Indian Philosophical Quarterly Vol. XXII, No. 3
July, 1995

ARE JEEVANMUKTA AND BODHISATTVA
IDEALS ASYMMETRICAL?

By ‘freedom’ we usually mean freedom from some undesirable
state, such as freedom from hunger, poverty, slavery, external
coercion or compulsion of mind and the like. In the context of Indian
thought freedom is primarily taken to mean freedom from suffering
or duhkha arising out of ignorance or avidya. Tattvajnana or the
knowledge of the truth is here regarded as a means for attaining
freedom. Similarly throughout the history of Indian thought, barring
only certain exceptions, freedom has been regarded as an ideal or
a covetable state to be attained either through action, devotion or
knowledge. Freedom as it is conceived in the Indian context (moksa)
is considered to be the highest purusartha or goal of life.

First of all it is to be noted that freedom in Indian thought
is not necessarily a state to be attained hereafter, nor is it a state
of other-worldliness which is to be attainéd by negating the worldly
life altogether. Knowledge or illumination (J#dna) instead of being
merely a means of freedom is itself considered to bt the goal for
which every one should aspire only for its own sake in as much
as freedom is supposed to consist in illumination itself. This is true
of both the Vedantic and the Buddhist traditions in different ways,
as illumination is viewed differently by them.

It has often been misunderstood that according to Sankara,
Knowledge or illumination (JAdna) is a mere means of freedom. But
it is more appropriate to say that freedom, according to Sankara,
is nothing but illumination (JAdna). ‘Srutayo Brahmavidylnantaram
moksam darsayantyo madhye Kdryantaram Vdrayanti’, as Sankara
would tell in his commentary on Brahma-Sitras, 1—4. It is true that
at places Sankara speaks of Jildna as a means to liberation e.g. When
he says ‘Nihsreyasaphalam tu Brahmavijiianam’ in his commentary
on Brahma Satra 1-11, or when he says “moksa-sadhanam Jianm”
in Upadesa Sahasri. But in all such cases it is a mere concession
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to the popular way of expressing the idea, and moreover the context
in which such statements are made should never be lost sight of.
In the Upadesa Sahasri, for example, Jidna as an instrument of
freedom can only mean the bookish knowledge of Brahman or vakyad
vakydrthajiidna obtained through Sravana only which is to be firmly
entrenched in the mind of the listener through manana and nididhydsana
finally culminating in Brahmajfidna in the sense of Brahmavagati
or the full comprehension of Brahman. And in the commentary on
the first Sutra, “Athdto Brahma-Jijiiasa”, Sankara being primarily
interested in showing the difference in the fruits of dharmajijridsa
and Brahmajijiidsa naturally talks of mokga or nihsreyasa as the fruit
of Brahma jiidna just to contrast it with worldly prosperity (abhyudaya)
which is the fruit of dharmajiidna. As a matter of fact, however,
there is nothing more to be aspired for beyond the comprehension
of Brahman (Brahmajidna) in Advaita Vedanta. llumination or jhana
is freedom and in itself is bliss or @nanda. Where jhana is used
in Sankara Vedanta as a mere means (pramdna) for the comprehen-
sion of Brahman (Brahmavagati), as for example when Sankara says
JjRdnena hi pramdnena avagantumistam Brahma, there jiidna to my
mind should be taken to mean a mere word to word, bookish,
understanding of Brahman from the Sistra i.e., vakyad vakydrtha
Jfana. In that sense alone Brahmajiidna and Brahmdvagati can be
distinguished from each other, for otherwise jiidna in the sense of
aparoksa jhdna is certainly indistinguishable from avagar, and
Brahmdvagati or jfidna in this context should mean an immediate
and full comprehension of the nature of the real which constitute
the purusdrtha or the aim of man and is identical with freedom
(moksa).

Regarding the nature of this illumination (freedom) and its
impact on the day to day life of the man and the society, we come
across a variety of description in the Indian Philosophical literature.
According to some it is a state of delight where one forgets all worldly
botherations and is lost in some sort of Divine contemplation; the
worldly life is either forgotten altogether or is relegated to a
secondary place in the life of a freeman (the mukta). But freeman,
while alive (jivan mukta, as he is conceived in Advaita Vedanta),
is certainly not a recluse or a hermit flying away from or shunning
the worldly life. Illumination is considered to be extremely relevant
to the day to day existence of man and conduct in the society; it
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is in no way antagonistic to or incompatible with normal day-to-
day life of man.

Some of the misconceptions associated with the idea of freedom
(mukti) are subjected to trenchant criticism by Vidyaranya in
PancadasT. Enlightenment does not make one unfit for worldly
transactions, otherwise it would be a kind of illness which of course
it is not. Knowledge of truth is not something like the disease of
consumption which makes one incapable of normal dealings. The
idea is that illumination does not affect our normal life in any way.
There is no difference between the ignorant and the enlightened as
regards their activity or abstention from activity from the point of
view of the body, senses, mind and intellect. PancadasT is quite clear
on the point that freedom does not consist in being like sticks and
stones abstaining from food etc., it takes a pragmatic view of the
whole issue. The man who is attached to objects is troubled by the
world, happiness is enjoyed by one who is not attached. Therefore
if one wants to be happy he should give up attachment, and that
is all.

While discussing the concept of freedom in Indian thought one
should be careful in interpreting certain well-known statements of
treatises like Bhagvad Gid, e.g., Uddsinavadasino etc. As Pancadaft
has very aptly remarked “Ajhatvd Sastra hrdayam mudho
vaktyanyathanyatha”; the foolish who does not understand the
essence of the scriptures expresses his opinions in varieties of ways.
That the enlightened is not forgetful about the world, that
illumination does not destroy duality, that it only makes one realise
the self as real and the world as unreal only in a specific sense is
clear from the following passage of PancadasT, “Atmadhireva vidyeti
vacyam na dvaitavismrtih”.! Vidyaranya caricatures the idea that
illumination consists in forgetfulness of the world of duality by
pointing out that inanimate objects like pots should in that case be
half-enlightened in as much as they do not have any knowledge of
duality. Pancada$i is rather very cN@F on the point that the knower
of truth fulfils his worldly duties well, as they do not conflict with
his knowledge. In order to perform the worldly activities, according
to Pancadasi, it is not essential that the world should be taken as
ultimately real. .



218 G. C.NAYAK

The enlightened person is not a conjurer; he does not conjure
any thing out of existence nos does he bring about anything
into existence by his illumination or insight. In the words of
Wittgenstein, we may say in a sense “Philosophy leaves every
thing as it is”? What are required for doing normal activities in
the world are the means such as mind, speech, body and extemal
objects and these are not made to vanish by enlightenment. So
why can the enlighened not engage himself in worldly affairs?
Therefore, as knowledge of truth does not affect the means such
as the mind etc., the enlightened person is able to do worldly
activities like ruling a country, study of logic or engaging in agriculture.
The enlightened one, like an expert conversant with two languages,
knows both the bliss of Brahman and the worldly joys and does
not see any conflict between the two. The idea of freedom (mukti)
as something mystical and other-worldly is thus entirely ruled out
by PancadaSi. It is as if some one has mastery over two different
[languages;; as there is no incongruity here similar is the case
with one having illumination continuing to be conversant with the
worldly affairs. This dispels once and for all the deeprooted
misconception about Indian thought that in freedom (mukti) one
is transferred as it were from the mundane existence to a supramundane
plane of Reality so that the worldly awareness is gone for ever.
Enlightenment consists in mastering a technique and this has no
conflict with our normal awareness. What is important to note
in this connection is that the enlightened person is not affected
or disturbed by the pleasure or pain caused by prarabdha; thus
and only in this sense he is a freeman. The only difference between
the enlightened who is free and the unenlightened who is in bondage
is that the former remain undisturbed and patient through all his
afflictions caused by prarabdha whereas the latter is impatient and
suffers on account of this. This is how and this is the sense in
which the metaphysical concept of freedom in Indian thought, instead
of remaining confined to the conceptual level alone, is seen to
have a definite bearing on o ctical day to day life. Attainment
of freedom (mukti) by no myr:lakes one other-worldly or merely
contemplative, transcending and thereby becoming totally unfit for,
the day-to-day affairs of the world. Though undergoing similar
experience or engaged in similar activities it is freedom from misery
that characterises the enlightened whereas the unenlightened continues
to be subject to misery.
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As far as the ethical aspect of freedom is concemed, it is to
be noted that the enlightened one is in a definitely advantageous
position to do good to the society without any attachment whatsoever
and the life of a jivanmukta, though in itself beyond good and evil,
can thus be conducive to the social welfare.In any case, there cannot
be any question here of his life being one of unbridled licentiousness
like that of a debauch. His life is a life of detachment alright, but
at the same time the world can benefit immensely by his teachings.
As an Acarya he can be source of unfailing guidance to the earring
humanity. That is why an enlightened person is described by Sankara
as both ‘Vimuktasanga’ and ‘Sadapdradayambudhama’® Acarya
Sankara is very clear about the life and conduct of such men of
wisdom, the enlightened ones, There are great souls, says Sankara,
calm and magnanimous, who do good to others as does the spring
(vasantavallokathitam carantah)®, and who having themselves crossed
this dreadful ocean of birth and death, help others also to cross the
same, without any motive whatsoever. Here the words
‘Vasantavallokahitam carantal’, doing good to the world like spring,
refer to the spontaneous goodness of the enlightened. It is indeed
a pity that this spontaneous goodness of the freeman in the context
of Indian thought has not been sufficiently highlighted, while the
freeman’s (jivanmukta’s) life has been depicted as one of sheer moral
indifference and callousness by those who are alienated from Indian
thought and culture in some way or the other.

The free man in the Buddhist tradition is also one who is free
from attachment, free from strong likes and dislikes. “Granthih tesam
na vidyante yesam nasti priyapriyam”, says the Dhammapada. Tasmdt
prajito na tamichhet ichhato jayato bhayam”, Says Bodhicaryavatara.
Freedom is achieved through the realisation of Sunyatd according
to one of the most important trends of the Buddhist thought. In
Bodhicaryavatdrapanjikd it is explicitly pointed out that “Sinyataiva
nirvanakarapam”, “Sinyataiva bodhimarga iti sthitam”, This is true
of the entire Madhyamika tradition, of course.

The asymmetry in the Vedantic tradition of the JiVanmukta and
the Buddhist tradition of Bodhisattva to which I would like to draw
the attention of the leamed scholars is as follows. Inequality is there
every where, manifest on all sides to even a casual abservor, and
is a matter of day to day experience, So to say. Equality comes
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with enlightenment only which makes one free. A wiseman who is
established in Brahman is also established in equanimity as well as
equality. The wise (pandit) would look on a Brahmin endowed with
leamning and culture, a cow, an elephent, a dog and a parish with
an equal eye (samadarsinah), says the Bhagavad GRd. The mortal
plane is conquered by those whose mind is established in equality
(Sdmya), for Brahman is free from blamish and is equally there every
where, and the wise men are established in Brahman.* Astavakra Gita
similarly speaks of a person having self-knowledge being .unally
disposed to all. “Sa eva dhanya atmajfiah sarvabhl@vesu,samah”.
Equality however, is ‘inculcated' in quite a different way in the
Buddhist treatises like Bodhicarydvatdra although here also it is a
question of enlightement. Here it is based on realising the similarity
of our pleasure-pain-experience. “When both myself and others are
similar in that we wish to be happy and do not want to suffer in
any way, what then is so special about me? Why should I strive
for my happiness alone? Why should I protect myself and not
others?“® asks Santideva. I should dispel the misery of others because
it is suffering just like my own, and I should benefit others because
they are sentient beings just like myself.” The realisation of similarity
leads to an altrustic form of life. There is no absolutistic ontology,
no ontology of Brahman, involved here. The comprehension of

Onyatd alone leads to_ cessation of suffering here, “Sanyata
dul_ykhasanwnfi", but this Sinyati which is emphasised is nothing but
nihsvabhavata (essencelessness) and is not meant to be adhered to
as a metaphysical doctrine’ The argument advanced for viewing
others as equal is quite simple and straightforward. It is based on
our ordinary, day-to-day, experiences of sukha (pleasure) and dupkha
(pain), that is all. That is why in the Dhyanaparamita chapter of
Bodhicarydvatdra we are asked first of all to make an effort to
meditate upon the equality between self and others. We are asked
to protect all beings as we do ourselves because we are all equal
in wanting pleasure and not wanting pain.'” The sense of equality
arising out of the deliberations upon our day-to-day experience
of pleasure and pain makes us concemed for others as we are
concerned for ourselves. This typically empirical approach of
Bodhicaryavatdra is asymmetrical in so far as it is not based on
any absolutistic metaphysics of Advaitic Brahman as is the case with
a Jivanmukta.
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Moreover, there is a positive emphasis in the Bodhisativa
tradition on the alleviation of the suffering of others even at the cost
of one’s personal comfort. Karunpa is the deciding factor here.
“Karupaparatantrataya paraduhkhadulikhinal sarvaduhkhdpaharanaya
yatnah"”, says Prajfiakaramati.'' If by one person’s suffering - the
suffering of many would be destroyed, surely kindhearted people
would accept it for the sake of themselves and others. In this context
the example of Bodhisattva Supugpacandra, who sacrificed himself
and allowed himself to be harmed by the king for the eradication
of the misery of many is cited by Santideva.? Hence an altruistic
temper permeates the conduct of Bodhisartva, which to all outward
appearance may be similar to the spotaneous goodness of a
Jivanmukta. What is important to note here is that even mokga or
liberation for one’s ownself is not valued for its own sake by the
Bodhisattva. Freedom of the Bodhisattva is primarily altruistic, not
self-centric. There being Pararthaikdantd trgnd or longing only to do
good to others, one does not care for one’s own liberation, and there
can be no question of indulging in self-conceit or wonder on account
of this either. “Atah pardtham krtvapi no mado na ca vismayah.”"
Doing good to others is spontaneous on the part of the Bodhisattva
as it is in the case of a Jivanmukia. In this sense there is silmilarity
no doubt, but there is also asymmetry in so far as there is a goal
of freedom for mankind as a whole in one case, whereas there is
an emphasis on the achievement of one’s own freedom in the other.
Both Jivanmukta and Bodhisattva would work undoubtedly for the
benefit of mankind as a whole. Bodhisattva has no metaphysical axe
to grind, nor is he interested in his own freedom so much as he
is interested in the freedom of mankind.

S’Entidcva’s following remarks need a special mention in this
connection as they are very significant and illuminating. “Will not
the ocean of joy that would be there when all become free,” asks
Santideva, “be sufficient for me? What am I to do with my liberation
alone?” “Mucyamanesu sattvesu yete pramodya sagarah, Taireva
nanu parydptam mokgenarasikena kim”." The altruistic element is
thus fully explicit in the Bodhisattva ideal, though at the same time
it cannot be said to be entirely absent in the ideal of the Jivanmukta,
for altruism is ingrained in some férm or the other in both of them.
What makes all the difference, however, is that mokga is denounced
in favour of an altruistic form of life in the Bodhisattva ideal which
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is further devoid of any commitment to the absolutistic ontology of
Brahman. All this needs to be pointed out over and over again even
at the risk of repetition because the tendency to mix them up has
been equally strong.

Inspite of all that has been said and done to reduce nirguna
Brahman to Siinya in certain quarters, Sinyatd, 1 am affraid, cannot
be regarded as a substitute of Brahman in the Buddhist context. The
asymmetry therefore in both these traditions regarding their ideas of
enlightenment, freedom and equality needs special mention in view
of the persistent tendency to undermine this typical asymmetry in
favour of some imaginary"identity in the minds of those who would
put Buddhism and Vedanta in one single basket for all practical as
well as theoretical purposes.

N4/215, Nayapalli, IRC Village, G. C. NAYAK
Bhubaneshwar (Orissa)
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NOTES
1.  Pancadaft VII, 186.
2.  Philosophical Investigations, 124.
3. Viveka ciigamani, 486.
4.  Ibid, 37.

cf. Bhagavadgita, 12.4, “Sarvabhiita hite ratah”.

5. cf. Bhagavadgitd, 5.18 and 19. ¢f. also S‘Enkam Bhasya, “Samam ekam
avikriyam Brahma dragtum $tlam yesam te panditah samadarfinah”
(5.18) and “Yesdm S&mye sarvabhiltesu Brahmayi Samabhdve Sthitam

‘niscalibhutam manah antahkarnam’’. (5.19)

6. cf. Sintideva, Bodhicarydvatdra, 8.95 and 96.

7. Ibid., 8.94, “Mayanyaduhkham hantavyam duhkhatvaditmaduhkhava,
Anugrahya mayanyepi sastvatvadatmasaitvaval.”
8. Ibid., 9.56.

9. cf. Prainakaramati Bodhicarydvatdrapanjikd, 9.34, ".Srd'nyat&y&mapi
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§Entideva. Bodhicaryavatdra, 8.90, “Paratmasamatamadau
bhavayedevamadarat, samaduhkhasukhal sarve palarilya mayatmavat”,

Prajifakaramati, Bodhicaryavatdrapanjika, 8.103.

cf. also Ibid., 9.1, “Yathdbhiitadarsino Bodhisattvasya sattvesu
mahdkaruna pravartate”.

”

Santideva, Bodhicaryaavatdra,_8.106.
Ibid., 8.109.

Ibid., 8.108.
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