest to say about
the phenomenological dimension of mental episodes; nor are they well-suited to
talking about the possibility of a state of consciousness that, though devoid of
phenomenal content, is yet not equivalent to unconsciousness. While on physi-
calist and functionalist assumptions the existence of consciousness independent
of the complex neurophysiological processes of the organic body is unthinkable,
this is not a view shared by the Indian systems with which we are concerned.
SaÅkhya and Yoga declare, not only that the state of pure consciousness that they
strive for is one in which the factors that give form to physical objects (including
the human body) have receded into an unmanifest condition, but that the final
goal of human life – and of manifest existence in general – involves a decisive
split with the body (farira) and the detachment of consciousness, or the conscious
subject, from the spatiotemporal world.

Within the area of research that deals with mysticism and mystical experiences
the issue of pure consciousness has been an awkward bone of contention for many
years, especially since the late 1970s. On one side of the debate are the proponents
of what has become characterized broadly as ‘constructivism’ or ‘contextualism’,
according to which both the post hoc reports of mystical experiences and,
crucially, the experiences themselves are ‘constructed’ (‘defined’, ‘conditioned’,
‘mediated’, etc.) by the culturally derived concepts, beliefs, and expectations of
the experiencing subject.17 On the other side of the debate are those who propose
an ‘anti-constructivist’ or ‘decontextualist’ view. This has been labelled more pos-
itively by Robert Forman as ‘perennial psychology’, but is not, according to him,
to be identified with the ‘perennial philosophy’ promoted by an earlier generation
of mystically inclined thinkers (Forman 1998: 3 ff.).

Forman and others argue that, although the constructive factors cited by
constructivists do indeed play an important role in ordinary (non-mystical)
experience, there is a particular category of human experience that transcends the
influence of such factors because it supervenes upon the ‘forgetting’ or ‘letting go’
of cognitive operations. ‘[T]he key process in mysticism is not like a construction
process’, writes Forman, ‘but more like one of unconstructing. Meditative
procedures encourage one to gradually lay aside and temporarily cease employing
language and concepts’ (1998: 7). Such procedures, Forman claims, can lead even-
tually to a conscious state that is so contrary to ordinary modes of experience that
the very term ‘experience’ barely seems applicable. This latter issue led Forman to
coin the expression ‘pure consciousness event’, which he defines as ‘a wakeful
though contentless (nonintentional) consciousness’ (1990: 8).

Both sides in the debate over mystical experience have had things to say
specifically about SaÅkhya and Yoga. Forman uses the notion of kaivalya in these
systems as an illustrative example of what he means by ‘pure consciousness
event’. What is encountered as a result of the process of ‘relinquishing mental
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activities’ that these systems advocate is, says Forman, ‘not something acquired
from outside, learned, or even thought, for these would all be elements . . . within
prakrti. Rather, what is encountered in kaivalya is purusa, which is inherent within
the self itself ’ (1998: 11). The use of terms such as ‘encounter’ as substitutes for
‘experience’ do not, of course, eradicate the problem of an implied intentionality.
An ‘encounter’ requires duality just as much as an ‘experience’ does; and hence
Forman’s description of kaivalya as an encounter with purusa is highly problem-
atic, since who would it be who does the encountering, if not purusa itself?

Later in the same essay, Forman struggles to find an appropriate vocabulary
with which to indicate the kind of knowledge that is arrived at in the state of pure
consciousness. Having briefly outlined ‘knowledge by acquaintance’ (i.e. the sort
of knowledge that I claim to have when I declare, for example, that ‘I know
Mrs Smith’) and ‘knowledge about’ (as in ‘I know that Delhi is in India’, etc.),
Forman notes that neither of these epistemic modes can meet the task at hand.18

He then suggests, instead, ‘knowledge by identity’ as a more suitable expression
to delineate the state of knowing oneself to be consciousness, although he never-
theless repeatedly slips into talking of it as though it were the knowledge that
I am aware.19 There is a major difference between knowing ‘that I am and have
been aware’ and knowing oneself as awareness (or as consciousness). The former
kind of knowledge is perfectly compatible with our everyday pre-mystical under-
standing of ourselves as individual psychophysical entities whereas the latter
implies a radical shift of self-identification and, arguably, the abandonment of any
phenomenal content associated with one’s identity.

In contrast with Forman, Steven Katz refuses to admit the possibility of
consciousness without content, and thus asserts that ‘it is in appearance only
that such activities as yoga produce the desired state of “pure” consciousness’
(1978: 57). ‘Properly understood’, he continues, yoga

is not an unconditioning or deconditioning of consciousness, but rather it is
a reconditioning of consciousness, i.e. a substituting of one form of condi-
tioned and/or contextual consciousness for another, albeit a new, unusual,
and perhaps altogether more interesting form of conditioned–contextual
consciousness.

(Ibid.)

In support of this assertion Katz notes that each of the various traditions of
yoga has a particular conception of its soteric goal, and that since the conceptions
differ from one another the experiences determined by them (for on Katz’s
view conception must determine experience20) must also be different. Katz’s
assumption here seems to be twofold. First, in line with his overall epistemology,
he is assuming that the results of yoga practice are in all cases determined by the
conceptual formulation of the goal. Second, he is assuming that he, or any other
suitably qualified researcher, can adequately comprehend the goal of a yoga
school or tradition from textual descriptions alone. This twofold assumption
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furnishes Katz with the confidence to state, for example, that ‘in Upanishadic
Hinduism yoga is practised in order to purify the individual “soul” and then to
unite it with Brahman or, as later represented in the Bhagavad Gita, with Krishna’
(p. 57) as though it were obvious what such terms as ‘soul’ (which Katz is using
here as a translation of atman), brahman and krsja mean. For if the meanings of
such terms is not perspicuous then what justification can there be for talking as
though (a) these terms refer to intentional objects and (b) the intentional objects
themselves are at variance to those referred to by different terms (or even by the
same terms) in other traditions?

The fact is, however, that the meanings of the metaphysical terms concerned
are matters of dispute, both within and between the Indian traditions and among
researchers from outside those traditions; and there is therefore no basis upon
which to assert the nature and idiosyncrasy of a conceptualized goal by referring
merely to a set of key terms that appear in textual descriptions, which descriptions
are themselves often highly poeticized and aphoristic. I agree with Katz that, in
order to understand – or get anywhere near to understanding – the mystical
proclamations of religio-philosophical schools, we have to take account of
the background theories of each school concerned. I disagree, however, that it is
legitimate to assume from the outset that the background philosophy of any
particular school wholly determines the nature and content – rather than merely
the pre- and post-experiential interpretations – of its soteric outcomes. It might
well turn out to be the case that in many, and perhaps all, instances the soteric
outcome is ‘mediated’, ‘shaped’, etc. by theoretical factors; but we ought not to
merely assume this a priori, as does Katz.21

For the purposes of the present study, the question as to whether the combined
theoretical and practical technologies of SaÅkhya and Yoga really result in a
state of pure consciousness is in fact secondary. Indeed, it is a question that can
be properly addressed only by means of first-hand experimentation with the
proposed techniques, and by diligent psychological, and in certain instances psy-
chophysiological, evaluation of such experiments.22 The primary issue here is the
hermeneutic one of whether the soteric goal of SaÅkhya and Yoga as formulated
in the classical texts can be best (most accurately) defined as a state of pure con-
sciousness – or as something else. Katz’s position on this issue is not to deny that
pure consciousness is the state aspired to by those who follow the procedures
Yoga recommends, but, rather, to rule out on epistemological grounds the possi-
bility of such aspirations being fulfilled (see Katz 1978: 57, quoted above). His
position is therefore highly inconsistent. On the one hand he advises researchers
to treat the theoretical components of mystical traditions as evidence of the
uniqueness and culture-specific nature of the experiences they engender, while on
the other hand, when coming across theoretical accounts that speak of a content-
less state of consciousness which is nevertheless not unconsciousness, he declares
that such accounts are inadmissible as evidence of the results actually achieved;
since they conflict with his own ‘contextual thesis’, they must, he assumes, be
epistemologically flawed.23
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Katz’s regarding proponents of Yoga as having profoundly misunderstood their
own experiences need not, then, imply the hermeneutic invalidity of describing
the goal of SaÅkhya and Yoga, as conceived from within the systems themselves,
as a state of pure consciousness. The argument between constructivists such as
Katz and perennial psychologists such as Forman concerns the possibility of
attaining pure consciousness; and this, though an extremely interesting and
important issue in itself, is not my primary concern here.

There is, however, no getting away from the fact that the notion of pure
consciousness is highly abstruse and problematic. Indeed, consciousness of any
kind has eluded any fully satisfactory definition, and many philosophers have
balked at the attempt. As John Dewey once noted:

Consciousness can neither be defined nor described. We can define or
describe anything only by the employment of consciousness. It is pre-
supposed, accordingly, in all definitions and all attempts to define it
must move in a circle.

(Dewey 1886: 2)

Since consciousness is not a thing – or at least, if it is a thing, then it is a thing
most unlike any other – it is impossible to have a clear conception of it inde-
pendent of its phenomenal content. When one tries to think of consciousness in
itself, it recedes inexorably away from one’s cognitive grasp. Like a dog trying to
catch its own tail, we cannot quite get hold of it no matter how quickly our
thoughts run. Or, to use another simile, commonly found in Buddhist writings:
just as the blade of a sword cannot cut itself, so it is impossible for consciousness
to observe itself (cf. Wallace 1998: 67). Devoid of content, it would seem to
possess no feature which could distinguish it from nothing at all; and yet, since
consciousness itself – or, if one refuses to call it such, then whatever it is that
makes phenomenal consciousness possible – is presupposed in all experience, all
knowledge, all conception, it is evidently not absolutely nothing. Jean-Paul
Sartre, though hardly a mystic himself, refers to consciousness, when ‘purified of
the I’ (and hence of all contents whatsoever), as ‘quite simply a first condition and
an absolute source of existence’ (1957: 106). And since it is this that we are
talking about – the first condition of conscious (or manifest, or phenomenal)
existence – then, if we are to call it something, ‘pure consciousness’ serves the
purpose at least as well as any other expression.

Schopenhauer, who certainly did have a mystical streak in him, talks of the
‘abolition of the will’ as an event in which ‘the world melt[s] away’, leaving
‘before us only empty nothingness’ (1969, I: 411–12). But he is careful to note
that it is ‘for all who are still full of the will’ that it is nothing, and that
‘conversely, to those in whom the will has turned and denied itself, this very real
world of ours with all its suns and galaxies, is – nothing’ (p. 412). This point is
very apt, for Schopenhauer’s notion of the abolition or denial of the will is, as far
as it is possible to tell in these matters, highly reminiscent of the relinquishing of
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activities, desires and habits that precipitates the transition from egoic or personal
consciousness to supra-personal ‘pure’ or ‘absolute’ consciousness in SaÅkhya
and Yoga. And just as in Schopenhauer’s account, the transition consists in a shift
so decisive that it marks, not a mere alteration of perspective within phenomenal
existence, but a complete perspectival reversal; or, one could say, a transcendence
of perspectivity altogether.

Owing to the absolute otherness of the reality that is arrived at, many
exponents of mystical soteriologies have opted to hold back from committing
themselves to any metaphysical position concerning its ultimate nature. The
Buddha’s original emphasis on bringing an end to distress and dissatisfaction
(Pali: dukkha), as distinct from offering positive descriptions of the transcendent
state, is the prime example in this respect.24 In the case of SaÅkhya and Yoga,
however, it is hard to deny that they conceive the final state to be one of pure
consciousness.25 Purusa, or drastr, is almost invariably referred to in terms that
implicitly or explicitly identify it as consciousness, and its ‘aloneness’ is thus the
ground of consciousness – or consciousness ‘in itself’ – vacated of all content.26

This, in my view, is the most plausible reading of, for example, YS 1.2–3, where
the ‘cessation of mental activities’ is said to enable ‘the seer (drastr) [to] abide in
its own nature’; and of YS 4.34, where kaivalya is defined as the ‘returning-to-
the-source of the qualities (gujas), devoid of [any further] purpose for purusa; or
the establishment of the own-nature of consciousness-power (citifakti)’. The
same point is echoed at SK 68, according to which the ‘inactivity of pradhana, due
to the fulfilment of its purpose, [facilitates] the attainment of aloneness, which is
both singular and conclusive’. The end towards which all experience is directed
has been achieved, and its conditioning factors have dissolved into their
unmanifest ground. All that remains is purusa, that which stood behind experi-
ence as its witness and was shrouded thereby, and which now stands naked and
totally alone.
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CONCLUSION

As we saw in the last chapter, a positive description of the soteric goal of
SaÅkhya and Yoga is very hard to provide. It is clear, however, that these systems –
in common with many others both in India and elsewhere – regard the purpose of
life as being, in the end, its own transcendence. Lived experience is imperfect and
dissatisfactory, and is generated by a primordial misapprehension, whereby the
true self or seer falsely identifies itself with aspects of an empirical reality that
are susceptible to change, decay and death. Consequently, the path to release
involves a systematic disidentification with those impermanent and inherently
mutable aspects. It is also clear that the final release is held to involve an epis-
temic transformation in which the self is in some sense revealed to itself, even if
we cannot conceive of what such a revelation might consist in or say anything
meaningful about it. The methods for inducing this self-revelation consist largely
in the cultivation of self-discipline. This includes adherence to strict ethical codes,
the performance of bodily cleansing procedures, the practice of arduous postural
and breathing techniques, and, perhaps most importantly, the training of mental
attention by means of sustained meditation. Without this practical dimension, the
claims that are made in the texts of SaÅkhya and Yoga would still be of some
philosophical significance, but the motivation behind them would be thoroughly
obscure.

Notwithstanding some residual uncertainties concerning the precise nature of
the relation between rational cogitation and direct awareness in SaÅkhya and
Yoga, I think it has been firmly established in this study that the most plausible
way of understanding these systems’ metaphysical schema is as the outcome of a
rigorous analysis of immediate experience and of the conditions of any possible
experience. It therefore seems likely that the yogin, having acquired a state of
relative mental quiescence through single-pointed meditation, then engages in a
refined process of phenomenological analysis, which shades into metaphysical
speculation upon the underlying conditions of the phenomenal constituents.
When viewed as the product of this kind of inquiry, the metaphysical categories
cease to look like a loose collection of disparate fragments, and instead take on
the appearance of a cohesive whole. According to the investigation that I have
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undertaken in the forgoing chapters, the components of the metaphysical schema
can be best presented as follows.

Unmanifest categories

● the pure subject of consciousness (purusa);
● the source of phenomena (prakrti) – constituted by the three strands (gujas).

Manifest categories

● intentional consciousness (buddhi);
● egoity (ahaÅkara);
● mental synthesis (manas);
● five capacities for outer sensation (buddhindriyas);
● five capacities for bodily-action sensation (karmendriyas);
● five modes of sensory content (tanmatras);
● five formal elements of sensible objects (bhutas).

None of the manifest categories contains items that are external to the field of
experience; and hence, contrary to the received view of SaÅkhya exegesis, the
schema harbours no implications of external realism.

Despite the assumptions of numerous commentators, beginning with Vyasa,
that the Yogasutra includes an attempt to refute metaphysical idealism, my own
examination of the relevant sutras (in Chapter 4), and of classical SaÅkhya and
Yoga as a whole, has not convinced me that this is so. Indeed, I have found
nothing to indicate that these systems are incompatible with idealism; and, if my
view that the modes of manifest prakrti can best be understood as constituents
of experience is correct, then there is no reason to suppose that any mind-
independent correlates of experienced phenomena are postulated by SaÅkhya–
Yoga. The doctrine that purusa’s presence is necessary for the manifestation of
prakrti is, on the face of it, an affirmation of idealism, which fact has been
recognized by some scholars.1 But if we do construe it as idealism, it must be
acknowledged to be idealism of a very peculiar sort. The manifestation of prakrti
amounts neither to a projection of the empirical world out of a self-positing sub-
ject (à la, for example, J. G. Fichte), nor to the imposition of a formal empirical
structure upon a non-empirical thing-in-itself (à la Kant). Prakrti’s manifestation
provides the conscious subject not with a world, but with the categories through
which, or in terms of which, a world is experienced. These manifest categories are
not fully-formed objects; they are the conditions that make objects possible for us.

A question concerning the relation between experienced objects and ‘real entities’
cannot get a foothold within the SaÅkhya–Yoga framework. Does the desk in
front of me exist independently of my perceiving it? It is not clear that such a
question can meaningfully be asked from the SaÅkhya–Yoga standpoint. The
experiential episode that includes my perception of the desk is constituted by all
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the manifest principles – or, more precisely, by specific exemplifications of these
generic principles – working in combination with one another. No mention is
made by SaÅkhya or Yoga of any ‘real’ object (such as a desk) that transcends its
instantiation in an individual’s experience. When I finally fulfil my purpose as an
embodied conscious entity, and awaken to my non-identity with the body-mind
complex, then the desk, along with the empirical world as a whole, ceases to exist
for me; but it continues to exist insofar as it is experienced by others who are not
yet awakened in this way (cf. YS 2.22). The implication here is clear: the desk’s
existence is equivalent to its appearing to one or more conscious subjects: esse is
percipi.2

The distinction that is of primary importance to SaÅkhya and Yoga is not that
between an ‘external’ world of mind-independent entities, on the one hand, and an
‘internal’ world of mental experience, on the other. The metaphysical dualism at
the heart of SaÅkhya–Yoga philosophy is, on my interpretation, concerned with
the so-called ‘internal’ world of experience alone. However, the two fundamental
principles that constitute this dualism are not themselves items within experience;
rather, they are the mutually ineliminable grounds of experience. This is why,
although the details of the process by means of which the co-fundamental princi-
ples were arrived at are not laid bare in the classical texts, it is fair to presume that
the process in question involved some sort of transcendental reflection: an infer-
ential move from formal, perceptible, existence to the imperceptible conditions
thereof. In the case of one of the two principles, prakrti (in its unmanifest aspect),
its imperceptibility is due, we are told at SK 8, not to its non-existence, but to its
‘subtlety’ (sauksmya). Its existence can be inferred from its ‘effects’ (karya),
namely the manifest categories that are instantiated in experience. The other prin-
ciple, purusa, remains imperceptible because it is itself the ultimate perceiver, the
conscious subject, what in Yoga is termed the ‘seer’ (drastr). This dualism is often
viewed as the greatest weakness of SaÅkhya and Yoga. Indeed, it has been held
up as an illustration of their failure to achieve a fully ‘philosophical’ understand-
ing of reality.3 I, on the other hand, see dualism as an indication of their genuinely
philosophical predilections. The authors of the SaÅkhyakarika and Yogasutra
appear unconcerned as to whether their teachings conform to those of the so-
called ‘heard’ or ‘received’ wisdom (fruti), contained in the Vedic canon and
more particularly in the principal Upanisads. By contrast, the Vedanta darfana,
with its many branches and sub-branches, has expended countless words and
hours of human effort in the attempt to read into the Upanisads a consistent set of
doctrines. However, the Upanisads, being works largely of mystical inspiration
rather than systematic philosophy, strenuously resist such attempts. (As van
Buitenen once poignantly remarked, ‘It is always difficult to prove one’s case
by calling on the upanisads as witnesses: they are at once too willing and too
evasive’ (1957a: 21).)

Monistic systems come up against severe difficulties when trying to account
for experience. Modern versions of physicalism, for example, have a great deal to
say about the neurophysiological correlates of phenomenal consciousness, but
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nothing of any interest to say about the experiences themselves, because
experiences are simply not ‘physical’ in the relevant sense. Meanwhile, non-
specific or ‘neutral’ monism – according to which physical and mental facts are
reducible to facts about some more primordial, yet unknown (or unknowable),
substance – offers an unhappy and unstable compromise: it attempts to retain the
façade of philosophical respectability that monism is supposed by many to con-
fer while simultaneously admitting the metaphysical dualist’s point that mental
things and physical things constitute two radically incommensurable kinds of
reality. Such monisms therefore suspend philosophizing in favour of wishful
thinking.4 And finally, mental monism, or absolute idealism, by reducing even the
ground of phenomena to the supreme ego (or mind, or spirit, etc.), forecloses the
possibility of an encounter between those two things, which encounter ought to
be considered the very precondition for experience to take place. Such a monism,
if it is not to deny experience any existence at all (which denial would hardly be
credible), is obliged to posit the spontaneous emergence of phenomena either
out of nothing, as ‘mere appearances’ with no ontological foundation, or out of
something that is, in its essence, a pure subject.

Classical SaÅkhya and Yoga appear to have seen the pitfalls associated with
monism and to have resisted its seductive lure. Given that experience exists, there
must be both something that appears and something to which the appearing
occurs. According to SaÅkhya and Yoga, that which appears must have, as a bare
minimum, the characteristics of formal existence (sattva), activity (rajas), and
limitation (tamas). The range of specific experiential episodes can be analysed in
such a way that it discloses twenty-three general features, which are the manifest
principles of the SaÅkhya–Yoga ontology. Whether we take these twenty-three
principles to constitute the optimum set of universal constituents of experience is
a question with which this study has not been concerned. The main point I have
sought to establish is that the metaphysics of classical SaÅkhya and Yoga does
indeed result from an analysis of experience. Or, to put the point slightly differ-
ently: the metaphysics of these systems makes sense when it is interpreted as the
result of an analysis of experience, whereas when it is taken to be a realist
cosmogony – that is, a story about how the universe came into existence at some
datable moment in prehistory – then it becomes incoherent.

Ironically, some interpreters have imputed to Yoga a superior status over
SaÅkhya on the grounds that, whereas the latter system is ‘merely’ rational in its
approach, Yoga is founded upon immediate intuitive awareness of an underlying
metaphysical reality. As I hope I made clear in Chapter 2, there is no warrant for
such claims. The philosophies of SaÅkhya and Yoga are motivated by a salvific
impulsion, and are, due to this fact, perpetually teetering on the brink of a domain
beyond theoretical reason. But up until the moment of final revelation, it would
seem that rational philosophy is not abandoned, and nor is it compromised in
order to align its insights more neatly with the putatively unerring proclamations
of Upanisadic sages. The doctrine of metaphysical dualism is justified not on the
basis of ipse dixit – ‘thus it was said [in this or that Upanisad]’ – but, rather, on
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the basis that, if experience is to occur at all, there must be at least two principles
in play. A single undifferentiated principle is inadequate to explain the possibility
of experience; which is why, in my view, so-called ‘non-dualist’ systems invari-
ably sidestep any attempt to philosophically validate their central metaphysical
claim, and rely instead on dogmatic appeals to the authority of scripture.5

This is not to say that either SaÅkhya or Yoga restrains itself from ever exceeding
the limits of theoretical reason. Take the concept of purusa as a case in point. The
interpretation of purusa that I have put forward in this study is not especially con-
troversial, at least not at the level of textual exegesis. Most interpreters are agreed
that the purusa of classical SaÅkhya and Yoga is, on the one hand, an ontologi-
cally self-sufficient principle of pure consciousness and, on the other hand, a
world-experiencer of which there are innumerable individuated exemplars. It is
also generally acknowledged that these two conceptions of purusa are in tension
with one another. I have not tried to resolve this tension, since I strongly suspect
that it emerges from the nature of the problem itself – that is, the question of
ultimate selfhood – and not due to any theoretical inadequacy particular to
SaÅkhya–Yoga. Neither have I attempted to vindicate the SaÅkhya–Yoga claim
that, given the right forms of soteric discipline, purusa (as pure consciousness)
can discontinue its engagement with empirical existence and arrive at a state of
supreme liberation from dissatisfaction. To propose a philosophical argument for
a thesis such as this would amount to an overstepping of the limits of rational
discourse. I have therefore argued that – again from a purely exegetical point of
view – a state of contentless consciousness is indeed the sort of concept that
comes closest to capturing what SaÅkhya and Yoga consider their ultimate goal
to be, but that this claim cannot be rationally elucidated.

A central question, broached in Chapter 7 but about which more could be said
here, is that of what exactly the proponents of SaÅkhya and Yoga mean when they
say, as they frequently do, that prakrti acts ‘for the sake of purusa’ or ‘for the sake
of [purusa’s] liberation’. The meaning of such statements is rarely, if ever, queried
in the interpretive literature, and hence its obviousness would seem to have been
taken for granted. But if taken at their word the statements concerned contain a
significant and in no way obviously justified assumption, namely that experience
as such is goal-oriented; that is, it all happens for a reason, with a specific end in
view. I have discussed in Chapter 7 the main conceptual problem associated with
the goal itself, which is that either (a) purusa is eternally (timelessly) disengaged
from empirical reality, and thus has no need of ‘liberation’ or (b) purusa becomes
engaged through misidentifying itself with the constituents of that reality and thus
must be the sort of being who can make perceptual errors (and hence is not quite
the ‘pure consciousness’ that we thought it was). But from neither of these inter-
pretive options does it immediately follow that the totality of experience – and the
sub-empirical processes that give rise to that totality – should be for the exclusive
purpose of purusa’s liberation; and in the case of option (a) in particular, since
purusa is already ‘liberated’, such a claim would be incoherent. It is undoubtedly
the case that, in view of the overall theoretical framework of SaÅkhya and Yoga,
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it makes no sense to think that liberation could be achieved without experience;
for it is only by disidentifying with experience (or the constituents thereof) that
purusa can escape from the world of suffering. There is thus a sense in which
experience-generating activity is indispensable to the pre-liberated purusa, and to
that extent at least can be said to be for purusa’s sake. This interpretation has the
advantage of not implying – as some interpretations might – that prakrti has it all
planned out, so to speak; that is, that every experiential episode is merely a part
of an unfolding process that leads inexorably to a predetermined outcome. As
ever, the notion of a ‘pre-liberated’ purusa is in tension with that of purusa’s being
eternal in the atemporal sense, i.e. completely independent of time, and thus
incapable of having either a pre- or a post-liberated state. But this is just one more
instance of a tension that has already been noted.

A further interpretive possibility is that expressions such as ‘for the sake of
purusa’ might be intended merely, or primarily, to emphasize the phenomenolog-
ical point that – since nothing can manifest independently of consciousness –
events, thoughts, images, perceptual objects, etc., are thus on every occasion
for us, or for the subject. In this sense prakrti is always the servant of purusa,
and owes ‘her’ entire manifest existence to ‘him’. (The symbolic framework
of SaÅkhya–Yoga scrapes uncomfortably against modern sexual–political
sensibilities – but it is far from being unique among spiritual traditions in this
respect.) Indeed, one of the alternative terms for prakrti is sva, meaning ‘one’s
own’ or ‘oneself’(cf. Latin sui), just as one of the synonyms of purusa is svamin,
the ‘self-possessor’ or ‘owner’ (YS 2.23). The empirical world and its condition-
ing factors belong to purusa. Whether purusa needs them is a vexed question to
which there seems to be no available consistent response.

SaÅyoga, ‘conjunction’, is the state in which we ordinarily find ourselves, in
which there is no epistemic distance between what is experienced and the experi-
encing subject. This state is described as ‘beginningless’ (anadi [e.g. YBh 2.22])
because, I presume, for each of us there is no identifiable moment at which one
began to confuse oneself with the content of one’s experience. This is simply our
natural situation. One feels sensations and treats them as ‘mine’, as though it were
really oneself that were affected by them. Yet the soteriological claim of SaÅkhya
and Yoga is not merely that, in treating sensations in this way, one is making an
erroneous conflation, but that, furthermore, there is a method of disentangling the
conflated factors, self and not-self. This method is the system of practice known
as yoga-abhyasa, or simply yoga, which, like saÅyoga, means ‘conjunction’ or
‘union’, only in this case what is being unified is the subject of consciousness.
The misidentification with the not-self is systematically discontinued. In quiet,
contemplative moments the dimensionless point of awareness ‘withdraws’ from
felt sensations and discerns them as akin to ripples on a pool of water, arising
and then dissipating. The ‘I’ undergoes no change, and neither does it ‘remain
unchanged’ – it is beyond the categories of mutability and immutability.
Likewise, when performing an action, one commonly imagines that ‘I’ am doing
it, to serve some purpose, to satisfy some desire that I take to be mine. Yet if
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I slow down, pause, consider more carefully what it is I am doing, I may start to
see the action as part of an extended web of interconnected impulses, events, and
reactions to events, none of which is genuinely initiated by the contemplative self
that is now considering them. Rather, the desires and impulses seem to emerge
from some deep, dark reservoir, and the action begins to take place even before I
have consciously acknowledged the need to perform it. If both the desire, or will,
and the action itself precede my awareness of them, how can they really be mine?

Once the sensations, desires, impulses to act, and – more inwardly still – the
thoughts, and structuring concepts thereof, have been disidentified with, such men-
tal contents do not disappear immediately; they continue to whirl around as though
perpetually generating their own momentum, and ‘I’ – as pure consciousness –
repeatedly get drawn back into that cascading torrent, the ‘effusion of phenomenal
episodes’ (pratyaya-sarga). However, by means of continual practice – through sit-
ting still, regulating and intermittently suspending the respiratory rhythm, attending
to a specific mental object in order to reduce the phenomenal manifold to the barest
minimum; and, having let go of the mental object, observing detachedly the inner
space that remains, a little less cluttered than before – the degree of centredness, of
stability, incrementally increases, and the whirling torrent becomes a steady stream.
And I can well imagine that, eventually, it may become a mere trickle, and then a
drip; and then – nothing (that can be imagined) at all.

This is the practice of yoga, and it is given theoretical expression in the
philosophies of Yoga and SaÅkhya. The relation between metaphysics and
spiritual discipline is, for these systems, symbiotic: the metaphysics formally
maps out and categorizes the gamut of generic constituents of experience whose
specific instantiations are discerned and noted during periods of sustained
contemplation; and in turn, it would seem, the contemplative process is informed
by the metaphysical map. Insofar as phenomenal consciousness is the context
within which the empirical world is encountered, the inquiry into the nature and
conditions of experience brings the acolyte of SaÅkhya–Yoga into a deeper
acquaintance with the nature and conditions of the empirical world. This world is
never taken to be a thing in itself, arising independently of conscious participa-
tion, although neither is it the product of a voluntary creative act. It is constructed
through the interplay of all of the twenty-three manifest ontological categories,
which are in turn conditioned by the three co-ultimate ‘strands’ (gujas) that
constitute the source of productivity (prakrti).

Although the interpretation of classical SaÅkhya and Yoga developed in the
present work leaves considerable scope for further refinement, as well as for
divergent readings of particular details within the respective systems, I hope
enough has been done to demonstrate the extreme unlikelihood that SaÅkhya and
Yoga are responsible for the sorts of crude cosmological speculations that have
been avidly attributed to them by several generations of putative exegetes. What
they are instead responsible for, I have proposed, is among other things an elabo-
rate and insightful system of interrelated principles that is best construed as an
Indian metaphysics of experience.
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APPENDIX A

The text of the SaÇkhyakarika

Preliminary remarks

Below is the complete Sanskrit text, totalling seventy-two distiches, of the
SaÅkhyakarika in both Devanagari and Roman script, plus a new translation into
English by myself.1 There is at present no critical edition of the SaÅkhyakarika,
but differences between the available editions are very minor. In some instances
I have mentioned discrepancies between different editions in notes, although it
should not be assumed that every such discrepancy has been indicated. In
preparing this appendix I have consulted all the editions and translations of the
SaÅkhyakarika that are listed under ‘Primary Sources’ in the Bibliography, and
of these I have given most attention to the respective editions and translations
by Jhâ (1896), Suryanarayana Sastri (1948), and Larson (1979). I have also
benefited greatly from the assistance of Monier-Williams’ monumental Sanskrit–
English Dictionary and also the Glossary of the Sakkhyakarika by Digambarji
et al. (1989).

I considered also including in this appendix a full translation of the Yogasutra,
but decided against it on the following two grounds. First, although the Yogasutra
is certainly a work of enormous importance for this study, it is not as systematic
and coherent a text as is the SaÅkhyakarika. For this reason an understanding of
the passages from the Yogasutra that are quoted in the foregoing chapters of this
study will not, in my view, be significantly enhanced by the inclusion of a trans-
lation of the text as a whole. In the case of the SaÅkhyakarika, however, the more
systematic and progressive nature of its structure increases the usefulness of
being able to read its verses within their broader context. Second, the textual form
known as the sutra is terse to the point of near-obscurity, and many passages
require an accompanying commentary in order for any sense to be made of them.
In view of this fact, by merely providing my own translation of the Yogasutra I
would not necessarily be clarifying for the reader anything concerning the mean-
ing of the text, but would be adding just another more-or-less opaque version of
it to the numberless editions that exist already. The karika style in which the
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SaÅkhyakarika is composed is also apothegmatic, but far less stringently so than
that of the sutra; and the text is therefore more capable of standing on its own
without the support of a verse-by-verse commentary. I could, of course, have
translated the Yogasutra with a commentary alongside it, but such a project would
have been unduly extravagant for a mere appendix.

I freely admit that any translation will contain certain biases in favour of the
translator’s own particular interpretation of the original text. By being aware of
this fact throughout the process of translation, however, I hope that I have avoided
any serious distortions which might, had I been less alert, have slipped in. The
inclusion of the original text will, in any event, make it easier for scholars of
Sanskrit to detect any deficiencies in my translation. I have endeavoured to keep
bracketed interpolations in the translation to a minimum, and the relatively brief
elaborations of the text that I provide in endnotes are not intended to constitute
anything approaching a full explanation. Inevitably this will leave the meaning of
some karikas less than obvious. But my purpose here is principally to supplement
the interpretive investigation that makes up the main body of this study, and not
to either duplicate or try to surpass that investigation with an extensive exegesis.

The SaÇkhyakarika in Devanagari and Roman 
script, and in English translation

1

duhkhatrayabhighataj jijñasa tad apaghatake hetau /
drste sa ’partha cen naikantatyantato ’bhavat // 1 //

Due to the affliction of threefold distress, the inquiry into its removal
[arises]; [if said to be] pointless because obvious [methods exist], this is not
so, for such methods are neither singularly directed nor conclusive.

2

drstavad anufravikah sa hy avifuddhiksayatifayayuktah /
tad viparitah freyan vyaktavyaktajñavijñanat // 2 //

The heard [method] is like the obvious, as it is conjoined with impurity,
corruption, and excess. The superior and opposite of that [comes] from the
discrimination of the manifest, the unmanifest, and the knower.

3

mulaprakrtir avikrtir mahad adyah prakrtivikrtayah sapta /
sodafakas tu vikaro na prakrtir na vikrtih purusah // 3 //
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Mulaprakrti is uncreated; the seven – ‘the great’ (mahat) and the others – are
creative and created; the sixteen, meanwhile, are [merely] created; purusa is
neither creative nor created.

4

drstam anumanam aptavacanaÅ ca sarvapramajasiddhatvat /
trividham pramajam istaÅ prameyasiddhih pramajad dhi // 4 //

The attainment of knowledge is based on [certain] ways of knowing; the
accepted ways are three – perceiving, inferring and reception of verbal
testimony – as these cover all ways of knowing.

5

prativisayadhyavasayo drstaÅ trividham anumanam akhyatam /
tal likgalikgipurvakam aptafrutir aptavacanaÅ tu // 5 //

Perceiving is the discernment of particular objects; inference, which is said
to be threefold, is the tracing of the mark-bearer from its indicating mark;
reception of verbal testimony, meanwhile, is reception of fruti.

6

samanyatas tu drstat atindriyajam pratitir2 anumanat /
tasmad api casiddhaÅ paroksam aptagamat siddham // 6 //

Inference by analogy ascertains what is beyond the sense-capacities; and
what is unaccomplishable even by that is established by verbal testimony.

7

atidurat samipyat indriyaghatan mano’navasthanat /
sauksmyad vyavadhanat abhibhavat samanabhiharac ca // 7 //

[Something may be imperceptible] due to: remoteness, closeness, sensory
impairment, instability of mind, subtlety, obscuration, suppression, similarity
with something else.

8

sauksmyat tad anupalabdhir nabhavat karyatas tad upalabdheh /
mahad adi tac ca karyaÅ prakrtisarupaÅ virupaÅ ca // 8 //
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The non-apprehension of that [i.e. prakrti] is due to subtlety, not non-existence;
it is apprehended by means of its effects. Its effects – mahat and the others –
are both with and without the nature (rupa) of prakrti.

9

asad akarajad upadanagrahajat sarvasaÅbhavabhavat /
faktasya fakyakarajat karajabhavac ca sat karyam // 9 //

The [formally] existent [is] an effect due to:3 the non-causation of non-being;
the apprehension of a material cause; the non-production of everything [from
everything]; the possibility of causation [only] from that which is capable;
and the nature of the cause.

10

hetumad anityam avyapi sakriyam anekam afritaÅ likgam /
savayavaÅ paratantraÅ vyaktaÅ viparitam avyaktam // 10 //

The manifest is caused, temporal, spatially limited, active, non-singular,
dependent, a cipher, composite, conditioned; the unmanifest is the opposite.

11

trigujam aviveki visayah samanyam acetanam prasavadharmi /
vyaktaÅ tatha pradhanam tad viparitas tatha ca puman // 11 //

The manifest as well as pradhana (i.e. the unmanifest) are tripartite, undis-
criminated, objectual, universal, non-conscious, productive; and puman
(i.e. purusa) is the opposite of these.

12

prityapritivisadatmakah prakafapravrttiniyamarthah /
anyonyabhibhavafrayajananamithunavrttayaf ca gujah // 12 //

Of the nature of gladness, perturbation and stupefaction; serving to illumi-
nate, activate and restrain; the strands (gujas) subjugate, support, generate
and combine with one another.

13
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sattvaÅ laghu prakafakam istam upastambhakaÅ calaÅ ca rajah /
guru varajakam eva tamah pradipavac carthato vrttih // 13 //

Sattva is light and illuminating; rajas is impelling and moving; tamas is
heavy and delimiting; and their purpose is to function like a lamp.

14

avivekyadeh siddhis4 traigujyat tad viparyayabhavat /
karajagujatmakatvat karyasyavyaktam api siddham // 14 //

Undiscriminatedness and the other [qualities] are established due to the
tripartition, and to the non-existence [of the three gujas] in the opposite of
that. The unmanifest is established [as having the same nature as the
manifest] due to the guja-nature of the effect being also that of the cause.

15

bhedanaÅ parimajat samanvayat faktitah5 pravrttef ca /
karajakaryavibhagad avibhagad vaifvarupyasya // 15 //

Due to: the finitude of differentiated [objects], homogeneity, the procession
from potency, the distinction between cause and effect, and the undivided
form of the world –6

16

karajam asty avyaktam pravartate trigujatah samudayac ca /
parijamatah salilavat pratipratigujafrayavifesat // 16 //

– the unmanifest is the cause, productive due to the combination of the three
gujas, and transformable fluidly in accordance with the specific abode
[character?] of each of the gujas.

17

saÅghatapararthatvat trigujadiviparyayad adisthanat /
puruso’sti bhoktrbhavat kaivalyarthaÅ pravrttef ca // 17 //

Purusa exists due to:7 composites [being] for another’s sake, the opposite of
the three gujas etc., [the need for] a controller, [the need for] an enjoyer, and
the process [being] for the purpose of aloneness.
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18

jananamarajakarajanaÅ pratiniyamad ayugapat pravrttef ca /
purusabahutvaÅ siddhaÅ traigujyaviparyayac caiva // 18 //

Due to various patterns of birth, death, and capacities, and to the disjunction
of activities, purusa’s multiplicity is established; and also due to contrariety
of the three gujas.

19

tasmac ca viparyasat siddhaÅ saksitvam asya purusasya /
kaivalyam madhyasthyaÅ drastrtvam akartrbhavaf ca // 19 //

And thus, due to [its being] the opposite [of prakrti], the witnessing, aloneness,
equanimity, awareness and inactivity of purusa is established.

20

tasmat tat saÅyogad acetanaÅ cetanavad iva likgam /
gujakartrtve ca tatha karteva bhavaty udasinah // 20 //

Due to the conjunction of those [two, i.e. purusa and prakrti] the non-conscious
likga appears as though conscious, and similarly, owing to the activity of the
gujas, the non-engaged appears as though active.

21

purusasya darfanarthaÅ kaivalyarthaÅ tatha pradhanasya /
pakgvandhavad ubhayor api saÅyogas tatkrtah sargah // 21 //

For the purpose of perceiving pradhana, and for the purpose of purusa’s
aloneness, the two [come together] like the blind and the lame; that conjunc-
tion is creation, emergence.8

22

prakrter mahaÅs tato’hakkaras tasmad gajaf ca sodafakah /
tasmad api sodafakat pañcabhyah pañca bhutani // 22 //

From prakrti [comes9] the great; from that, egoity; and from that, the group
of sixteen; again, from five of those sixteen, [come] the five elements.
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23

adhyavasayo buddhir dharmo jñanaÅ viraga aifvaryam /
sattvikam etad rapaÅ tamasam asmad viparyastam // 23 //

Buddhi is discernment, its lucid (sattvika) form [comprising] dharma,
knowledge, non-attachment, [and] masterfulness, and its darkened (tamasa)
form [comprising] the opposite.

24

abhimano’hakkaras tasmad dvividhah pravartate sargah /
ekadafakaf ca gajas tanmatrapañcakaf caiva // 24 //

The thought of self is egoity; from that, a twofold emergence proceeds,
namely the group of eleven and the five tanmatras.

25

sattvika ekadafakah pravartate vaikrtad ahakkarat /
bhutades tanmatrah sa tamasah taijasad ubhayam // 25 //

The lucid (sattvika) eleven proceed from the modified egoity; from the
source of the elements,10 which is opaque (tamasa), the tanmatras [proceed];
from the fiery (taijasa), both [proceed].

26

buddhindriyaji caksuh frotraghrajarasanatvagakhyani /
vakpajipadapayupasthan karmendriyajyahu // 26 //

Sense-capacities is the term for seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting and
touching; voice, hand, foot, anus and underparts are called action-capacities.

27

ubhayatmakam atra manah sakkalpakam indriyaÅ ca sadharmyat /
gujaparijamavifesan nanatvaÅ bahyabhedaf ca // 27 //

In this regard, of the essence of both is mind (manas), which is synthesis and
is, due to its similarity, a capacity. Variousness and external differences are
due to the specific modifications of the gujas.
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28

fabdadisu pañcanam alocanamatram isyate vrttih /
vacanadanaviharajotsarganandaf ca pañcanam // 28 //

The operation (vrtti) of the five [sense-capacities] is held to be bare awareness
of sound and so forth; speaking, grasping, walking, excreting and [sexual]
pleasure are [the operations of] the five [action-capacities].

29

svalaksajyaÅ vrttis trayasya saisa bhavaty asamanya /
samanyakarajavrttih prajdya vayavah pañca // 29 //

Each of the three11 is distinguished by its own operation, which manifests
differently [from those of the other two]. Their common operation consists in
the five vital currents, [namely] praja and the others.12

30

yugapac catustayasya tu vrttih kramafaf ca tasya nirdista /
drste tathapy adrste trayasya tatpurvika vrttih // 30 //

The operation of the four13 with regard to what is present to perception is both
instantaneous and progressive; while in the case of what is imperceptible, the
operation of the three is preceded by that [i.e. by the perception of a present
object].

31

svaÅ svaÅ pratipadyante parasparakutahetukaÅ vrttim /
purusartha eva hetur na kenacit karyate karajam // 31 //

The respective operations are performed in co-operation with one another
from a common impulse, the sole end being that of purusa; nothing else
activates the instrument.

32

karajaÅ trayodafavidham tadaharajadharajaprakafakaram /
karyaÅ ca tasya dafadhaharyaÅ dharyaÅ prakafyaÅ ca // 32 //
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The instrument, comprising thirteen parts,14 is grasping, holding and
illuminating; and its object (karya), which is tenfold,15 is grasped, held and
illuminated.

33

antahkarajaÅ trividham dafadha bahyaÅ trayasya visayakhyam /
sampratakalaÅ bahyaÅ trikalam abhyantaraÅ karajam // 33 //

The inner instrument is threefold, the outer is tenfold [and] is held to be the
domain of the three;16 the outer [operates in] the present moment [alone], the
[inner] instrument in all three times.17

34

buddhindriyaji tesaÅ pañca vifesavifevisayaji /
vagbhavati fabdavisaya fesaji tu pañcavisayaji // 34 //

Of these, the five sense-capacities have specific and non-specific objects;18

the voice manifests sound-phenomena whereas the other remaining [action-
capacities] have [all] five modes of phenomena.19

35

santahkaraja buddhih sarvaÅ visayam avagahate yasmat /
tasmat trividhaÅ karajaÅ dvari dvaraji fesaji // 35 //

Because buddhi along with the other inner instruments is immersed in all
objects, the threefold instrument is the chamber, the rest being the doorways.

36

ete pradipakalpah parasparavilaksaja gujavifesah /
krtsnaÅ purusasyarthaÅ prakafya buddhau prayacchanti // 36 //

These specifications of the gujas, distinct from one another, present the
whole [world] to buddhi, illuminating it like a lamp for the sake of purusa.

37

sarvaÅ praty upabhogaÅ yasmat purusasya sadhayati buddhih /
saiva ca vifinasti punah pradhanapurusantaraÅ suksmam // 37 //
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[This is] because buddhi gives rise to every particular enjoyment of the purusa
and, furthermore, discloses the subtle [difference] between pradhana and purusa.

38

tanmatrajy avifesah tebhyo bhutani pañca pañcabhyah /
ete smrta vifesah fanta ghoraf ca mudhaf ca // 38 //

The modes of sensory content (tanmatras) are non-specific; from these
five [come] the five elements; these are regarded as specific, and as tranquil,
disturbing and delusive.

39

suksma matapitrjah saha prabhutais tridha vifesah syuh /
suksmas tesaÅ niyatah matapitrja nivartante // 39 //

Subtle, born of mother and father, and elemental are the three specific types;
of these, the subtle are permanent, [whereas those] born of mother and father
are corruptible.20

40

purvotpannam asaktaÅ niyataÅ mahadadisuksmaparyantam /
saÅsarati nirupabhogaÅ bhavair adhivasitaÅ likgam // 40 //

The likga is already existent, unrestricted, permanent, comprising ‘the great’
and the rest, down to the subtle;21 wandering without enjoyment, endowed
with dispositions (bhavas).

41

citraÅ yathafrayam rte sthajvadibhyo vina yatha chaya /
tadvad vina vifesair na tisthati nirafrayaÅ likgam // 41 //

Just as there is no picture without a support and no shadow without a post or
suchlike, so the likga does not exist without the support of the specific.

42

purusarthahetukam idaÅ nimittanaimittikaprasakgena /
prakrter vibhutvayogan natavad vyavatisthate likgam // 42 //
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This likga, motivated for the sake of purusa, by means of the association of
causes and effects, and due to its connection with the manifestness of prakrti,
performs like a dancer.

43

saÅsiddhikaf ca bhavah prakrtika vaikrtaf ca dharmadyah /
drstah karajafrayinah karyafrayikaf ca kalaladyah // 43 //

The dispositions, [namely] dharma and the rest, both natural and acquired,
are perceived to abide in the instrument, and the embryo and so forth abide
in the object (or effect, karya).

44

dharmeja gamanam urdhvaÅ gamanam adhastad bhavaty adharmeja /
jñanena capavargo viparyayad isyate bandhah // 44 //

By means of virtue (dharma) there is movement upwards, by means of non-
virtue (adharma) there is movement downwards; by means of knowledge
liberation is attained, and bondage is due to the opposite.

45

vairagyat prakrtilayah saÅsaro bhavati rajasad ragat /
aifvaryad avighato viparyayat tadviparyasah // 45 //

Prakrti’s dissolution occurs as a result of non-attachment, wandering22 is due
to attachment, which is impulsive; removal of obstructions is due to master-
fulness, the reverse of that is due to the opposite.

46

esa pratyayasargo viparyayafaktitustisiddhyakhyah /
gujavaisamyavimardat tasya ca bhedas tu pañcafat // 46 //

This is the emergence of mental phenomena (pratyaya), comprising delu-
sion, weakness, contentment and excellence; and these are divided into fifty
kinds according to the respective imbalance of the gujas.

47
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pañca viparyayabheda bhavanty afaktif ca karajavaikalyat /
astaviÅfatibheda tustir navadhastadha siddhih // 47 //

There are five kinds of delusion, and twenty-eight kinds of weakness due to
defects in the instrument; contentment is ninefold, excellence eightfold.

48

bhedas tamaso ’stavidho mohasya ca dafavidho mahamohah /
tamisro ’stadafadha tatha bhavaty andhatamisrah // 48 //

There are eight kinds of dullness, and also of perplexity, ten kinds of great
perplexity; depression is eighteenfold, as is intense depression.

49

ekadafendriyavadhah saha buddhivadhair afaktir uddista /
saptadafa vadha buddher viparyayat tustisiddhinam // 49 //

Impairments to the eleven capacities23 along with buddhi are said to
constitute weakness; impairments to buddhi are seventeen, due to the
opposites of contentment and excellence.

50

adhyatmikaf catasrah prakrty upadanakalabhagyakhyah /
bahya visayoparamat pañca nava tustayo ’bhimatah // 50 //

Nine modes of contentment are distinguished; four are internal, concerning
respectively disposition (or natural constitution, prakrti), acquisition, time
and fortune; five are external, due to abstinence from [sensory] objects.

51

uhah fabdo ’dhyayanaÅ duhkhavighatas trayah suhrtpraptih /
danaÅ ca siddhayo ’stau siddheh purvo ’kkufas trividhah // 51 //

The eight ways of attaining excellence are: reasoning, [reception of] verbal
instruction, study, eradication of the threefold distress, friendliness, and
generosity; the previous three24 are hindrances to excellence.
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52

na vina bhavair likgaÅ na vina likgena bhavanir vrttih /
likgakhyo bhavakhyas tasmad dvividhah pravartate sargah // 52 //

Without the dispositions (bhavas) the likga cannot operate, and without the
likga the dispositions cannot operate; therefore a dual emergence proceeds,
distinguishable as likga and disposition.

53

astavikalpo daivas tairyagyonaf ca pañcadha bhavati /
manusakaf caikavidhah samasato bhautikah sargah // 53 //

There are eight varieties of divine beings and five of [non-human] natural
beings; mankind is singular; such, in brief, is the elemental realm (sarga).

54

urdhvaÅ sattvavifalas tamovifalaf ca mulatah sargah /
madhye rajovifalo brahmadistambaparyantah // 54 //

The upper realm is pervaded by luminosity (sattva), and the base is pervaded
by opacity (tamas); the middle is pervaded by activity (rajas); [such is the
case] from Brahma down to a blade of grass.

55

tatra jaramarajakrtaÅ duhkhaÅ prapnoti cetanah purusah /
likgasyavinivrttes tasmad duhkhaÅ svabhavena // 55 //

Purusa, consciousness, acquires there the suffering created by decay and
death until its deliverance from the likga; hence one’s own nature is associated
with distress.

56

ity esa prakrtikrto mahadadivifesabhutaparyantah /
pratipurusavimoksarthaÅ svartha iva parartha arambhah // 56 //
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This prakrti-creation, from the great down to the specific elements, is for the
sake of the liberation of each purusa, for the other’s benefit as though for
its own.

57

vatsavivrddhinimittaÅ ksirasya yatha pravrttir ajñasya /
purusavimoksanimittaÅ tatha pravrttih pradhanasya // 57 //

Just as the profusion of unknowing (ajña) milk brings about the nourishment
of the calf, so the profusion of pradhana brings about the liberation of
purusa.

58

autsukyanivrttyarthaÅ yatha kriyasu pravartate lokah /
purusasya vimoksarthaÅ pravartate tadvad avyaktam // 58 //

Just as [in] the world actions are performed for the purpose of removing
[i.e. fulfilling] a desire, so does the unmanifest perform for the purpose of
the liberation of purusa.

59

rakgasya darfayitva nivartate nartaki yatha nrtyat /
purusasya tathatmanaÅ prakafya vinivartate prakrtih // 59 //

Just as, having displayed herself before the gaze of the audience, the dancer
desists from dancing, so prakrti desists, having manifested herself to purusa.

60

nanavidhair upayair upakariky anupakarijah puÅsah /
gujavatya gujasya satas tasyartham aparthakaÅ carati // 60 //

She, being endowed with the gujas, moves without any benefit [to herself]
for the sake of puÅs (i.e. purusa), who, being without gujas, does not
reciprocate.

61
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prakrteh sukumarataraÅ na kiñcid astiti me matir bhavati /
ya drstasmiti punar na darfanam upaiti purusasya // 61 //

In my view there is no one more tender than prakrti, who, saying ‘I have been
seen,’ never again comes into purusa’s sight.

62

tasman na badhyate ’ddha na mucyate napi saÅsarati kafcit /
saÅsarati badhyate mucyate ca nanafraya prakrtih // 62 //

No one, then, is bound, nor released, nor wanders; it is prakrti, in its various
abodes (afraya), that wanders, and is bound and released.

63

rupaih saptabhir eva tu badhnaty atmanam atmana prakrtih /
saiva ca purusarthaÅ prati vimocayaty ekarupeja // 63 //

Prakrti binds herself by herself with the use of seven forms; and, for the sake
of each purusa, liberates herself by means of one form.25

64

evaÅ tattvabhyasan nasmi na me naham ity aparifesam /
aviparyayad vifuddhaÅ kevalam utpadyate jñanam // 64 //

Thus, from the assiduous practice of that-ness, the knowledge arises that
‘I am not,’ ‘not mine,’ ‘not I’; which [knowledge], being free of delusion, is
complete, pure, and singular.

65

tena nivrttaprasavam arthavafat saptarupavinivrttam /
prakrtiÅ pafyati purusah preksakavad avasthitah svacchah26 // 65 //

Then purusa, abiding [in itself] like a spectator, sees prakrti, who has
returned to inactivity and retreated from the seven forms due to her purpose
being complete.
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drsta mayety upeksaka eko drstahamity uparamaty anya /
sati saÅyoge’pi tayoh prayojanaÅ nasti sargasya // 66 //

‘I have seen her,’ says the spectating one; ‘I have been seen,’ says the other,
desisting; although the two remain in conjunction, there is no initiation of
[further] emergence.

67

samyagjñanadhigamad dharmadinamakarajapraptau /
tistati saÅskaravafat cakrabhramivad dhrtafarirah // 67 //

Due to the attainment of perfect knowledge, virtue (dharma) and the rest
have no impelling cause; [nevertheless,] the endowed body persists owing to
the momentum of impressions, like a potter’s wheel.

68

prapte farirabhede caritarthatvat pradhanavinivrttau /
aikantikam atyantikam ubhayaÅ kaivalyam apnoti // 68 //

Pradhana being inactive, her purpose having been fulfilled, [purusa], upon
separating from the body, attains aloneness (kaivalya), which is both singu-
lar and conclusive.

69

purusarthajñanam idaÅ guhyaÅ paramarsija samakhyatam /
sthityutpattipralayaf cintyante yatra bhutanam // 69 //

This esoteric knowledge of purusa’s goal, examining the existence, arising
and dissolution of entities, has been expounded by the highest sage.

70

etat pavitram agryaÅ munir asuraye ’nukampaya pradadau /
asurir api pañcafikhaya tena ca bahudha krtaÅ tantram // 70 //

The quiet monk first passed on this supreme means of purification, compas-
sionately, to Asuri; Asuri, again, to Pañcafikha, and by him the teaching was
widely distributed.
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71

fisyaparamparayagatam ifvarakrsjena caitad aryabhih /
saÅksiptam aryamatina samyag vijñaya siddhantam // 71 //

Communicated along a lineage of disciples, this has been thoroughly
expounded in arya metre by the noble-minded Ifvarakrsja, attainer of
ultimate knowledge.

72

saptatyaÅ kila ye ’rthas te ’rthah krtsnasya sastitantrasya /
akhyayikavirahitah paravadavivarjitaf capi // 72 //

The topics of the seventy [verses] are indeed those of the entire ‘sixty doctrines’
(sastitantra), though excluding illustrative stories and the consideration of
opposing views.27
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APPENDIX B

Diagrammatic representation of classical 
SaÇkhya’s metaphysical schema

NB: Arrows indicate direction of conditionality. 2 plus the presence of 1 is the
necessary condition for all the manifest principles (i.e. 3–25). 3 is the necessary
condition for 4, which is in turn the necessary condition for 5–20. 16–20 together
constitute the necessary condition for 21–25.
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3  Intentional consciousness (mahat, buddhi)

4  Egoity (aha�kāra)

5 Mental synthesis (manas)
Five sensory capacities
(buddhīndriyas):

6 seeing (cak�us)
7  hearing (śrotra)
8 smelling (ghrā�a)
9  tasting (rasana)

10  touching (tvac)
Five action- (or bodily awareness)
capacities (karmendriyas):
11  speaking (vacana)
12  clasping (ādāna)
13  walking (vihara�a)
14  excreting (utsarga)
15  sexual sensation (ānanda)

2  Source of manifestation ([mūla-] prak�ti,
pradhāna)

Five modes of sensory 
content (tanmātras):
16  sound (śabda)
17  tactile feeling (sparśa)
18  visible form (rūpa)
19  flavour (rasa)
20  odour (gandha)

Five forms of perceptual 
objects (bhūtas):
21  earth (p�thivī)
22  water (ap)
23  fire (tejas)
24  air (vāyu)
25  space (ākāśa)

1  Subject of 
    consciousness (puru�a)



GLOSSARY OF KEY 
SANSKRIT TERMS

(In English alphabetical order)

abhava non-being, non-existent; unmanifest (cf. asat)
abhimana the thought of (being a) self (cf. ahaÅkara)
abhyasa sustained practice, applying oneself to a task
adhyavasaya discernment, ascertainment (syn. buddhi)
advaita non-dual, non-dualism
ahaÇkara ‘I-maker’, egoity (cf. abhimana)
aifvarya (possessing the qualities) of ifvara; masterfulness
ajñana non-knowledge, ignorance (cf. avidya, viparyaya)
akafa space
alikga unmarked, unmanifest (syn. avyakta)
anadi beginningless
ananda intense pleasure, bliss
ananta unending, infinite, eternal (syn. nitya)
anatman not-self; inessential
anitya non-eternal, temporal
antahkaraja inner instrument, comprising buddhi, ahaÅkara

and manas
anugraha ‘pulling up’; grace; providence
anufasana exposition
anviksiki philosophical inquiry
ap/apas water; liquidity
aparigraha ‘not grasping around’, non-covetousness
apavarga liberation, fulfilment (syn. kaivalya, moksa)
arajyaka ‘of the forest’; teachings composed by/for 

forest-dwelling ascetics (third part of fruti)
artha end, meaning, purpose, sake; object
asaÇprajñata supra-cognitive
asat formally non-existent; unmanifest (cf. abhava)
astakga eight-limbed, eightfold
astika orthodox
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atman self, essence, essential nature
avidya misperception; false knowledge 

(cf. ajñana, viparyaya)
avikrti uncreated, unmanifested
avifesa non-specific, unparticularized
avyakta unmanifest (syn. alikga; cf. mulaprakrti)
bahya(-karaja) outer instrument, comprising the ten indriyas
bhakti devotion
bhasya commentary, exegesis
bhava being, existent; disposition, psychological 

characteristic
bheda piercing, splitting, separation
bhoga experience, enjoyment
bhoktr enjoyer, experient
bhuta being, element
bija seed (of mental processes and patterns of

behaviour; syn. saÅskara); monosyllabic mantra
brahman ultimate ground, absolute principle
brahmaja ritual ceremony; instructive text for the

performance of rituals (second part of fruti);
person who performs rituals

buddhi awareness-of, discernment, intentional
consciousness (syn. adhyavasaya, mahat)

buddhindriya sense-capacity; sensation
cakra wheel; energy centre where two or more nadis

conjoin or intersect
cetas, cetana consciousness
cit, citi consciousness, awareness
citifakti consciousness-power
citta mind; thinking
cittamatra mind-only, consciousness-only (associated with

Yogacara Buddhism) (syn. vijñanavada)
darfana vision, viewpoint, seeing; philosophical system 

(cf. fastra, tantra)
dharaja holding, fixing; concentration
dharma order; righteousness, virtue
dhyana meditation, intense contemplation
dif space; place
drastr seer
drastrtva ‘seer-ness’, consciousness, awareness
drfi seeing
drfimatra seeing alone, mere seeing; awareness
drfya the seen, seeable
duhkha distress, dissatisfactoriness
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guja strand, quality, constituent
guru heavy; spiritual preceptor
hatha forceful, strong, vigorous
hirajyagarbha golden germ/seed
indriya capacity, power
ifa, ifvara lord, master, deity (cf. aifvarya)
jña knower (syn. purusa)
jñana knowledge, cognition
kaivalya aloneness, solitariness, absoluteness 

(cf. apavarga, kevala)
kala time
karaja instrument, capacity; the antah- and 

bahya-karaja combined
karika distich, stanza
karman action, work, deed
karmendriya action-capacity; capacity for sensation of bodily

activity
karuja compassion
karya effect; manifestation
kevala alone, absolute, singular (cf. kaivalya)
klefa affliction; mental defect
kriya activity
kumbhaka retention (of breath, praja) (syn. prajayama)
kujdali, kujdalini(-fakti) ‘she-who-is-coiled’; serpent power
laghu light (not heavy)
likga cipher, sign; composite of the manifest principles

from buddhi to the tanmatras (i.e. excluding only
the five bhutas)

likgamatra mere mark (syn.? mahat)
mahat great one, the great (syn. buddhi)
manas mentation; synthesizing aspect of mind
mantra sacred sound or thought, recited (audibly or

inaudibly) as an object of meditation
maya creative power; illusion, magic power
moksa, mukti, vimoksa release, liberation (syn. apavarga, kaivalya)
mula root, foundation, base
mulaprakrti fundamental producer/productivity (cf. avyakta)
nadi channel, flow; conduit of praja
nirbija without seed (i.e. without saÅskaras)
nirguja without qualities, unmanifest
nirodha cessation
nitya eternal (ambiguously: everlasting or atemporal)

(syn. ananta)
niyama restraint
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pada chapter, part (lit. foot, leg)
parijama ‘bending around’; transformation, modification
pradhana primordial source (syn. prakrti)
prajña insight, knowledge
prakafa shining forth, illumination
prakrti creative source, producer; cf. Latin procreatrix

(‘mother’) (syn. pradhana)
prakrtilaya dissolution of (or into) prakrti
praja breath; vital energy
prajayama extended retention of praja; breath-holding 

(syn. kumbhaka)
pratiprasava return to the source or original state
pratyaya mental content, phenomenon, representation
pravacana pronouncement, verbal presentation
pravrtti engagement, activity
prthivi earth
purusa self; person
rajas activity, energy
rupa form; nature; appearance
sa- [prefix] with
fabda word, language, speech, sound
saksin witness
fakti power, energy; feminine pole of the supreme

principle, esp. as conceived in Tantrism
samadhi, samapatti mental absorption
saÇhita collection (of teachings or mantras); 

first part of fruti
saÇkalpa resolve, determination, idea
saÇkhya number
saÇkhya counting, enumeration; philosophical system
saÇnyasa renunciation
saÇprajñata cognitive, ‘with cognition’
saÇskara unconscious or preconscious mental content 

(such as a memory); cause of habit-patterns 
(cf. bija, vasana)

saÇyoga confusion; conjunction (esp. of purusa and prakrti)
sarga emergence, surgence, effusion; manifestation
farira body
sastitantra ‘sixty doctrines’; name of an ancient SaÅkhya text

(or of several such texts)
fastra doctrine; system of philosophy (syn. tantra;

cf. darfana)
sat real, formally existent, manifest
satkarya ‘a formally-existent [entity] is an effect’
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sattva being-ness, existence; capacity to manifest 
(in the YS, syn. buddhi)

sattvika possessing the quality of sattva
fila nature, character
sphota spurt, burst, erupt
sphotavada theory that the meaning of a word ‘bursts forth’

in the mind (rather than being conveyed via its
linguistic correlate)

fruti ‘that which is heard’, revealed doctrine;
traditionally divided into four categories: SaÅhita,
Brahmaja, Arajyaka, and Upanisad

sthiti steadiness, stability
sthula gross, coarse; perceptible
suksma subtle; imperceptible
funya devoid of manifest content, empty
sutra thread; apothegm
sva one’s own, oneself
svamin self-possessor, owner
tamas darkness; limitation
tamasa possessing the quality of tamas
tanmatra ‘that-alone’; sense-content
tantra doctrine (syn. fastra); text (lit. warp, loom)
tarka reflection, inquiry
tattva ‘that-ness’, existence; principle
tejas fire; heat, light
traigujya three-stranded (cf. guja)
triguja three strands (cf. guja)
upanisad ‘sitting near to’; esoteric text; fourth 

part of fruti
vac voice, speech
vaidika Vedic (i.e. belonging to, or in conformity with, 

the Vedas)
vairagya, viraga non-attachment, dispassion
vasana memory trace (cf. saÅskara)
vastu object; entity (cf. artha, visaya)
vayu air, wind; gaseousness
veda knowledge, vision; sometimes used synonymously

with fruti, while at other times denoting merely the
SaÅhita portion

vedanta ‘end of the Veda’; collective term for the
Upanisads; philosophical systematization of
Upanisadic teachings

vijñana/vijñapti awareness, consciousness; special knowledge,
discernment
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vijñanavada consciousness(-only) view, associated with
Yogacara Buddhism (syn. cittamatra,
vijñaptimatrata)

vikalpa intuition without an objective basis; imaginative
conception

vikrti created, manifested
vimoksa (see moksa)
viparyaya opposite, inversion; misapprehension, 

delusion (cf. ajñana, avidya)
visaya object, phenomenon, manifest entity 

(cf. artha, vastu); domain
vifesa special, specific, differentiated
vitarka special reflection
viveka discrimination, discernment
vivekakhyati discriminating vision
vivekin discerning one
vrtti whirl, turning; activity; mental activity;

subcommentary
vyakta manifest
yantra device; symbolic diagram
yoga union; soteric discipline
yogin experienced practitioner of yoga
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NOTES

INTRODUCTION

1 The practice of chanting the Yogasutra was revived in the twentieth century by the
scholar and yoga teacher Tirumalai Krishnamacharya, who died in 1989 at the age of
101. During a stay in Chennai (Tamil Nadu) in 1999 I learnt to recite the Yogasutra’s
first chapter (Samadhi-pada) from E. R. Gopalakrishnan, who had been one of
Krishnamacharya’s disciples.

2 In particular it echoes the title of H. J. Paton’s Kant’s Metaphysic of Experience (1936).
3 See Larson 1979: 196, and Radhakrishnan 1927, II: 274. These passages are both

discussed further in Chapter 6 (pp. 108–10, 129 ff.).
4 A list of the editions and translations of these texts that I have consulted is included in

the Bibliography (Primary Sources A).
5 See, for example, Larson and Bhattacharya (1987: 227): ‘most of the older historical and

philosophical treatments of SaÅkhya are now outdated and require extensive revision.’
6 I am not alone in regarding Kantian and phenomenological philosophy as relevant to

the understanding of SaÅkhya and Yoga. J. N. Mohanty, for one, has remarked that: ‘an
Indian philosopher . . . may turn to western philosophy in order to make sense of some
obscure doctrine in Indian thought. For example, one may make sense of the Samkhya
order of evolution by invoking some parts of Kantian epistemology’ (2001: 86–87).

7 In most cases I use ‘Yoga’ (with an uppercase ‘Y’) to indicate the classical system, in
both its practical and theoretical aspects, and ‘yoga’ (with a lowercase ‘y’) to indicate
the generic category of religious and therapeutic regimens that fall under this head.
I freely admit that there will be certain cases where it is not obvious which of these two
lexical options should be taken.

1 AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF SAM. KHYA AND YOGA

1 These include: Dasgupta 1922: ch. 7; Frauwallner 1973, I: ch. 6; and Radhakrishnan
1927, II: chs 4 and 5.

2 Most commonly in such studies it is SaÅkhya that is treated as the primary subject,
with Yoga taking a subordinate place. See, for example, Chakravarti 1975; Gopal 2000;
Johnston 1937; Keith 1949.

3 ‘Of the different systems of philosophical thought that evolved in ancient India, the
SaÅkhya is perhaps the most important and the oldest one’ (Mainkar 1972: 1). ‘The
SaÅkhya–Yoga philosophy is perhaps the oldest philosophical thought and discipline
that has come down to us as a sacred heritage. There may be differences of opinion
among scholars regarding the source of the SaÅkhya–Yoga philosophy but its antiquity
is never disputed’ (Sen Gupta 1982: ix).
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4 An exception is John Davies, who considers the SaÅkhyakarika itself to contain not
merely the most ancient Indian system but ‘the first recorded system of philosophy’
(1894: 101).

5 The dating of the Upanisads has become bound up with the whole ‘Aryan invasion’
imbroglio, and is thus an area of intense historical and political controversy (which I
do not wish to enter into here). Those who deny that the Vedas were composed by a
people who had migrated to India from the north sometime around 1500 BCE tend to
suggest that the first Upanisads are earlier than 900 BCE. See, for example, Feuerstein,
Kak and Frawley (1995: 96): ‘The Aranyakas and the Upanishads, by [our] reckoning,
should belong to the second millennium B.C.’

6 Chakravarti (1975: 34) uses precisely this metaphor.
7 See van Buitenen 1957a, esp.: 19–21. Cf. also pp. 115–16 below.
8 Cf. YS 1.2: ‘Yoga is the cessation of mental activities’; and 3.1: ‘Concentration

(dharaja) is the binding of the mind (citta) to a [single] place.’
9 The term brahman has many senses. The one that is invoked here is not to be confused

with that in which brahman stands for the principle of absolute being.
10 Cf. YS 1.24: ‘The lord (ifvara) is a special self (purusa-vifefa)’; and 2.45: ‘By

contemplating the lord (ifvara-prajidhana), spiritual absorption (samadhi) is attained.’
11 Cf. SK 55: ‘cetanah purusah’.
12 Cf. SK 37: ‘. . . buddhi brings about the enjoyment of purusa . . .’; YS 2.18: ‘The seen

(drfya), being of the character of illumination, activity and stability . . . is for the sake
of enjoyment and liberation.’

13 The six limbs named at Maitr. 6.18 are: control of vital breath (prajayama),
withdrawal of [attention from] sensation (pratyahara), meditation (dhyana), fixing of
attention (dharaja), reflection (tarka) and absorption (samadhi). The last five limbs of
the classical eight-limbed system are: prajayama, pratyahara, dharaja, dhyana and
samadhi (YS 2.29). Although tarka does not feature in this latter list, it should be noted
that vitarka (‘special reflection’) is among the four forms of cognitive absorption given
at YS 1.17, and savitarka (‘with special reflection’) is cited as a stage of meditative
‘confluence’ (samapatti) at YS 1.42.

14 Cf. for example, Hathayogapradipika 4.69 ff.
15 For a survey of the Purajas on this matter, see Dasgupta 1940: 496–511. (Because

the dates of the Purajas are in most cases unknown, it is often difficult to say whether
the parts of their content that relate to SaÅkhya and Yoga should be regarded as ‘pre-’
or ‘post-classical’.)

16 More comprehensive treatments, in addition to the piece by Dasgupta mentioned in the
previous note, include: Chakravarti 1975: 42–64; Edgerton 1944, II: ch. 8; Johnston
1937; Keith 1949: ch. 3, and passim.

17 Instances of brahman’s being used as a synonym of prakrti include the commentaries
of Gaudapada, Mathara and Paramartha on SK 22. Alternatively, under SK 1, Mathara
describes SaÅkhya as ‘presenting the knowledge of brahman’, thereby implying that
brahman is identical to the self (purusa). Furthermore, in its commentary on SK 22, the
YD treats brahman synonymously with both mahat and ifvara.

18 See, for example, MBh XII.218.14, in which, as Chakravarti notes (1975: 26), ‘Asuri
in the assembly of the followers of Kapila is found to explain brahman, who is one and
immutable and seen in diverse forms.’

19 I have in mind here Daya Krishna’s 1968 article ‘Is Ifvarakrsja’s SaÅkhya-Karika
Really SaÅkhyan?’.

20 A virtually identical statement is made by Yajñavalkya at MBh XII.304.2 (cf. Edgerton
1965: 325).

21 The following remark of Edgerton’s makes a similar point with regard to the MBh more
generally and to the Upanisads: ‘It appears, then, that SaÅkhya means in the Upanisads
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and the Epic simply the way of salvation by knowledge, and does not imply any system
of metaphysical truth whatever’ (1924: 32). Edgerton is, I think, right to associate
saÅkhya with salvific knowledge, but he fails to give due emphasis to its sense as
‘renunciation’, and this failure is especially noticeable in his translation of the Gita,
where he consistently (but, in my view, inappropriately) renders saÅkhya as ‘reason-
method’ (see Edgerton 1944, I: 33, 53).

22 Cf. Radhakrishnan and Moore (1957: 227): ‘The doctrine [of Carvaka] is called
Lokayata, as it holds that only this world (loka) exists and there is no beyond.’

23 Cf. Cowell and Gough (1882: 2 n. 1): ‘Lokáyata may be etymologically analysed as
“prevalent in the world” (loka and áyata).’

24 Vacaspati includes a list of the sixty doctrines (see Jhâ 1896: 113–14).
25 Cf. for example, Visju-puraja I.2.18 ff. (Upreti 1986); and Naradiya-puraja 1.3.
26 At both Fvet. 4.12 and 5.2 the ruling deity is said to behold a first-born. In the former

of the two verses the first-born is named as hirajya-garbha (‘golden seed’), and in the
latter, he is named kapila (‘tawny’, ‘reddish brown’).

27 These features include such things as the use of the term ‘limb’ (akga) to denote a
component of the system of practice, and the classification of types of meditation
according to whether they are performed with or without an ‘external object’ (bahirtattva).

28 A concise summary of the scholarly debate on this matter is provided by Larson in
EIP4: 167–69.

29 Cf. Chakravarti 1975: 158; EIP4: 13, 15, 149.
30 This alternative etymology of ‘Varsagajya’ derives from a work by Kuei-chi, a direct

disciple of Hsüan-tsang (seventh century CE). It is discussed by Takakusu (1933) and
under ‘Varsagajya’ in EIP4: 132 f.

31 Cf. EIP4: 134 f.
32 Suryanarayana Sastri’s position is reported by Mainkar (1972: 33) and in EIP4: 151.
33 See the respective introductions to the entries on SaÅkhyasaptativrtti and Matharavrtti

in EIP4.
34 Ramakrishna Kavi (1927) alternatively proposes that the composer of the Jayamakgala

was a certain (non-Buddhist) named Fakkara-arya, who lived in the fourteenth century
and was also the author of the Yogasutrabhasyavivaraja, which several other scholars
(e.g. Hacker 1968 and Mayeda 1979) have attributed to the renowned Vedantin
Fakkaracarya (cf. discussion in Halbfass 1991: ch. 6). There is little, however, to
support Kavi’s claims, and therefore Chakravarti’s appears to be the most sober and
plausible assessment of the available evidence. (Incidentally, the author of the
introduction to the entry on Jayamakgala in EIP4 (p. 271), who I presume to be 
R. S. Bhattacharya (since the summary of the text that follows the introductory passage
is by him), mistakenly identifies Ramakrishna Kavi with Gopinath Kaviraj, thereby
giving the impression that the latter put forward two radically conflicting theories.)

35 A selection of legends traditionally associated with Patañjali was brought together by
Ramabhadradiksita in his Patañjalicarita, which, according to Frivatsa Ramaswami
(2000: 28), was composed ‘over three hundred years ago’ (i.e. 1700 CE or earlier), but
which others have placed as ‘not . . . earlier than the eighteenth century’ (Dasgupta
1922: 230). Ramaswami provides a summary of the legends in ch. 2.

36 See Woods 1914: xv ff. My own view on whether the YS contains an anti-idealist
polemic will be presented in Chapter 4.

37 Those which appear exclusively in the fourth chapter include: buddhi (4.21, 22),
citi (4.22), citifakti (4.34), dharmamegha (4.29) and vasana (4.8, 24). Prakrti occurs
twice there (4.2, 3), while its only other appearance is as part of the conjunct expression
prakrtilaya (‘dissolution in [or of] prakrti’) at 1.19. Also vastu is particularly prevalent
in a series of sutras in the fourth chapter (4.14–17), whereas it appears only once elsewhere
(1.9), its sense of ‘object’, ‘thing’, or ‘entity’ more often being conveyed by artha.
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38 For an attempt to analyse the Yogasutra into its constituent parts, see Hauer 1958.
39 Cf. for example: Brahmasutra I.1.1; PurvamimaÅsasutra I.1.1; Vaifesikasutra I.1.1. Cf.

also Fakkara’s BSBh I.1.1: ‘although its meaning may differ, the word atha nevertheless
serves the purpose of auspiciousness (makgala) merely by being heard’.

40 I am here placing in question Dasgupta’s assertion that ‘unlike any other work’ the
Mahabhasya and Yogasutra both begin ‘in a similar manner’ (1922: 232, emphasis
added).

41 Feuerstein (1980: 119), somewhat uncharitably, holds Vacaspati to be entirely to
‘blame for this whole confusion’.

42 Cf. YS 1.42, where savitarka-samapatti is defined as a mental state in which fabda,
artha and jñana remain intermixed (saÅkirja). Here jñana can be regarded as serving
the same semantic function as pratyaya in YS 3.17, that is, to mean ‘representation’ (or
‘intuition’ in the Kantian sense), although it is terminological inconsistencies such as
this that ought to alert us to the likelihood of the YS’s being a composite text.

43 A concise summary of the views of various scholars on the YS’s date is provided by
Whicher (1998: 42).

44 Feuerstein (1979: 25) approvingly quotes Hauer to this effect, and reiterates the view
in the Preface to his own major work on classical Yoga (1980: ix–x).

45 The difficulty pertaining to Vacaspati’s dates has been outlined above.
46 So loose is the translation that Dasgupta (1922: 233) suspects that it must be based on

a non-standard version of the YS. A useful summary of the Al-Biruni work is provided
by Gopal (2000: App. 3).

47 Cf. note 34 above, and also Rukmani (1992: passim) and Leggett (1990: 39).
48 David White takes this view (1996: 20) and quotes Filliozat’s remark that ‘the

Samkhyan concepts, like those of Ayurveda, are part and parcel of the intellectual
baggage common to all Indian thinkers’.

49 Abhinavagupta, Paratrifikalaghuvrtti, comment on verse 1 (Muller-Ortega 1989: 87,
253 n. 19).

50 Cf. ibid., comments on verses 9 and 1 (Muller–Ortega 1989: 88, 254 n. 21; 87, 253 n. 19).
51 The FivasaÅhita (2.1–4), for example, instructs us to picture ‘Mount Meru within the

body, surrounded by seven islands; there are rivers, seas, mountains, fields and also
guardians of the fields [etc.]’.

52 ‘While the vital breath (praja) remains in the body, death is vanquished. The full
containment of the air (vayu) is kevala-kumbhaka’ (GherajdasaÅhita 5.89; cf. Vasu
1976: 113; the same verse appears as 5.84 in Digambarji and Gharote 1997: 140).
Cf. Hathayogapradipika 2.71 ff.

53 Such works are too numerous to mention individually here. A fairly comprehensive list
of known SaÅkhya texts is given in EIP4: 14–18. It is worth remarking that a signifi-
cant proportion of the commentaries composed since the beginning of the twentieth
century have been subcommentaries upon, or attempts to paraphrase, Vacaspati’s TK.

2 THE RELATION BETWEEN THE TWO DARFANAS

1 Garbe’s position concerning the non-Brahmanic origin of SaÅkhya is presented in
various places. See, for example, 1917: 5 f., 54–59. Critical treatments of his position
are provided by Keith (1949: 53, 58–59) and Gopal (2000: 47–48).

2 The existence of overlapping and disputed portions of the three later categories
(i.e. Brahmajas, Arajyakas and Upanisads) obliges us to regard the fourfold division
as merely approximate rather than as an exact reflection of the textual reality.

3 Cosmogonism, Deussen tells us, is the view that the self (atman) produces the universe
from out of itself and then ‘enters into it as soul’ (Deussen 1919: 238).
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4 Deussen would presumably have regarded the distinction between deism and theism in
a similar light to Kant, who notes that ‘the deist represents this being [i.e. God] merely
as a cause of the world (whether by the necessity of its nature or through freedom,
remains undecided), the theist as the Author of the world [who can be conceived
as “a supreme intelligence”]’ (CPR A631/B659–60; original emphasis, my square
brackets).

5 Cf. Zimmer (1953: 280): ‘These two are regarded in India as twins, the two aspects of
a single discipline. Sajkhya provides a basic theoretical exposition of human nature,
enumerating and defining its elements, analyzing their manner of co-operation in the
state of bondage (bandha), and describing their state of disentanglement or separation
in release (moksa), while Yoga treats specifically of the dynamics of the process of
disentanglement, and outlines practical techniques for the gaining of release, or
“isolation” (kaivalya).’

6 Some scholars (e.g. Frauwallner and Chakravarti) have speculated that ‘Patañjala-
SaÅkhya’ might be a continuation of the school associated with Varsagajya and
Vindhyavasin (cf. EIP4: 12–13). It is unlikely that, on the basis of the evidence
currently available, such speculations could be either validated or disproven.

7 One of those who concurs with it is Macdonell, who states that, ‘In order to make his
system more acceptable, Patanjali introduced into it the doctrine of a personal god, but
in so loose a way as not to affect the system as a whole’ (1900: 396–97).

8 Die SaÅkhya-Philosophie: Eine Darstellung des indischen Rationalismus (Leipzig:
Haessel, 1894; 2nd edn 1917).

9 The term saÅkhya is commonly taken to mean ‘enumeration’. Radhakrishnan assumes
it, therefore, to imply mathematical reasoning. The derivation of saÅkhya from
saÅkhya (‘number’) has been challenged by Gopal (2000: 38–39), who proposes that
it is instead derived from khya, the root of khyati (which Gopal says means exposition).
In my view relatively little flows from these etymological disputes.

10 vyakta-avyakta-jña-vijñana.
11 The relevant sutras are YS 2.26, 28; 3.52, 54; 4.26, 29.
12 Whicher’s interpretation of Yoga’s goal will receive further attention in Chapter 7.
13 The terms vitarka and vicara at YS 1.17, and savitarka at YS 1.42, are commonly

assumed to denote the presence of conceptual (and hence in a very general sense,
rational) thought in early stages of meditative absorption (saÅprajñata, samapatti).

14 klefa-karma-vipaka-afayair aparamrstah purusa-vifesa ifvarah (YS 1.23).
15 See, for example, YS 2.18, where the purpose of ‘the seeable’ (drfya) is said to be

‘experience and liberation’ (bhoga-apavarga); and SK 55–60, where prakrti is por-
trayed as bringing forth the profusion of manifest categories (which together produce
experience) for the sole purpose of liberating each purusa.

16 tatra niratifayaÅ sarva-jña-bijam (YS 1.24).
17 See, for example, YS 2.20: ‘The seer, [that is] seeing-alone, though pure, perceives the

mental content’ (drasta drfimatrah fuddho’pi pratyayanupafyah).
18 sa esa purvesam api guruh kalena-anavacchedat (YS 1.25).
19 For an attempt to interpret Ifvara’s guiding role in terms of mere passive presence, see,

for example, Oberhammer (1964).
20 See esp.: YS 2.18; SK 12, 13.
21 See, for example, SK 21: ‘that conjunction [gives rise to] the creative surge’ (saÅyogas

tatkrtah sargah); YS 4.2: ‘Transformation into another mode of existence (jati) is due
to the overflow (apura) of prakrti’.

22 At YS 4.25–34 an account is given of the dissolution of phenomena and their
conditions that ensues upon the dawning of awareness of the distinction between seer
and seeable. Cf. SK 65, where prakrti ‘returns to inactivity’ (nivrtta-prasava), having
been seen by purusa and hence having completed her purpose.
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23 YS 2.21: ‘The essence of the seeable is, indeed, [to serve] the purpose of that [seer]’
(tad artha eva drfyasya-atma); SK 60: ‘She [prakrti] moves without any benefit [to
herself] for the purpose of puÅs [i.e. purusa].’

24 Tanmatra does not translate easily into English. A literal rendering would be ‘a measure
of that’ or ‘merely that’. The standard translation within the context of SaÅkhya is
‘subtle element’, which (for reasons I shall explain in Chapter 6) I find unsatisfactory.
What tanmatra seems to denote in SaÅkhya is one or other of the five modes of sen-
sory content (i.e. the visual content of a seeing episode, the sound of a hearing episode,
the flavour of a tasting episode, and so on) and hence I shall in most instances use
constructions such as this to translate the term.

25 Vyasa in fact calls it asmita (‘I-am-ness’) rather than ahaÅkara (lit. ‘I-maker’), but this
is merely a terminological nuance.

26 SK 3 is discussed more fully in Chapter 5.

3 ANALYSING EXPERIENCE: KANTIAN AND 
PHENOMENOLOGICAL PHILOSOPHY

1 I am here using the standard method of referring to Kant’s Prolegomena to Any Future
Metaphysics by giving the volume and page numbers as they appear in the edition of
Kant’s complete works edited by Benno Erdmann (1911).

2 See, for example, CPR A108–9: ‘Appearances are the only objects that can be given to
us immediately.’

3 Aristotle 1987: 5 ff.; cf. Ross 1995: 22 ff.
4 Schopenhauer writes in the Preface to his magnum opus: ‘Kant’s philosophy is . . . the

only one with which a thorough acquaintance is positively assumed in what is to be
here discussed. But if in addition to this the reader has dwelt for a while in the school
of the divine Plato, . . . [and] has also already received and assimilated the divine inspi-
ration of ancient Indian wisdom, then he is best of all prepared to hear what I have to
say’ (1969, I: xv).

5 Schopenhauer was preceded by, for example, G. E. Schulze in his Aenesidemus
(acknowledged by Schopenhauer at 1969, I: 436; cf. Gardner 1999: 330).

6 Albeit with certain modifications to the Kantian position. Crucially, Schopenhauer
regards the functioning of the understanding as non-conceptual, and to consist in the
‘referring’ of sensations to their cause or respective causes. What is more,
Schopenhauer thinks, at least on the face of it, that this referring function, alongside
the forms of space and time, is all that is needed for an explanation of representational
experience (cf. for example, Schopenhauer 1969, I: 444–45).

7 Kant borrowed the term ‘phenomenology’ from J. H. Lambert (1988 [1764]), and uses
it in, for example, the Metaphysical Foundations of Natural Science (2004 [1786]), the
fourth chapter of which is entitled ‘Metaphysical Foundations of Phenomenology’.

8 I am talking here about Husserl’s The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental
Phenomenology (1970b), only a small part of which was published during his lifetime
(see Husserl 1936).

9 Spiegelberg, for example, refers to Brentano as ‘Forerunner of the Phenomenological
Movement’ (Spiegelberg 1969, I: 27).

10 Cf. Bell (1990: 8–9): ‘There is . . . a pronounced solipsistic tendency in Brentano’s early
thought, a tendency which . . . exercised a profound influence on Husserl’s philosophy,
both early and late.’

11 Brentano’s Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint was first published in 1874.
Husserl is generally held to have formulated the phenomenological reduction or
epoché in or around 1905 (cf. Mohanty 1995: 74).
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12 Cf. Brentano (1973: 30): ‘Indeed, turning one’s attention to physical phenomena in our
imagination is, if not the only source of our knowledge of laws governing the mind, at
least the immediate and principal source.’

13 It has been argued, for example by Twardowski (1977 [1894]), that a weakness of
Brentano’s theory is his conflation of the content with the object of an intentional act.
Although I accept the validity of this further distinction, for my present purposes it is
not necessary to dwell upon it.

14 Husserl discusses this issue at some length at §15 of his Fifth Investigation (1970a:
569–76).

15 See, for example, Husserl (1970a: 574 n. 1): ‘I identify the pain-sensation with its
“content”, since I do not recognize peculiar sensing acts. Naturally I reject Brentano’s doc-
trine that presentive acts, in the term of acts of feeling-sensation, underlie acts of feeling.’

16 Somewhat confusingly, vol. 1 of the English edition of Logical Investigations contains
vol. 1 plus the Introduction and first two Investigations of vol. 2 of the German edition.

17 Cf. Chisholm (1981: 1): ‘Despite Brentano’s general repudiation of the Kantian
philosophy, his views about what he calls “external perception” are very similar to
Kant’s.’ Brentano, however, leans further towards scientific realism than does Kant,
since he thinks that physics can tell us something, albeit not very much, about the
nature of mind-transcendent reality: ‘We can say that there exists something which,
under certain conditions, causes this or that sensation. We can probably also prove that
there must be relations among these realities similar to those which are manifested by
spatial phenomena . . . But this is as far as we can go’ (Brentano 1973: 19).

18 ‘Phenomenological transcendental idealism has presented itself as a monadology,
which, despite all our deliberate suggestions of Leibniz’s metaphysics, draws its
content purely from phenomenological explication of the transcendental experience
laid open by transcendental reduction’ (Husserl 1977: 150). It should be noted that
Husserl’s use of the term ‘transcendental’ is not in accordance with Kant’s. From a
Kantian perspective, a phrase such as ‘transcendental experience’, for example, is an
oxymoron. There remains no concensus, but much speculation, on precisely what
Husserl did mean by the term.

19 More will be said about both the sat-karya-vada (‘existent effect theory’) and the
gujas in Chapter 5.

4 THE IMPUTATION OF REALISM

1 Cf. Crispin Wright’s description of realism as ‘a syndrome, a loose weave of separable
presuppositions and attitudes’ (1993: 3–4).

2 The following quotations exemplify this line of interpretation: ‘It should be
noted . . . that purusa is not a direct cause of the appearance of the manifest world. The
purusa is simply present, and this presence functions as a kind of catalyst in releasing
the casual [sic] process of transformation in the mulaprakrti’ (Larson 1979: 173, cf.
191; Larson 1987: 49). ‘Prakrti is dynamic, self-efficient, and self-contained, but it is
not self-sufficient since it acts only when catalyzed by the presence of purusa’ (Organ
1975: 211). ‘[T]he development of prakriti can occur only through the excitation of
purusha’ (Reese 1996: 675). ‘It is the transcendental influence of purusa that rouses
prakrti from her slumber at the advent of a new cycle of creation’ (Chakravarti 1975:
229). [My underlining in all quotations.]

3 ‘By substance we can understand nothing other than a thing which exists in such a way
as to depend on no other thing for its existence. And there is only one substance which
can be understood to depend on no other thing whatsoever, namely God’ (Descartes
1985, I: 210).
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4 The following passage from Schopenhauer vents an opinion widely endorsed by
materialists: ‘[Substance] is an exceedingly superfluous concept, because its only true
content already lies in the concept of matter, beside which it contains only a great void.
This void can be filled up by nothing except the surreptitiously introduced secondary
species immaterial substance; and that concept was formed solely to take up this
secondary species. Strictly speaking, therefore, the concept of substance must be entirely
rejected, and that of matter be everywhere put in its place’ (Schopenhauer 1969, I: 491).

5 It should be noted, however, that Radhakrishnan denies that prakrti is to be regarded as
straightforwardly ‘material’ (ibid.: 261–62, 274).

6 See, for example, Eliade (1969: 19): ‘[Patañjali] assumes a knowledge of the analysis
of Substance, laboriously pursued by SaÅkhya authors.’ Cf. Larson (1987: 71): ‘For
SaÅkhya the apparent subject (namely, internal awareness in terms of buddhi,
ahaÅkara, manas, and so forth) is really substance (mulaprakrti as triguja).’

7 Some philosophers have distinguished between materialism and physicalism on the
grounds that, whereas the former stands for material monism, the latter admits
scientific entities that are not strictly ‘material’, such as energy and natural laws (see
e.g. A. D. Smith 1993: 225–26). I am not convinced by this distinction, and nor, it
would seem, are most materialists and physicalists, who tend to use the terms
interchangeably and view their position as monist. (Whether it is strictly monist is a
question that cannot be pursued here.)

8 ‘[A] thought comes when “it” wants, not when “I” want; so that it is a falsification of
the facts to say: the subject “I” is the condition of the predicate “think” ’ (Nietzsche
1990: 17).

9 See, for example, the following description of a self by E. J. Lowe: ‘a self is conceived
to be a subject of consciousness, a being capable of thought and experience and able
to engage in deliberative action. More crucially, a self must have a capacity for self-
consciousness’ (entry under ‘self’ in Honderich 1995: 816). Cf. Thomas Reid (1941:
203): ‘Whatever this self may be, it is something which thinks, and deliberates, and
resolves, and acts, and suffers.’

10 The crucial term in this connection is adhyavasaya, with which buddhi is identified at
SK 23, and which constitutes part of the definition of ‘perception’ (drsta) at SK 5.
Adhyavasaya may be translated as ‘ascertainment’ or ‘determination’. Zimmer defines
it more broadly: ‘buddhi is the faculty of what is known as adhyavasaya, that is,
“determination, resolution, mental effort; awareness, feeling, opinion, belief,
knowledge, discrimination, and decision” ’ (1953: 320).

11 See, for example: Conze 1967: 78, 121; Murti 1960: 316 ff.; C. D. Sharma 1964;
Chatterjee 1975: 45.

12 ‘There are indeed passages in the Yogacara literature which apparently support an
idealistic monism. But I maintain that the entire system, when understood in terms of
realistic pluralism, makes better sense and that, therefore, even those passages which
apparently support idealistic monism have to be interpreted in accordance with
realistic pluralism’ (Kochumuttom 1982: 1; punctuation slightly amended).

13 See Lusthaus 2002. Although Lusthaus gives his book on Yogacara the title Buddhist
Phenomenology, and claims throughout to be challenging the metaphysical idealist
interpretation of this system, what he in fact seems to be doing is trying to replace the
monistic reading with one according to which perceptual objects, but not pre-conceptual
sensations, are viewed as mental constructions. In his concluding remarks, for example,
he states that, for Yogacara, ‘While [physical] objects are admissible as convention-
alisms, in more precise terms there are no chairs, trees, etc. These are merely words and
concepts by which we gather and interpret discrete sensations that arise moment by
moment in a causal flux. These words and concepts are mental projections’ (p. 540, my
emphasis).
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14 Keith, for example, asserts that ‘the Yoga Sutra seems to attack the doctrine of the
Vijñanavadins, and . . . therefore it is probably not older than the third century A.D., and
probably is younger’ (Keith 1949: 66).

15 That is, a mere appearance, and hence not genuine knowledge at all.
16 pratyupasthitam idaÅ svamahatmyena vastu.
17 See, for example, Berkeley 1962: 66–68; cf. 109. More sophisticated versions of the

doctrine have been developed by recent idealists, such as Timothy Sprigge (see esp.
Sprigge 1983: 113 ff.).

18 Trans. Gambhirananda 1965: 16. The Sanskrit reads: na vastuyathatmyajñanaÅ
purusabuddhyapeksam / kiÅ tarhi vastutantram eva tat /

19 Trans. idem: 419. Sanskrit: na copalabhyamanasyaivabhavo bhavitumarhati.
20 Cf. Feuerstein (1989a: 134): ‘Patañjali’s position is that consciousness and objective

reality belong to different levels of existence. He points out that the same object is
experienced by many consciousnesses . . .’ [It should be remembered that Feuerstein
uses ‘consciousness’ to translate citta, not purusa.]

21 Woods, for example, has ‘levels-of-existence’ (1914: 323); Feuerstein, similarly, has
‘levels [of existence]’ (1989a: 134, Feuerstein’s brackets); and Prasada has ‘ways-of-
being’ (1912: 290). Chapple and Viraj stick with ‘path’ (1990: 113), as does Taimni
(1961: 410), although Taimni also lists ‘way of being’ as an alternative translation.
Leggett’s ‘categories’ (1992: 389) is somewhat different, but not inappropriate.

22 At YS 2.19 the levels are listed in ascending order, and hence the ‘first’ is, ontologi-
cally speaking, the most dependent whereas the fourth is the least.

5 THE NATURE OF PRAKRTI

1 Schopenhauer, for example, writes that ‘A peculiar feature of pedantry and narrowness
in the Samkhya is the system of numbers, the summation and enumeration of qualities
and attributes.’ But adds: ‘This, however, appears to be customary in India, for the very
same thing is done in the Buddhist scriptures’ (1974b, II: 400).

2 For examples of the ‘catalyst’ analogy, see p. 193 n. 2 above. The terms ‘vitalized’ and
‘intelligized’ are used mainly by Sen Gupta, who seems to think that they are equiva-
lent, as is evident from the following passage: ‘purusa is intelligising Prakrti by its
mere sannidhi so as to make Nature fit for the creation of this world. Purusa is not
therefore becoming an agent: purusa is the principle of consciousness that vitalizes
Prakrti by its mere existence’ (1982: 84; punctuation slightly amended, underlining
added; cf. pp. 76, 132, 140). Larson refers to buddhi’s being ‘ “intelligized” by
consciousness’ in a discussion of Vacaspati’s reflection (pratibimba) theory (Larson
1987: 82).

3 H. T. Colebrooke was probably the first to notice the resemblance (1873 [1st edn,
1837] I: 244), and it has subsequently been referred to by, for example, Schopenhauer
(1974b, I: 64), Radhakrishnan (1927, II: 274 n. 1), and Larson (1987: 635–6 n. 47).

4 Trans. from the Latin by Myra Uhlfelder.
5 This passage is part of an explanation of satkaryavada in an ‘Explanation of Technical

Terms’ (Arajya 1977: 27). The passage was probably written by Arajya’s translator
and editor, Jajneswar Ghosh, although based on Arajya’s own views.

6 This reading of the opposite of anitya as ‘atemporal’ (rather than, say, ‘everlasting’),
and of the opposite of avyapin as ‘non-spatial’ (rather than ‘pervasive’), is not espe-
cially controversial, although certain interpreters prefer to qualify it by saying, for
example, that unmanifest prakrti is ‘outside of ordinary space and time’ (Larson 1987:
49, emphasis added).

7 See note 6 above.
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8 Rupa can also be translated as ‘form’. However, this would have to be understood very
loosely when applied to unmanifest prakrti, since something that is unmanifest cannot,
strictly speaking, have a form. ‘Nature’ is therefore a preferable translation in the
present context.

9 As Dasgupta puts it: ‘Causation as Satkaryavada (the theory that the effect potentially
exists before it is generated by the movement of the cause) . . .’ (1922: 257). Cf. Larson
(1987: 43): ‘. . . the theory that the effect preexists in the cause in a potential state
(satkaryavada).’

10 ‘The effect is in the material cause in a latent form’ (Organ 1975: 212).
11 Cf. Lusthaus (1998: 463): ‘[Prakrti] is often mistranslated as “matter” or “nature” – in

non-Sakkhyan usage it does mean “essential nature” – but that detracts from the heavy
Sakkhyan stress on prakrti’s cognitive, mental, psychological and sensorial activities.’

12 ‘Perhaps it is not too far-fetched to compare the gujas with the atoms of modern
nuclear physics, which are described as localisations of fields’ (Feuerstein 1980: 35).
‘The sattva, rajas, and tamas gujas of this ancient system of thought [i.e.
SaÅkhya–Yoga] are essentially similar to the current concepts of the proton, electron,
and neutron’ (Catalina 1968: 127; square brackets and emphasis added).

13 SPBh 1.61: ‘Sattva and the others [i.e. rajas and tamas] are substances, not specific
qualities, for they combine and separate, and [themselves possess] levity, mobility,
heaviness and other such qualities’ (sattvadini dravyaji na vaifesika gujah saÅyogav-
ibhagavattvat laghutvacalatvagurutvadidharmakatvac ca). Cf. YV 2.18.

14 Cf. Jacobsen (1999: 258): ‘One should not confuse the material principle in SaÅkhya
and Yoga texts with the most common modern Western idea of nature by which nature
means the beings and things that exist in the natural world.’

15 B. K. Matilal expresses a similar point when he observes that, ‘If we have a clear
understanding of the meaning of the philosophic term we are trying to translate, then
it is expected that we shall be able to find a suitable term in the second language which
will “retain” the original sense, provided, of course, such a term is available in the lat-
ter. But if the suggested term in the second language has certain shades of meaning that
are not compatible with those of the original term, we should not recommend such a
translation. For such an incautious translation is likely to generate confusion in the
minds of those who are unacquainted with the first language’ (1985: 320).

16 Cf. Peters (1967: 88): ‘Hyle, a purely Aristotelian term, does not have its origins in a
directly perceived reality . . . but emerges from an analysis of change.’

17 Aristotle 1941: 235 (Physics 192a 31), trans. R. P. Hardie and R. K. Gaye.
18 I therefore reject the claim made by S. K. Maitra that ‘The SaÅkhya theory of experi-

ence . . . answers more nearly to the Aristotelian theory of a monistic becoming of an
original primal matter than to the Kantian dualism of appearance and unknowable
things-in-themselves’ (quoted in Larson 1987: 641 n. 83, my ellipsis). While both the
Aristotelian and Kantian theories can provide valid resources for comparison, it is the
Kantian notion of the role of a priori forms in giving structure to formless content (and
thereby making appearances possible), that seems especially fruitful when applied to
the SaÅkhyan categories.

19 Jacobsen may also be taking SK 10 into consideration, which, as I noted earlier in this
chapter, can be interpreted as including the characterization of unmanifest prakrti as
‘non-spatial’.

20 The ambiguities in Kant’s characterization of sensation as the matter of appearances
are well discussed by Aquila (1982). One of Kant’s most problematic statements on this
issue is at A20/B34, where he says: ‘I call that in the appearance which corresponds to
sensation its matter . . .’. This leaves it unclear whether matter is sensation or merely
something that corresponds to sensation.

21 Cf. p. 32 of the same work, where Feuerstein notes that the gujas ‘invite comparison
with the “quantum packets” of modern nuclear physics’.
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22 Digambarji et al. (1989: 38) elaborate this point as follows: ‘Just as oil, a container,
a wick, and a flame are brought together in such a way that a light is produced, lasts
for some time and illumines objects, in the same way the three Gujas combine in such
a manner that they prove useful for Purusas.’

23 Cf. Heidegger (1993: 76): ‘Kant uses the term “appearance” in this twofold way. On
the one hand, appearances are for him the “objects of empirical intuition,” what shows
itself in intuition. This self-showing (phenomenon in the genuine, original sense) is, on
the other hand, “appearance” as the emanation of something that makes itself known
but conceals itself in the appearance.’

24 kalah pacati bhutani kalah saÅharate jagat / kalah suptesu jagarthi kalo hi
duratikramah // vyaktavyaktapurusah trayah padarthah tena kalo’ntarbhuto’sti / sa hi
vyaktah /

25 nityau yau dikkalau tavakafaprakrtibhutau prakrter gujavifesaveva
26 fabdajñananupati vastufunyo vikalpah //
27 Sanat Kumar Sen begs to differ on this point: ‘the mere idea of alteration or

transformation need not necessarily include the concept of time’ (1968: 410–11). If he
had bothered to explain how change can be considered to occur independently of time
then there might be some grounds for taking this assertion seriously, but as no such
explanation is given, the assertion looks to me very shaky indeed.

28 On this latter point see, for example, Patricia Kitcher (1990: 140): ‘The various activ-
ities that are described in the [Transcendental] Deduction’s account of how the mind
influences (or might influence) what we know can only be understood temporally. They
are processes and so take time. According to the [Transcendental] Aesthetic, however,
the mind’s activities produce time. So they cannot take place in time.’

6 THE EMERGENCE OF THE MANIFEST PRINCIPLES

1 By referring to the SaÅkhyakarika as ‘esoteric’ I mean merely that it was composed
primarily for the purposes of instructing initiated disciples and is therefore likely to
present interpretive difficulties for uninitiated readers.

2 Van Buitenen’s vertical–horizontal model has subsequently been adopted by other
interpreters. Cf. for example, Larson (1979: 179): ‘The emergence or evolution of the
sixteen [i.e. the ten indriyas plus manas, and the five tanmatras] . . . is not “vertical.”
It is, rather, “horizontal” – i.e., ahaÅkara becomes or is transformed into mind, senses,
subtle elements, etc.’

3 Cf. Suryanarayana Sastri 1948: 45 (and Larson 1979: 262): ‘from this (association)
creation proceeds’.

4 Cf. Radhakrishnan, who invokes the energy-conservation law to back up his claim that
prakrti cannot be a material substance: ‘In spite of the things to which prakrti gives
rise, its substance is in no way diminished. The source of becoming is not exhausted
by the things produced. No material thing can act without exhausting some of its latent
energy. It is thus difficult to regard prakrti as purely material in nature’ (1927, II: 274).
For my own part, I am doubtful about the legitimacy of basing a claim about a meta-
physical theory upon a working hypothesis from theoretical physics.

5 Christian Lassen – whose Latin translation of the SaÅkhyakarika was first published
at Bonn in 1832 – shows good judgement, I think, in rendering adhyavasaya (by which
term buddhi is defined) as intentio (cited in Davies 1894: 56).

6 Davies exemplifies the standard view when he asserts that, ‘In the system of Kapila
[i.e. SaÅkhya], everything connected in function with sensuous objects is as material
as the objects themselves, being equally an emanation from Prakrti’ (1894: 18).

7 To me, the intelligibility of Jacobsen’s full statement appears highly questionable:
‘SaÅkhya and Yoga are, one could say, materialistic on the top (but not in the ordinary
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sense), and bottom, i.e., the ultimate material principle and gross material things such
as water and air are non-conscious, and mental in the middle, i.e., buddhi and
ahaÅkara are mental material principles.’

8 ‘The ordinary sense of both words (i.e., abhimana and ahaykara) is pride and the tech-
nical import is the pride or conceit of individuality’ (Colebrooke, in Colebrooke and
Wilson 1837: 91, quoted in Chennakesavan 1980: 24).

9 This point, or one very similar to it, was persuasively made, before Kant and long
before Schopenhauer, by Rousseau, who, as Safranski has noted, ‘compared the
“sensation of self ” and the “perception” of the external world, and arrived at the con-
clusion that an individual could “have” a sensation only if he entered into the sensation
of self; and since perceptions brought home what existed outside, while at the same
time existing only in the medium of the sensation of the self, it followed that without
a sensation of self there was no existence. Or the other way about: the sensation of
self produced existence’ (Safranski 1989: 110; cf. Rousseau 1995: bk 4). 
Cf. Schopenhauer: ‘the necessity or need of knowledge in general arises from the
plurality and separate existence of beings, from individuation’ (1969, II: 274; original
emphasis).

10 Cf. for example, Davies (1894: 61), Jhâ (1896: 66), Suryanarayana Sastri (1948: 51),
and Larson (1979: 264). Larson later adopted the more act-oriented terms (‘seeing’,
etc.) that I have used in my rendering of the verse; however, both editions of his
translation of the SaÅkhyakarika contain the organ-terms.

11 It is noteworthy that the function of the genitals is represented as sexual pleasure, for
interpreters still tend to assume that procreation is what these organs primarily stand
for in the SaÅkhya system (e.g. Larson 1987: 49).

12 Cf. Sheets-Johnstone (1998): ‘Proprioception refers generally to a sense of movement
and position. It thus includes an awareness of movement and position through tactility
as well as kinesthesia, that is, through surface as well as internal events, including also
a sense of gravitational orientation through vestibular sensory organs. Kinesthesia
refers specifically to a sense of movement through muscular effort’ (quoted in
Gallagher 2005: 7, n. 3).

13 Radhakrishnan speaks of manas as ‘suggesting alternative courses of action and car-
rying out the decrees of the will through the organs of action’, but does not identify it
with the will itself (1927, II: 269–70). Davies, meanwhile, denies that SaÅkhya ‘attrib-
uted volition to any form of matter [i.e. any form of prakrti]’ (1894: 56; my square
brackets).

14 Cf. MW: 1126 (under ‘SaÅ-kalpa’): ‘conception or idea or notion formed in the mind
or heart, (esp.) will, volition, desire, purpose, definite intention or determination or
decision or wish for’.

15 Cf. for example, GBh, TK, and YD on SK 33.
16 Cf. Davies (1894: 19): ‘From Ahakkara . . . proceed the five subtle elements (tanmatra)

which are the primary forms or essences of gross material things.’
17 Cf. p. 102 of the same work: ‘Evolutionary passage, according to the Saykhya-school,

is simply the passage from the subtle to the gross. After the emergence of the gross ele-
ments, the process of evalution [sic] stops in the sense that the pañcabhautic changes
are simply changes from gross to more gross.’ Balbir Singh adopts a similar continuum
model to that of Sen Gupta, but without such a saturating application of the term ‘sub-
tle’: ‘At every stage the evolutes display their continuity with those of the preceding
stage, so that there is no break, discontinuity, or gap’ (1976: 132).

18 The expression ‘subtle matter’ does not actually occur in this passage (i.e. Principles
of Philosophy III.52), but Descartes notes elsewhere (1985, I: 322 [Description of the
Human Body and of All its Functions IV]) that what the description applies to can be
called ‘subtle matter’.
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19 Monier-Williams considers the most likely verbal root of suksma to be siv, ‘to sew’
(see entries under ‘sukshma’ and ‘Suci’ in MW: 1240 and 1241), which indicates a
close semantic and possibly etymological parallel with the Latin subtilis.

20 At YS 1.44, 45; 2.10, 50; 3.25, 44; and 4.13.
21 Hence Whicher’s neologism ‘sattvification’ (1998: 122, and passim). Cf. Chapple’s

‘subtilization’ (1996: 122–23).
22 Vyasa counts the tanmatras, ahaÅkara, likgamatra, and alikga among the subtle

objects, thereby apparently excluding manas, the ten indriyas, and the five bhutas (YBh
1.45). Exclusion of the bhutas is understandable, since it is generally in opposition to
them (qua ‘gross’ or sthula) that ‘subtle’ objects are defined; but why manas and the
indriyas should also be left out is unclear.

23 ‘[The tanmatras] are . . . subtle, material essences or presuppositions with which
perceptual and motor functioning correlate and through which certain aspects of the
material world become differentiated’ (Larson 1987: 50).

24 Cf. for example, MW (p. 434): ‘a rudimentary or subtle element’; Woods (1914: 91,
148–49, and passim): ‘fine element’; Eliade (1969: 21): ‘the five “subtle” (potential)
elements, the genetic seeds of the physical world’.

25 ‘[T]hese tanmatras give rise to atoms (paramaju) and molecules (sthulabhutani; liter-
ally, “dense material particle”), which in turn give birth to vegetable organisms (vriksa)
and animal organisms (farira). Thus man’s body, as well as his “states of conscious-
ness” and even his “intelligence,” are all creations of one and the same substance’
(Eliade 1969: 21).

26 It is again the traditional commentaries on SK 38 that are to be looked to for lists of the
five bhutas.

27 ‘Akafa corresponds in some respects to the ether of the physicists and in others to what
may be called proto-atom (protyle)’ (B. N. Seal, quoted in Dasgupta 1922: 253 n. 1).

28 Dasgupta explicitly rejects this line of interpretation, insisting that ‘solidity, liquidity
and gaseousness represent only an impermanent aspect of matter’ (whereas the bhutas
are the constituents of matter per se) (1924: 166). Having assumed SaÅkhya to be
staunchly realist, however, he could only consider solidity, etc., in terms of mind-
independent states of physical entities, and thus was not in a position to comment upon
the kind of phenomenologically-oriented interpretation that I am proposing.

29 Guenther cites the following traditional Buddhist works: Buddhaghosa’s Atthasalini
4.3; Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakofa 1.12; and Asakga’s Abhidharmasamuccaya, p. 3
(no bibliographical details given).

30 Cf. Gethin (1986: 36): ‘What is clear . . . is the extent to which the early Buddhist
account of rupa [the collective term for the mahabhutas] focusses on the physical world
as experienced by a sentient being – the terms of reference are decidedly body-
endowed-with-consciousness (saviññanaka kaya)’ (my square brackets).

31 Larson supposes that ‘tenfold’ is here ‘relating to the five senses and five actions’
(1979: 266), which supposition presumably derives from a mistaken conflation on
Larson’s part between this tenfold set and the tenfold outer instrument mentioned in the
following verse (SK 33).

32 Cf. Zimmer (1953: 320): ‘Buddhi comprises the totality of our emotional and intellec-
tual possibilities’; and also K. C. Bhattacharyya (1956, I: 274): ‘buddhi is the manifest
as such’.

33 See, for example, Bradley 1969: 465. Cf. William James’s early notion of ‘a single
pulse of subjectivity’ (1950, I: 278).

34 What Kant actually says is that the ‘I think . . . is the vehicle of all concepts’ (CPR
A341/B399). However, since on Kant’s view concepts are in turn necessary for expe-
rience, the SaÅkhya position on this point (as I interpret it) amounts to the same thing.

35 Cf. Suryanarayana Sastri (1948: 63–64): ‘speech has sound (alone) for its object’.
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36 tatra fabdatanmatrad akafam / sparfatanmatrad vayuh / rupatanmatrat tejah / rasa-
tanmatrad apah / gandhatanmatrat prthivi / In the YD the verses of the SK are broken
down into short propositions, similar to sutras. The passage quoted here is from the
third part of the commentary on SK 38, hence the reference to ‘38c’. I have, in this
respect, followed the critical edition of Wezler and Motegi (1998, I: 225). It should be
noted that the YD has a complicated interpretation of the tanmatras, considering each
of them to possess the ‘quality’ (guja) of each of the preceding ones. Thus tactility is
held to possess the qualities both of itself and of sound, visual appearance to possess
the qualities of visual appearance plus tactility and sound, and so on. I cannot, how-
ever, see any reason for attributing this theory to the SK.

37 Two main schemata of meditative absorption are presented in the YS. The first (at YS
1.17–18) distinguishes between cognitive (saÅprajñata-) samadhi and the ‘other’
(anya) type, which is generally (following Vyasa) taken to be ‘supra-cognitive’
(asaÅprajñata-) samadhi. Cognitive samadhi is subdivided into four modes:
(1) ‘reflective’ (vitarka); (2) ‘refined reflective’ (vicara); (3) ‘blissful’ (ananda); and
(4) ‘egoic’ (asmita, literally ‘I-am-ness’). The second schema refers to samadhi ‘with
seed’ (sabija [YS 1.46]) and ‘without seed’ (nirbija [YS 1.51]), the former type being
subdivided (at YS 1.42–44) into: (1) ‘absorption with reflection’ (savitarka-samapatti),
(2) ‘~ without reflection’ (nirvitarka-samapatti), (3) ‘with refined reflection’
(savicara-samapatti), and (4) ‘~ without refined reflection’ (nirvicara-samapatti). The
two schemata, though differing in certain respects, share the basic structure of a system
of gradual progression.

38 See, for example, Brhad. II.3.6, III.9.26, IV.2.4.
39 Another crucial verse in this regard is SK 37, where it is said that, due to buddhi’s being

responsible for ‘bringing about’ (sadhayati) all experience, it is thus also buddhi that
‘discloses (vifinasti) the subtle [difference] between pradhana and purusa’. Larson
translates vifinasti as ‘distinguishes’ (1979: 267), thereby implying that buddhi is the
subject of knowledge. Davies, similarly, renders it as ‘discriminates’ (1894: 72). Other
possible translations, however, such as ‘exposes’ (Jhâ 1896: 77), ‘reveals’
(Suryanarayana Sastri 1948: 68), and my ‘discloses’ may be taken to represent buddhi
merely as the medium of knowledge, not its possessor.

7 FREEDOM FROM EXPERIENCE

1 ‘To confuse (as many interpretations of yoga have unfortunately done) the underlining
purificatory processes involved in the cessation of ignorance/afflicted identity as being
the same thing as (or as necessitating the need for) a radical elimination of our psy-
chophysical being – the prakrtic vehicle through which consciousness discloses itself –
is, I suggest, to misunderstand the intent of the Yoga Sutra itself ’ (Whicher 2003: 62).

2 The quoted passage is from Arajya 1963: 123.
3 Cf. Larson (1999: 186): ‘To be sure, “misidentification” is one important component

in understanding the meaning of the term “nirodha,” but the overwhelming textual
evidence in all of its interpretive varieties and nuances is that Yoga, finally, is also a
radical elimination of ordinary worldly awareness.’

4 Personal correspondence with the author, via e-mail, 25 April 2002. Compare
Whicher’s published remark that, ‘If Patañjali’s perception of the world of forms and
differences had been destroyed or discarded, how could he have had such insight into
Yoga and the intricacies and subtle nuances of the unenlightened state?’ (1998: 291).

5 The classic illustration of the Buddha’s anti-metaphysical approach occurs at
Majjhimanikaya 1.483–88, the passage dealing with the ‘inexpressibles’
(Pali: avyakata). See, for example, Warren 1915: 123–28. For further references see
Murti 1960: 36 n. 2.
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6 The application of the terms maya and avidya in the Advaita Vedanta tradition is not
consistent. In some instances the two terms appear to be used interchangeably, whereas
in others maya may be taken to denote empirical reality as perceived under the influ-
ence of avidya. Even within the works commonly attributed to Fakkara there is a lack
of consistency on this point (cf. Potter 1981: 79).

7 Potter, paraphrasing the view of Sacchidanandendra Sarasvati, notes that ‘avidya in
FaÅkara is superimposition, whereas maya is equivalent to prakrti or namarupa’
(Potter 1981: 79).

8 See, for example, GBh 22: ‘prakrti, pradhana, brahman, avyakta, bahudhatmaka, and
maya are synonyms (paryayas)’.

9 anityafuciduhkhanatmasu nityafucisukhatmakhyatir avidya //
10 I say ‘implicitly cited’ because the tamasa modes of buddhi are not named directly, but

are said to be the ‘opposite’ of the sattvika modes, these latter being ‘virtue (dharma),
knowledge (jñana), non-attachment (viraga), and masterfulness (aifvarya)’.

11 That viparyaya can stand for precisely the sort of misperception that avidya elsewhere
denotes is illustrated by Ghosh in his summary of Arajya’s Saykhyatattvaloka, verse
34 (in Arajya 1977: xii): ‘Viparyaya is the reproduction in consciousness of a thing as
other than what it is. To assume that the mind, sense-organs and the body constitute the
Self is the fundamental viparyaya.’

12 Cf. Matilal (1985: 321): ‘My main objection against both “nescience” and “ignorance”
[as translations of avidya] is that they express a predominantly negative meaning: “lack
of knowledge” or “absence of knowledge”.’

13 One among many examples of this tendency occurs in a passage from Ghosh (1977:
36), where ‘the wise among us’ are said to seek ‘freedom from the excrescence of a
limited personality’ and ‘the Divinity in them, the Purusa, who as the ultimate revealer
of all appearance is certainly beyond the appearances called pleasure and pain’. The
identity of ‘the wise’ becomes even more uncertain when Ghosh notes that, ‘since His
[i.e. purusa’s] conjunction with Prakrti, which results in transitory shows, is main-
tained by confusion between Him and the empirical ego, they cultivate clearness of
insight (samprajñana) that they may attain an effective knowledge of the difference
between the two (vivekakhyati)’. I would add simply that, if ‘the wise among us’ are
not really ‘empirical ego[s]’, then they must be purusas, and hence their discovery of
‘the Divinity in them’ is nothing other than purusa’s self-discovery (which fact remains
unstated in Ghosh’s ambiguous account).

14 Feuerstein’s declaration that he is ‘inclined to read this sutra in the spirit of the pre-
classical tradition where krta-artha also denotes the person who has become the Self’
(1980: 23) misses the point. Despite his choice of the expression ‘become the Self’ –
as opposed to, say, ‘realized one’s true nature as the Self’ – I doubt whether Feuerstein
would demur that the person concerned was in fact already the ‘Self’, and had simply
not yet realized it. The situation is therefore equivalent to the ‘many purusas’ view, for
if the Self can be realized by one person without such an event initiating the immedi-
ate realization of all other persons, and yet those other persons are all equally ‘the
Self’, then that Self must be admitted to be multiple.

15 Cf. Deussen (1919: 245): ‘What philosophical mind can admit this thought [i.e. the
multiple purusas doctrine]? The knowing subject is in me (ahaÅ brahma asmi) and
nowhere else, for everything beside me is object, and for this very reason not subject.’

16 The duck–rabbit is a famous example of an image that can be viewed as two distinct
things, but not simultaneously. Wittgenstein attributes it to Jastrow’s Fact and Fable in
Psychology, and includes it in his Philosophical Investigations (2001 [1953]: 165–66).

17 See, for example, Steven Katz (1978: 33): ‘these images, beliefs, symbols, and rituals
define, in advance, what the experience [the mystic] wants to have, and which he then
does have, will be like’ (original emphasis); ‘[t]he notion of unmediated experience
seems, if not self-contradictory, at best empty’ (ibid.: 26).
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18 Forman probably derives the ‘knowledge by acquaintance’–‘knowledge about’ distinction
from William James’s treatment of it (1950 [1890]: 221 f.), although James himself
disclaims any originality on his own part, noting that ‘Most languages express the
distinction’ (p. 221). Roughly the same distinction was advocated by Bertrand Russell
in his essay ‘Knowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by Description’ (1917).

19 ‘The knowledge that I am aware . . . is not a matter of language, nor does it stand on the
back of prior experiences. I just know directly and without complex reasoning that I am
and have been aware. And I know it simply by virtue of being aware’ (1998: 22,
Forman’s italics, my underlining).

20 At one place Katz suggests that the relation between ‘experience’ and ‘beliefs’ is
reflexive – that is, that ‘beliefs shape experience, just as experience shapes belief’
(1978: 30) – but elsewhere he tends to exclusively prioritize the causal role of beliefs
(concepts, expectations, etc.). See, for example, p. 46 of the same article: ‘mystical
experience is “over-determined” by its socio-religious milieu: as a result of his process
of intellectual acculturation in its broadest sense, the mystic brings to his experience a
world of concepts, images, symbols, and values which shape as well as colour the
experience he eventually and actually has’.

21 When, for example, Katz says that ‘in order to understand mysticism it is not just a
question of studying the reports of the mystic after the experiential event but of
acknowledging that the experience itself as well as the form in which it is reported is
shaped by concepts’ (1978: 26), the acknowledgement concerned has no philosophical
basis beyond Katz’s repeated assertion of epistemological constructivism; and an asser-
tion, no matter how many times or with what degree of dogmatic fervour it is repeated,
does not amount to an argument.

22 A vast quantity of research data already exist on this topic. A useful summary and
assessment of them are provided by Shear and Jevning (1999).

23 Katz’s credentials for interpreting the claims of SaÅkhya and Yoga are placed in doubt
by his statement that the former of these two systems ‘understands the goal to be the
perfection of the soul which does not lead to any form of unio mystica but rather to a
splendid self-identity which, like God’s perfection, is self-contained and isolated’
(1978: 57–58, my underlining). An endnote to this statement invites the reader to ‘see
R. C. Zaehner, Hinduism (New York, 1962; Oxford, 1966), pp. 94 ff.’, which suggests
that Katz is not familiar with the primary SaÅkhya material. Giving a terse description
of SaÅkhya’s goal is no easy task, but ‘perfection of the soul’ is less helpful than most.

24 See, for example, the famous First Sermon, where the third enobling truth concerns the
‘cessation of dukkha’ rather than the attainment of something positive (SaÅyuttanikaya
5.420, in e.g. Thomas 1927: 87–88).

25 I am far from alone in taking this view, as the following remarks illustrate: ‘all we
can assert of it [i.e. the liberated self] is that it is contentless consciousness, not
consciousness of itself or of object’ (K. C. Bhattacharyya 1956, I: 196); ‘The ultimate
mystical experience in SaÅkhya–Yoga results from the final elimination of all con-
cepts, all thinking, all words, all feeling, all memory, and all perception. What is left,
properly termed innate, is consciousness. It is not self-conscious and not symbolically
conscious – just consciousness itself’ (Pflueger 1998: 69–70).

26 I say ‘almost invariably’ because SK 18 (discussed earlier in this chapter) constitutes
an important exception.

8 CONCLUSION

1 See, for example, Balbir Singh (1976: 140): ‘Saykhya . . . believes the mere presence
of purusa (saynidhyamatra) to be enough for prakrti to start its evolutionary process.
This . . . shows that all Indian systems are directly or indirectly committed to idealism,
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despite the appearance, in some cases, to the contrary. In very unequivocal terms it
means that the world exists because the spirit exists, and depends on it for both its
evolution and its dissolution.’ Although I concur with Singh’s point about SaÅkhya
here, I would demur at the suggestion that we can draw conclusions about ‘all Indian
systems’ from a fact about SaÅkhya metaphysics alone.

2 The expression ‘esse is percipi’ (‘to exist is [merely] to be perceived’) was used as a
defining slogan of his idealist philosophy by the Irish philosopher George Berkeley
(see e.g. Berkeley 1962: 66–68, 109).

3 See, for example, Deussen, who claims that ‘monism is the natural standpoint of
philosophy, and wherever dualism has appeared in its history it has always been the
consequence of antecedent stress and difficulty, and as it were a symptom of the
wane of the philosophising spirit’, and that ‘the dualism of . . . Sâkkhya’ is ‘to be con-
ceived as the consequence of a natural disintegration of the doctrine of the Upanishads’
(1919: 244–45).

4 The phrase ‘neutral monism’ is due to Bertrand Russell, although he borrowed the
concept from William James. ‘The stuff of which the world of our pure experience is
composed is, in my belief, neither mind nor matter, but something more primitive than
either. Both mind and matter seem to be composite, and the stuff of which they are com-
pounded lies in a sense between the two, and in a sense above them both like a common
ancestor’ (Russell, quoted in Bird 1986: 95). As a description of prakrti, this would be
fairly acceptable. But it still leaves the conscious subject entirely unaccounted for.

5 The ‘unintelligib[ility]’ of non-dualism has been noted by Frits Staal (1975: 4): ‘there
are certain metaphysical theories that can be said to be unintelligible in the sense that
they try to point at what cannot be understood. Understanding requires duality, for
example, if not multiplicity. Accordingly, in such philosophies as the Advaita Vedanta,
according to which reality is non-dual, reality cannot be understood’.

APPENDIX A

1 The editions of Suryanarayana Sastri and Larson include a seventy-third karika, even
though, since it appears only in the commentary of Mathara, it is likely to have been
added by Mathara himself. I have, in any case, included this extra karika in Note 27.

2 Some editions have prasiddhir in place of pratitir. Both terms can have the sense of
‘ascertaining’ or ‘accomplishing’.

3 The use of the ablative case can be ambiguous: its meaning can be either that (a) the
existence of the proposition’s subject is due to (or caused by, etc.) such-and-such
factors, or (b) due to such-and-such factors we must infer that the subject exists. The
first of these senses is ontological, whereas the second is epistemological. It is my view
that this epistemological sense is to be regarded as primary also in subsequent karikas,
such as 15–19, although I have in most instances retained at least a degree of ambiguity
in the translation in order to better reflect the original text.

4 Some editions read avivekyadih siddhas; cf. Suryanarayana Sastri 1948: 33.
5 Jhâ’s edition (1896: 33) has karyatah (‘effectiveness’) in place of faktitah (‘potency’).
6 This karika does not stand on its own but must be read in conjunction with the

following one.
7 Or: ‘must be supposed to exist’.
8 Sarga, being etymologically close to ‘surge’ and ‘surgence’, often has the sense of

flowing, spewing forth, emerging and so on. It can also, however, have the sense of a
realm of existence (cf. SK 53, 54).

9 The fact that prakrti is in the ablative case indicates that ‘the great’ (mahat) is in a
relation of dependence upon it, although the nature of the dependence is not made
explicit. Therefore, the interpolated ‘comes’ should not, in my view, be necessarily
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assumed to denote material causation. The same applies to the relations between the
other ‘productive’ and ‘produced’ manifest principles.

10 It would appear that ‘source of the elements’ (bhutadi) is either an epithet of ahaÅkara
or an aspect thereof.

11 It is almost certainly the three members of the ‘inner instrument’ (antahkaraja) that
are being referred to here (cf. SK 33), namely buddhi, ahaÅkara, and manas. Larson
thinks that ‘the three’ denotes ‘the buddhi, ahaÅkara and senses’ (1979: 265), but I can
see no basis for this view.

12 According to classical Indian physiology there are five main currents or winds which
service different regions of the body. These are usually called, respectively: praja,
apana, samana, udana, vyana.

13 ‘The four’ here is generally agreed to stand for ‘the three’ of the preceding karika plus
any one of the sense-capacities.

14 The thirteen parts are ‘the three’ mentioned at SK 29 and 30 plus the sense-capacities
and action-capacities (cf. SK 33).

15 That is, the five tanmatras plus the five bhutas. Larson asserts that ‘tenfold’ is here
‘relating to the five senses and the five actions’ (1979: 266), which assertion is pre-
sumably based on the fact that, in the following karika, the tenfold ‘outer instrument’
appears to comprise the sense- and action-capacities. Larson’s view is untenable,
however, since the sense- and action-capacities have already been included within the
thirteenfold instrument, with which the tenfold object is here being contrasted.

16 I have given here a fairly literal translation of the phrase trayasya visayakhyam. Some
other translators (e.g. Suryanarayana Sastri and Jhâ) try to make better sense of it by tak-
ing it to mean that the outer instrument makes objects known to the inner instrument. This
may be a correct interpretation, but it requires some manipulation of the original text.

17 What seems to be meant here is that sensations are always present occurrences whereas
‘inner’ mental phenomena can concern the past (in remembering and retrospection)
and the future (in anticipation and prospection) as well.

18 The ‘specific’ objects are the bhutas and the ‘non-specific’ are the tanmatras (cf. K 38).
19 In other words, the other four action-capacities involve the manifestation or production

of all five modes of sensory content (tanmatras).
20 It would appear that what is being referred to in this karika are three aspects of a

person: the ‘subtle’ (or mental), the physical body, and the ‘elemental’ (or the forms of
perceptual objects).

21 In this instance ‘the subtle’ would seem to denote the tanmatras.
22 ‘Wandering’ is a fairly literal translation of saÅsara. It should be understood to mean

‘wandering through life, and from one lifetime to another’. It implies rebirth.
23 That is, the five buddhindriyas, five karmendriyas, plus manas.
24 That is, delusion (viparyaya), weakness (afakti) and contentment (tusti).
25 The eight ‘forms’ (rupas) here are usually assumed to be ‘dispositions’ (bhavas). It is

at least equally likely, however, that they are the modes of prakrti divided into the
following categories: (1) avyakta (the unmanifest); (2) buddhi; (3) ahaÅkara;
(4) manas; (5) buddhindriyas; (6) karmendriyas; (7) tanmatras; and (8) bhutas. It is
when forms (2)–(8) dissolve into (1) that liberation occurs. This interpretation would
also make more sense of SK 65.

26 There is considerable disagreement among the early commentaries over what the final
word in this karika should be. GBh and Jayamakgala read svasthah (‘self-abiding’)
whereas STV has susthah (‘well-placed’). I have here followed the TK and YD with
svacchah.

27 An extra karika that appears in Mathara’s commentary reads: ‘Thus the content of this
condensed exposition (fastra) is not deficient, and is like an image of the great body of
teachings (tantra) reflected in a mirror’ (tasmat samasadrstaÅ fastram idaÅ narthataf
ca parihinam / tantrasya ca brhanmurter darpajasaÅkrantam iva bimbam // 73 //).
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