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The Question of Being in India: 
General Historical Perspectives

7. There is no equivalent to the Aristotelian project of a "science 
of being qua being" in the Indian philosophical tradition, nor to the 
Platonic perplexity about being and nonbeing; nor is there an explicit 
counterpart to Wolff's conception of "ontology." Yet being is one of the 
central and pervasive themes of Indian thought. It is the object of in­
tense reflection, discussion, and disagreement, and a catalyst of debate 
among the competing schools of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. 
Although it is true that there are no systematic monographs on onto­
logy, there is a rich, coherent, and clearly identifiable documentation of 
thought and debate about being. For identifying Indian ontological liter­
ature, our first lead has to come from the thematic use of certain words; 
that is, the Indian (primarily Sanskrit) synonyms or cognates of the verb 
to be and their various derivatives. Sanskrit is an Indo-European lan­
guage, and it has several roots etymologically related to the Western 
ontological vocabulary.

Two verbal roots are usually presented as lexicographic equivalents
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of to be: as/asti (corresponding to Latin est, Greek esti, English is, etc.) and 
bhu/bhavati (which has an intriguing etymological kinship with Greek 
phyd/physis. Both bhu and as have more prominent existential and veridi­
cal functions than to be; bhu has, moreover, dynamic implications. Ac­
cordingly, they are commonly treated as verbs expressing a peculiar 
kind of process or action. Nonetheless, both bhu and as may also take the 
function of copula, although the copula is generally quite rare in 
Sanskrit and particularly uncommon in the nominal style of classical 
theoretical and philosophical literature. Here as well as in related cases, 
the differences between Sanskrit and other Indo-European languages 
are a matter of degree, not of principle.1

The nominal derivatives of the roots as and bhu, together with 
numerous compound word formations, account for the major part of the 
Indian ontological terminology. For as, we have sat, satya, sattva, sattd, 
astitva, etc.; for bhu, we have bhava, bhava, bhdvin, bhavitr, bhavana, 
bhavana, bhuta, bhuti, bhavatva, etc.; and as relevant compounds, or 
words with prefixes, we may mention svabhava, sadbhava, sanmatra, sat- 
tasambandha, svarupasatta, svdtmasattva, sambhava, udbhava. In addition to 
as and bhu, there are various other significant roots, such as vrt (noun: 
vrtti, referring to "occurrence" in a temporalized and localized sense) 
and vas (nouns: vastu, vasana; referring to "dwelling," that is, a durable 
presence, and etymologically related to German gewesen and Wesen, that 
is, "essence," and the English past tense was). Together with various 
other terms, for instance abstracts from words meaning "this," "that," 
or "thus" (idamta, tattva, tathdtva, tathatd), and numerous increasingly 
complex compounds and abstracts, these terms constitute an ontological 
vocabulary that is no less extensive, diversified, scholastic, and ambigu­
ous than its Western counterpart.2 In dealing with this terminology, we 
have to be ready to revise and adjust our own terminological premises 
and expectations.

Within the domain of the philosophical systems, the entire termi­
nology of "genesis," "change," "manifestation," "actuality/potentiality" 
(i.e., utpatti, parinama, vyakti, sakti, etc.) is, of course, related to, and 
relevant for, the ontological debate.3

2. Other terms and concepts are more or less directly affiliated 
with, or related to, this primary vocabulary of "being." First of all, we 
have to refer to the rich and complex terminology of nonbeing and
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negation, which is inseparable from that of being and assertion. From an 
early time, asat, abhava, and so forth, as well as tuchya, tuccha, alika, and 
so on have played a role comparable and supplementary to that of their 
positive counterparts; in some respects, it is even more basic.4

Another set of relevant ideas may be described as "horizon con­
cepts"; that is, as concepts or mythical projections under which being 
itself is subsumed or which are said to constitute, include, and transcend 
both being and nonbeing. As examples from different periods and partly 
mythical, partly philosophical contexts, we may mention kdla, "time," 
brahman, atman, skambha, various deities or divine principles, but also 
"suchness" (tattva), the concrete entity (yastu), "object of knowledge" 
(prameya), and "object of speech" or "meaning" (abhidheya).5

It would be very inappropriate to dismiss the various mythological 
and theological ideas that have been associated with being, nonbeing, 
and their transcendence as philosophically and "ontologically" irrele­
vant. They may, indeed, be mythical, culturally bound, untranslatable, 
and not part of an abstract, universal ontology. But the role of abstract­
ness, universality, translatability is itself a problem for any comparative 
and transcultural approach to the question of being. Moreover, the sepa­
ration of mythology, theology, and philosophy is elusive not only in the 
older Indian texts relating to the question of being, but also in various 
later traditions. The tension and relationship between "mythological," 
"culturally bound," "untranslatable" ideas and the "abstract" ontologi­
cal terms is thus a major historical and philosophical issue. In particular, 
this is true when we are dealing with such central, fundamental, and 
"typically Indian" notions as brahman, atman, aksara and even dharma. 
The "ontological" significance of these terms is undeniable, although it 
is obviously different from that of sat, sattd, and bhava.6

The meaning of words like brahman and so on is not only of cultural 
and historical interest, just as the meaning of sat, bhava, and so forth, is 
not of purely philosophical interest. Even in its seemingly abstract no­
tions, Indian ontology, or the Indian approach to the question of being, 
is a symptom of the Indian tradition.

Whatever its general conceptual significance may be, it is also the 
reflection of specific cultural and historical realities.

Finally, we have to refer to the extensive literature that exists in 
non-Indian translations, especially in Buddhism. It may be helpful and 
sometimes indispensable to consider the terminology in those lan­
guages, in particular Chinese and Tibetan, into which ontologically rele­
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vant texts were translated. For this, we have also to be aware of the 
linguistic peculiarities of these languages, their different capabilities for 
ontological distinctions, and so forth. For instance, Tibetan distin­
guishes more clearly than Sanskrit between to be as copula (yin) and to 
exist (yod), as well as between their negations (min; med). This may re­
mind us of the relationship between Greek and Arabic.7

3. Relevant texts come from the entire recorded history of Indian 
thought, beginning with the Veda, and in particular from the classical 
systems of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. Being becomes thematic 
at various levels and in different contexts, for instance in debates and 
controversies concerning the status of certain representative entities, 
such as the soul, God, substances, universals. Does the soul exist, and 
in what sense? Do wholes exist over and above their parts? What would 
that mean? What do entities as entities have in common? What does it 
mean to be an entity? Do things remain identical in time? Is being com­
patible with change and impermanence? Does it imply change? This 
question is the topic of vast debates between the Buddhist process phi­
losophers and their Hindu opponents, just like the question of the on­
tological status of universals and related issues.8

Being becomes also thematic in linguistic and grammatical analy­
sis. What do the words to be, being, entity, and so forth imply for those 
who use them? How do as and bhu function as verbs? Do they denote 
acts or activities, just like other verbs? How should it be explained gram­
matically, semantically, and metaphysically that we posit something, 
think and speak in terms of being even if we think and speak about what 
is not?9

What is an acceptable criterion to distinguish being from nonbeing, 
reality from illusion? How does real existence relate to, or differ from, 
being thought, meant, or perceived? How does it relate to truth, mean­
ing, and practical efficiency? In the eleventh century, the Buddhist phi­
losopher Ratnakirti presented a list of attempts to define being (sattva): 
"inherence of (the universal) reality" (sattasamavaya); "being subject to 
origination, decay and stability" (utpadavyayadhrauvyayogitva); "being the 
domain (and condition) of valid cognition" (pramanavisayatva), and oth­
ers. He rejected all of them and advocated instead the Buddhist notion 
of arthakriyakaritva, "effectiveness," "making a difference in practice," 
"functioning toward an effect or purpose."10 In his view, this definition
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was not just theoretically superior to the other definitions; but it was also 
the one that all the other schools unknowingly and unwillingly recog­
nized: Whatever somebody may say about the theoretical nature of real­
ity, practical efficiency is the criterion one adopts when it comes to 
deciding what to accept as real and what not. This implies a far-reaching 
critique of the ordinary worldly orientation toward reality that stands in 
the way of final liberation; but it also implies a critique of all attempts to 
establish entities and their being in a purely theoretical fashion. Theory 
and conceptualization themselves appear as projections of a primeval 
desire or thirst (trsna), a will to posit and preserve one's self and identity 
and to find identity and durability in the world. This Buddhist ap­
proach, especially in its Mahayana versions, has significant parallels in 
the tradition of Advaita Vedanta.11

At this point, there is no need for an explicit comparison with 
Heideggerian ideas, in particular with his critique of the role of repre­
sentational and objectifying thinking; nor do we have to discuss the 
applicability of his four "limitations" (being and becoming; being and 
appearance; being and thinking; being and the ought).12 There is, how­
ever, no good reason to adopt Heidegger's own exclusion of his ideas 
from the interpretation of non-Western traditions.13

4. In accordance with the general character of the Indian tradi­
tion, there are no such conspicuous and programmatic opening events 
in Indian ontology as the declarations of Parmenides, Plato, and Aristot­
le. Indian thought about being, just as Indian philosophy in general, 
develops gradually out of mythical and anonymous sources. In the 
oldest extant documents of presystematic and pre-Buddhistic thought in 
India, that is, in the Vedas and older Upanisads,14 being and nonbeing 
(sat and asat) emerge as themes of inquiry and speculation in cos­
mogonic contexts; that is, in connection with myths and speculations 
concerning the origin and primeval status of the world in which we 
live.15

J. A. B. van Buitenen and others have suggested that the first 
reference to being (sat) in such cosmogonic contexts, that is, the begin­
ning of the so-called sadvidya, constitutes the transition from a "mytho­
logical stage to a more or less philosophical one," or simply the begin­
ning of philosophy in India.16 The sixth chapter of the Chandogya 
Upanisad contains the most famous and familiar Vedic-Upanisadic text
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on being. The teacher Uddalaka Aruni, instructing his son Svetaketu, 
declares that nothing could have arisen from what is not and that the 
world, insofar as it is, must have its origin and its unity in being (saf) 
itself:

In the beginning, my dear, this world was just Being (sat), one only, 
without a second. To be sure, some people say: "In the beginning 
this world was just Nonbeing (a-sat), one only, without a second; 
from that Nonbeing Being was produced." But verily, my dear, 
whence could this be? . . . How from Nonbeing could Being be 
produced? On the contrary, my dear, in the beginning this world 
was just Being, one only, without a second.17

The attempt to identify the sadvidya that this text epitomizes as the 
beginning of Indian philosophy, or even the very idea that there is such 
an identifiable beginning, must remain questionable. What is beyond 
question is the fact that this is one of the most seminal texts in the 
history of Indian thought. Yet it is by no means representative of Vedic 
thought about being, or even of the Upanisadic way of dealing with 
being. The text itself indicates that it was preceded by earlier discussions 
and speculations about being, nonbeing, and the origin of "this world". 
The theory of the origination of being from nonbeing, to which it refers 
and which it rejects, is, in fact, found in the older Upanisads (including 
the third chapter of the Chandogya Upanisad) as well as the Brahmanas 
and even in the Rgveda.18 This theory not only precedes Uddalaka 
Aruni's doctrine, but constitutes its indispensable background and 
counterpart. Whether we call it philosophy or not, this elusive and dis­
carded cosmogony from nonbeing is of great significance for the begin­
nings of Indian thought about being. In a sense, it is more fundamental 
than the "theory of being" (sadvidya) that van Buitenen tried to identify 
as the origin of Indian philosophy.

5. Rgveda X, 72 and a variety of other sources up to and beyond 
Chandogya Upanisad III, 19 teach that nonbeing, asat, "was" in the begin­
ning, and that sat arose from nonbeing.19 What does this mean? In what 
sense does it differ from Uddalaka's position? It has been emphasized 
that the origin from asat should not be interpreted as a creation from 
nothing (creatio ex nihilo) and that sat and asat should not be taken as 
"existence" and "nonexistence" in an abstract sense. Various authors (for
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instance, H. Oertel) suggest "chaos" as an equivalent for asat; that is, an 
undifferentiated, unstructured substrate out of which the structured and 
orderly world of sat, a cosmos with natural and moral regularities, arose. 
The contrast between sat and asat would thus amount to the contrast 
between the determinate and the indeterminate, the differentiated and 
the undifferentiated.20 W. N. Brown even suggests that asat is the 
Rgvedic equivalent of "hell"; that is, the chaotic underworld out of 
which the Gods formed the structured cosmos.21

J. A. B. van Buitenen emphasizes that one should not credit the 
Vedic authors with an abstract notion of existence; in his view, this 
would be an anachronism. After adopting the view that the "first occur­
rence of the term sat in cosmogonical Veda texts" marks the transition 
from mythology to philosophy, he states: "On the other hand, the strict­
ly philosophical import of the notion of sat should not be exaggerated: It 
is anachronistic to render it as 'being' in the sense of esse. It is a very 
concrete term . . ."22 Van Buitenen's statements show that he sees ab­
straction as the proper and constitutive achievement of philosophy. The 
Vedic-Upanisadic conception of sat appears as a significant, yet in­
complete, step toward abstraction; it is philosophical only to the extent 
that it is abstract.

Is this adequate? Can being as a principle of cosmogony be mea­
sured by the standard of abstraction? Cosmogony deals with origins, not 
with abstractions. It is concerned with the origin of what there is, not 
with its common denominator. The question is: What was all this in the 
beginning? Where does it come from? How did it come into existence, or 
into its present state of being? The answers vary. Sat and asat appear 
among many other, more or less "concrete" examples; they are not even 
the most frequent or conspicuous ones. Prajdpati, atman, brahman, the 
"one" (eka) and the "mind" (manas) are among the alternatives; they all 
appear as predicate nominatives in the familiar formula "this was in the 
beginning ..." (idam agra asit).23

What does the expression in the beginning mean? How does the 
concept of sat relate to those concepts with which it competes or which it 
replaces? Is it really a progression in terms of abstractness? What does it 
mean that this world "was" (flsff) something else in the beginning; that 
is, something different from what it is now? To what extent was it this 
world, to what extent was it something else? What kind of transforma­
tion has taken place? Is that which "was" in the beginning no longer 
present in the world as it is now, or does it remain present as its underly­
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ing cause and substrate? If this should be the case, the question what 
this world was in the beginning would amount to the question what it 
ultimately is; that is, what its irreducible substance or substrate is. It 
would correspond to the kind of question that was asked by the Pre- 
Socratics, such as Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes.

6. According to the sixth chapter of the Chandogya Upanisad, this 
is, indeed, the meaning of agra dsit: The beginning is the lasting essence, 
the root, the basis, the ultimate support (pratisthd, miila, ayatana) of what 
there is. Being itself is the ultimate irreducible substance in which all 
entities are a priori contained and with which they are ultimately identi­
cal. Nothing can ever come into being; in reality, there is no creation. 
Cosmogony amounts to cosmology of substance. Brahman itself is often 
presented as the ultimate everlasting "support" (pratisthd)-24 There 
seems to be no room for genuine cosmogony. This is even more obvious 
in conjunction with the cyclical way of thinking, which came to domi­
nate post-Vedic Indian thought and which regards the cosmos as an 
infinite sequence of periodic destructions and regenerations.

The so-called satkaryavada, that is, the theory of the preexistence of 
the effect or product in its cause,25 is the systematic unfolding of Ud­
dalaka Aruni's substantialism and eternalism. But even the rejection of 
such preexistence by the asatkaryavada traditions does not provide a 
genuine alternative: It recognizes only temporarily "new" configura­
tions of preexistent constituents, such as the atoms. It is just a different 
type of substantialism and eternalism.26 If we adopt the familiar inter­
pretation of asat as primeval chaos, undifferentiated, unstructured sub­
strate, and so on, the more ancient Vedic cosmogonies from "nonbeing" 
would not provide an alternative either. The position of Chandogya Upa­
nisad VI would not really be the rejection of an entirely different cos­
mogony, that is, of a creatio ex nihilo, but it could be reduced to a dis­
agreement concerning the semantics of sat and asat. The apparent 
introduction of a new cosmogony would amount to a change in the 
meaning of being and nonbeing. The cosmogony of Uddalaka Aruni 
would thus not be incompatible with the kind of cosmogony he rejected.

This is, indeed, the interpretation of Sankara and his followers, as 
well as of other harmonizers of the Vedic teachings. The apparent con­
tradiction is resolved by assigning the different statements to two differ­
ent levels of discourse and truth, with a corresponding variation in the
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meaning of sat and asat. Asat, "nonbeing", as used in Chandogya III and 
elsewhere, simply means unevolved, undifferentiated, not particu­
larized into different "names and forms" (avydkrtandmarupa, etc.).27 In 
Chandogya VI, sat itself is undifferentiated pure being, "prior" to entering 
into the process of particularization.28 In both cases, we would deal with 
an absolute, irreducible foundation.

The apparent absence of a genuine notion of creation, that is, of 
creatio ex nihilo, and of a corresponding notion of the uniqueness and 
contingency of cosmic and individual existence has led to sweeping 
statements about the general character of Indian thought, which has 
been characterized as fundamentally substantialist and cyclical. This has 
been contrasted with the biblical idea of creation, and with Judaeo- 
Christian linear notions of time and history. We do not have to discuss 
the ambiguous and problematic role of "creation from nothing" in West­
ern thought and specifically in the Bible.29 Instead, we have to refer once 
again to the Vedic fascination with the "beginning" (flgra) and with cos­
mogony, and we have to ask whether this can indeed be reduced to an 
interest in the basic substance and foundation (pratistha) of the world. In 
other words, is Vedic cosmogony and cosmology ultimately committed 
to an "ontology of substance"?30

7. Vedic cosmogony is very complex and elusive, and it would be 
presumptuous to reduce it to certain "basic outlines." The cosmogonic 
myths, metaphors, and paradigms may vary and merge with one an­
other even within one single text, such as Rgveda X, 129. Here, the 
cosmogonic process is characterized as birth or germination, but also as 
transformation and emanation; the author himself indicates his uncer­
tainty and ultimate ignorance.31 Rgveda X, 129 is a late and retrospective 
hymn. Numerous other ideas are found in other texts; metaphors of 
birth and biological formation occur side by side with conceptions that 
present the world as an artefact.32 There is no need for us to go into 
further details or to discuss the attempts of modern scholars to identify 
and clarify the central ideas and underlying premises in the apparent 
chaos of Vedic cosmogony.33 Regardless of all complexities, and regard­
less of the absence of a coherent cosmogonic doctrine, the reader of the 
older Vedic texts, in particular the Rgveda itself, will easily notice certain 
recurrent themes and perspectives of Vedic cosmogony and of the Vedic 
sense of reality in general: Creation myths are often presented as separa­
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tion myths, as myths about the creation of livable space, the open hori­
zon in which we live.34 This is combined with a sense of amazement and 
wonder about such openness itself, as well as the things that appear in 
it, and the precarious nature of their existence. In most cases, Indra is 
the central figure in the creation myths of this type; he is the one who 
accomplishes the separation of heaven and earth and creates the indis­
pensable intermediate space, as well as the polarities that go with this 
primeval cosmic dichotomy.35

We need not, we cannot discuss in detail how significant and origi­
nal the connection between Indra and the idea of cosmogonic separation 
is. Varuna, too, is at times credited with the separation of heaven and 
earth.36 Elsewhere, the separation is described as a spontaneous 
event.37

What is decisive is the opening, the separation as such, a separa­
tion that implies not only the creation of free space, but also the estab­
lishment of firm boundaries, of distinguishability and bipolarity. Of 
course, F. B. J. Kuiper observes correctly that Indra's act presupposes the 
existence of an undifferentiated totality: "Indra does not create anything 
but acts as a kind of magnetic force . . ,"38 Yet the fascination is not with 
the amorphous primeval substance or substrate as such, but with the 
open space that is its negation, as well as the condition of all particu­
larized existence that occurs in it.

8. The old Vedic texts, in particular the Rgveda, leave no doubt as 
to Vedic man's fascination with openness and unobstructed space. The 
vocabulary to express such fascination is rich and manifold, and it in­
cludes a number of words that in later Sanskrit usage have lost this 
particular connotation. The word loka, commonly translated as "world," 
would be a conspicuous example. Its Vedic usage can be paraphrased as 
"room to exist freely and without hindrance and obstruction." In the 
Vedic texts, it is often accompanied by such adjectives as uru, "broad, 
wide."39 Sanskrit words that appear as lexicographic equivalents for 
earth, such as prthivi, mahi, urvi, and even bhumi, have basic Vedic con­
notations of "extended," "wide," "great," "open." Akasa, vyoman, and 
so forth, also exemplify the Vedic sense of the openness of space and 
what we may call a primeval metaphysical clearing. The Vedic word mdya 
itself, which has far-reaching implications in later Indian thought about 
the ontological status of the spatiotemporal world, is associated with
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"measurement," "extension," "projection into space." There is also a 
sense of wonder and amazement about that which appears in this ex­
tended openness, the spatial and temporal things that emerge in it, as 
visible, extended, measurable, identifiable entities—mountains, rivers, 
living creatures. They are experienced in the sheer amazing presence 
and inexplicable contingency of their existence. This seems to be an 
essential part of the Vedic meaning of maya.40

The experience of openness is also an experience of separation and 
apartness. The open space is an intermediate space (antariksa) between 
the poles of heaven and earth. The upholding of the open space is at the 
same time an upholding of the polarities to which it owes its existence; it 
is also an upholding of the polarities and distinctions that exist within 
this space. It means preventing them from collapsing, merging in an 
undifferentiated and unidentifiable unity and totality, from becoming 
samslista and avyakrta again.41 Sat itself, in its distinction from asat and as 
the very realm of distinctions, has to be upheld against such collapse; 
that is, against the disappearance of openness. The cosmogonic acts or 
events have to be repeated in the rituals; that is, the acts of dhar- 
man/dharma. The connection of dharma with dhr (dharay; cf. also vi-dhr), 
"to support," "to uphold," is not only an etymological one.42

9. The distinct entities that appear in the Vedic openness cannot 
be described as mere modifications of a primeval substance or substrate. 
Rather, their appearance implies the negation of such substantiality. It 
implies novelty and contingency. The Vedic "creation," the primeval 
opening may not be a "creation from nothing." Yet it implies a first 
beginning, an event that remains unique in spite of all the ritual repeti­
tions by which it is followed. The "opening," the cosmogonic separa­
tion, presupposes a primeval "something," whatever its nature may be. 
But at the same time, it is the creation of that very "nothing" in which 
contingent existence is possible—-the amazing appearance of those en­
tities or phenomena which constitute the realm of maya, and the con­
tinuity of which is subject to an active upholding through the human 
enactment of dharma.43

This is not the place for a comparison between biblical and Vedic 
thought. It is, however, important to remember that those broad gener­
alizations which characterize Indian thought as fundamentally "cyclical" 
and "substantialist" and contrast it with the Judaeo-Christian tradition
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are thoroughly inadequate as far as Vedic thought is concerned.44 There 
is, indeed, the search for the ultimate basis and substance of what there 
is and the identification of being itself with this substance. Being itself is 
forever present in all entities; that is, its modifications. The instruction of 
Svetaketu in the sixth chapter of the Chandogya Upanisad contains the 
most exemplary presentation of this view; Being is the ultimate cause 
and substance, and the anticipation of all entities. There is no room for 
contingency and no need for creation. Yet in numerous older texts, we 
find a pervasive fascination with the "beginning," the cosmogonic act, 
the primeval event of separation and opening, with openness itself, and 
with the appearance of contingent entities in it. In this sense, and with­
out drawing a strict line between "philosophy" and "mythology," we 
may speak of two different Vedic "ontologies" or, more cautiously, of 
different, though perhaps supplementary, perspectives on the reality of 
the world.45 Whereas the "ontology of substance" may play a more 
conspicuous role in later Indian, specifically Hindu, philosophy, the 
philosophical significance of the mythology and ontology of openness 
should by no means be underestimated.

10. Uddalaka Aruni's "science of being" (sadvidya) does not rec­
ognize anything over and above "being" (sat). But according to other 
Vedic-Upanisadic texts, "being" and "nonbeing" themselves presup­
pose a more fundamental ground, or a more comprehensive horizon. 
They are included in, or subordinated to, such principles as atman, brah­
man, or the mythical "world frame" (skambha).46 Rgveda X, 129 and other, 
less famous texts invoke the idea of an original state and a primeval 
"One" (tad ekam) beyond being and nonbeing.47 The most important 
Vedic-Upanisadic concept associated with such transcendence of being 
and nonbeing is the concept of brahman. In a number of texts, brahman is 
presented as transcending both sat and asat 48 or as including and super­
seding both that which is (sat) and what is beyond (tyat).49 The distinc­
tion between sat and tyat is sometimes explained as a distinction be­
tween the formed and the formless (miirta, amurta), the mortal and the 
immortal (martya, amrta), the speakable and the inexpressible.50

It would not be appropriate to describe such transcendence of all 
polarities as the inclusion and disappearance of all distinctions in an 
undifferentiated primeval substance. We are dealing here with a tran­
scendence of a higher conceptual order; it includes and supersedes the



The Question of Being in India 33

polarity between distinction and nondistinction, differentiation and 
nondifferentiation itself, and provides important suggestions for later 
conceptual thought and systematic philosophy.51

Even being or reality itself, that is, sat and other derivatives of the 
root as, may be associated with such transcendence. Being in this sense 
transcends itself and its distinction from that which is not. The Taittiriya 
Upanisad says that satya includes both itself and its opposite, anrta: sat- 
yam ca-anrtam ca satyam abhavat.52 This implies different levels of mean­
ing for the terminology of being, truth, and reality.

There is no explicit debate on the semantics of sat and on the 
different functions of to be (as, bhu) in the Vedic texts; nor do we find a 
theory of levels of truth or discourse comparable to the one used by 
Sankara.53 Sat in the sense of "entity" is not systematically and themat­
ically distinguished from sat as primeval Being; nor do we find an ex­
plicit formulation of the "ontological difference" between esse and ens, 
Sein and Seiendes. However, this can hardly justify T. Vetter's suggestion 
that Vedic-Upanisadic thought was confined to entities and that the 
"ontological difference" remained entirely unknown in the Indian tradi­
tion prior to Mandanamisra (approximately 700 a.d.).54

7 7. What kind of precedent does the Veda set for later Indian 
thought about being? What kind of beginning does it provide? It is well 
known that the relationship between the Veda and Hinduism is ambiva­
lent, even paradoxical, and that it involves complex problems of con­
tinuity and change. According to Louis Renou, reverence for the Veda, 
even in the most orthodox circles of Hinduism, was nothing more than a 
"tipping of the hat," a ceremonial gesture without genuine affinity or 
commitment.55

Indeed, the Vedic texts do not contain a "Hindu creed," nor do 
they provide us with a clearly recognizable doctrinal basis for later Hin­
du thought. "They offer only vague and questionable analogues to those 
ideas and ways of orientation which have become basic premises of later 
Hinduism. It may suffice to recall here the cyclical world view, the doc­
trine of karma and rebirth, the ethical principle of ahimsa and the 
soteriology of final liberation."56 Nonetheless, classical Hindu philoso­
phy invokes the Veda as the criterion of "orthodoxy" and tends to find 
its own teachings anticipated by, or at least fully compatible with, the 
Veda. Is this essentially a fiction and projection, or is the Veda indeed a
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real and significant source of classical Indian philosophy? Renou himself 
found "real extensions" of the Veda in later Hinduism.57 Is Hindu 
ontology—or more generally, Indian thought about being—among 
these "extensions"?

Bhartrhari, the great teacher of the "nondualism of the word" (sab- 
dadvaita), claims that the various traditions of monistic or dualistic and 
pluralistic thought have their origin in certain suggestive Vedic and Up­
anisadic statements, which were subject to different interpretations.58 
Most of the examples which Bhartrhari cites in support of this thesis 
have to do with the notions of "being" and "nonbeing" and the question 
of the "origin" (agra) of the world.

We cannot accept such claims as historically accurate statements 
nor can we accept the systematic notions of Advaita Vedanta as phi- 
lologically adequate exegesis. Yet it would be entirely inappropriate to 
dismiss the real connections between the Veda and these later develop­
ments as irrelevant. Sankara's philosophy of nondualism may not be a 
historically adequate interpretation of the Upanisads. Nonetheless, it is 
a genuine continuation and transformation. Even if we do not accept 
van Buitenen's thesis that the Upanisadic sadvidya marks the beginning 
of Indian philosophy, we cannot deny the extraordinary significance of 
the sixth chapter of the Chandogya Upanisad for the systematic philoso­
phies of Samkhya, Vedanta, and so on.

In a more general and elusive sense, ancient patterns of Vedic 
mythology, its schemes of immanence-in-transcendence, unity-in­
diversity, and identity-in-difference have become basic precedents and 
presuppositions of later philosophical thinking.59 The pervasive fascina­
tion with a transcending horizon of being and nonbeing, or a principle 
in which they are united, the associations of sat with permanence, light, 
awareness, and so forth, or simply certain strong and exemplary usages 
of asti60—all this has opened important perspectives. And in spite of all 
subsequent oblivion and obscuration, the Vedic cosmogonies of separa­
tion and opening, as well as the associated idea of an "upholding" (dhr; 
dharma/dharman) of such openness and the polarities and distinctions 
that appear in it, have had their echoes and "extensions" in the system­
atic philosophies of Buddhism as well as Hinduism.61

72. Indian philosophy is less susceptible of historical demarca­
tions and periodizations than its European counterpart. However, the
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following broad division (a modified version of suggestions made by E. 
Frauwallner62) will provide us with a basic framework for our historical 
orientation.

1. Presystematic thought, as documented in the Vedas, Up­
anisads, epics, and early texts of the Buddhists;

2. The philosophy of the classical systems of Hinduism (such as 
Samkhya, Yoga, Vaisesika, Nyaya) and Buddhism (for instance, 
Sarvastivada and Yogacara);

3. The philosophies of the theistic groups, in particular of the 
Vaisnavas and Saivas, which take a leading role in the second 
millenium a.d.;

4. Modern Indian philosophy, which responds to the Western 
challenge (after 1800).

Our following investigations will deal primarily with the philoso­
phy of the systems, which began in the centuries after the death of the 
Buddha, reached its culmination in the first millenium a.d., and has 
been continued up to the modern era. Unlike presystematic thought, the 
philosophy of the systems is committed to formal criteria of coherence, 
the avoidance of contradictions, methods of proof and argumentation, 
and so on. Epistemology and dialectics play an increasingly conspicuous 
role.

The challenge of Buddhism and other non-Vedic or anti-Vedic 
movements has been of great importance for the development of sys­
tematic philosophy; and this has had special implications for the history 
of ontology in India.

Change and impermanence, and the illusory nature of self and 
substance, appear as characteristic Buddhist teachings in the earliest 
canonical documents. Later on, we find more systematic and technical 
conceptions of "momentariness" (ksanikatva) and "voidness" (siinyatd). 
In the ontological debates of the classical period, that is, the Indian 
"giants' battle about being," the Buddhists appear generally as advo­
cates of change and becoming, of nonself and nonidentity, and as critics 
of reification and essentialization, if not of ontological commitment and 
conceptualization per se.63 The Buddha teaches a "middle way" be­
tween "eternalism" (sdsvatavada) and "destructionism" (ucchedavada) or 
simply between the metaphysical positions of "is" (asti) and "is not"
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(nasti).64 Ontological and metaphysical commitment of this kind appears 
as a (positive or negative) reflection of that primeval "thirst" (trsna) 
which Buddhism tries to overcome.

However, this does not mean that conceptualizations of being or 
cosmological speculations play no role in Buddhism. For instance, the 
Sarvastivada tradition has produced extensive speculations on the on­
tological status of past, present, and future entities and on potentiality 
and actuality. It has also produced elaborate enumerations and classifi­
cations of entities, or types of entities. Debates on the status of the effect 
before its actual manifestation (i.e., the positions of satkarya and 
asatkdrya) are also part of the Buddhist tradition.

But even the critics of the Sarvastivada are by no means indifferent 
with regard to ontological questions. Such concepts as dharmata and 
tathata, or sunyatd, may not be "regular" ontological concepts; yet in their 
own peculiar way, they have to do with the question of being.65

In its own way, the tradition of the Jainas has made very significant 
contributions to the debate about being. It may suffice to mention the 
works of Siddhasena Divakara and Mallavadin, which are among the 
most exemplary documents of Indian ontology.

73. In the Hindu defense against the Buddhist process philoso­
phy and "negative ontology," the schools of Vaisesika, Nyaya, and Pur- 
vamimamsa take a leading role. The concept of substance, the doctrine 
of universals and the assumption of a well-structured universe of dur­
able and identifiable entities, and clearly distinguishable categories of 
reality, are at the heart of this defense. Within Hinduism, the debate 
between satkaryavada and asatkaryavada, the competing theories of the 
preexistence or nonexistence of the effect in its material cause, is of 
obvious relevance for the history of Indian ontology. The Samkhya, 
Vaisesika, and other schools participate in the debate. In the context of 
this debate, as well as in the defense against the Buddhists, the Vaisesika 
school develops and explicates its conceptualizations of being.

The tradition of Advaita Vedanta affiliates itself with the "revela­
tion" of the Upanisads and its teachings concerning atman, brahman, sat, 
and asat. As we have seen, Sankara tries to reconcile the different cos­
mogonic and cosmological statements by assuming two levels of truth 
and discourse in the Upanisads. In general, he uses ontological termi­
nology, in particular the idea of a universal "being" or "beingness," with
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some caution. Other Vedantins, for instance Mandana, are less 
cautious.66

The meaning of being is questionable not only in its application to 
brahman, but also with regard to the status of the empirical world of time 
and space, which is often said to be "inexpressible" (anirvacaniya) in 
terms of being as well as nonbeing (sadasadbhyam).67 Some of the most 
extensive debates concerning "being" and "nonbeing" are associated 
with the concept of maya. The great controversies between the non- 
dualistic followers of Sankara and the Dvaita Vedanta school of Madhva 
concerning the status of the world are among the most significant con­
tributions to the ontological debate in the second millenium a.d.68 We 
should also mention the Visistadvaita tradition and the Saivite Pra- 
tyabhijna system of Kashmir, as represented by Abhinavagupta.

Bhartrhari, the metaphysician of the Vedic revelation and teacher 
of the "nondualism of the word" (sabdadvaita), is of special importance 
for the history of Indian ontology. In a unique manner, he combines 
metaphysics with grammar and linguistic reflection. In particular, he 
connects the investigations of the grammarians concerning the meaning 
and function of such verbal roots as as and bhu with speculations on the 
nature of universals and the metaphysical structure of the world. His 
concepts of mahasatta, upacarasattd, and so on, illustrate this dual orienta­
tion of his thought. In general, the grammatical tradition is among the 
major sources of Indian ontology.69

74. In conclusion, and in an inevitably simplifying classification, 
we may say that three different, yet interlinked and complementary 
sources have contributed to the development of ontological thought and 
debate in India:

1. Cosmogony and cosmological speculation;

2. Grammar and linguistic analysis and reflection;

3. Soteriological ideas concerning the liberation from, and tran­
scendence of, being as well as nonbeing.

Vedic cosmogony and cosmology are very obvious, yet equally 
ambiguous, roots of Indian ontology. Cosmogony has to be distin­
guished from cosmology, and both of these have to be distinguished 
from conceptually explicit ontology. However, in their own way, cos­
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mogony and cosmology may be anticipations of an understanding of 
being that ontology articulates through explicit conceptualizations of 
being. It seems to be natural for ontology in this specific sense of the 
word to occur historically later than cosmogony and cosmology; how­
ever, this does not eo ipso imply a more advanced understanding or a 
superior access to being. In a complex metamorphosis, the Vedic spec­
ulations on the origin and nature of the world evolve into theories of 
elements and doctrines of categories, as exemplified by the Vaisesika 
system. In this process, ontology in the strict sense, as explicit thematiz- 
ation of being, may be affiliated with reflections on the meaning of 
origination, destruction, and transformation or it may have to do with 
projects of comprehensive enumeration and classification; that is, with 
the question What is there?70

The grammatical and linguistic approach to the question of being, 
which we find in the tradition of the great grammarians Panini, Patah- 
jali, and so forth, is clearly different from the cosmogonic, cosmological, 
and "enumerative" approach. It deals not with the world per se, but 
with our ways of speaking about it. It does not try to determine which 
entities exist or "what being is," but what such words as to be and to 
become (as, bhu, etc.) mean and how they function in our speech and 
thought. Yet in spite of this obvious difference, the links between the 
two approaches have been close and extensive, not only in those tradi­
tions of Indian thought that assume an archetypal cosmological role of 
language and believe in a fundamental correspondence between lan­
guage and the real world or between linguistic and cosmological catego­
ries.71

The practical, soteriological, and transformational dimensions of 
Indian thought would not seem to be conducive to, nor even compatible 
with, ontology as a theoretical, conceptual enterprise. Yet as a matter of 
fact, some of the more antitheoretical and anticonceptual movements of 
Indian thought, especially in Buddhism and nondualistic Vedanta, have 
nevertheless made intense and far-reaching contributions to the "ques­
tion of being" or to ontology insofar as it is inherently questionable. We 
may speak here not only of a critique of inadequate conceptualizations 
of being, of a "negative ontology," or of a desire to transcend the funda­
mental dichotomy of being and nonbeing and the attachment to objecti- 
fiable reality. This is, in a sense, thought about being that is rooted in 
and motivated by a desire for absolute liberation, a kind of "soteriontol- 
ogy." Even Nagarjuna's doctrine of voidness (sunyavada) may be
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classified not only as a "negative ontology," but also as a "soteriontol- 
ogy" of this kind.72 Concerning Sankara's Advaita Vedanta, his concept 
of liberation, that is, of coinciding with the absolute reality and identity 
of brahman (brahmabhava), has an undeniably ontological dimension.73 
Familiar distinctions of "philosophical theory" and "soteriological prac­
tice" are not well suited to describe Sankara's peculiar "soterionto- 
logy."74

The tradition of thinking about being to which these three sources 
have contributed is clearly different from that of Western ontology. Yet in 
its own way, it responds and corresponds to those basic problems and 
perplexities that we have presented in our general introduction.

____________________________ Chapter 2: Notes_____________________________

1. B. Delbruck, Altindische Syntax. (Halle, 1888), p. 273, describes the 
copulative uses of both as and bhu as later, historically derivative developments; 
but see also J. Canedo, Zur Wort- und Satzstellung in der alt- und mittelindischen 
Prosa (Gottingen, 1937), pp. 36; 77ff. (examples from Vedic literature). On general 
problems concerning the concept of copula in linguistics, see H. Gipper, Bau- 
steine zur Sprachinhaltsforschung, 2d ed. (Diisseldorf, 1969), pp. 135-214; 502ff. 
(bibliography). The Tibetan translators, whose language provided them with a 
choice between the existential yod and the more copulative yin, would make the 
different functions of bhu and as more explicit. However, it would hardly be 
appropriate to impose a rigorous distinction between the copulative and existen­
tial uses of to be on the Sanskrit materials; see also the pertinent observations by 
C. Kahn, "The Greek Verb 'To Be' and the Concept of Being," Foundations of 
Language 2 (1966): 245-266 (especially 247, on the lack of distinction in Greek).

2. Numerous other derivatives of bhu (such as vibhava, vibhuti, anubhava, 
etc.) are not part of the technical ontological vocabulary, but have, nonetheless, 
potential ontological implications.

3. See later, Chapters 3, 8.

4. See later, Chapter 7; tuchya in the sense of utter voidness appears al­
ready in Rgveda X, 129, 3.

5. See later, section 10; skambha is the mythical "world pillar" (cf. Athar- 
vaveda X, 7-8). The emergence of such terms as prameya and abhidheya reflects a 
growing emphasis on epistemology, logic, and semantic analysis. Tattva appears 
in different roles in Nyaya, Buddhism, Bhartrhari's Sabdddvaita, etc.
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6. On aksara, see J. A. B. van Buitenen, "Aksara," ]AOS 79 (1959): 176-187; 
on dharma, see India and Europe, pp. 317ff.

7. See earlier, Chapter 1, section 2 (especially n. 13). Although the transla­
tors were fully aware of the different ontological capacities of Sanskrit on the one 
hand and Chinese or Tibetan on the other, they did not suggest any "linguistic 
relativity" of ontological concepts and theories. For an early attempt to establish 
a correspondence between the ontological terminology in Sanskrit and Latin, see 
Paulinus a S. Bartholomaeo, Vyacarana (Rome, 1804), p. 155; tatvam, svabhavam, 
etc., appear as equivalents of essentia, whereas satvain, sattd, stiti are given for 
existentia.

8. See, for instance, D. N. Shastri, Critique of Indian Realism (Agra, 1964); 
N. V. Joshi, Indian Philosophy from the Ontological Point of View (Bombay, 1977; 
using the term ontology in a loose sense).

9. Reflection on these questions can be traced back to our oldest extant 
sources in grammar and etymology (i.e., Panini and Taska) and is fully explicit in 
Patanjali's Mahdbhasya and Bhartrhari's Vdkyapadiya.

10. See Ratnakirtinibandhavali, ed. A. Thakur (Patna, 1957), p. 62, (Ksana- 
bhahgasiddhi, Introduction): yadi nama darsane darsane nandprakaram sattvalaksanam 
uktam dste, arthakriyakaritvam sattasamavayah, svarupasattvam, utpddavyayadhrauv- 
yayogitvam, pramdnavisayatvam, sadupalambhakapramanagocaratvam, vyapadesa- 
visayatvam ityadi. . . The second edition (Ratnakirtinibandhavalih; Patna, 1975, p. 
67), introduces some misprints into the text (for instance, tadupalambhaka- instead 
of sadupalambhaka-j.

11. See later, Chapter 10. The Vedanta commentator Prakasatman (ca. 
a.d. 1000) uses the term arthakriydsamarthyasattva to describe the level of empiri­
cal, worldly reality more commonly known as vydvahdrikasattva; see Pah- 
capddikdvivarana (Benares, 1892; Vizianagram Sanskrit Series), p. 31; also K. Cam­
mann, Das System des Advaita nach der Lehre Prakdsatmans (Munich, 1965), pp. 46f.

12. See earlier, Chapter 1, section 5 (especially n. 38ff.).

13. See later, Chapter 10; cf. also J. L. Mehta, "Heidegger and the Com­
parison of Indian and Western Philosophy," PEW 20 (1970): 303-317; also in 
Philosophy and Religion. Essays in Interpretation (New Delhi, 1990), pp. 1-19.

14. For a stimulating, though somewhat idiosyncratic and speculative, 
discussion of some of these developments, see C. A. Scharbau, Die Idee der 
Schopfung in der vedischen Literatur (Stuttgart, 1932).

15. Cf. J. Gonda, "In the Beginning," ABORI 63 (1982): 43-62.

16. See J. A. B. van Buitenen, Ramanuja's Vedarthasamgraha (Poona, 1956),
p. 3.
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17. The translation follows R. E. Hume, The Thirteen Principal Upanishads,
2d ed. (London, 1931; reprint, 1971), p. 241.

18. See Chandogya Upanisad III, 19, 1 (asad eva-idam agra dsit); Rgveda X, 71, 
2-3- see also Brhaddranyaka Upanisad I, 2, 1 (na-eva-iha kimcana agra dsit); Taittiriya 
Upani$ad IL 7; ar|d Rgveda X, 129, 4 (safe bandhum asati niravindan).

19. Altogether, the word asat occurs seven times in the Rgveda; five times, 
we find asat (with accentuated lengthened first vowel). For further references, 
see H. Oldenberg, Die Weltanschauung der Brahmana-Texte (Gottingen, 1919), pp. 
177(1. Oldenberg suspected a confusion between "being" as copula and "being" 
as existence in these texts.

20. See H. Oertel, "Asat = 'Undifferentiated', 'Formless', 'Incapable of 
Perception by the Senses' in Vedic Prose," New Indian Antiquary 1 (1938-39): 317- 
321; see also J. Gonda, Die Religionen Indiens, vol. 1 (Stuttgart, 1960), p. 181.

21. See W. N. Brown, "The Rigvedic Equivalent for Hell," fAOS 61 (1941): 
76-80; see also "The Creation Myth of the Rig Veda," JAOS 62 (1942): 85-98 (also 
in India and Indology, Selected Articles by W. N. Brown, ed. R. Rocher. Benares, 
1978, pp. 20ff.).

22. Ramanuja's Vedarthasamgraha (cited in n. 16), p. 3.

23. Cf. J. Gonda, "In the Beginning" (cited in n. 15).

24. Chandogya Upanisad VI, 8, 4 describes all creatures as having their root, 
their abode and their support in pure being (sanmula, sadayatana, satpratisthita); 
according to VII, 24, the absolute self or "plenum" (bhiiman) is established (pra- 
tisthita) "in its own greatness" (sve mahimni). See also J. Gonda, "Pratistha," 
Selected Studies, vol. 2 (Leiden, 1975), pp. 338-374; "Ayatana," ibid., pp. 178-256.

25. The satkdryavdda is, of course, most commonly associated with the 
Samkhya and Yoga schools of thought.

26. See later, Chapter 3.

27. See Sankara on Chandogya Upanisad III, 19, 1: asad avydkrtandmarupam 
idam jagad asesam agre prdgavasthaydm utpatter dsin, na tv asad eva. For a com­
prehensive discussion and harmonization of exemplary cosmogonic references 
to being and nonbeing in the Upanisads, see BSBh I, 4, 14-15.

28. See Chandogya Upanisad VI, 3, 2 (namarupe vyakaravdtii); 3 (namarupe 
vyakarot); see also the extensive references to "differentiation" (vydkr) in BIT I, 4, 
7 (with BUBh).

29. Cf. G. Scholem, Uber einige Grundbegriffe des Judentums (Frankfurt, 
1970), pp. 53-89.
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30. This has, of course, significant parallels in ancient Greek thought, for 
instance in the cosmologies of Thales and Anaximander.

31. For other exemplary paradigms and modalities of origination or pro­
duction, see, for instance, the well-known Rgvedic hymns X, 72; X, 90; and X, 
121; see also R. N. Dandekar, Universe in Hindu Thought (Bangalore, 1972).

32. See, for instance, Rgveda X, 81-82 (Visvakarman, the divine sculptor 
or carpenter).

33. Cf. H. von Glasenapp, Entwicklungsstufen des indischen Denkens (Halle, 
1940), p. 23: "das chaotische Durcheinander der im Veda entwickelten zahllosen 
Schopfungslehren." J. Varenne, Cosmogonies vediques (Paris, 1982), seems to as­
sume variations of one basic myth; see also F. B. J. Kuiper, Ancient Indian Cos­
mogony, ed. J. Irwin (Delhi, 1983), pp. 9-22 ("The Basic Concept of Vedic Re­
ligion").

34. For a comparative survey of separation myths in different ancient 
traditions, see W. Staudacher, Die Trennung von Himmel und Erde (Tubingen, 1942; 
reprint Darmstadt, 1968); on the "openness" of the world, cf. J. Gonda, Loka. 
World and Heaven in the Veda (Amsterdam, 1966), especially pp. 7ff.; 25ff.

35. See, for instance Rgveda X, 89; also II, 12. The act of opening is usually 
associated with the killing of Vrtra, the covering, enclosing force.

36. Cf. Rgveda V, 85; VII, 86.

37. On the role of various deities in the cosmogonic process, see also R. N. 
Dandekar, Universe in Hindu Thought (Bangalore, 1972), pp. 4ff.; 12ff.; 32ff.

38. Ancient Indian Cosmogony (cited in n. 33), 11. Kuiper sees the separation 
or opening as the "second stage" in the cosmogonic process; cf. also pp. 103ff.

39. Cf. J. Gonda, Loka (cited in n. 34), pp. 18ff. Sayana's commentary uses 
the terms avakasa (on VIII, 100, 12) and prakdsa (on X, 104, 10) to express the 
sense of open space and light that seems to be at stake in these texts. The 
concept of prakdsa, as used by later thinkers (for instance, Abhinavagupta) asso­
ciates the sense of primeval openness with ideas about absolute awareness as the 
condition of the possibility of all manifestation.

40. Cf. B. Hager, Die Entwicklung des Mdya-Begriffes im Indo-Arischen 
(Freiburg, 1983; Diss. Tubingen, 1942), especially pp. llff.;J. Gonda, "The'Origi­
nal' Sense and the Etymology of Skt. mdyd," Four Studies in the Language of the 
Veda (The Hague, 1959), pp. 119-193; for later developments, see L. T. O'Neil, 
Maya in Sankara (Delhi, 1980). Mdyd is the power of ("magical") projection, as 
well as the projection itself. The derivation of the word from the root ma, "to 
measure" (cf. also nirmana) seems basically acceptable and would be compatible 
with the important connotations of spatial extension and spatial projection.
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41. Cf. F. B. }. Kuiper, Ancient Indian Cosmogony (cited in n. 33), p. 104.

42. Cf. India and Europe, ch. 17 (especially pp. 317ff.).

43. Both dharman/dharma and maya suggest a "dynamic universe" whose 
very existence and continuity depend on acts and powers of upholding and 
projection; for a challenging, though somewhat speculative, presentation of this 
"dynamic universe," see L. Silburn, Instant et cause. Le discontinu dans la pensee 
philosophique de l'Inde (Paris, 1955), especially chs. 1-3.

44. On Hegel's claim that Indian thought is fundamentally "substantial­
ist," see India and Europe, ch. 6.

45. Once again, this statement involves a certain degree of simplification 
and questionable generalization.

46. On skambha, see Atharvaveda X, 7-8. All-inclusiveness and transcen­
dence of all distinctions is ascribed to a variety of divine or sacrificial principles, 
and it serves often as a device of glorification; see, for instance, Atharvaveda XI, 4 
(prana)-, XI, 7 (ucchista).

47. See, for instance, Atharvaveda X, 8, 6.

48. Cf. Mundaka Upanisad II, 2, 1: also Svetdsvatara IV, 18; on brahman in 
general, see J. Gonda, Notes on brahman (Utrecht, 1950).

49. Cf. Taittiriya Upanisad II, 6.

50. Cf. Brhadaratryaka Upanisad II 3, Iff.

51. Cf. also the concept of the bhuman ("plenum"), Chandogya Upanisad 
VII, 24f.

52. Taittiriya Upanisad II, 6.

53. However, the distinction between "higher" and "lower" knowledge 
(para, apara vidya in Mundaka Upanisad I, 2, 4f. was available to provide scriptural 
support for Sankara's distinction between the "absolute" (pdramarthika) and con­
ventional (vyavaharika) levels of truth and discourse.

54. See T. Vetter, Erkenntnisprobleme bei Dharmakirti (Vienna, 1964), pp. 89- 
98; especially p. 98: "Das Merkwurdige an der Entwicklung der indischen Phi­
losophic ist eben, dass erst seit Mandana der Ausdruck 'sat' dazu dient, das 
Seiende vom einzelnen Seienden so abzuheben, dass es mehr ist als ein nur 
ontisches Prinzip. Ab diesem Zeitpunkt haben wir in Indien das 'Seiende' in 
einer ontologischen Bedeutung wie bei einigen europaischen Systemen das 
'Sein'." Regardless of all merely terminological questions, this does not seem to 
do justice to the sense of transcending the entire "ontic" realm, which we find 
not only in Vedic-Upanisadic thought, but also, though in a radically different 
style, in Buddhism (most notably in Nagarjuna's Sunyavdda).
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55. See L. Renou, Le destin du Veda dans I'lnde (Paris, 1960), p. 1: "un simple 
'coup de chapeau' donne en passant a une idole ..."

56. See Tradition and Reflection, p. 1.

57. Ibid., pp. 2f.

58. See Bhartrhari, VP I, 8 (with his own Vrtti).

59. Cf. Tradition and Reflection, pp. 39ff.

60. See, for instance, Satapatha Brahmana X, 4, 2, 21: asty etad dhy amrtam, 
yad dhy amrtam, tad dhy asti; Rgveda VIII, 100, 3f. (on Indra): yadi satyam asti; Katha 
Upanisad VI, 12f.: asti-iti bruvato Tiyatra katham tad upalabhyate . . . asti-ity eva- 
upalabdhavyah).

61. Cf. L. Silburn, Instant et cause (cited in n. 43); and F. E. Reynolds, 
"Multiple Cosmogonies and Ethics: The Case of Theravada Buddhism," Cos­
mogony and Ethical Order, ed. R. W. Lovin and F. E. Reynolds (Chicago, 1985), pp. 
203-224.

62. See E. Frauwallner, Gesch. d. ind. Phil., vol. 1, pp. 28f. Frauwallner has 
only three basic periods; but it seems advisable to separate presystematic 
thought from the philosophy of the systems.
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