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			Foreword

			A Revised Epistemological Exposition 

			Swami Muni Narayana Prasad 

			Narayana Guru was a philosopher-poet, an enlightened sage, and one who applied his philosophy of non-duality to solve personal and social problems that were prevalent in his time. This does not imply that the Reality in which he got enlightened is limited to resolving such local issues. It, on the other hand, displays the oneness of reality, the oneness of mankind. His attempts to address such issues, notably casteism, led to his being labelled as a social reformer or renaissance leader.

			He expressed his philosophy lyrically in his writings Ātmopadeśa Śatakam (One Hundred Verses of Self-Instruction) in Malayalam and Darśana Māla (Garland of Visions) and Vedānta Sūtras (Aphorisms of Vedānta) in Sanskrit. His minor philosophical writings include Brahmavidyā Pañcakam (Science of the Absolute in Five Verses) in Sanskrit, Advaita Dīpikā (Lamp of Non-duality), Aṟiv (Consciousness), and Daiva Daśakam (Ten Verse on God) – a universal prayer, all in Malayalam. 

			In essence, Narayana Guru views the one Ultimate Reality as aṟivu or Consciousness. In Vedāntic language, the equivalent of aṟivu is cit, which is part of the definition of Brahman, sat–cit–ānanda, to which Guru also conforms. Perceiving Brahman, or the ultimate ontological reality, as aṟiv in essence, is completely consistent with conventional Vedānta. 

			Dr S. Omana wrote the current book, Vedānta: The Science of Consciousness – Sree Narayana Guru’s Vision, as desired by the Indian Council of Philosophical Research, New Delhi, as part of its fellowship. The structure of this thesis is based on Narayana Guru’s work Aṟivu. 

			Aṟivu, a brief philosophical poem of fifteen verses, is so unique in the history of philosophical writings that it is unparalleled. It begins by demonstrating that the known object and the knower’s subjective consciousness are both in essential content aṟivu and that there is no ultimate Reality other than aṟivu or Consciousness. The study concludes by demonstrating how this one Consciousness Reality, known to everyone only as subjective awareness, descends to become the objects known, even the unknowable. Before concluding, it demonstrates how there is parity in terms of the number of components between the subjective and objective aspects of knowledge. Finally, it states that all of these aspects are only relevant if we examine aṟivu analytically. 

			Brahmavidyā, or the science of the Absolute or ultimate Reality, is another name for Vedānta. If the ultimate Reality is pure Consciousness, Vedānta can be considered a science of Consciousness. This science of consciousness or science of knowledge is referred to as Epistemology in Modern Philosophy. Thus Vedānta is revealed to be pure epistemology, with consciousness functioning as both epistemological and ontological reality. As a result, in the Vedāntic framework, epistemology and ontology are interchangeable words. This is the viewpoint from which Dr Omana composed the current book. 

			Dr Omana’s Doctoral thesis focused on Sree Narayana Guru’s philosophy, which is currently accessible in book form. Even after receiving the doctorate, her enthusiasm in Narayana Guru’s philosophy did not diminish throughout her life. It resulted in her present book and her detailed biography of Narayana Guru, Oru Mahāguru (A Great Guru) in Malayalam. 

			She has also contributed to the section “Advaita Vedānta” of the encyclopaedic volume History of Science, Philosophy, and Culture in Indian Civilization, which was published by the Centre for Studies in Civilizations in New Delhi. In addition to this, she delivered several papers at national and international conferences. Two of her books have also been published by the Kerala State Institute of Languages. 

			Admitting consciousness or aṟivu as the ultimate Reality eliminates many of Vedānta’s philosophical conundrums. One of these is the question of the oneness of Ātman and Brahman, or tat and tvam. To address this issue, Śrī Śaṅkara, the ancient philosopher, had to write a distinct treatise, Vākya Vr̥tti, in addition to his previous vast writings. Despite all of these disclosures, the question remains a mystery. In Narayana Guru’s view, both Ātman and Brahman are Consciousness in essence, and their oneness does not need to be proved. 

			Based on Narayana Guru’s book Aṟivu, Dr S. Omana demonstrates how Vedanta may be regarded as a science of consciousness or epistemology. This explication restates Vedānta in a more scientific and revalued manner. I anticipate more works of similar nature from Dr Omana’s pen. 

			Narayana Gurukula 

			Varkala – 695145, India

			23 January 2022

		

	
		
			Preface 

			Sree Narayana Guru (1856–1928) was one of the greatest wisdom teachers of the modern world; his illustrious life followed the ancient and immemorial pattern of oriental saints and prophets. The Guru was a non-dualist Vedāntic visionary. This made possible for him to appreciate the value elements of all traditions and to view all religions and sciences. Hence, his philosophy is at once traditional and modern, as well as scientific and religious, which makes it a comprehensive one that is universal and unitive.

			Traditionally, the inclination of Indian philosophy, at least up to the time of Narayana Guru, was to perpetuate a particular school of thought. As a result, there, inevitably came a hierarchy of disciples belonging to each school, who were keen to promote their own schools of thought. In contradistinction to this tendency, Narayana Guru’s works present an overall epistemology and a unifying scheme of correlation in which all schools of thought, both Eastern and Western, ancient and modern, religious and scientific, can be assigned their legitimate place in the general scheme of human understanding.

			As a continuator of the great r̥ṣis of India, Narayana Guru found common ground in the ancient philosophical and spiritual discipline of brahma-vidyā̄. Brahma-vidyā is the science of cit (Consciousness) that constitutes the essential substance of Brahman or Ātman, the Ultimate Reality. The Guru’s works require only presenting anew in terms that are understandable to a scientific mind of the modern age.

			Today, the Guru is well known as a social reformer. In fact, his social reforms were an outright application of his philosophy of the “oneness of Consciousness” (according to Narayana Guru the Ultimate Reality is arivu or Consciousness). His position as an original thinker or an epistemologist cannot be left unnoticed. The Guru is first and foremost an epistemologist. However, rather unfortunately, there have been a few, if any, discussions and studies on his epistemological contributions.

			Vedānta is epistemology in its broadest sense. It deals with this epistemological core as is emphasized in the philosophy of Narayana Guru. In his philosophical works the Guru always uses the terms ātma and arivu rather than Brahman to denote the one, all-underlying Reality. Usually, the one Reality is called Ātman or Brahman in the metaphysical context, and Consciousness in the epistemological frame of reference.

			Moreover, the Guru presents Vedānta as a Science of Consciousness in his seminal work, Arivu (Epistemology of Gnosis). This work is an in-depth philosophical examination of Consciousness, which seems to have not been undertaken as a subject of study till now, either in the East or in the West, except for a few studies by Western psychologists and some other studies on the philosophy of the mind by Western thinkers. The Guru conceives Consciousness, as the one, all-underlying Reality that assumes the form of all the worlds, both mental and physical. This analysis of Consciousness provides an answer to the challenging problems within the subject posed by modern cognitive scientists and philosophers investigating the philosophy of mind as well as all other problems of philosophy and life. Hence, the Guru’s epistemology has ample relevance, which this study intends to bring out.

			The present work is a modified version of the post-doctoral research project entitled Epistemological Perspective in the Philosophy of Narayana Guru.

			I take this opportunity to extend my gratitude to the authorities of the Indian Council of Philosophical Research for according the award of General Fellowship to me to work on the research project entitled, Epistemological Perspective in the Philosophy of Narayana Guru and also for giving permission to publish the thesis. I am thankful also to Dr Arun Mishra, Director (Academic), Shri S. Sreekumaran, Director (Administration & Finance) for providing help in completing this research work.

			I express my indebtedness to the Librarian, Kerala University Library and Research Centre, Thiruvananthapuram for providing facilities for my research.

			I owe a deep sense of gratitude to my spiritual teacher Guru Muni Narayana Prasad, Head of the Narayana Gurukula and Institute of Science of the Absolute (East West Universe of Brahma Vidyā). In spite of his heavy schedule he was kind enough to read the entire manuscript and render his valuable suggestions to make appropriate corrections. I express my indebtedness to Swami Sachidananda, Swami Tanmaya, Swami Tyageeswaran, Mr Ian Jaco and Dr R. Lekshmi, Associate Professor, Department of Philosophy, University of Kerala helping to clarify certain points that were felt not quiet clear. I am thankful to Dr Betty Sunny, Dr Kanakasubha, Dr Priya V. Nair, Dr Sudha and Shri Pramod for helping me in completing this work. My heart-felt thanks to my niece Nita Sathyndran, journalist in the US. Finally, I express my gratitude to my husband Dr Peethambaran, daughters, Dr Maya, Er Sree Vidyā, nephew, Er Anuvind and to all those who have extended their cooperation to make this project a reality. My thanks are also due to Mr Susheel K. Mittal, Director of D.K. Printworld for accepting my work for publishing.

			It is my discipleship under Nataraja Guru, a direct disciple and successor of Sree Narayana Guru and founder of Narayana Gurukula and Institute of the Science of the Absolute, and his disciples and successors Guru Nitya Chaitanya Yati and Guru Muni Narayana Prasad, who made me conscious of the significance of an in-depth study of the epistemology of Sree Narayana Guru. With adoration to Sree Narayana Guru and my gurus Nataraja Guru, Guru Nitya Chaitanya Yati and Guru Muni Narayana Prasad, I offer this work for serious consideration of academics and wisdom lovers alike.

			Thiruvananthapuram 

			S. Omana
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			Introduction

			[image: ]an has been in search of what is real in him all through the ages and, yet, it still remains a mystery. The most conspicuous of all the elements of this mystery is the phenomenon of his own Consciousness. What is Consciousness? Sree Narayana Guru, an eminent contemporary Advaitin, conceives Consciousness as the one, all-underlying Reality. It is the one Consciousness that assumes the form of everything in all the worlds, both as mind and matter. The Guru presents Vedānta as a Science of Consciousness or pure epistemology. He uses the terms cit (Consciousness), arivu (Consciousness), Karu (Core), ātmā or Ātman (the Self), Brahman (the Absolute) and God synonymously in his philosophical compositions to denote the one Ultimate Reality. However, he prefers the terms arivu and ātman rather than Brahman. This peculiarity itself shows that the primary concern of the Guru is epistemic. Hence, this study concentrates on the epistemic perspective in the philosophy of Narayana Guru, which is all-inclusive one, such that both the Indian and Western epistemic traditions find a common ground in it.

			What Is Epistemology?

			Epistemology is a branch of philosophy that investigates the origin, structure, methods and validity of knowledge. The term epistemology comes from the Greek words episteme meaning “knowledge” and logos meaning “discussion or study”. Thus, literally, epistemology means “discussion about knowledge”. The term “theory of knowledge” is a common English equivalent of epistemology.

			The scope of epistemology can be indicated in view of its relation to its allied disciplines, viz.

			a. logic 

			b. psychology, and 

			c. metaphysics.

			Logic is the formal science of the principles governing valid reasoning; whereas epistemology is the philosophical science of the nature of knowledge and truth. For example, though the decision as to whether a given process of reasoning is valid or not is a logical question, the inquiry into the nature and validity of its conclusion is epistemological.

			The relation between psychology and epistemology is particularly intimate since the cognitive processes of perception, memory, imagination, conception and reasoning as investigated by empirical psychology are the very processes which in quite a different context are the special subject matter of epistemology. Nevertheless, the psychological and epistemological treatments of the cognitive processes of mind are radically different. Scientific psychology is concerned solely with the development and explanation of conscious processes, e.g. particular acts of perception, in the context of other conscious events. Epistemology is interested in the cognitions of the perceptions, i.e. their apparent reference to external objects. In short, psychology is the investigation of all states of mind including the cognitive in the context of the mental life, while epistemology investigates only cognitive states and does so solely with respect to their cognitive import. 

			Psychology and epistemology are, by virtue of the partial identity of their subject matter, interdependent sciences. The psychology of perception, memory, imagination, conception, etc. affords indispensable data for epistemological interpretation and gives an epistemological analysis of the cognitive processes, which may sometimes prove psychologically suggestive. The epistemologist must, however, guard against a particularly insidious form of the genetic fallacy, namely, the supposition that the psychological origin of a particular item of knowledge prejudices either favourably or unfavourably, its cognitive validity, a fallacy which is psychologism at its worst.

			Metaphysics, meanwhile, is the study of the first principle of being as such. Epistemology and metaphysics are traditionally considered as two coordinate branches of philosophy, which are fundamental to philosophical thinking and are accepted to be the core of philosophy. Philosophy, which is the pursuit of wisdom, aims at a satisfactory finalized and unitive answer to the questions and problems that seriously face man concerning himself or life. The close relation between epistemology and metaphysics cannot be overlooked. No thorough enquiry into the origin and the nature of knowledge and the ways of knowing is possible without a pointed reference to what is ultimately Real. No metaphysical investigation into the nature of Being or Reality attains its goal unless it is consistent with sound epistemological principles.

			The relative priority of epistemology and metaphysics has become a moot point in modern Western philosophy. On the one hand, philosophers like René Descartes, John Locke and Immannuel Kant have based their metaphysical speculations on their epistemological findings, and thinkers like Spinoza, Hegel and A.N. Whitehead have based their epistemological enquiry on their metaphysical concepts.

			It is often said, and rightly so, that the preoccupation with epistemology rather than ontology, has been the dominant characteristic of modern philosophy. In Vedānta, one of the six systems of Indian philosophy, ontology and epistemology are inseparable and the distinction or duality between the immanent and the transcendent also merges into an integrated, unitive vision in Vedāntic speculation.

			There is a notable difference between the philosophical thought patterns of the Eastern and Western worlds. The Eastern approach to the problem of the Ultimate Reality generally commences from the consideration of Consciousness, whereas the Western from rational argument. Each school of thought in the West has its own epistemological doctrine. Though the Indian systems are also very much concerned with the origin, structure, method and validity of knowledge, epistemology is not developed as a separate branch of philosophy. Nonetheless, we witness a great epistemological maturity in Indian philosophy, especially in the Vedānta system. Vedānta is brahma-vidyā̄ (Science of the Absolute) and ātma-vidyā̄ (Science of the Self), and is universal and individuated faces of one and the same non-dual Ultimate Reality. Brahman or Ātman is, in essence, Consciousness. Hence, the Self and Consciousness or Knowledge are not different according to Vedānta. Consciousness or Knowledge alone is the theme Vedānta deals with. Vedānta is thus epistemology or a study of Consciousness in its broadest sense. Emphasis on this aspect can be seen in the philosophy of Sree Narayana Guru.

			The Guru perhaps felt the need of presenting or spontaneously presenting the Vedānta philosophy with an epistemological tilt. He fulfilled this need in one of his short works in Malayalam entitled Arivu meaning, “Consciousness”. The original word for Consciousness in the Malayalam language is arivu. This title is translated as Epistemology of Gnosis by Nataraja Guru.

			The essential oneness of Consciousness could be seen emphasized in the Upaniṣads. Originally the word Vedānta denoted the Upaniṣads themselves. Veda means “knowledge” and anta means “end”; and thus Vedānta means culmination of knowledge. The evidence of it is to be found in the direct experience each of us has about his or her own being, like a wave finds its oneness with the ocean. Narayana Guru was a realized person as were the seers of the Upaniṣads. The Guru precisely and concisely presents the Upaniṣadic vision in terms that are easily understandable to the mindset of a modern man. Hence, the Guru’s view is scientific also. Each word of his work is filled with a clarity pronouncing a comprehensive vision of the one Ultimate Reality as realized. The Guru by expounding it in a systematic manner, taking into account everything we know about ourselves as individuals, about the one universe and about the one all underlying Reality, makes it a Science of Consciousness.

			The term Consciousness comes from the Latin word conscire, “to know”, “to be cognized of”. Consciousness is generally considered an indefinable term or rather a term definable only by the direct introspective appeal to conscious experience. The indefinability of Consciousness is expressed by Sir William Hamilton thus:

			Consciousness cannot be defined. We may be ourselves fully aware what consciousness is, but we cannot without confusion convey to others a definition of what we ourselves clearly apprehend. The reason is plain: consciousness lies at the root of all knowledge.				       – 1997: 35

			Narayana Guru, in his Vedāntasūtras, defines Consciousness as tat jyotiḥ (effulgence in essence).

			All human beings have awareness of their own existence. This awareness is revealed by meditative self-enquiry to be self-luminous. That is to say, it is visible by its own light and does not require illumination from outside to make it apparent. Nor does it need anything outside itself for its confirmation. It cannot be darkness, for then there would be no I-sense, no knowledge, only non-aware nothingness. The Guru therefore states that Ātman (Consciousness) is effulgence.

			Consciousness and Self are regarded as one by the Guru. In verse 99 of the Ātmopadesa Śatakam (AŚ), the Guru says:

			Pure Consciousness (arivu) and “I” (ātma) –

			These two are one alone

			In the perception of the one

			Who has become free of the veil (of māyā);

			Others go on arguing for or against.

			If “I” (ātma) could be taken as something

			Other than Pure Consciousness,

			Then there would be no one to be conscious

			Of that Consciousness. – AŚ v. 99 

			In v. 50 of the Ātmopadesa Śatakam the Guru reveals that all is not other than cit, pure Unconditioned Consciousness.

			The v. 50 reads:

			Earth, water, air, fire and space,

			And likewise the I-sense, knowledge, mind

			Along with waves and ocean,

			And more, all the worlds,

			Become sublimated and attain the status

			Of being Pure Consciousness.

			Narayana Guru proves logically also how it is one Consciousness alone that unfolds itself as everything, particularly in his Advaita Dīpikā (Lamp of Non-Duality).

			Advaita Dīpikā v. 3 reads:

			Clothes are nothing but yarns,

			Yarns are nothing but fibres,

			Fibres are nothing but primeval

			Elements clinging together,

			This way of search,

			Extended to its extreme,

			Reveals that everything becomes apparent

			Out of one consciousness,

			As in flowing water (mirage)

			Seen in desert land

			Ultimately what exists thus

			Is consciousness alone.

			Narayana Guru lived and gave expression to his vision in the Age of Science. He imbibed the spirit of scientific thinking into his philosophical speculations. Analysis is the most popularly known method in modern science. The Guru adapts this analytical method in the present verse.

			Someone intending to know the real content in a piece of cloth, an object that forms a part of the world, subjects it to analysis. The piece of cloth, in the first step, gets transformed into yarn, the former disappearing in the latter. Analysed further, the yarn turns out to be cotton fibres in content, again the former disappears in the latter. Fibres are further analysed. They, according to the modern scientific view, become transformed into molecules containing atoms of elements like carbon and oxygen. These atoms, analysed further, are found to be different energy particles in essence, all of them being various forms in which one energy-reality appears.

			What is the nature of that energy-reality? No one knows. It simply is. Its existence is undeniable because we know that it exists. That means, what is undeniably real is knowledge or consciousness alone. It is consciousness, in its functional state, that assumes the form of energy, atoms, molecules, fibre, yarn, cloth and even the visible world of which the cloth is a part, all disappearing in the reality of Consciousness. This Consciousness is what is termed as bodha in the original of the present verse.

			According to the traditional Indian perspective, the cotton fibres, when analysed, get disintegrated into five basic elements called pañca-bhūtas, viz. earth (pr̥thivī), water (ap), fire (agni), air (vāyu) and space (ākāśa). These elements in their pure state do not exist anywhere. They are simply principles or “things in themselves” (tanmātras). All the visible elements like the physical earth and water are combinations of all the five, one predominating in each. That means the elements as such exist only in knowledge or consciousness. Something that exists in consciousness alone naturally is Consciousness in essence. It is this Consciousness Substance, called cit here, that appears as tanmātras, the five visible elements, cotton fibres, yarn, cloth and even the world (Guru Muni, Arivu).

			How is it that this invisible Consciousness appears as everything visible? The Vedāntin’s answer to the question is: it is because of māyā. What then is māyā? A clear definition of it and its detailed examination are to be dealt with later. In brief, māyā is a mysterious factor – potential causes of this phenomenal world there in the cit.

			Cit or bodha was thus ascertained as the all-underlying sat. The Guru states in Darśana-Mālā chapter II verse 8 that this cit itself is what manifests phenomenally as everything, and it does not remain without manifesting:

			Cit alone and nothing else manifests as the world; nothing

			Is there higher than cit existing. That which does not manifest

			As the world is unreal (asat); that which is unreal cannot

			Manifest as the world either.

			This idea is given in the Bhagavadgītā chapter II.6:

			The unreal cannot manifest, the real never remains with no

			Manifestations. The inherent truth of these two has thus

			Been perceived by the seers of Ultimate Reality.

				– Guru Muni, BG p. 46

			Consciousness (cit), being creative and dynamic, has in it the urge to see for itself.

			In order to actualize this urge, it brings out from itself all such potentials and enjoys doing so. This enjoyment, not depending on anything external, is in effect the realization of its own ānanda content. It is stated in Guru’s Ātmopadeśa Śatakam verse 33:

			Pure Consciousness (ātma),

			In order to actualize the potentials hidden within,

			Transforms itself assuming the forms

			Of various specific manifestations such as earth,

			And moves spiralling up and down and back and forth,

			Making many apparent forms emerge,

			Like the glowing figures of a spiralling fire-stick. 

			Ātman or Brahman is sat, cit and ānanda in essence. Sat (existence) is experienced by each person as his or her own existence called asti; likewise, cit (Consciousness) is experienced as the bright functional facets of one’s own mind called bhāti and ānanda (value sense) becomes actual in life as one’s own likes and dislikes (priya), Saccidānanda, as actual personal experience, thus becomes asti-bhāti-priya (Guru Nitya 1976a: 90).

			The one Ātma or brahma Consciousness in substance, undergoing no change, assumes the apparent form of the phenomenal world, both subjective and objective. Here arises the question like: What is the essential content of this Consciousness, which is always one and changeless and appears to be constantly changing? How is this Consciousness understood in Vedānta as awareness of the Self? What is that is understood as objects of knowledge? How does the same knowledge function as the subject, object and knowledge? All these problems are examined by the Guru in an original way.

			The questions are answered in a dialectically conceived way rather than resorting to logical reasoning. That means the basic stand that ātma or Brahman, which is unconditioned Consciousness in essence, is the one all-underlying Reality and is made a firm basis for solution to all problems. If the one Reality forms one pole of the dialectical situation, at the other pole is placed each of the problems and the solution to them is arrived at by relating each to the one Reality as its manifestation.

			All knowledge is a functional mode of Consciousness and without it there will be no awareness of one’s own existence or that of the world. In every event of knowing there is the coming together of the subject and the object, which are nothing but one cit shining forth in two different forms, sūkṣma and sthūla, respectively. The knowing function is a functional expression of Consciousness. That means the subject, the object and the event of knowing together, known as tripuṭī in Vedānta, are simply three manifest aspects of the one Consciousness.

			The variety of such functional modes of cit really is infinite, as the Guru himself pointed out in his Ātmopadesa Śatakam v. 36. This infinite possibility of the knowing power of Consciousness is classified there by the Guru as two – sama and anya (same and other). The knowing function in which one perceives one Reality alone, in spite of the variety of appearances is the sama kind. The knowing function in which one perceives many realities is called anya. The sama and anya kinds of knowledge each also has a sāmānya (generic) side and a viśeṣa (specific) side. Both together give completeness to every unit of knowing.

			Almost a similar division of knowledge is made by the Guru in his Darśanamālā, chapter VI entitled “Jñānadarśanam”, as nirupādhika-jñāna (unconditioned knowledge) and sopādhika-jñāna (conditioned knowledge). Knowledge not conditioned by the subject and the object is nirupādhika-jñāna. Knowledge so conditioned is sopādhika-jñāna. The Guru states para-jñāna (transcendental knowledge), which is the direct experience of one’s self-identity with Brahman, the Ultimate Reality.

			How cit manifests itself as the world is stated by the Guru, in his Darśanamālā chapter V entitled “Bhānadarśanam”. Bhāna is any specifiable aspect of the shining process incessantly happening in cit. Such conditioned shining forth of cit as objective experiences is classifiable as four. Four kinds of bhānas are differentiated:
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							shining forth of cit as gross objects experience
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							shining forth of cit as causal state experience
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							shining forth of cit as the fourth state of mystical vision.

						
					

				
			

			Each of these four modes of bhāna has a corresponding generic (sāmānya) facet and a specific (viśeṣa) facet, with each facet having its own bhānāśraya (on the object which bhāna depends).

			Yet another scheme of self-manifestation of Ātma (Consciousness) as the subjective and the objective is given by the Guru in his work Arivu called the knowable and the unknowable.

			The entire Vedāntic epistemology works on the basis of the subject–object polarity and is caused by adhyāsa (superimposition).

			According to Narayana Guru, a certain and clear vision of ātma (Consciousness) is not the outcome of any logically tenable means of knowledge (pramāṇas) but is an experiential illumination. So, fully in line with the Upaniṣadic seers, the method relied on by the Guru in the search for Reality is that of interiorizing one’s perception, and resorting to dialectical reasoning. The validity of the pramāṇas – pratyakṣa (perception), anumāna (inference), arthāpatti (presumption), anupalabdhi (non-apprehension) and upamāna (analogy) – is only in respect of the externally oriented knowledge, where someone sees something else. They never help us to attain self-knowledge. The only indirectly helpful pramāṇa is śruti (verbal testimony), for it is the words of instruction the seeker hears or reads from the authority of a realized person. But words do not make the seeker enlightened straight away; he will have to ponder over them meditatively to get the hidden meanings of the words revealed.

			Hence, in the context of the knower knowing himself, one’s attention becomes interiorized towards oneself. The effective use of the method results in the effacement of the seeker who becomes merged in what is sought. Intuitively perceiving the unitive Reality by making use of its own two manifest aspects of an opposite nature is the only method helpful in seeking Brahman and it is called yoga-buddhi in the Bhagavadgītā and dialectics in Western philosophy.

			The present work is planned as follows. The first chapter is an Introduction. The second chapter discusses the philosophy of Sree Narayana Guru in detail and includes a brief biography also. His concepts like self, world, God and liberation are all centred on the concept of arivu. His biography reveals that what Guru expounds is something which he has realized in his own life. To make clear the unique nature of Guru’s epistemology, it is essential to have an understanding of Eastern and Western theories of knowledge. Hence, the third chapter discusses Indian theories of knowledge. The fourth chapter gives an outline of the Western epistemology from its very beginnings to the contemporary times. The fifth chapter discusses the epistemic concept in Narayana Guru. The last chapter is a conclusion, which summarizes the main points dealt within this study and a prospective outlook into the future of Narayana Guru’s epistemology.

			In the age of excessive specialization and compartmentalization, Narayana Guru’s handling of the subject matter is a unique response to the legitimate cry for unification and integration. Guru’s insightful combination of the spiritual with modern science stands out as a seminal thought in the field of contemporary wisdom and scholarship. It is a powerful beacon to the solace-seeking mankind that is being tortured by the outrageously materialistic society.

			What is truly needed today is a moral and spiritual regeneration of man apart from his far-reaching material progression. Hence, the purpose of the study is to create interest in the young people and to make them aware of the significance of the study of Vedāntic epistemology, particularly the epistemic concept of Narayana Guru, and in a sense more importantly, to enkindle in the minds of modern man an intuitive perception of his true nature, and of the meaning and purpose of his life.

			The methodology used for the study is mainly descriptive. It is analytical, comparative and follows a critical evaluation.
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			The Philosophy of Sree Narayana Guru

			[image: ]ree Narayana Guru was one of the greatest mystical philosophers of the modern era. While the present century has seen some cross-pollination between the analytic and synthetic extremes, they generally remain entrenched as the rival polarized camps of spiritualism and empiricism. Narayana Guru maintains that the most beneficial attitude is a unitive approach in which both find their unitiveness in the Absolute (Arivu). In his find, the common root where the material and spiritual worlds join is examined in detail. In fact, the dialectical integration of the conceptual and the practical underlies the entire philosophical works. In much of Narayana Guru’s works there is a fusion of the best of modern scientific understanding with the traditional wisdom of India’s ancient seers. As humanity evolves there is a periodic need to restate the basic truths of life in a form that is relevant and comprehensible to the thought patterns of a particular age. There is a proud tradition of re-evaluators stretching back to the Upaniṣads. Upaniṣadic wisdom as interpreted by the great Śaṅkara is known as Advaita Vedānta, meaning non-dualistic Vedānta. Śaṅkara expounded the wisdom of the Upaniṣads in the eighth century ce fully in line with the scientific preciseness and rational integrity familiar then. Reintroducing the same wisdom in the modern Age of Science, giving full recognition to the scientific mindset of the days in which he lived, was what Narayana Guru did. In the words of Nataraja Guru, as quoted by Guru Nitya:

			Narayana Guru has been able to state the gist of ancient Indian wisdom tradition in a manner lending itself to be integratively understood in a unified fashion.    – Guru Nitya 1987: 3

			Exemplifying how non-dualism, as applied wisdom, enhances the value of human life and human dignity in both the individual and social dimensions is the crowning touch the Guru gave to this wisdom of antiquity.

			Advaita Vedānta 

			Advaita is as old as the Vedas. According to Advaita, all the four portions of the Vedas, viz. the Mantras, the Brāhmaṇas, the Āraṇyakas and the Upaniṣads intend to teach that there is only one reality. Though the R̥gvedic hymns speak about a plurality of gods, they convey the highest wisdom that there is only one Ultimate Reality, which is the source and support of all beings, sentient and insentient. The “Song of Creation”, well known as the Nāsādīya Sūkta, of the R̥gveda contains the central teaching of Advaita. It speaks about the Supreme Reality as “That One (tad-ekam)”. It says there is nothing else besides. That One was in the beginning; no air nor sky, nor change of night and day and that within it first arose desire, the primal germ of mind, which accounts for the creation of the universe. Further, it suggests that the primal reality, which is suprasensible, is both the material and the efficient causes (abhinna–nimittopādāna-kāraṇa) of the sensible world. What is suggested by the Song of Creation is elaborated in the Upaniṣads. The idea of oneness that was taught in the hymns was fully elaborated by the Upaniṣads (Balasubramanian 2000: 68). There was the need to bring together the ideas scattered in the Upaniṣads for the purpose of easy comprehension and effective retention. Vyāsa, also called Bādarāyaṇa, undertook that stupendous task. He arranged the teachings of the Upaniṣads, which cover the entire gamut of philosophy, in the form of a system, formulated them in a logical way and presented them in aphorisms (sūtras). Bādarāyaṇa’s work is called the Vedāntasūtra or the Brahmasūtra.

			The Upaniṣads, the Brahmasūtra and the Bhagavadgītā together constitute the doctrinal foundations of Vedānta; together they are known as Prasthānatraya. The Bhagavadgītā is a section of the epic Mahābhārata in the form of a dialogue between Kr̥ṣṇa, an avatāra and supreme wisdom teacher, and his disciple Arjuna, a princely warrior. It too proclaims the essential teaching of the Upaniṣads. The Upaniṣads are, therefore, seen to be the primary sources of Vedānta.

			Originally the word Vedānta was a name applied to the Upaniṣads in general, the Upaniṣads being the concluding sections of the Vedas, India’s earliest scriptures. Later the name came to be used more specifically to indicate the philosophy derived from the Upaniṣads. The word combines two Sanskrit words, veda meaning “knowledge” and anta meaning “end” or “conclusion”. It, therefore, means the end or culmination of knowledge.

			Bādarāyaṇa’s Vedāntasūtra was written more than 2,500 years ago. Śaṅkara (788–820) wrote a commentary on this. Afterwards, many others, including Rāmānuja (1017–1137), Madhva (1238–1317) and Chaitanya Mahāprabhu wrote commentaries. Subsequently, twenty-one ācāryas wrote commentaries and we have thus twenty-three sects of Vedānta. Sree Narayana Guru (1856–1928) did not write any commentary on Bādarāyaṇa’s Brahmasūtras. Instead, he wrote a new set of sutras in which the essence of Vedānta is presented in twenty-four sūtras in such a way that there is arguably no room for contradictory interpretation.

			The Guru was a living example of his own highest wisdom and ideals. So, before understanding his epistemology, a brief outline of his life and his philosophy is essential.

			A Brief History of the Guru’s Life 

			The importance of Narayana Guru’s life and teachings can be better understood, if we are familiar with the social milieu of Kerala of the times. Hindus, Christians and Muslims lived mutually exclusive lives. The Hindus were divided into brāhmaṇas and non-brāhmaṇas. Caste differences were rigid and all-pervasive in India. Almost every aspect of life depended on a person’s caste. In the days of Narayana Guru, non-brāhmaṇas ranged from the most touchable to the least touchable (Omana 1971: 4). No rational sociological norm was the basis in this classification. These castes have evolved and crystallized in relation to hereditary trades and work opportunities (Namboodiripad 1968: 33). The caste in Kerala has nothing to do with what is popularly known as the fourfold division of brāhmaṇa, kṣatriya, vaiśya and śūdra. Even among brāhmaṇas there were sharp divisions based on their linguistic origin; for example, there are Malayalam-speaking Nambudiris, Tulu Pottis, Telugu Iyengars or Vaiṣṇavites and Tamil Iyers. Each one claimed superiority over the other. Besides brāhmaṇas, there were Nairs, Menons, Varriers, Pisharadis, Marars and so on. All of them enjoyed certain social privileges, which were not shared by the rest of the Hindu community. There was also a large community who acted as a buffer group between the “touchables” and the so-called “untouchables”. They were known in Travancore as Ezhavas, in Cochin as Chovas and in Malabar as Thiyas (Menon 1933: 343).Then there came the poorest of the poor, the real children of the soil – the bhūmiputras such as Kuravas, Pulayas and Parayas, to name a few, all deemed to be untouchable by the “higher” castes. The bhūmiputras had their own traditions reaching back to antiquity but were socially and economically underprivileged. There was not only untouchability but also “unseeability”. It was into this dark chapter of Indian history that Narayana Guru was born in the 1850s. His caste was Ezhava. In his abundant sense of humour, he once described the Ezhavas as an unrecognized seed in the garden of the caste scruples (Menon 1933: 343).

			Guru confronted the course of history and shook the conscience of the very people who had been exercising the worst kind of social inequality in the name of assumed caste superiority as an outcome of his enlighted state of mind. His bold encounters with orthodoxy awakened the self-esteem of millions of downtrodden people. They discovered their social identity and resolved to overcome their social condemnation. 

			Narayana Guru was born on 14 September 1856 at Chempazhanthy, not too far from Thiruvananthapuram, the capital of Kerala. His father Madan Asan was a much loved and respected scholar of moderate means and his mother Kutti Amma was a pious woman of gentle disposition. His parents called him “Nanu” an abbreviated form of Narayana. He was a smart, handsome and witty child who was very perceptive of all that was happening around him. Even as a child, he showed a tendency to teach and correct others (Nitya Guru 1987: 3). From childhood two traits of character were manifested in Nanu – the love for spirituality and an aversion towards any kind of inequality and discrimination among humans.

			It seems the child Nanu had a natural ingenuity in discerning right from wrong and the essential from the non-essential, as when Nanu’s parents kept fruits and sweetmeats for divine offerings (pūjā), he did not hesitate to partake of it before the pūjā was performed! When he was called to account for his actions, his plea was that God would be happy if he made himself happy (Panikkar 1976: 76). When Nanu’s uncles were meticulous in enforcing the customary convention of untouchability, the child wanted to show the silliness of it by running around and embracing all who were tabooed as untouchables (ibid.: 1976: 30).

			There is a story from Nanu’s childhood, which reveals his consistency in opposing injustice with passive spiritual force. One day when Nanu was going to school with other village boys, they met a saṁnyāsin with matted hair and clad in rags. The unusual look of the mendicant intrigued the mischievous imps. They started jeering and throwing stones at him. The saṁnyāsin walked on as if he was not aware of what was happening. When Nanu saw this, he burst into tears. The saṁnyāsin looked back and spotted Nanu walking behind him in tears and asked the youngster why was he crying. Nanu replied that he was crying because of his inability to stop the village urchins from pelting such a good man with stones. Hearing this, the saṁnyāsin lifted the boy to his shoulders and brought him back to his parents. He blessed Nanu and said that he would one day become a great man, a mahātmā (Sanoo 1976: 42).

			Strange are the ways of picking up the threads of one’s future affiliation and loyalty. This incident symbolizes hundreds of other acts of injustice against which Narayana Guru protested during the course of his life. He always employed passive dynamism whereby he brought the powers of the heavens to the earth to correct the ills of the world.

			Education and Teaching 

			Nanu’s first teacher was his own father, Madan Asan. He had his primary education in the village school of Chempazhanthy Mootha Pillai. Apart from Sanskrit, Malayalam and Tamil, he learned by rote, the Sidharūpa, Bālaprabodhana and Amarakośa, as was the practice in those days. He was blessed with a penetrating understanding and a sharp memory from very early childhood (Moorkoth 1971: 78).

			Nanu in his adolescence experienced restlessness and engaged in boyhood pranks which were characteristic of his inner unfolding and growth. Being very sensitive to moral and aesthetic values of a profound and universal order, he came into conflict with the crude and unhygienic life patterns of people. He preferred to be alone or with his cows. He had his higher education in Sanskrit literature and Vedānta under Kummanpilli Raman Pillai Asan at his Cheruvannur Gurukulam in Alappuzha district. After his studies he started one-teacher schools in many places to teach Sanskrit and Malayalam. From that time onwards he was called Nanu Asan. Asan means teacher. Nanu Asan became more and more drawn away from home and social gatherings. He lived like a recluse (Velayudhan 1970: 53).

			There comes a time in the life of every seeker when he can no longer carry on the transactions of the relativistic pattern of family life without becoming hypocritical. In such a state, the true person in the seeker undergoes a great stress. The crisis of such a person is described differently in different books. The “Mumukṣuprakaraṇa” of the Yoga-Vāsiṣṭha, the breaking away of Prince Sidhārtha from the palace of Kapilavastu, the hidden life of Jesus Christ terminated by the forty days of fast and mental agony, the restless days of Prophet Mohammed in the caves of Mecca before the visitation of Gabriel, and the graphic descriptions of the restlessness of the seeker in the Vivekacūḍāmaṇi of Sree Śaṅkara, are different descriptions of the spiritual seeker’s common plight. Narayana Guru’s predicament is much different. He left his home and wandered aimlessly.

			After wandering for some time he came to live with an old comrade of his called Perunnelli Krishnan Vaidyar, a poet and playwright. At Perunnelli he became friendly with two other scholars, Velutteri Kesavan Vaidyar and Kunjan Pillai. The meeting with Kunjan Pillai Chattampi marked a milestone in his life. When Nanu Asan met him he was studying yoga under Thaikkattu Ayyavu, who was adept in haṭha-yoga. Kunjan Pillai Chattampi later became famous as Chattampi Swami, a great Vedāntin, who authored several works on Vedānta. Chattampi Swami took Nanu Asan to his yoga teacher, who was in the service of the British resident in Trivandrum. Even though Nanu Asan became proficient in Yogic discipline his thirst for illumination was not quenched by what he derived from his experience of haṭha-yoga (Ravi Kumar 1970: 160). So he travelled from one place to another, disciplining himself. This ultimately led him to do intense penance in a cave (Pillattadam) in Maruthvamala, near Kanyakumari. How long he remained in this cave and how he managed to sustain himself physically can only be guessed. It is presumed that the Guru had his awakening during his solitary penance there. He spoke of his realization in poignant words in his Ātmopadeśa Śatakam:

			A very waste land suddenly

			flooded by a river in spate thus comes the sound

			that fills the ears and opens the eye of the one who is never distracted;

			such should be the experience of the seer par excellence. 

			– verse 16

			Like the dawn all together of ten thousand solar orbs

			Wisdom’s function comes: such verily is that which

			Tears asunder this wisdom-hiding, transient Maya-darkness here

			And as the primal Sun prevails. 			     

			 – verse 35

			The great awakening bestowed upon the Guru as an all-inclusive vision of unity. A man who is seeing the one Absolute that transcends the phenomenal may feel tempted to withdraw himself from the maddening crowd of humanity into the silence of a cloister. The immanent and all-pervading Absolute in its purest aspect is the Blissful Awareness of Eternal Existence. But Narayana Guru experienced the vision of unity in a very different manner. It manifested itself to him as an ill-fed child, a crying mother, a downtrodden man of the street or a neglected member of an outcaste society. He decided to return to the world from which he had withdrawn, to seek the mystery of life (Guru Nitya 2005: 20).

			It was not possible for the Guru to abruptly return to the society. So he left his hermitage in the Maruthvamala and came to a forest on the banks of the Neyyar at Aruvipuram. He spent a considerable time in a cave on the riverbank till the news leaked out that the saint was living in the forest. The nearby Koditookimala and a cave on its slopes were also frequented by him.

			At Aruvipuram the devout people began to visit him and this pilgrimage gradually gained momentum. The Guru decided to start a temple that was open to all as a solution to the worries of the devout people who visited him. At that time avarṇas (low-caste people) were not permitted to enter and offer worship in the existing orthodox temples. On 13 March 1888 (Śivarātri day), the Guru consecrated a Śivaliṅga for all devotees to worship. It was a landmark in the social and spiritual history of India.

			The consecration of this temple started a new revolution in south India in temple culture and the removal of casteism. It was the norm in those days that brāhmaṇa priests alone had the authority to install idols in temples. But here a non-Brāhmaṇa, that too from a backward community, showed that he could perform the job, on the strength of spiritual wisdom. The priestly clan felt uncomfortable and there were a few protests. The Guru responded with his now famous sarcastic remark, “it was not a Nambuthiri Śiva that we installed”.

			In winding up the proceedings of this memorable day, the Guru proclaimed a message to the crowd:

			Devoid of dividing walls

			Of caste or race

			Or hatred of rival faith,

			We all live here

			In Brotherhood,

			Such, know this place to be!

			This Model Foundation!

			Such was the manner and the character he gave to his work. It soon overflowed the limits of the province and spread its seeds far and wide (Nataraja Guru 1952: 23-24).
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