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Series Preface

At present, the Vedic philosophical system suffers from many misconceptions—(a) the Vedic texts comprise many disparate or conflicting doctrines that don’t form a coherent system, (b) these texts advocate the worship of different deities so the Vedic system must be polytheistic, (c) due to the differences between the various Vedic texts, they must have been authored by different people so they cannot be of divine origin, and (d) the texts produced by various human minds must have originated at different ages and times in history.

Those who want to correct these misconceptions are also making many mistakes. First, they defend the history as being a few thousand years older than modern estimates (when the Vedic tradition is sanātana or eternal). Second, they accept impersonalism as a solution to the supposed polytheism of the Vedas (even though it is solemnly rejected by the Vedic texts). Third, they apologize for the diversity of texts as the intellectual virtue of plural viewpoints (when plurality is different perspectives on a single understanding of reality). Fourth, they visualize Vedic knowledge through the mundane lens of geographical contiguity and genetic resemblances confusing the correction of mistakes with pedestrian ideals of nationalism, political unity, cultural pride, etc., and the true spiritual foundations under which all material identities of body, gender, society, and nation are rejected as a waste of time, are ignored.

This series of books differs from the above-mentioned goals and aspirations. This may potentially reduce the reader list to a smaller number of people who are truly interested in the truth, not a race, nationality, language, etc. But that risk must be taken in the interest of truth, and broader objectives of Vedic knowledge. The sacrifice of immediate interests is hence a necessary evil.

The primary goal of this series of books is to establish that the Vedas constitute a coherent description of reality, which has to be understood from multiple perspectives to grasp its true nature. This understanding can be broadly classified into the following categories—(a) the study of matter as concepts and qualities, (b) the understanding of the soul and its relation to God, (c) the practices by which this nature of the soul and God are practically realized and experienced, and (d) the system of reasoning and logic that is used to explain it to anyone who might be interested. The study of the nature of the soul and God is theology. The practice by which this nature is realized is religion. The description of matter as categories and qualities is philosophy. And the system of reasoning and logic used to explain it to those who are interested is science.

Each perspective can be, in principle, described and understood without the others. For example, we can practice religious mysticism without perfectly knowing theology. We can know the philosophy of reality without religion or theology. And we can understand the science without practicing mysticism. 

Nevertheless, the Vedic texts do not put these into separate boxes. Every text discusses all the subjects—science, philosophy, religion, and theology—but with different relative emphases. Some texts are more focused on science, others more on theology and religion, while others more on philosophy. This unifying tendency in the Vedic system is the antithesis of the modern tendency to compartmentalize, separate one issue from another, focus on narrow problems, and create the illusion of progress by going round and round in circles.

The Vedic system looks at all inquiries holistically and their answers to one question cannot contradict the answers to any other potential question. If you progress in philosophy, then you also progress in religion, theology, and science. Scientific progress is not contrary to ethics and morality; spiritual development is not contrary to the necessities of life. The Vedic system is not divided into physics, chemistry, mathematics, sociology, economics, psychology, cosmology, theology, and so on, as its purpose is to create wise people—who know everything—rather than professional academics whose solutions are conceived within the narrow ambits of their primary expertise, rather than broadly concerned with several aspects of the problem needed for a wise person.

The understanding of the knowledge and its application to various areas of human knowledge should be the primary goal because by achieving that goal, the other goals can be achieved automatically. If the knowledge is useful and true, then each path meant to attain it can be useful for people with different abilities and interests. If the Vedic texts describe reality correctly, then the timelessness of the knowledge would be more important than the age of the text. If the philosophy is consistent and complete, then even plural authorship of the texts would indicate a multitude of mutually coherent viewpoints. If the personalistic and aspected nature of reality is understood correctly, then the myriad personalities would not be contradictory to a single person of God. And the universal applicability and the non-sectarian nature of knowledge would make any national, social, cultural, and political pride completely redundant. 

Even as the Vedas are divine knowledge, and many times described as the word of God and transmitted through the creator of the universe—Brahma—nobody has to accept their divinity a priori. Vedas recommend faith in the teachers because no student approaches a teacher without some faith. But blind faith—as the antithesis of reason and experience—is rejected. The philosophy of the Vedas is meant to be studied, debated, and discussed by all qualified people (the restriction of the Vedas to a certain class is the restriction of qualification). And the knowledge of the Vedas is beyond race, nation, and society. In all these ways, the Vedas constitute a “secular science”—not atheistic, but secular—as they are amenable to reason and experience, open to sincere inquiry and discussion, and not to be conflated with narrow political objectives.

The primary aim of this series of books is to help the readers understand the knowledge. If the truth of the Vedic texts is known, then we can talk about their history. If the unity of Vedic philosophy is known, then we can talk about whether they had different authors. If by learning this philosophy, we can master every subject, then we can talk about its divine and eternal nature. And if all these are achieved, then we can speak of the intellectual, cultural, and social superiority of the people who have preserved, advanced, and propagated this knowledge selflessly. In fact, by establishing the truth, all other questions about history, authorship, and divinity will become moot—we will accept them without an argument, based on their superiority. Without proving the consistency, completeness, pervasive usefulness, and the empirical truth of this knowledge, there is no point in talking about history, authorship, divinity, geographical heritage, and socio-cultural identities. Without understanding the nature of reality, pride in ancient history makes no difference to the present. And without putting that knowledge into practice, all claims remain the subject of endless subjective opinions and pointless debates. If instead, we focus on the truth in the Vedas, then even the temporaneous goals can also be achieved naturally.
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The Vedas in fact describe the history of their appearance, but because people don’t believe in the Vedic truth, therefore, they don’t accept the history. Because the academics have become accustomed to numerous mythological texts in the West, which were repeatedly modified and curated by religious institutions to suit their political objectives, they think that the Vedas too must be myths. But where is the evidence for the doctoring of the Vedas? We can find that evidence in the case of the Bible and the Koran for instance, where books have been revised many times, and the ideas of the doctors were inserted into the books. But the Vedic tradition gives us no such evidence. Instead, there is clear evidence of the separation of the texts from the commentaries on the texts. The texts are always separate from the commentaries by various authors. Therefore, if we rely on the Vedic texts, we can also understand their own history.

To understand the Six Systems of Philosophy, we need to take note of their historical appearance. The Vedas state that their knowledge has existed since time immemorial, and originated in the four Vedas compiled by Brahma—the creator of the universe—after being inspired in the heart by Lord Viṣṇu. Brahma imparted this knowledge to his sons—the seven sages, Manu, the four Kumaras, and others. These disciples and their successors then produced a broader oral tradition, which was called the “Vedic system”—because it was based on the original four Vedas that were narrated by Brahma to others. This oral tradition was significantly larger than what we know as the Vedic texts today. 

Vedic cosmology divides time into cycles of yugas, which are further divided into four sub-ages called Satya-yuga, Treta-yuga, Dvapara-yuga, and Kali-yuga. The Kali-yuga is the smallest age and is 432,000 years. Dvapara is twice that of Kali-yuga, Treta is three times of Kali-yuga, and Satya is four times Kali-yuga. The present age is Kali-yuga. In the bygone ages—Satya, Treta, and Dvapara—which amounts to 3,888,000 solar years, the Vedas existed as an oral tradition, because the people following the system had a great memory. 

At the beginning of Kali-yuga, these texts were scribed by Vyāsa, who is also sometimes called Bādarāyana. This is when the oral tradition became a written one. Vyāsa performed a selection from the oral tradition, and the texts he produced by scribing the oral tradition were a subset of the oral tradition.

Vyāsa also divided the oral tradition into many parts, which are today known as Saṃhita, Upaniśad, Tantra, Purāna, Itihāsa, etc. Each of these classes is further divided into many sub-classes and texts. For instance, there are 108 Upaniśad and 18 Purāna. He then also composed the Vedānta Sūtra after compiling the other Vedic texts. There is a subtle difference between compiling and composing. A compilation is the selective scribing of the oral tradition. But the composition is solely attributable to Bādarāyana (although he often quotes other sages even in this text). Quite simply, Vedānta Sūtra is Bādarāyana’s summary of the oral tradition, after the selective scribing of the oral tradition.

While dividing, scribing, and compiling the Vedic texts, Vyāsa referred to the philosophies of some of the Six Systems such as Sāñkhya and Yoga and included them into the Vedic texts. He left out some of the philosophies such as Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, and Mīmāṃsā as they were, and still are, considered supplementary. We might wonder why. And the answer is that Nyāya is a system of logic, Mīmāṃsā is the use of reason for semantic analysis, and Vaiśeṣika is the application of semantic analysis to the study of material nature. These are, strictly speaking, the applications of Vedic philosophy, which are of great interest to the experts, but not of primary interest to the general population. This exclusion of some philosophies from the primary Vedic texts means that logic, semantic analysis, and its applications to the study of nature, were considered to be not of interest to the people primarily interested in the conclusions.

 The selective inclusions and exclusions of some philosophies do not mean that they weren’t part of the Vedic tradition. For example, practically everyone undergoing scientific education at present uses logic and mathematics, but the foundations of logic and mathematics are studied only by experts. Similarly, practically everyone masters some language, but the foundations of linguistics are outside the scope for everyone except the experts. The doctors who treat patients learn medicine, but they don’t study biochemistry because that is too much unnecessary detail that is not of primary interest to their needs.

Therefore, the inclusion of philosophies of Sāñkhya and Yoga should be viewed as based on the fact that these were considered general information for everyone’s use, while the exclusion of philosophies like Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, and Mīmāṃsā should be viewed as something that was needed only for experts.

Quite separately, complete systems of philosophy existed as the Sūtra texts that this series is about. They were authored by other sages (Sāñkhya by Kapila, Yoga by Pātāñjali, Nyāya by Gautama, Vaiśeṣika by Kanāda, and Mīmāṃsā by Jaimini). These other systems of philosophy are also based on the oral Vedic tradition, which preceded Bādarāyana’s selected scribing of the tradition, although Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, and Mīmāṃsā were not included in the scribing. They too existed as an oral tradition and were scribed by their tradition followers, but their names are not known at present because (a) the texts are relatively small compared to the texts that Vyāsa scribed, and (b) there was no selection performed in the scribing of these texts; they were presented as they were. In that light, we can view Vyāsa as an editor of the Vedic tradition, while the other systems of philosophy had scribes that did not try to edit the Sūtra texts.

The result of this difference between Bādarāyana’s selected scribing, and the texts of the other five systems, is that we can sometimes find it hard to cite the claims in the philosophies of Sāñkhya, Yoga, Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, and Mīmāṃsā from the Saṃhita, Upaniśad, Tantra, Purāna, and Itihāsa. This inability to find direct references for one system in another one should not be taken to mean that they are at variance, or that they are not Vedic, or that they were created after the scribing of Vedic texts by other philosophers who did not agree with Bādarāyana’s view. We must rather understand that all the Six Systems are based on the oral tradition. Specifically, Sāñkhya, Yoga, Vaiśeṣika, Nyāya, and Mīmāṃsā had their oral tradition before Bādarāyana scribing a select portion of the oral tradition, followed by composing the Vedānta Sūtra. As far as the historical dates of composing are concerned, Vedānta Sūtra is later. It is for this reason that it is sometimes called Uttara Mīmāṃsā (later analysis).

When we study the Six Systems of philosophy, in one sense, we are studying the much older oral tradition—as it was understood by six different sages. And when we study the Saṃhita, Upaniśad, Tantra, Purāna, and Itihāsa, we are studying the Vedic system as it was selectively scribed by Bādarāyana. The differences in these systems do not indicate a contradiction, but the fact that the oral tradition was bigger than the combinations of all the texts at present.

The point is this: The Six Systems are Vedic because they are all based on the oral tradition. They are also Vedic because Bādarāyana’s texts directly reference Sāñkhya and Yoga, which are also referenced by Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, and Mīmāṃsā. Then, several doctrines about the nature of the soul and God are common across the Six Systems and can be found in Bādarāyana’s texts. Therefore, the Six Systems are not divergent philosophies, but different streams within the oral tradition that emphasized different aspects, and were thereby encoded as the Sūtra texts, that came to be studied by different students, and that inherited method of teacher-disciple succession created many schools.
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And yet, there is widespread perception at present that the Six Systems of Philosophy are divergent, or even contradictory. This perception of divergence is not entirely fictional; it is indeed based on fact. But its appearance is relatively recent. Such deviations appear in the age of Kali-yuga, where people tend to replace understanding with argument, and incommensurate ideas that deviate from the Vedic philosophy appear. To support their contentions, they also reject many essential aspects of the cohesive system of philosophy. 

To understand this divergence, we need to consider the last few thousand years of history, in which three philosophies—materialism, voidism, and impersonalism—have dominated. Each of the Six Systems of Philosophy rejects these doctrines. The world, in Vedic philosophy, reflects the properties of God like a mirror reflects a person’s image. The mirror is real, and hence, matter is real. The form in the mirror is objective—the image in the mirror is real. Similarly, the reflection in the mirror is not a creation of the mirror, or an illusion, because there is a person outside the mirror. Since there is a transcendent person, therefore, the mirror and the reflection in it are not the only reality; there is also a transcendent reality. By acknowledging a transcendent reality, materialism is rejected. By acknowledging that this transcendent reality is a person, impersonalism is rejected. And by recognizing that the person exists even if not reflected in the mirror—i.e., if the world doesn’t exist—voidism is rejected.

The Six Systems texts delve into the details of why materialism, voidism, and impersonalism are false. They describe why God desires to see His reflection—namely, that it is a process of self-awareness and self-cognition. They describe how God is reflected in the mirror—the mirror is also a person, not an impersonal thing; the reflection in the mirror is the mirror “knowing” God; the mirror is then identified as God’s energy or Śakti, and two realities—one masculine and the other feminine—are seen as the basis of the world. The immense variety in the reflection is attributed to the myriad aspects of God, which are integrated in God but separated in the Śakti. Thus, the created world is called duality whereas God is described as non-duality. The separation of the integrated reality is then understood as a mechanism by which God knows Himself—quite like a person looking into a mirror to see his varied features.

Each of the Six Systems of Vedic philosophy goes over these themes in different orders, emphasizing different aspects of this ideology, dwelling more on some things and less on others. Each philosophy refutes impersonalism, voidism, and materialism as these doctrines are contrary to the Vedic system.

In the modern context, the criticism of materialism can be equated to the rejection of modern science, and the ideas that underpin it. The Six Systems texts provide alternative descriptions of matter too, unparalleled by any other system in the past or present in its breadth and cohesiveness. The methods of realizing the truth of this description—i.e., the methods for practical and empirical confirmations—are also presented. The alternative to materialism is hence also rational and empirical, and without changing the definition of science—i.e., empirical, and rational truth—the reality is presented differently. It is rather the change of the doctrine of matter, with far wider empiricism, that covers the experiences of the senses, mind, intellect, ego, and the moral sense. The criticism of materialism therefore also constitutes an alternative science.

Similarly, in the modern context, the criticism of voidism can be equated to the rejection of Buddhism and allied traditions, which reject the reality of the soul and God. This rejection, similar to the rejection of materialism, is relatively easier, and the Six Systems of Philosophy don’t dwell upon it as much.

The greatest focus in these systems—apart from the description of their position on the nature of reality—is to distinguish it from impersonalism because impersonalism uses more Vedic terminology than voidism. All over the Six Systems texts, we can find the rejection of all the contentions of impersonalism, namely—(a) that nature is a deluding agency, (b) that nature is inert, (c) that Oneness is the ultimate reality instead of diversity, (d) that this Oneness is formless, (e) that the desire and individuality of the soul are temporary.

All the followers of the Vedic tradition easily accept the rejections of materialism and voidism, but the rejection of impersonalism has become contentious because impersonalism used to be a non-Vedic system until Shankaracharya authored a commentary on the Vedānta Sūtra, to establish that impersonalism was Vedic. This commentary replaced the void of the Buddhists with two realities—called Brahman and māyā—with Brahman being an undivided consciousness, and māyā being inert matter (sort of like the Cartesian mind-body dualism). Since Brahman is undivided, therefore, the analogy of a person reflected in a mirror is modified to say that the mirror—i.e., māyā—creates an illusory picture of the formless. Since māyā is originally formless, and Brahman is always formless, this doctrine runs into difficulties in explaining the origin of forms. Calling something an illusion doesn't make it go away. The doctrine might also sometimes say that even māyā is a conscious entity, which deliberately tries to mislead Brahman into an illusion. This is also problematic, because if māyā is a deluding agency, then everything in the world—including the Vedic scriptures—must be illusory, as they are byproducts of māyā. The evil nature of māyā would entail that Brahman can never be liberated out of māyā because even the supposed sources of enlightenment are merely delusions. 

The fact is that Vedānta does not support such an interpretation, because there are explicit statements about devotion to the Lord, the difference between the soul and God, and the divine relationship between God and His Sakti. Hence, Shankaracharya’s commentary was an ill-conceived misrepresentation. His position was, in fact, subsequently criticized by other Vedānta views, and owing to these successive interpretations, the Vedānta system is popular today.

The Vedic practitioners of that time could have protested Shankaracharya’s commentary, but they welcomed it on pragmatic grounds—they saw Indian society afflicted by Buddhism and considered that to be a bigger and more urgent problem. In voidism, every book is a delusion, because the whole world is unreal. Therefore, even the Vedas must be a delusion. Shankaracharya argued against that idea, and his key contribution was to explain why the Vedic texts are not delusions. But he married an un-Vedic doctrine of impersonalism to the acceptance of the Vedic texts as divine knowledge and divine authority.

To support his impersonal doctrine, Shankaracharya also created a schism between the Six Systems, rejecting the other five systems in his Vedānta commentary. Shankaracharya could not comment on Vedānta alone, if the integrity of the other five systems of philosophy—namely, Sāñkhya, Mīmāṃsā, Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, and Yoga—wasn’t challenged. Historically, these six systems had always supported each other and used each other’s doctrines. The schism between the Six Systems of philosophy owes to the criticism of the other five systems by Shankaracharya. Since that time, people began to consider the Six Systems as divergent and inconsistent philosophies, and their teachers began to grow apart, instead of being considered a part of a single coherent system.

Even as later Ācharyas tried to correct this problem by commenting again on Vedānta Sūtra, the results were less than desirable. Three specific problems arose quickly out of these successive commentaries. First, the commentaries of Rāmanujāchārya, Mādhavāchārya, and others, emphasized the worship of Lord Viṣṇu, instead of Lord Shiva, thus creating a schism between Vaishnavism and Shaivism. Second, they restricted themselves to the discussion of the soul and God, neglecting His Śakti. Third, the study of material nature and Śakti was embraced by the Tantra system, and the Vedic system split again into the third sect of Shaktism, which seemed different from Shaivism and Vaishnavism.

The specific outcome of Shankaracharya’s commentary was the schism between the Six Systems, and the specific outcome of the later commentaries was the schism between Vaishnavism, Shaivism, and Shaktism. Once these two types of schisms were created, the unity in the Vedic system was effectively lost. The Vaishnavas and Shaivas focused on Vedānta, and the Shaktas took a greater interest in the other five systems of philosophy. Over time, each of these three systems was further split into many subsects, each based on different Vedic texts, but each of them neglecting the principles presented in the other texts. To the outsider, this reinforced the belief that the Vedic system is not just diverse but also disparate; that it is a collection of many contradictory ideologies.

These schisms continue to play havoc on the understanding of the Vedic system even today. For instance, Sāñkhya is included in all Puranas, but practically everyone who reads these Puranas glosses over Sāñkhya and proceeds into the stories because the teachers of the Puranas are mostly Vaishnavas and they deemphasize everything other than select aspects of Vedānta. Similarly, the discussion of Yoga forms a core aspect of all the Upanishads, but the teachers of these Upanishads, who are mostly Shaivas, gloss over Yoga philosophy because they are focused on Vedānta. When outsiders look at these discrepancies, they find it justifiable to create even more discrepancies. For instance, the Yoga Sūtra doesn’t speak about the Kundalini, although Tantra does. There is no discussion about Chakras in the Yoga Sūtra, although it is present in the Tantras. The Yoga Sūtra speaks of only one Asana or meditative posture, while Tantras speak of 8,400,000 such postures. While Tantra practitioners indulge in sexual practices, the Yoga Sūtra speaks of celibacy. While Yoga Sūtra rejects the pursuit of mystical powers, the Tantra system advocates it. The modern practitioners of Yoga have therefore effectively transformed it into Tantra. This means that even more people who are interested in the transcendental nature of the Six Systems of Philosophy, are repelled from it, as it is now Tantric. 

The schisms between the various systems are also exacerbated because the Vedānta school emphasizes the urgency of liberation from the material world, while other systems discuss the nature of the material world. If you think of the material world as a raging firestorm, then Vedānta says that you must quickly get out of it. Sāñkhya explains how the fire started. Yoga explains how to get out of the firestorm. Nyāya explains how that fire is a logical outcome of the incompatibility between soul and matter. Vaiśeṣika explains how the fire burns. And Mīmāṃsā discusses the protections while trying to get out of the firestorm. Now, it is up to the reader to decide—Do you want to treat the methods of protecting yourself against the fire as a recommendation for permanently living in the fire, or a method to defend yourself while you are trying to escape? Do you want to consider the description of fire and how it burns just an intellectual curiosity or urgent information that matches the urge to escape the fire?

The divergences in the Six Systems are exacerbated when their position in the larger scheme of things is not understood. Then, a method for protection against the burning fire is treated as a recommendation to stay in the fire. Or, information about the fire’s burning is used just for intellectual curiosity. This recommendation then is seen as a contrast against the exhortation to escape the fire, and, lo and behold, a contradiction between the texts is produced. 

To avoid such misinterpretations, one must study all the Six Systems, because that gives one the conviction that there is a fire (in case you don’t believe it), there is a reason why it was started (in case you are looking for a rational justification), there is a method to escape it, and there are methods to avoid its harmful effects while you are trying to run out of the firestorm. Wearing a mask is not contradictory to running out; understanding that the fire will not die on its own is not contradictory to deciding that one must run out of the fire. In this way, the Six Systems of philosophy are consistent and coherent, despite their diverging emphases. By studying them, we obtain a view into the larger oral tradition, how this tradition was adapted for different purposes, and why all the systems of philosophy are important for different aspects of the problem. These books are the manuals for life—useful for different kinds of issues.
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Finally, a few words must be said about the prevalent commentaries, and how the present commentaries differ. The prevalent commentaries today fall into two broad categories. First, experts in one system, trained by their tradition, comment on only one system of philosophy. Second, academics not trained in any system by the tradition, but having some expertise in the Sanskrit language, comment on multiple systems; they produce false interpretations of things that they don’t understand because the context in which the text is written completely escapes them. Both these classes seem interesting to historians, but they mean little to most people because their ideas are not compared to modern thinking. The experts are restricted to one system; the non-experts are misleading; and neither experts nor non-experts demonstrate the relevance of an ancient system in a modern world—when so much around has changed. 

These commentaries aim to carry out an unthinkable marriage between (a) the text, (b) the broader Vedic context, (c) demonstrate how this knowledge is relevant today, and (d) make it assimilable to people who know little about Vedic philosophy (or even about Western philosophy and modern science). 

This series of books is subtitled “Scientific Commentaries”, by which I mean reason and experience—something that can be rationally explained, put into practice, and confirmed by experience. I also mean a contrast or similarity to modern science, Western philosophy, and other prevalent systems of thinking. The former is meant to demonstrate that this is not based on “faith”—although enough faith is needed to read the books, put some of it in practice, and realize the truth. The latter is meant to assist the understanding of the modern mind which is accustomed to almost everything other than Vedic doctrines. 

We progress from what we know to what we don’t. If what we know is true, then it must be confirmed. If what we know is false, then it must be rejected by reason and evidence. The books are meant to provide adequate background to help people understand. This is a different approach to commentaries than those that have been done in the past: The past commentators relied exclusively on referencing other Vedic texts, and that was acceptable in a society where the Vedic texts were popular and their tenets were accepted. It is not useful for a global audience, or those who are educated in modern science but know very little about Vedic texts. They need an alternative, and these books can help. 

From an academic viewpoint, the purpose of writing scientific commentaries is also to transform the discussion of Vedic texts from one of history, linguistics, and religious studies to one about science, philosophy, and empirical merit. Unless Vedic texts are seen as technical information, rather than poetry and literature, their content cannot be truly evaluated and appreciated.

Any ambitious project is hard, and anything hard is likely to have flaws. But it is said that thoroughly honest people enjoy and appreciate reading about the truth even if imperfectly composed. I sincerely hope that you will too.


Book Preface

 

The Yoga system of philosophy dwells on the following key topics:


		The understanding of the nature of chitta, which is an unconscious repository of impressions from the past. We can understand these impressions as the ideas that were acquired in previous lives. The Yoga system describes how successive manifestations from the chitta produce the mind, the senses, and eventually the body. This produced reality then binds the soul, quite like a spider who might produce a web and then seem to be caught in its own creation. Therefore, the Yoga system prescribes the processes by which the successive productions of the modifications of chitta can be stopped. That cessation would then lead to the soul’s liberation.

		It discusses the eight-fold path of meditation called aśtānga-yoga. The eight limbs of this process are called Yama, Niyama, Āsana, Pranāyāma, Pratyāhara, Dhārana, Dhyāna, and Samādhi. The system prescribes only one Āsana, and many types of Yama and Niyama. This is quite instructive to the modern practitioners who don’t practice the Yama (don’ts of life) and Niyama (do’s of life), but only practice many types of Āsana. The Yoga system also describes the preconditions of meditation, namely, the perfection of Pranāyāma, and the progression from Dhārana, which is an initial impression, to Dhyāna, which is detailed understanding of the object of the meditation, to Samādhi, which is seeing oneself as the part of the object of meditation. The first five steps are said to be external, while the next three steps are said to be internal. The first five steps are also different compared to other processes of spiritual upliftment described in Sāñkhya, and the last three are common. Thus, the eight-fold path is not different in its goals, although appears to be different in the initial stages of the practice.

		The Yoga philosophy repeatedly emphasizes devotion and surrender to the Lord. This is initially presented as the method of the perfection of yoga, then it is presented as the goal of the perfection of yoga, then it is presented as the practice of those who have previously perfected yoga, and finally it is presented as the state after the perfection of yoga is attained. Based on these statements, the devotion to the Lord is established as a process, a goal, a proven path, and the final conclusion by those who are perfected. The repeated emphasis establishes this as the ultimate view of yoga.

		The text refutes impersonal ideas about the cessation of all qualities upon the perfection of yoga. It describes how the perfection leads to the development of spiritual senses by which the Paramātma is perceived, and these are produced from within the soul. The text discusses numerous spiritual qualities of the soul, and states that these qualities are pure forms of meaning, thereby rejecting the contention that these may be material qualities. The text rejects many popular meditations on emptiness or a void, the cessation of thoughts, or a merger of various consciousnesses. All these are recognized as possible states, but not considered ultimate or even permanent states. Thus, a difference between voidistic, impersonalistic, and truly divine meditations is established. 

		There is a discussion about the various material advancements obtained by the yoga process, such as a strong body, freedom from illness, place in heavenly planets, knowledge of the nature of the sun, moon, and the stars, and eight types of mystical perfections. However, two things are noted subsequently. First, by the time these perfections are attained, the desire for enjoyment is almost completely destroyed. Second, the remnants of the desire to enjoy, the text warns, can lead to a fall from the position of perfection. Thus, even though such perfections are noted, they are indirectly discouraged as not being the real purpose of the yoga practice. They are, however, recommended as a method by which bodily strength leads to mental and emotional strength, and the latter then brings about the courage to tolerate the difficulties of yoga. The mystical perfections are thus recommended for a person who lacks mental and emotional strength to tolerate difficulties.



 

The study of the above key areas in the Yoga Sūtra refutes some of the common misconceptions about its practices today. First, the emphasis on postures is contrary to the system; there is far greater emphasis on renunciation, celibacy, cleanliness, and truthfulness. Second, all the impersonal doctrines about the merger of the soul into the Supreme Soul or Paramātma are summarily rejected. Third, the manifest differences between the aśtānga-yoga and other systems are only in the so-called “external” aspects of body control, and not in the “internal” aspects of meditation, where devotion to the Lord is the sole conclusion. 

Finally, we might note in passing that there is absolutely no discussion of Chakras, Kundalini, and other bodily aspects of the yoga process, with which people today are preoccupied. These latter practices are based on the Tantra system, rather than on Yoga Sūtra. Those who follow such practices, therefore, are not practicing Yoga philosophy, but a system of Tantric practices. Tantra practices have also become popular among the Buddhists, who borrowed these from the Vedic Tantra system, and merged them into their voidistic philosophy. The Tantra system is considered much lower than the Yoga system. Just as mystic perfections are means to an end in Yoga, similarly, the Tantra practices are a means to an end for those who cannot practice Yama and Niyama. For instance, if someone cannot practice celibacy, then they are prescribed an alternative system of sex by which sexual enjoyment is severely curtailed. If someone cannot practice solitude and silence, then they are given an elaborate ritual by which to engage their mind through an activity performed by the body. The postures and practices used in Tantra are not Yoga, but they have also been practiced by those who found the stipulations of Yoga Sūtra impossible to implement. 


Chapter 1

 

Sūtra 1.1 

अथ योगानुशासनम्

atha yogānuśāsanam

 

atha—now; yoga—yoga; anuśāsanam—the instruction.

 

TRANSLATION

Now, the instructions of the union.

 

COMMENTARY

The term yoga means ‘union’. The question arises: Union with what? As we will see later in the text, it is the union between the soul and the Supreme Soul. The next question arises: If they are to be united, why are they currently separated? The answer is that both the soul and the Supreme Soul have free will. If the free will of the soul acts independently of the free will of the Supreme Soul, then they are called separated, although there is no physical separation. But if the free will of the soul acts in accordance with the will of the Supreme Soul, then they are said to be united, although there is no physical union. Thus, we must distinguish the physical ideas of union and separation from the idea of ‘union’ here because we are not talking about physical things. We are talking about two persons—the soul and the Supreme Soul—which are eternally distinct. However, the Supreme Soul exists in everything as the purpose of those things—the purpose indicates how that thing must be used, and the intended use of each thing is also called their dharma or duty. When our life is lived in accordance with the intended purpose of our existence, then that life is considered yoga and dharma. If our life’s purpose is different from the intended purpose, then it is not yoga and dharma. The union with the Supreme Soul is therefore recognizing that we have an intended purpose, which cannot be invented whimsically, as it exists in each thing, and person. When the purpose of our life becomes the intended purpose, that is yoga. It is a merger of the purpose of the soul with the Supreme Soul, not a merger of the soul with the Supreme Soul. 

 

Sūtra 1.2 

योगश्चित्तवृत्तिनिरोधः

yogaścittavṛttinirodhaḥ

 

yoga—the yoga; citta—the chitta; vṛtti—the modifications; nirodhaḥ—the cessation. 

 

TRANSLATION

By yoga, the cessation of the modifications of the chitta is achieved.

 

COMMENTARY

The soul’s cognitive capacity is called chit and its preliminary material representation is the chitta. In this preliminary form, the chitta is the combination of two things—(a) the primordial material energy called pradhāna in Sāñkhya, and (b) the individual history of each soul, which his called niyati in Sāñkhya. The pradhāna is the idea of being the lord, master, leader, or boss, and when it is combined with the history, it becomes a unique individual idea of lordship, mastery, leadership, or bossiness. The pradhāna is the collection of all possible notions of mastery, and the chitta is an individual subset of these ideas (based on a person’s history). Therefore, the chitta is a subset of the pradhāna.

From the chitta arise the material desires, which are different ways to exhibit the mastery, and they are called prakṛti. The term prakṛti has two variations—cosmic and individual. Cosmic prakṛti is the balanced state of the three modes (sattva, rajas, and tamas) and it is manifest from pradhāna; it denotes a mastery that is also balanced in all the qualities. Then, the individual prakṛti is a product of the cosmic prakṛti, which is not balanced, but an individual idea of mastery. For example, the individual prakṛti constitutes a particular soul’s ideas about a specific type of mastery, whereas the cosmic prakṛti is the mastery in everything because the three modes of prakṛti are balanced within it. Thus, it is sometimes said that the pradhāna manifests a prakṛti, and the individual’s history or niyati is mixed with that prakṛti to create an individual persona.

The chitta is that personal history-imbued persona, and it is unique to each person. When this chitta gives rise to desires, then these products of chitta are also called prakṛti, but it is the individual’s, rather than cosmic prakṛti. The sense of individual mastery takes on many forms. For example, one person may consider knowledge as mastery, while another person might think that wealth is mastery. These ideas about what it means to be a master are called the mahattattva or the essence of greatness. Once these ideals have been chosen, then the ego is manifest, which says: You may be seeking some mastery, but you are already great and deserving of that mastery. This sense of deserved mastery or entitlement is the ego. The ego gives rise to specific goals by which mastery will be demonstrated—to oneself and the others. So, pradhāna is the idea that we are capable of mastery. The prakṛti is a specific idea of mastery. The mahattattva is the idea of greatness—which if possessed—will rationalize the mastery. And the ego is the entitlement for a person to pursue that mastery.
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