SAMKARA AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE
I

The aim of this paper is twofold first, to refute the charge
that the Advaita Philosophy of Sarhkara hampers the progress of
Scientific thought and secondly, to demonstrate that his philosophy
has increasingly been confirmed by the discoveries of modern
science and the resultant Philosophy of Science. It will be shown
here that Samkara has given the rudiments of a philosophy of
science that has grown up in the West in the twentieth century.
Paradoxically enough, Saritkara’s doctrine of Ne science can be
regarded as the Philosophy of Science par excellence.

The charge that Advaita Philosophy hampers the progress of
scientific thought rests, by and large, on three arguments. At
first, the age of domination of Advaita Philosophy in Indian thought
is the age of scientific decadence in India inasmuch as no important
qc:lentlﬁc dlscovery, has been made in India since the time of
Samkara to the end of the Nineteenth century. Secondly, the
Advaita Philosophy of Samkara declares that the world is unreal
and reality is to be discovered in the inmost being of the seif. This
view of reality is antagonistic to scientific thought because it dis-
regards the human knowledge of the external world which is the
concern of science. Thirdly, Sarhkara himself has condemned the
philosophy of Nature in the most unambiguous terms and main-
tained with a sense of pride that his philosophy is a philosophy
of values which has very little to do with the philosophy of Nature
or the Cosmological thought.’

But a little consideration of these arguments will indicate
that the charge of unscientific character of Advaita philosophy
is entirely baseless. The first argument is an example of post hoc
ergo propter hoc. For instance, every student of the History of
Western Philosophy knows that the decadence of scientific thought
during the Middle Ages cannot be attributed to Greek Philosophy
which dominated the entire philosophy of Middle Ages.

Similarly, the decadence of Indian Science, if any, cannot be
attributed to the rise of that Philosophy. Just as there is a deep link
between modern science and Greek rationalism, 'there is, similarly,
a deep and vital link between Samkara’s Philosophy ( rationalism )
and modern science. If India suffered from scientific stagnation
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in the Middle Ages and thereafter until the beginning of 20th
century, its causes are to be discovered elsewhere; i.e. in non-
Advaitic circles and spheres. Further, the second argument js
based on the misinterpretation of Sarikara’s doctrine of Maya
and hence is vitiated by ignoratio elenchi. The dioctrine of Maya,
as will be shown in the sequel, simply indicates that no scientific
theory is a genuine description of that which is real., In other
words, as the instrumentalist schoo! of modern philosophy of
science maintains that scientific theories are only the results of
possible observations and are therefore, not to be taken as the
description of the essences of observed things, so does the doctrine
of Maya declare that no description of the world can be regarded
as a genuine description of Reality, for, every such description
is the description of appearances and not of reality. Scientific
theories are, thus, not the ultimate explanations of the visible
world. The\object which they deal with is a mental construction.
That is why Samikara calls it mayi. In other words, it is something
which is observable but which is not reai. Finally, the last argu-
ment is based on the misunderstanding of Samkara’s own state-
ment. He has undoubtedly made a sharp distinction between the
philosophy of values ( Paramdrthacinté } and the philosophy of
Nature ( Srsticintd ). But he has been careful enough in linking
the philosophy of Nature with the Philosophy of values in the
rising scale of sciences. Following the entire tradition of Indian
thought, he has maintained that as a science, the Philosophy of
Nature must ultimately lead to the self-realisation or the liberation
of the soul®. According to him, Philosophy of Nature has no
intrinsic value’. But it does not mean that it has no value at ail,
According to him its value is extrinsic i.e. it is a means for the
promotion of" a value-philosophy and value-realization®. In
other words, Samkara’s view of the Philosophy of Nature is that
it has only instrumental worth. [t is not to be looked upon as
a store-house of knowledge.

Sarikara considers the Philosophy of Nature on the analogy
of a myth. For him the scientific model is similar to the mytho-
logical model. Just as there is no real object or person described
in a myth, so there is no real object described in Science of Nature.
The objects of myth are mere names and forms. Similarly the
objects of science too are mere names and forms.” The ontological
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status of the objects of both myths and science are the same. They
are simply mental constructions; the objects of myths are images
white the objects of science are concepts. Thus both myth and
science are conceptual schemes or models to explain that which
appears. Moreover, their sole aim is Lo show that a particuldl
myth or concept is the fons et origiv of the whole universe®,
Sarkara gives the name of Brahman to that which is the origin,
ground and goal of the whole universe. For him, Philosophy of
Nature, is a model which points to Brahman as the origin, ground
and goal of the whole universe. He has no dispute over the use
of the word * Brahman . If S@mkhya philosophers call it Mitla-
Prakrti or the First Principle and avoid its confusion with inert
matter, Samkara would have no objection Lo accepl their nomen-
clature’. Again if the modern philosophers of science call it
phusis and understand by that term the natura natyrans of Spinoza
or the thme whose creative role is present everywhere for all
times, then Sarikara would have no quarrel with them in accepting
phusis as the sole and the whole reality. Like a philosopher of
science, he has tried to show that every phenomenon is essentially
related to this First Principle and that the former cannot be
differentiated from the latter. According to Sarhkara there are no
gaps in the universe at all.

Furthermore, science is akin to common sense. Both are
l?ased on.observation which is open to all persons ( lokapratvaksa ).
Sarikara calls this observation as * Avidyd . Dr. Paul Deussen
rightly translates Avidyd as empirical knowledge or the knowledge
of the external world®. In Platonic terminology Avidy# is opinion
or conjecture { Doxa) and is to be opposed to Vidya which is
indubitable knowledge ( Epistémé). In terms of modern philo-
sophy of science the doctrine of Avidyé means that all theories of
science are and must remain hypotheses which stand to be corrected
by later developments. In Vedanta this very doctrine is main-
tained by saying that indubitable knowledge is gained through
Adhyaropa and Apavida i.e. through falsification of previous
theories the most probable theory is obtained®, As Bhartrhari
has said, by treading the path of untruth one attains truth'.
In this context it is significant to note that Karl R. Popper’s crite-
rion of scientific theories seems to be a Vedantic application of the
doctrine of adhydropa and apavdda to the sphere of scientific
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knowledge. When he states that ** theories are tested by attempts
to refute them ”, or, * there is no more rational procedure than
the method of trial and error, of conjecture and refutation, of
boldly proposing theories, of trying our best to show that these
are erroncous, and of accepting them tentatively if our critical
efforts are unsuccessful“ ”, he expresses most appropriately what
the Vedantic dialectic of Samkara implies or what the doctrine of
Adhvaropa Jand apavéida means. Sureéwara, an Immediate
disciple of Samkara, says that there are innumerable roads to
self-realization or self-knowledge'?2. One of them is the philo-
sophy of Nature ( Systicint@). Vedanta of Sarkara is thus not
antagonistic to science. Per contra, it emphaisises the coanitive
value of science and clarifies a number of scientific concepts
which are the sine qua non of the development of science.

At this place it can be objected that there is a distinction
between the Philosophy of Nature and the philosophy of science
and that although there is a place for the former in the Vedanta
of Samkara there 1sn’t even mention of the latter in it. The
Philosophy of Science has undoubtedly developed from the Philo-
sophy of nature, but it is a recent branch of philesophy and it can-
not be attributed to the philosophers of ancient and medieval
times. This objection, however, is not, by and large, valid, for,
the great philosophers of antiquity were not less interested in the
philosophy of science than the cortemporary ones. Moreover,
Sarikara has made genuinely critical observations upon the Philo-
sophy of Nature. If weterm Philosophy of Nature as science, the
critical reflection upon the Philosophy of Nature must consequently
be given a different name, viz. the Philosophy of Science.

The main observations that Samkara has made about the
Philosophy of Nature concern its nature, scope, limit and result.
Its nature is arthavdda i.e. explanatory'’. Scientific statements
are explanations. They are not primary statements. They are
secondary statements concerning primary statements which are
ontological in character. The subject-matter of science is
avidv@kalpitangmarigpa i.e. the formulas (theories) and forms
that are constructed by the aid of avidvd. Further the limit of
science is the limit of reason. Reason on its own standing, is
limited and inconclusive, for, a well-reasoned argument is always
liable to be rejected by a better-reasoned argument'*. Finally
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the result of science is the comprehension of the nature of the
principle of unity that underlies the whole universe. Science
tries to make this 1ncomprehen51ble unity comprehensible. In this
way Sarikara has given a philosophy of science which makes a
critical reflection upon the explanations of science. It is well
known to every student of contemporary philosophy and science
that to discuss the aims, methods, limits, nature and results of
s,cientiﬁc explanations constitutes the philosophy of science. So
Samikara has a very clear idea of the philosophy of science. It
occupies a central place in his theory of knowledge. We shall
take a stock of his analysis of categories of thought in order to
present a clear picture of his Philosophy of Science.

1I

Samkara’s analysis of the categories of human knowledge is
a genuine atterapt to discover the principle of unity which underlies
the entire edifice of human knowledge concerning physical universe.
The scientific concepts which have largely been used and analysed
by him are Space { Desa ), Time (Kala), Cause (Nimitta ), Activity
(Karma), Manifestation ( Vydkarana), Verbal formulation
(Ndma ), Form ( Rupa ), Potentiality ( Sakti ), Structure (Racana),
Motion (Gati or pravrtti}, Materiality ( Upadana ), Infinity
(Anantam) Organism (Prina) and a host of other categories;
It is not the aim of this paper to, give a complete list of all the
categories used and anslysed by Samkdra for, it will require an
independent and lengthy treatise which the present paper does not
promise. What it wants to emphasize here is the view that
Sarikara’s treatment of these categories is not mcompauble with
the findings of modern Philosophy of Science. A fortiori, Samkara
has anticipated the modern formulations of the most of these
categories. We shall illustrate this by considering his treatment
of space, time, causality, motion and substance,

It is significant to note that Samkara invariably uses space
and time together. For him space and time are coordinate and are
the effects (Karya) of avidya's. As the effects of avidyd space
and time are finite. They have a beginning as well as an end.
Again space and time are objective and are not the subjective
ideas of any individual (jiva). They are the fundamental proper-
ties of the sense-manifold ( Ngndrva). Again as the effects of
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avidya space and time are appearances, that is, they are fraught
with inconsistencies. Space-time-coordinates are not the necessary
characteristics of the real. They constitute a possible and obser-
vable condition { Upddhi) of the real.

This view of space and time is basically the same that is advo-
cated by the proponents of the theory of relativity. Samkara
anticipated M. Minkowski who made an amalgam of space and
time for the first time in the West. * Henceforth space by itself
and time by itself are doomed to fade away into mere shadows
and only 4 kind of union of the two will preserve an independent
reality’®.” Thus Space-time continuum is the most correct
designation of what Sarkara calls manifold or ngnd. Further it is
called Jagat which means a moving quid. This shows that space-
time continuum is not motionless but a moving manifold. It is
called prapazca which means the interrelated texture or inter-
twinement of all phenomena. About motion Samkara further
says that althought it belongs to the body which moves yet it comes
from the whole reality which is natura naturans'’. Hence Samkara’s
theory of motion takes space, time, matter and Nature into consi-
deration.. Motion cannot be sepurated from space, time, matter
and Nature. In short motion and matter are inseparable. There
can be no more matter without motion than motion without matter.

It is true that éarﬁkara has no idea of electro-magnetic, nuclear
and gravitational fields. But it is infinitely surprising that his
theory of motion is not at variance with the theory of motion that
takes into consideration these fields of modern science. Modern
Indian scientists can, therefore, relate the present scientific theory
of motion with that of Samkara’s in 4 more satisfactory and logical
way than their western counterparts do so with that of Plato’s,
Aristotle’s or Descartes *.

Sathkara’s analysis of causality further strengthens the view
that his philosophy of science has widely been reinforced in recent
times. He does not admit any ontological difference between the
cause and its effect. Nor does he call causal nexus.as the relation
of substance and its property. According to him there is no
ontological difference between substance and its property. The
effect, as he says, is simply the transfigured or transformed cause'®
{ Sansthanamatram ). In other words, causal nexus is * functional
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dependence’.  As Russell maintains, cduml regu]auus.s are nothing
but observed regularities of sequence'®. Sarhkara finds in his
analysis that this regularity is universal and approaches the idcal
unity of all phenomena. He terms it as the principle of non-
differentiation or identity. Sdmkhya philosophy has also reached
the same conclusion independently of Vedanta. That is why
Sarkara remarks th'lt Samkhya philosophy is very closc to
Vedanta philosophy®®. We can further add in this context that
modein science is far closer to ,Vedé nta philosophy than Samkhya
philosophy. The change that Samkara brought about from causul
nexus to functional dependence is a change of great significance.
It has well been esiablished in modern mathematics. Prof. L. S.
Stebbing writes, * the advance from the discovery of causal laws
to the discovery of functional dependences involves the gradual
elimination of any direct reference to & substantive thing or deter-
minate occasion®.”  Thus there is no longer the use of the concept
of substance or cause in scientific thought. Samkara saw it long
ago. This is the reason why he called the whole phenomenal
world us Maya or without substance. The theory of mayi thus
gets confirmation from the theory of elimination of substances as
the theory of Vivaria gets from the theory of functional dependence.

Allahabad University, S. L. Pandey
Allahabad.

NOTES

1. Natu Par dnmrthacmtdkanam SrstAvadara ityarthah.
Mand kyakarikdabhdsya, Sarmkara, 1.6.

2. 83 Vidya va vimuktaye, Indian Proverb.

3. Nahi srstydkhvaylkﬂ.dlparijﬁﬁnat kincit phalum isvate.
Aftareyopanisadbhisya, Sdmkam. Chupter II, Introduction.

4. Atra atmivabodharthamatrasya Vivaksitavat...........
sukhavabodhanapratipatyarthum lokavad dkhyayikadiprapanca iti
yuktatarah paksah. Ibid.

5. Na coyam paramarthavisaya ststidrutih.

Avidydkalpita namaripavyavaharagocaratvat,
Sarirakabhasya, 2.1.33.
I.P.Q...6
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6. Brahmatmabhavapratipgdanaparatvat. Ihid, 2.1.33.
7. Ya miilaprakrtirabhyupagamyate, tadeva ca no brahmeti
" abhidhiyate. Sarirakubhasya, 2.3.9.

8. The system of Vedanta, Paul Deussen, English trunstution
by C. Johnston, p. 47.

9. Adhyaropapavadibhyam nispra}pancam prapancyaie
Sarvaveddnta siddhinta sarasangraha, Samkara, 293,

10. Vakyapadiya, 11, 238,

11. Three views concerning human knowledge, Karl. Popperi
included in the Contemporary British Philosophy, ed. by H. D,
Lewis, p. 378. Sec British Philosophy in Mid-century, ed. by
Mace, p. 179.

12, Brhadaranyakavartika 1,4, 402,

13. Aitareyopanisadbhasya, S'an"lkara, Chapter I1, Introduction

14.  Yad hi kenacit tarkikena idam samyak jéinamiti prati-
paditam, tadaparena Vyutthdpyate, tenﬁpi‘ pratisthapitam tato’
parena Vyutthdpyata iti prasiddham loke Sarirakabhisya, 2.1.11.

15, See Indian Philosophical Studies, Vol. 1 by M. Hiriyanna,
Mysore, 1957, p. 104.

16. M. Minkowski—Space and time in Einstein et al, the
Principle of Relativity, London, 1923, p. 75.

17, Sarirakabhisya, 2.2.2.

18. Nahi karyakdranayor bheda afrit3srayabhavo va
Vedantavadibhir abhyupagamyate, k3ranasyaiva
samsthdnamAtram kdryam ityabhyupagamat.

Sarirakabhasya 2.2.17.

19.  The Analysiy of Mind. Chapter V.,

20. Sdrirakabhasya 1.4.28.

21. A Modern Introduction to Logic. P, 376.
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