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Histories of Indian philosophy are usually centred around the so-called
six schools of Indian philosophy designated as ‘orthodox’ and the three
schools designated as ‘unorthodox’. This seems to be the standard practice
and, as far as I know, there is hardly any exception to it. The very
acceptance of the designations ‘orthodox’ and ‘unorthodox’, which are
supposed to be translations of the terms * dstika’ and ‘nastika’ generally used
by Indians to describe these systems, underwrites the perspective in
which Indian philosophy is to be viewed and treats it by this very strategy,
as a natural objective or given classification, However, it is little realized
that such a way of viewing philosophy in India is merely to accept
uncritically the way the philosophical scene in India was perceived by a
particular set of thinkers belonging to a certain tradition of philosophizing
which they thought was derived from the Vedas. Such a move treated the
Vedas as central to the philosophical enterprise and gave primacy to
those traditions which accepted in some sense oOr other the so-called
authority of the Vedas at the expense of those which explicitly denied it
or refused to accept it.

The implicit presuppositions of such a way of looking at the history of
Indian philosophy would perhaps become clearer if we try to see it from
the viewpoint of the Buddhists or the Jains. The Buddhists, for example,
characterized all non-Buddhist thought as ‘heretic’ as for them the world
of philosophy was divided into that of the Buddhists and of the non-
Buddhists. On the other hand, the Jains always describe the other schools
of philosophy as propounding partial perspectives of the total truth
which they alone have captured in their view of reality as being essentially
anekantic (muitifaceted) in character. The others are therefore all ekantic
(one-faceted) according to the Jain perspective and they criticize them
basically on this ground.

It may of course be said that as the Vedas are prior to both the
Buddhists and the Jains, the treatment of them as the basic term of
reference for defining the centrality of the Indian philosophical tradition
is justified and that those who, like the Buddhists and the Jains, treat
themselves as central do so only for sectarian reasons. But, though this
argument may have some force, ultimately it will be the quantity and the
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quality of the philosophical achievement derived from these various
perspectives that should be taken as determining more appropriately
the characterization of a philosophical period in Indian philosophy in
its own terms. In any case it would be best to be aware of the
presuppositions involved and to try to see the picture of Indian
philosophy as it developed over a period of time from alternative points
of view so that no specific centrality is imposed on the material without
one being aware of what is being done. For, even if we accept that large
parts of the Vedic corpus, including the Brahmanas and the Aranyakas
and some of the older Upanisads, were prior to the times when the
Buddha and the Mahavira emerged on the Indian scene, there can be
little doubt that traditions of non-Vedic thought had already emerged
which are referred to in the Vedic literature itself. The distinction
between the 75i and the muni is drawn in the Vedic literature and the
reference to Rsabhadeva, the first Jain tirtharkara, is supposed to be
found in the Rg Vedaiitself, at least according to the Srimad Bhagvat. Also,
Sarnkhyan thought, which by common consent is supposed to be non-
Vedic, is found earlier to the period of the Buddha and the Mahavira, if
we accept that Sarhkhya or what Larson has called ‘proto-Sarnkhya
thought' is found in the Chandogya Upanisad. Besides these it is significant
that all the other contemporaries of the Buddha and the Mahavira who
are referred to in the Buddhist and the Jain texts hardly hold views
which can be described as deriving from the Vedic texts in any significant
manner. Makkali Ghosila or Gosalaka, who played a significant role in
the early accounts of the Mahavira and the Buddha, for example,
cannot be considered to hold views which can be regarded as deriving
from the Vedic tradition by any stretch of the imagination. Similarly,
the views of others such as Purana Kassapa, Ajita Kesa Kambali, Pakudha
Kaccayana, Sanjaya Velatthiputta, have litde to do with the thought
found in the texts deriving from the Vedic tradition. This points to the
fact that the contemporary climate of philosophical opinion in the
sixth century BC was hardly dominated by the thought derived from the
Vedic tradition and that the reflections on the ygjfia in the Brahmanas
and the Aranyakas and the debates and discussions on various subje'cts
in the Upanisads formed only one stream in the philosophical picture
of these times and were scarcely the dominant ones as has been projected
by those who have written on the history of philosophy in India until
now. :

The point may become clearer if we reflect on the developments in
the philosophical traditions of India after the appearance of the Buddha
and the Mahavira and the self-conscious writings of their disciples who

treated themselves as representing a tradition radically distinct, even if
not completely opposed, to that deriving from the Vedas. In fact, the

term * Veda-Vading' is used by them for their opponents to indicate those
who held the doctrines propounded in the Veda. It is perhaps ironic
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that the Giti which later came to occupy such a prestigious position
amongst the so-called orthodox texts of the Indian tradition also
described the ‘ Veda-Vadina' as ‘Vedavada ratal and characterized them
as ‘Nanyadatitivadinal', that is, those who say that nothing else is to be
believed except what they say.! ‘The Veda-Vadins themselves of course
emphasized either the yajiia-centric interpretation of the Vedic texts
epitomized in the Mimamsa Sutras erroneously ascribed to Jaimini or
the Brahman-centric interpretation deriving mainly from that part of
the Vedic corpus usually designated as the Upanisads and epitomized
in the Brahma-Sitras ascribed to Badarayana.’? There were earlier
attempts to interpret the Upanisadic texts, some of which are referred
to by the author of the Brahma-Satras, but their authority seems to have
been superseded by the appearance of Badarayana's text on the subject.
1t is of course true that the texts designated as the Upanisads breathe a
common philosophical atmosphere and are witnesses to a common
enquiryand discourse which seems substantially different from the one
that is found in the Agamic literature of the Buddhists and the Jains. In
fact, if we confine ourselves to the Upanisadic texts alone we might get
a wrong picture of the philosophical activity during that period. Such a
picture can only be corrected if one moves to the Buddhist and Jain
texts, and such works as the Kathavalthu and the Milindapariha. Itis not
that the questions do not concern the ultimate aim of life and its
meaning in this world governed by space, time and causality, but that
the modes of analysis and the terms of discourse appear to be distinctively
different and it would be difficult to say that the Upanisadic perspective
prevails and dominates the philosophical scene as revealed in those
texts in the India of those times. Ultimately, it was but one of the many
strands in the philosophical activity that was emerging in what may be
regarded as different sectors of Indian civilization at that time, and if
one chooses to designate the thought con tained in the texts known as
the Upanisads as Vedanta, however mistaken such a description may be,
it is clear that it did not occupy any privileged or pre-eminent place
amongst the thinkers of those times. This fact, however unpalatablc it
may be to the Vedantins of modern times, is clearly demonstrated by
the fact that the compilation of the Brahma-Sutras did not seem to have
had much effect on the philosophical scene of India as it not only failed
to make any impact on any of the dominant philosophical schools of
that time but itself remained uncommented upon till about Sarhkara’s
time, seven hundred years later.
The situation however is not confined to Vedinta alone or to the
. Brahma-Sutras which are supposed to epitomize it, but extends to all the
other so-called schools of Indian philosophy which arise from the
various Siitras which are generally supposed to be their foundational
texts and on which not only a large number of commentaries have been
. written, time and again, but which have also been the source of
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continuous inspiration for those who have believed in the tenets of that |

school. But there appears to be a radical difference between the Brahma:
Sittrasand all the other Siitras which are supposed to be the foundational
texts of other traditions of Indian philosophy. The Brahma-Sitrasdo not
supersede in any way the authority of the Upanisads whose diverse views
they present in an organized, coherent and harmonious form. Rather,
they seem to have continued to enjoy a superior and independent
status as is evidenced by the fact that many of those who wrote a
commentary on the Brahma-Sitras felt it necessary to write independent
commentaries on the Upanisads also. Not only this, many a time,
thinkers have written commentaries on the Upanisads without being
concerned with what the author of the Brahma Siitras had said about
them. This fact assumes a radical significance if it is remembered that
the Mimdmsa Siitraswhich try to do the same thing for the pre-Upanisadic
part of the Vedic corpus which the Brahma-Sitra attempts to do for the
Upanisadic texts written before their composition, replaced completely
for all future times the authority of the texts which they had tried to
coherently summarize. There is, as far as I know, no independent
commentary on those portions of the Brahmana texts which deal with
the issues treated by the author of the Mimarnsa Sutrasin his text devoted
to those subjects. ' ’
. The case of the Vaisesika Siitras and the Nyaya Siitras is of course well-
known, as in their case one does not even know what were the pre-
existent texts or traditions which they attempt to present in a coherent,
systematic manner. This itself should be sufficient to indicate that the
traditions they represent have only a very tenuous link with the Vedic
corpus which they do not directly disown. Indirectly, of course, the
Nyaya Sitras question the eternity of sound and the so-called
apauruseyatva of the sruti, and the Vaisesika Sitras not only propound a
radically different analysis of dharma than the one given in the Mimamsa
Sittras, but also, at least according to Nakamura, question the so-called
Upanisadic doctrines in Siitras 7.9.3,7.2.4,4.2.2.2 and 4.2.3.43 As for
Sarnkhya, it is a matter of common knowledge that, while there are no
specific Sarnkhya texts before Sagtitantra which is ascribed by Larson to
100 Bc and which Potter in the third edition of his Bibliography has
assigned to ap 100, there are ample references to Samkhyan thought
scattered in almost all the texts that are dated prior to that period. The
first important Sarhkhyan text after Sastitantra is supposed to be Samkhya
Karika which is ascribed to around ap 350. However, there seems to be a
peculiarity in the case of Sarhkhya in that though the Samkhya Karika
did enjoy some sort of a pre-eminence after it was written, independent
works differing from it continued to be composed and it never occupied
the status which the Siitras of other schools of philosophy normally did
in the Indian philosophical tradition. The Sarmkhya Sitras, as is well
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millennium Ap and compare them with the works of all other schools of
philosophy in that period. If we take the third edition of Potter’s
Bibliography in his well-known Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies as our
source of information, we find that in the first millennium AD there are
more than 400 entries relating to Buddhist works and thinkers as
against 83 entries relating to all others, including even Kaémira Saivism
and Saiva Siddhanta.® If we include Jain works the situation does not
change very much as the total number of Jain entries add up only to 39.
Thus, even if we include the Jain thinkers the situation does not change
substantially as the number of all non-Buddhist thinkers and works will
not be more than 122. The Buddhist works are in a ratio of 4 to 1, thus
clearly indicating their dominance on the philosophical scene of India
during the first millennium AD, a picture which one would hardly get
from any of the histories of Indian philosophy that have been written
till now. It is surprising that this fact which should have been so obvious
to anyone who had looked into the extant material of philosophical

texts in India should not have been noticed. The only reason one can

think of is the overwhelming obsession with the picture of Indian

philosophy asit obtained in the second millennium Ap when Buddhism
had practically disappeared from the Indian scene after the destruction
of Nalanda in Ap 1200 and the rise of non-Advaitic schools of Vedanta,
starting from Ramanuja (AD 1120), and their debate with the Advaitins
who swept the philosophical scene in India by their radical advocacy of
the denial of all difference, both in terms of ontology and epistemology.
The radicalism of Buddhism was replaced by the radicalism of Advaita
Vedanta which thus became the main centre of controversy in the
second millennium AD. Along with this, there was the dramatic rise of
Nyaya whose total number of thinkers matches those of Advaita Vedanta
and even outnumbers them.

It appears therefore that the philosophical perception of the historians
of Indian philosophy has been profoundly shaped by the situation as it
obtained in the second millennium Ap which has made them see Indian
philosophy right from the beginning in a certain way, disregarding the

facts as they actually occurred. This seems to have been facilitated
further by the emergence of neo-Vedantism in India in the late
nineteenth and early twen tieth centuries through works written mostly
in the English language which re-interpreted India’s cultural past in a
certain light to make it acceptable to the modern mind, primarily
shaped by western influences which became increasingly dominant
_ from the middle of the nineteenth century in this country. In fact, even
the domination of Nyaya was underplayed by these thinkers who

practically dismissed it as unnecessary hair-splitting. Not only this, they
even ignored the dominant Jain presence in the second millennium AD
which has about 180 thinkers in this period and which had already
outnumbered the Vedantins and the Naiyayikas even in the first
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millennium Ap. In fact, the Jains are only second to the Buddhists in the
first millennium and the total number of thinkers in each of the schools
of Indian philosophy is substantially less than theirs in this period. The
historians of Indian philosophy, then, seem to have been not only
greatly biased but almest blind to the reality which stared them in the
face.

The fiction that goes in the name of the history of Indian philosophy
has thus to be recognized for what it is and needs to be replaced by a
more authentic, objective and bhalanced picture of the way philosophy
in India developed over the last two-and-a-half millennia, doing justice
to each and every school of Indian thought as it has developed over a
period of time in interaction and inter-relation with other schools of
thought in this country.

The trans-civilizational linkages of India’s philosophical thought have
also to be kept in mind, as the history of Buddhism in the first 750 years
of the first millennium Ap is a story of its spreading in West Asia, Central
Asia, China and Tibet and it is unlikely that it would have been a one-
way affair only. Buddhism itself must have been influenced by this
international expansion. In fact, if Nalanda was an international centre
for over 500 years where students from all over Asia came to study, it is
unlikely that they would not have influenced the development of
Buddhist thought to some extent. The untold story of Buddhism in the
first millennium Ap has thus still to be written and its influence on the
other schools of philosophy has to be seen in a different way than it has
been seen until now. It is not just that it makes a marginal impact on
Nyaya and Advaita Vedanta by its criticism, but that it plays a central
role in terms of which the other schools of Indian philosophy are
developing and defining their position with respect to it. The story is,
however, far more complex as the inter-relationships between the other
schools of Indian philosophy are far more variegated than it has been
thought until now. Allin all, we need a new history of Indian philosophy
and not the fiction that goes under its name.

NOTES AND REFERENCES

1. The literal translation of the phrase used in the Gitd would be *those who say that
nothing else exists’.

2. On the question of the authorship of the Mimaris@ Sittras and the Brahma Sitras,
see Nakamura, History of Early Vedanta Philosophy.

3. Ibid., p. 330.

4. Sadhu Santinatha is perhaps the only exception to this statement. His book
entitled Sadhand tries to explain and explore this phenomenon. However, nobody
seems to have taken it seriously, perhaps because of his negative conclusion that
the very structure of meditational practices ensures that whatever the theoretical
truth with which one starts it is bound to be realized as existentially true because
of the very nature of the meditative practices through which its truth is sought to

It may be said that the predomin
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