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Can the analysis of adhyasa ever lead to an
advaitic conclusion?

Thar  someth ing  i s  t akcn  as  someth ing  e l se  canno t  be  a

s ign of  'unreal i ty '  o f  e i the r ,  and yet  th is  has been the ground of

t he  re j c : , : l i on  o f  t hc  r e ' a l i t y  o f  t he ' non -se l f ' b y  Ad ' ' a i L i n :  s i t r r e

Saml<ar;r wrote his famous bhZsycl on the Brahmo Stlia ard

describe.:t the identif ication of the self u' i th the non-se1f as the

foundational adhgVsa on u,l-r ich al l  other erroneous cognit ic; i ts

are baseci. Eut the sc-calIed adhgd"sa, if it is one, prc,-''e'r cillY

tha t  t he 'non -se i f ' .  s t , ou ld  no t  be  taken  as  se l f ,  and  no t ' ha t  : he

non-sel i  is  r . r r l re? i ' .  In  fact .  i f  the non-sel f  \4 /ere realh 'u : l t . i r l  ihe

adhyd.srt cor,r ld rrt t  have arisen. The usuai example oi 's,:ei i tg"

the rcpc ar, snafle is given to i l iustrate such al i  e; 'r" i) l lcous

ident i f icat ion.  But  the example.  t f  re f lected upon ser ious l l '

proves j ' . ls t  the opposi te .  Both the snake and the rope. ' i i ' " reaL ' .

I t  is  or i . lg  ihe cogni t ion of  the ' rope as snake 'which rs  ef : ( ,neous

and neecjs to be corrected. in fact the rope could orJt. in

p r i nc ip l , ' ,  i r ave  becn  see r r  as : ;nake ,  i f  t he re  were  no  s1 - : : j }<es  i i r

the . . l 'o r lo  i3ut ,  i l  thc ' rc : r l i l i '  o i  snakr :  is  a  pre-c. : : - r i i i i i ( , r ,  o f  t l r i - '

' see ing '  t he  ropc  as  s r rakc ' .  t l r c r r  t  hc  cxamp le  usua l l r  g i vcn

proves just  the opposi te  of  r i 'hr i t  the advar t ins u 'an l  lo  pro\ /e

far i - rkara,  o f  course,  has not  g iven the example o1 '  "sec i t tg"

rope as snake at  least  i r - r  t i tc  begi r t r -ung of  h is  d isct - tss ion ot t
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adhyasa in  h is  bhdsya on the Brahma-Str f ra .  Ins lcad,  the g ives

two  examp les :  one ,  re fe r r i ng  to  the  ' see ing '  o f  " {uk t i "  as  "Ra ja f '

and the other as 'seeins' trvo moons instead cf one. The tu'o

examples are, hou,ever, so radical ly different that rf one is taken

as thc paradigmat ic  example of  adhyVsa,  the oLher  can nol  bc
I

so understood. The f irst exampie, that is 'seeing' "Suktl '  as

"Rajaf is similar to t ir :rt  of 'seeing the rope as snake, since both

" Suktl' and " Rajaf' are preseni there in the utorld and are

krou'n independently of each other. On the other hand, 'seeing'

two nroons instead of one usually takes place if  one presse s Lhe

eye-i id arid no one is lead to "believe" that there are t\  /o l loons

even when one 'percc ives ' them to be so.  This ,  perhaps.  is  due to

the reason that one 'knows' that the 'seeing' of tu'o moons is the

result of something that has been done by ntrself,  or even b1,

someone else i f  the other has pressed one's eye-l id, and that one

can easily see the moon as one if  the f inger is removed from the

eye-l id. Here, there is no adhy-asa as not only one is not

( i r ^ -+ i f - , i - ^ ' +Lo  
?ne  mOOn w i th  t he  twO mOOnS bUt  a lSO 

, , knou -S ' ,
r u w r r L r r J r r r S  L r r !  \

that the turo moons that one 'sees'are not "really" trvr-r, but that

the one moon itself is 'appearing' as turo because of a part icuiar

p r cssu rc  onc  has  pu l  on  one ' s  eyc - l i d .  I n  f ac t .  one  i ) o1  on l r '

' knows ' tha t  t he rc  a re  no t  on l y  no t  t r vo  moons  i n  thc  sk r ' .  l r u t

a lso that  onc can 'see '  two moons whenever  onc i rkes f1 '  just

p rcss in t  onc  s  c r " c - l i d  aga in .  One  can  p la l '  Lhc  gamr  as  m. r l \  a

t ime as or- ic  l ikes and i t  is  on ly  because one is  not 'decei r red ' lhat



no appropriate action relating to the erroneous cognit ion ever

occurs. in fact, there is no erroneous cognit ion at al l ,  and no

"erroneous identif ication" to desere a name of adhuasa as

Samkara seems to have thoueht .

One may, of course, apply the term adh@sa to both the
/ -

examples, as Sari lkara. seems to have done . But, then one u'ould

how to accept tirat there can be radically different kinds of

adhyhsa and not just one as most of the Advait ins seem to have

thought up tili now. But, in case f-here can be more than one

kind of adhgVsa, one u'ould have to explore the different Ypes

of erroneous cognit ions and identif ications that take place and

delineate the deep, typai differences between them.

Unfortunately, as far as of know, no one seems to have

attempted to do this up t i i l  nor.r ' .

Perhaps it may be said that the advaitins' contention

relates to the cognitive enterprise as whole and contends that no

cognition in the ordinary sense is possible without the

identification of the 'self' u,ith the 'non-seif at some level. The

'identif ication u' i th the 'body', for example, is a precondit ion of

al l  perceptuai knorvledgc, and the one with buddhi for al l

rat ional knowledge, that is, knorviedge based o anumatTa or

inf luence.

But  even on such in terpretat ion of  the Advai t in 's  pos i t ion,

the reali ty of the body and the buddhi wil l  have to be admitted



as \ \ ' i thout  i t ,  no ident i f icat ion u 'ou1d be poss ib le  .  Not  on ly  th is ,

the occurrence of  adhydsa impl ies that  both the objects  arc

a l readv  "knou 'n "  t o  one  as ,  i n  case  onc  o f  t hc  ob jec ts  i s  t o ta l l r '

unknorvn that  can noi  be "supcr imposed" on the one that  rs

being exper iencea.  fa tht<ara seems to be aware of  the problem

as  he  suggesLs  tna t  t he  se l f  o r  t he  Z tman  i s  no t  comp ic t ch '

auisaya that is sontething rvhich is not an "object" at al l  for, i f  t t

rvere to be so then hou' coulci the not-self be superimpsoed on it
/ .

This, perhaps, is not the exact reason rvhy S:rmkara makes the

sel f  or  Lhe atman as the referrent  or  the "object"  des ignated bv

. . I , , o rwha theca l1s the . .aSmad . -p ra tyaaa , , . [ an t+ {q f f i qq ' ,

3riqdFqqftIT€ldJ The reasolt,  more probably, is to emphasize the

" e v n c r i e n n i a l  i r n i o i  a r - r " ' r u i r h  u r h i 6 i l  t h e  S e l f  i S  e X p e f i e n C e d  a n d. , . H " ,

r i 'hich is radical iy different from the way al l  other objects are

exper ienced even at  the perceptuai -sensuas level .  The reference

to"esmad pratgaya" seems unfortunate and even misleading as

the "1", or the sense of the "1", that is being referred to, has

nothing "l inguist ic" about i t .  Instead it  is the existencial lv

exper ienced sense of  " l -ness"  which is  be ing ta lked about  anc i

r v h i c h  i s  n e r h a n s  h e r c r  r ' ( ) n \ / e v p ;  A "  r 1 - ' o  r  h a m - k a r a  u s r - c ir L  r r l \  r r  r o  , l J L r  r r q H o  u \  r  ( \  l  l v r  l  v u J L u  r J J  t l l L  L L I  t r l  q /

rn  the Samkhyan sensc.  in  fact ,  Samkara seems to have been

rn i s lead  by  the  te rn rs  " y t t s rnad  and  as rnad" .  f o rge t t i ng  t l r a t  t hc

former,  in  i ts  ord inarr l  usage,  does not  re fer  to  object  jn

"ge r r c ra l "  bu t  ob j c t  l s  , , 1  r  c c r t a i n  t ) / pc  on l t ' ,  t ha t  i s  t hosc  t l r r r t

nray be regarded as :rnotl- ier human being. Rut in case t i ' r is is



correct \ \ /hat is referred to by the term yusmad is not

"ek lantenauisanlaH'as Samkara seems to th ink,  but  a lso
l u a

"  au isayaH'  in  the sense that  i t  too has the sense of  " l -ness"  or

thinks of i tself,  as the "object" of "a,smad-pratyaya" to use

- ( . ,Samkara ' s  I anguage .  No t  on l y  t h i s ,  f o r  t he  o the r  human  be ing  I

am a yusmad that is, someone who is an "opject" though nol

complete ly  an object  in  the sense rn which inanimate objecrs of

nature are.

Surprisingty, S6fikara himself questions the nece.ssifv, or

the immegiacy or aparok€atua for the objects betrveen 'which the

adhyasa is supposed to occur. He had himseif said that the seif

ts not gqt-f=<f 3lfd-rRl:,  but ]ater on questions the neces5i51'of thjs

by pointing out that there is no such Law or Niyama t-hat both

the object:; between u'hich the adhyV.sa occurs have -() be

immeidate objects of consciousness [i-d"[qqR- ftziq,-Ttsc-Rm gE

N ftsqr<-{qtqRraqR-R] as is usually the case n'ith the objecrs

of perception. He gives, in this connection, the example of*Atas'a

which is not perceived by anybody and yet on rvhich the

adltgd-scs" of colour etc. is super-imposed. [etlrctersft R,rmfn

{dmnqTq-F&'qdrilqaqRl The exampic is strange increed. for as

Dr.  Mukund Lath has pointed out in a discussion on t i ' re issue i t

u' i l1 makc -c.kdslc an auisauoh bke the self and there u,oulcl be

f h c  n r n h l e m  n f  r l,  - ,  * i s t i n * r i . n r " *  t he  d i l l e ren t  g ,pes  o l  a t , i saac tJ t .
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Morerrer ,  Vrca{a is  not  an object  o f  percept ion than i t  must

be an object of inferences. But u'hat is the hetu of this sadhya.

l n  o the r  u 'o rds ,  u 'ha t  i s  t he  g round  fo r  be i i ev ing  tha t  t hc rc  i s

such a th ing as Aka(a and that  even i f  there is  such a th i r rg  i r

cannot have the cuali tv of colour in i t .

The so-called supenmposit ion of quali t ies such as colour or
//

to use Samkara's own term "malin{a", that is, tarnished or of a

dark colour, do not seem any different from the quali ty of sound

whi,:h is usr.ral iy ascribed to i t .  The only reason t jral appears [o

have been given in the tradition for the postulatio n of Atra{a

seems to be that i t  is the substance in which sound inheres.

However l i .aJ" unlike al l  the other four elemental substances

[al l  the other pancmahEbhiltas], that is, earth, air, f ire and

water  is  not ,  as S 'arhfara has pointed out ,  ob ject  o f  percept ion.

But in case the only reason for the postulation of 
-ada{a 

as an

independent maQabl^titta is that we need a substratum for

sound, then sound or Sabda wil l  have to eternal for, i f  i t  u'ere to

be non-eternal, then it  u' i l l  have no quali ty whatsoever r",hen the

sound rs absent and thus become l ike r-r irguna brahaman ,,r 'hiclr

u' i l i  obviousll '  not be acceptable for the advait ins.

There is another oroblem wltn t 'arhkara's use o1 the tcrn'r

Qff l :  "93]2h" raises ar-rd rvhrch, as far as I know, has not bcen
' a

r-roticed. According to Sa#lkara i t  sgems that only thc ignoretnt

suf fer  f rom adl tgasa as they a lone super impose "  maf in t7 i '  on
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ataJa but, those who "know" the truth in this matter also "see"

the Vkd.to. as molina, though they are not "d.eceived" by the

appearance as rvas the case with those who were ignorant. The

correction, however, even in their case, is only "theoreticai" as i t

does not effect their perceptual experience in any s'ay,

whatsoever. We had drawn attention to this fundamental

difference between the two types of adhyases in our paper

entitled "Two lypes of appearance and two Wpes of realif'

published long ago in Reuue Internationale de PLtilosophie

Belgium (Oct., 1957).i The advaitin however would scarcely be

satisfied with a "theoretic" correction only as it would make the

whole process of slo"d,har{a whidr. is supposed to lead to the seif

realization unnecessarv.

The larger problem that famkara's exAmple opens relates

to the question as to how purely theoretical entities which are

based only on anumana can have perceptual qualities

superimposed on them because of adhyasa. The other

possibility opened up by the example is the one where a

theoretical postulated entity based on some inferential necessit l ,

has purely theoretical quali t ies ascribed to i t  which, later on,

are found to be erroneous and hence which retrospectively are

ascribed the character of adhudsu Also if  once such

1 . Also inc luded in

and Munshiram

Daya Krishndf tne art
Manoharlal Publishers

of the conceptual,  Delhi ,  ICPR

Pvt.  Ltd.,  i989.
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poss ib i l i t i es  a re  admi t ted ,  t he  " se l f  i t se l f  may  be  secn  as  no t

someth ing u 'h ich is  d i rect ly  exper ie  nceci  but  t l - reoret ica l ly

postu lated to  understand on account  for  the exper ience one

have.  I f  So,  the so-cai led super imposi t ron on i t  may be as

theoret ica l  as the se l f  i tse l f  and f lay,  la ter  oD,  found to be

correct  or  rncorrect  depending upon the ex igencies of  the:

theoretical requirement concerned.

The deeper contention, perhaps, rs that the 'objectivating

act '  o f  consc iousness i tse l f  is  the root  cause of  the foundat ional

mistake as i t  makes the 'self think of i tself as an ,object 'which

i t  can never  be.  But  why should i t  be so,  is  never  made c lear .

There is also the other problem as to why a kno.wledge

based on erioneous identif ication need itself be necessari ly

wrong. The body may be 'perceived' correctiy, even if  the seif 's

identif ication with the body is wrong. ' fhe perception of objects

through the body senses is not affectec in any way by the

identif icatiorr of the 'self '  with the body. Similarly the
'correctness '  or  the ' incorrcctness '  

o f  anv i r - r ference has noth ing

to d. - r  rv i th  the supposcdiy  " fa lse"  indcnt lcat ion c f  t l ie  ,se l f 'u i ih

buddhi or the rational faculry in man. The perceptual or the

inferential cognit ion may not occur uit lrcut t ire icjentif ication, at

least  a t  the human levei ,  but  such a non-occurrence has lo  do

r , r ' i th  the va l id i ty  or  inval id i ty  o f  the cognr ' t ion concerned.
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At  a s t i l l  deeper  level  the advai t in  ma, \ ,  be sa ic l  to  be

object rng to  the 'ob ject rvat ing '  funct ion of  consc lousness i tse l f

and point ing out  that  what  is  'const i tu ted 'by th is  act  is  taken to

be 'real '  as is obviously supposed to be true in the case of drama

and it  may be said that al l  that is apprehended as 'object,

shares this characteristrc. Madhusudana Sarasr,vati ,  the well

known advait in, is supposed to have said something to this

effect. But, f irst ly, there is no identif ication of the 'self '  with the
'not-seif here and if  that is the essence of ad.hydsa, then this

can not be regarded as adhy-a.sa in the accepted sense of the

term. Secondly, i f  consciousness has this capacity of
'objectivating' u, i thin i tself,  then the exercise of that capacrty

could not be a mistake except when one regards the object as

having an independent reali ty of i ts 'own without reference to the

consciousness that bring it  into being.

It may be urged that the problem is not so much with the
'objectivating' 

function of consciousness as with i ts
' identif ication' r,vith what i t  'objectivates', part icularly i f  i t  begins

to ' see ' i t se l f  as  an  ob iec t  because  o f  t h i s  ac t  o f  ' ob jec t i f i ca t i on '

through rvhich i t  brings the object into being. But this rs only

another name for 'self-consciousness' through rvhich or in

which alone the 'self '  become aware of i tself.  At the ler.,e1 of

consciousness,  one is  aware only  of  ob ject  and not  o f  the fact

that one is au'are of i t .  Animals are general ly supposed to have

only this kind of awareness, even though the higher ones among
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them shou'  many of  the emot ions that  man possesscs.  I - {uman

beings,  on the oLher  hand are supposed to be d is t inguished bv

the further fact that they' are not only aware of objects as the

animals are, but aiso aware of the fact that they are aware of

the objects. This 'second-order 
awareness' gives r ise to a whole

new set of phenomena amongst which the most irrteresting and

intr iguing is the ' idea' of the 'self i tserf. This gives r ise to the

notion of the ' ideal self '  or the 'self-as-it-ought-to-be, 
as dist inct

from the 'self-as-it- is '  
and makes one str ives to be that which

one ought-to-be,

The achievement  of  se l f -consc iousness thus,  reads not  on lv

to the awareness of the 'self '  as 'object,,  but also to a

dissatisfaction '"vith what one finds oneself to be. In fact, the
' ideali ty'  of any 'object ' ,  'uvhether i t  be the self-seen-as-object or

something else, is always a function of self-consciousness, as

consciousness only apprehends the object in i ts ' facticity'  and

t h e  n l e a s t  r r e  o r  n : i n  t h q tr r r q ( i t  might cause or occasion

PsycLological hedonism, thus, is the naturar att i tude of

consciousness.  I t  turns in to eth ica l  hedonism onlv  rvhen se l f -

consc iousness ref lects  on i t  and t reats  i t  as the norm for  i tse l f .

But i f  i t  were to reflect on its orvn realiry, i t  would see that i t  can

never accept 'hedonism' as a norm for i tself,  as i t  has already

introduced on element of questioning into everything it

apprehends in terms of an ideali ty which it  knorvs oniy roughll '

This knorvledge is mainly negative in character as i t  is seneral lv
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sure that  , " r 'hat  obta ins should

should be .

no[  be,  but  se ldom as to  rvhat  i t

l  ne e lement  of  ideal i ty"  thus,  is  a  resur t  o f  se l f -
consc lousness and is ,  in  fact ,  an imposi t ion on consclousness.

consciousness functions, by i ts very na.ture, at the hedonistic
ievel '  but \\ 'hen it  becomes an 'object, 

of self-consciousness, i t
acquires an ' ideal 'dimension 

which is in confl ict,,vith the wav it
natural ly functions. This is the root cause of confl ict in man, as
he f inds himseif not to be what he shourd be. The , idealiry 

of
consciousness rike that of arl  other 'objects, 

is, thus, a function
of  se l f -consc iousness.  But  i f  se l f -consc iousness i tse i f  ls  the
foundation of Ad-hglasa or'objecti f ication' and the identif ication

with it, then the 'ideariry' 
of the self along with that of ail

'objects' 
wil l  also be mistaken. But the , idearit lr ,  

of
consciousness is the same asAtman and if  both the , idea, 

and
the ' ideal '  

of d-tman are the resurt of the fundamentar i irusion

which seif-consciousness projects through its objectivating
function, then what wil l  happen to the whoie enterprlse of
"dtmdnam viddh( on whrch the whole advatrc enterpr. ise is
based' The reaims of both d-harma and ad"hgd.tmaarrse because
of the dist inction between 'rvhat is, and \"hat shouicr be,, a
dist inction rvhich would not have been there but for the facr of
self-consciousness which introduces it  in the reaim of ,fact,

i tse l f .
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The ' fact '  o f  se l f -consc iousness,  thus,  has zr  double aspect ,

as lhough i t  happens to  bc a ' fact '  i t  in t roduces the d is t inct ion

of ' fact '  and ' idealiw within the realm of ' fact '  i tself.

Paradoxica l ly ,  i t  does not  remain untouched uy th is  d is t inct ion

as, reflexively, i t  can turn on itself and f ind i t  not to be what i t

shou ld  be .

The advait ins, strangely, f inds fault not with this or that

characterist ic of self-consciousness, but r,vith the very fact of

self-consciousness, i tself.  But this is to str ike at the very roots

of that which makes the realitv of acthuitma ancl dh,arma

poss ib le .

The ultra-radical advaitin act-epts the suicidal

consequences of his relentless logic and banishes the 'seeking'

for the realisation of dtman to the reaim of i i lusion' ?s,

according to him, the atman is nityasiddha and not

sddhanasiddha, as the deluded 'seeker' thinks. Also, i f  the

rvho.le activity of Sadhna belongs to the realm of illusion, then

does th9 argument of the advait in not beiong to the same

category?

I n  r o n t  r L -  A d v a i t i n  h a s  t o  a c c e n t  a  d i s l i n c f i o n  b e t w e e n  t h er r r  r q v L ,  L r r u  r \ u v q r L l l r  r r q o  L v  a u u u y L  q  u l J L t l l v L l !

atman when it  is reaiised and the situatron rvhen, according to

h im,  i t  is  not  rea l ised,  that  is ,  one does not  " rea l ise"  onesel f  to

be the Itman. This dist inction has to be admitted even if  the

atman is supposed to be nityasiddha and not sadhanasiddha.
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' fhe 
d is t rnct ron,  hor .vever ,  can not  bc made in te l l ig ib le ,  e  specia l ly

i f  the very procedure or  processes b1,  , "vh ich one comes to the

awareness of  the idea of  a tman are regarded as based on a

fundamental error, as the advait in tends to do.

The advait in faces the di lemma in another form, rvhen he

rj iscuss the problem of rtuanmukrl, that is, whether one "l ives"

even afier one has realised the atman. For, i f  one ai lorvs for the

iact of Jluctnmukri, then one will have to adrnit some sort of an

identif ication with the body and the mind, as without such an

identif ication, one can not conceive of " l iving" in the u:;uai sense

of world. The ambiguous, puzzling and paradoxicai n;1lure of the

idea of JTuanmuktj,  in the context of the ideas of "subiart ion" and

"identif icatj .on" does not seem to have been the subjec:r of cri t iczri

attention except perhaps in the work of Srinivas Rao on the

subject.

The Jianmukta's identif ication with the psycho-physical

complex, i t  may be said, is not the same as the one that occurs

in those rvho have not "realised" the dtman or achieved

i i be ra t ron .  Ru t .  t hen ,  i den t i f i ca t i on  need  no t  necessa r ih ' beL r r !  r r ,  r u \  r r L r r t L q L r v l t  I r u L u  I t v t

erroneous or  be of  such a nature as to  lead to  bondage.  I t  mav

be of a different type and hence need to be dist inguished for

purposes of analysis, a task that the advait in does not seem to

have performed.
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c)nc need not ,  horvever ,  go to  the excmplars of  Jruanmukt i

to  f ind exampies of  ic lent i f icat ion '  that  are harmless .  Nagua

provrde s a superb example of  i t  a t  the ord inary day- to-day le i 'e l

o f  l iv ing and has been the subject  o f  re f lect ion s ince at  least  the

t rme of  Bharata onu 'ards in  the ind ian t rad i t ion.  I t  is  surpr is ing,

therefore, to f ind that the advait in has taken no serious note of

1t, or tr ied to meet the challenge it  poses for his theory of

identif ication. There seems no prima-facie reason why the

snake-rope or iukti-rajat i l lustration of ad,hg6sa be taken as a

paradigmatic example of i t  and not the n6,tga.

The identif ication of Jluanmukta u,i th the psycho-physical

compiex,  however ,  is  on ly  because of  the necessi ty  of  " l iv ing"

and docs not achieve any posit ive purpose except perhaps when

he or she guides others on the path of ct"dhgd-tma, or the

realisation df the self.  The characters in a play, on the other

hand, play a posit ive role as withor-rr i t  one can neither

understand nor appreciate. The identif ication rvith the play

thus,  is  a  necessarJ '  condi t ion here for  the revelat ion of  the

"reali ty" embodied and evokecl in the plav. ' l 'he "identif ication",

of  course ,  is  no l  a  to ta l  rdent i f icat ion as r t  is  supposed to be in

the case of  the " rope-snake" .  I t  is  more of  an imagined,  or

"assumed." identtf ication, an "as i f '  att i tude where one "knor,r.s"

that  i t  is  not  " rea l ly"  so,  but  s t i l l  behaves as i f  i t  u ,ere what  one

knows, i t  is not. This r,vi l led suspension of rvhat one knor,vs to be

true is shared with the one that is found in the Jfianmuktct 's
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at t r tude .  But  r .vh i le  the la l ter  is  a  burden rvh ich onc carr ies on

due to the ex igencies of  " l iv ing"  or  because one has to  exhaust

the karma w,hose effect has already been set in motion, in the

case of the former i t  is a "free" act of imagination which gives

access to a world which brings joy. And in some cases, i t  gives

not only joy but also insightful understandir,g of the human

situation if  the play is really great and is acted u,ei l .

The "identi ircations" with the characters in a dramatic

representation or novel is well  knorvn and has provided material

for the construction of varrous theories amongst those who are

rnterested in the subject. But l i t t le dist inction has been made

between the "identif ication" of the specraror or the reader and

the one that happens in the case of the actors or the writers or

the director. As for the problem of " identif ication, '  in other arts

such as architecture and music, as far as I know, no one has

ever discussed it .  Both Bharat and Aristotle concentrate on the

drama for buiiding their theories about art and as the Indian

and the 'western tradit ion have ge neral ly fol lowed their

formulat ion of  the subject ,  the por t rayal  o f  hr rman s i tuat ions

and the identif ication on the part of the spectator with them

resul t ing in  the exper ience and enjoyment  of  'v i r tua l 'emot ions

has continued to be the paradigmatic exampre of '"vhat

identif ication means in the context of art.
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The "act ive ident i f icat ior - r "  rn  the moral  rea lm where i t  is  a

precondi t ion of  concern.  care : rnd symparLhy for  the "other , '  has

hard ly  engaged the at tent ion of  th inkers.  Besides th is ,  there are

other  " rea l "  meaningfu l  rearms "const i tu ted by conf l ic t ing

"identif ications" such as that of sport or patriot ism or

membership of a ciass, caste, uerrle, region, language, or

sampraddga or 
-airamo. 

one cannot cal i  oneself a sang6.sin, a

Bhik{u or even an advait in r,vithout some of identif ication.

Ul t imate ly ,  rhen.  the luest ion rs  not  o f  er roneous

identif ication or superimposit ion or adhyaSa as the advait in has

thought  but  whether  i t  occurs in  consciousness or  ra ther  at  the

self conscious level and rvhether i t  is "free" in the sense that one

can wrthdraw frorr it and is not too much affected by it. The

Grta and propounded some such idea, but the advait in seems to

have missed it .  The dti '"  contention that one cannot l ive even

for a moment without action and hence the idea that one can

" i ive"  wi thout  any " ident i l lcat ion '  a t  a i l  rs  a  contradic t ion- in-

terms.  I ts  own solut ion of  the problem is  to  suggest  that  one can

have an " ident i f icat ion"  rvh ich does not  lead to  bonclage,  as i t  rs

not "real" identif ication resting on the error rvhich both the

advait in and the sfmtrryan thinkers have emphasized. Rather,

i t  is an 'assumed" identif ication knorvrng fr,r i ly that i t  is wrong.

st i i l ,  one does so for  cer ta in  purposes as is  the case wi th  the

r,vttnesses of a dramatic performance or rvhen one engages in

moral action. In the later case the "identif ication" is only implicrt
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\vh i le ,  in  the former case i t  is  se i i 'cor- rsc ious ly  cxpi icr t  as n, i thout

r t  one can not  'understand"  thc : rc t  o f  go ing to  ur i tness the

per formance.  The non-af tachment  preached by the GTra is  on ly

another name for this. In fact, the ideal advocated by the Gr-rd is

fu9lly embodied in Krsna himself rvho continuously exemplif ies

throughout his behaviour what this ideal of , , identif ication-

."vithout-i  enti f ication" is.

In fact, the idea of auatdra i tself implies this, as ihe Lord

who incarnates h imsel f  cannot  do so wi thout  assuming th is

seemingly incompatibie duaiiry involved in the very notion of the.

"embodyied self ' .  The Lorcl himself as Kfg?u, i t  should be

remembered, uses the term "ehein" to refer to himself. The terrn

indicates the embodied self or the ".go" or the j iua in the

advait ic vocabulary and that Krsna should be constrained ro

use it  suggests that the "identif ication" involved need not

necessari lv be based on auidgd. or ignorance.

. " ldentif ication", thus, may be of many kinds and what is

called adhyd.sa by the advait ins and rl iustrated by the

r - t e r a d i  o r n a f i n  P tvurqua6rr lqLru uxample of  the rope snake or  the s6t t - i -Rajat

i l lus ion is  on ly  one of  them. I t  rs  a lso the least  impor tant  as i t

can only  lead to  fear  and f l ighr  or  grecd and c le i ighL.  I t  may,  on

the other  hand,  g ive r ise to  doubt  as one may begin to  rvonder

that  the th ing does not  move at  a l l  anc l  hence could hard ly  be

snake or  the "sh ine"  that  one is  sec ing is  not  exact ly  the one
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u ' l ' r i ch  r s  usua l l y  g rven  b1 ' s i i vc r .  The  po in t  i s  t ha t  t he  examp le

on q 'h ich the advai t rn  has bui l t  h is  rvholc  cd i f ice is  so weak that

i t  can hard ly  suppor t  h is  case.  He has not  er . ,en thought  of  the

other possibi l i ly that one may mistake the snake for a rope and

the fatal consequences that may fol lo\v on this type of wrong

idenuf icat ion.  wi l l  the Brahman,  then,  be l ike the rope and the

rvorkl l ike a snake or conr./ersely. The whole thing is so ,,chi ldish'

[hat one wonders how so many intei l igent people could trave

been taken in by i t  for so many years.

There is another aspect of the rope-snake i l lusion, which

has not been taken notice of, This relates to the fact there are

some ' identif ications' 
which are involuntary in the sense that

one is born with them whrle the others are voluntary or

acqui red.

The identif ication with the body is perhaps the most

involuntary identif ication that we knorv of. I t  is also the most

foundational, primal and natural identif ication as i t  is not onlv

the seat  o f  p leasure and pain,  but  a lso responsive to  our  acts  of

w,i l l  .rnC thus the main centre through .,, , ,hrch \\,e ,,act,,  
on the

world. others too identify us primari ly through our bodies and

even in i t  mainly through the face as becomes cvicient when one

has to  ident i iy  a  dead body.  In  fact ,  there is  a  rad ica l  d is t inct ion

bet"veen the ident i f icat ion of  the "sc l f ' r r , i th  the body and the

identif ication of the "others" with his or her bodv-. The former.
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Lhough involuntary and natura l ,  is  a lways seconclary  w'hr le  lhe

lat tcr  rs  a lmost  a l rvays pr imary.  K.C.  Bhat tacarya has drawn

attention to this fact in his remarkabie rvork cnti[ ied "Srbi"rt ot

, nI . ' r eedom r . vhe re rn  he  had  bu i l t  h i s  who ie  ph i l osophrca l  ed i f i ce

upon the notions of " identif ication" and "de-iden'. i f ication" and

s,r ! 'sesfed th : i t  rvhen one has de- ident i f ied one real ises thar  the

"identif icati .on" must have been "voluntary" in the sense that i t

need not have been there as there was no "necessi.ry*" about i t .

But  he has not  seen that  the "de- ident i f icat ion"  does not  set  one

"free" as one relapses into the identrf ication once more. The

"freedom" \\ 'as only momentary and even i l lusory as one does

not become "free" of the identif ication and relapses into rt again

and again. In fact, i t  is an "identif ication" one cannot do without

as i t  is  the very condi t ion of  one 's  being a l ive and l iv ing in  thc

wor ld .

The "free" identif ication in most cases, thus, ts not free at

a l l .  And,  th is  is  the case not  on ly  wi th  the body but  a lso wi th

the  gender ,  l anguage  and  memory .  The  casc  o i  gender  and

ianquage is  pecul iar  as one can,  a t  least  thesc davs,  get  one 's

sex changed through operat ion and one can learn another

language somet imes wi th  greater  fac i l i ry  Lhan one s o\vn.  There

a rc . r l so  pe rsons  who  a re  b i - l i ngua l  j us t  as  we  a rc  t o l d  t ha t  t he ro

arc those lvho are b i -sexual .  Such cases,  however ,  have not

bcen  s tud ied  i n  dep th  to  f i nd  wha t  exac t l y  happens  Lo  one ' s

identif ication in their case. As for the cases in r,vhich the change
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1n o l - ic 's  scx occurs natura l i l ' .  the ident i f icat ion u, i th  the past  o I

one 's  car l ier  bodi iy  se l f  must  prescnt  in t r igu ing problems q,h ich,

as far as \\ /e knorv, have not been investigated. The detaired

stud1,'  by Garfinkal is of one such case deal with the probrem.

in any case, the probiem of identif ication r. i , i th ar-rd thrr:ug1'r

memory,  is  even more complex as even in  ord inan ' .  normal

cases there :s a iarge part of one's l i fe of which one has probabiv

no memory. No one remembers about one's l i fe in thc rvomb or

the experience of being born or the hundred and one things that

happened to one in  one 's  ch i ldhood.  yet ,  one not  on iy  ber ieves

that i t  \ \ 'as the same 'self '  rvhich was there in al1 these

experiences but aiso celebrates one's birthday. There is also the

probiem of false memories, suppressed memories and memories

"edifying" for purpose of self-adulation or oneself-adoration. yet,

i t  is only through memories and the "owning" of them by the self

that one gets an identity.

Identif ication may, of course, be correct and the notion of

"erroneous ident i f icat ion"  presupposes th is .  There is ,  for

exanrp le,  r ro th ing wrong rn rc lent i fy ing a rope as a rope,  or  a

snakc as a snake.  But  the advai t ic  theory of  adr4Jasa and in  a

sense,  the S-amtnya theo4'  a iso,  impl ies . iust  thrs .  This  is

because,  a1s we pointed out  ear l ier ,  the so-cal ied "corrcct

ide nt r l lcat ion"  u,ould not  be poss ib le  rn, i thout  thc c f  roneoLrs

ide r - r t  r l lcat ron of  conscrousness wi th  someth i r - rg  tha l  is  no1
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consclousness.  Thus,  even i f  onc grants  that  the foundat ional

ident i f icat ion of  the se l f  u , i th  the not-se l f  is  a  mistake,  i t  does

not fol low that al l  identif ications in the realm of the not-self are

bound to be "incorrect" because of this. The criterion of a

"correct" identif ication in the rearm of the not-self is not

dependent on the fact whether the whole realm of the not self is

i tself the result of a "wrong" identif ication.

The relegation of the whole world to the status of mlagd- in

advaita ved-anta seems to be basecl on this fundamental mistake

as even rvithin the " Iul-agh" there remain the distrnctions betu,e cn

the true and the false, good and the evil and the beautiful anci

the ugly.

The situation in s6mmya seems to be similar to ihar of

Advaita vedlnta, even though it  has not been described in the

same way, and appears to rest on the same mistake. The .vhcle
/_

"world", in Sarirkhya, is a 'creation' of the "identificatr.on" of

puruso with ahah.kdra or bud.d"hi or mo.nas or the senses

i n r - l r r d i n o  h n t h  t '  ' M -
rr rvrqurr16 - - . , .  .he lnanendiyas and t ]ne kar tnendigas.  But  thrs

does not ,  and can not  render  th is  whole worrd "unreal " , ._ lust  as

the whole rvorld of not-self can not be considere d, as lvl6.yd only

because it  presupposes the identif ication, in some sense or

other, of the self with the not-self.

The slmkhyan-advaintic interpretation of the phenomenon

designated as adhydsa seems untenable on al l  counts and it  is
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surprising that thinker after thinker have repe ated the

in t c rn re fa t i on  aS  i f  i t  we re  a  se l f - ev i den t  t r u th .  R r r t  no  examn le" ' ' " ^  r '

of erroneous cognit ion, part icularly i f  i t  be perceptual in

character, can ever establish the "unreali ty" of either of the

objects which are said to be "erroneously" identif ied with each

other .

It is, of course, true that only the advaitin draws this

conclusion. None of the other vedantins do this. As for the
/ , . ,

san.khyans, it is true that they accept the independent reality of

prakrti, but it is not clear what do they exactly mean by this as

the -whoie world of Vyakta or manife st prkrti from ahari.kd"ra to

the f ive gross elements, according to them, is due to the

erroneous identification of. puntsa or the pure consciousness

rvith that which it is not, that is, the non-self or the "object" or

the prakrti, The more than two thousand years old contention

taken by many to be the most distinctive contribution of Indian

philosophy, thus, is non-sequitor, a fallacy which should have

been known as such long ago. It is time that the adhgd.sa, if we

may. be so allured to call it, is realised for what it is and laid to

rest and buried for ever so that the Indian mind is freed of the

mdya by which l i t  has been entranced al l  the years. I t  is t ime to

get liberated from the adhy6.sa that the advaitic analysis of

adhgisa has imposed on a large part of the philosophical

intel lect of India. But perhaps it  has been bewitched by i t  too

iong to want to be l iberated from it.  The "bondage" of love an be

more entrancing than the desire for l iberation. Did not the

Gopis tei l  Uddhav this?


