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Lecture 1 

Background of the Speaker 

●​ Father Sergio Targa is an Italian Xaverian missionary who has lived and worked in 
Bangladesh for approximately 25 years. 

●​ He currently serves as an assistant parish priest in a village near the Indian border in 
Southwest Bengal. 

●​ His specific work and interest lie with the "untouchable" or "outcaste" people, who 
are socially distinct from mainstream Hindus. 

Course Framework and Logistics 

●​ Goal: To provide a general, introductory understanding of Hinduism over five lessons. 
●​ Perspective: Father Targa emphasizes that he is speaking as a teacher and 

researcher, not a Hindu believer. He notes that a practitioner’s perspective would be 
very different. 

●​ Study Materials: He provides a 50-page PDF document. The exam will cover the entire 
document, regardless of whether every page is discussed in class. 

●​ Primary Text: The Bhagavad Gita is identified as the most important sacred text for 
Hindus today. Students are required to read a translation of its 700 verses. 

●​ Exam Details: An oral exam of 10-15 minutes will take place on February 20th. 
●​ Sanskrit Terminology: Students must learn technical terms (e.g., Dharma, Samsara, 

Atman, Brahman) as they cannot be fully translated into English. 

 

Key Philosophical and Historical Concepts 

1. The Origin of the Term "Hinduism" 

●​ The term was coined by the British in the 19th century. 
●​ It was originally a geographical marker used by Greeks (Indoi) and Persians to 

describe people living beyond the Indus River (called Sindhu in Sanskrit). 
●​ Locals often prefer other terms, such as: 

○​ Sanatana Dharma: "Eternal religion/law". 
○​ Vaidik Dharma: "Religion of the Vedas". 

2. Hinduism as an Ensemble, Not a Single Doctrine 



●​ Hinduism is a collection of diverse traditions, beliefs, and customs rather than a single, 
fixed creed. 

●​ It celebrates plurality and diversity, operating on the principle that "truth is one, but 
manifests in several different ways". 

●​ This truth is conditioned by time, geography, age, and social standing. 

3. The Five Identifying Elements of Hinduism 

Father Targa outlines five pillars that define the "grammar" of Hindu identity: 

●​ Doctrine (The Vedas): The Vedas (Rig, Yajur, Sama, Atharva) are the foundational 
knowledge. While most Hindus don't read them, they acknowledge them as the ultimate 
source of authority. 

●​ Practice (Puja): The primary form of worship involves offering food, flowers, and light to 
a deity's image (murti). It mirrors the honoring of a guest; the leftover food (prasada) is 
eaten by devotees to share in divine grace. 

●​ Society (Caste System): A pluralistic and hierarchical organization of society. It 
includes four primary varnas (Brahman, Ksatriya, Vaisya, Sudra) and those outside the 
system (untouchables). 

●​ Narrative (Stories): Epic stories from the Ramayana, Mahabharata, and Puranas 
create a cultural community across the subcontinent. 

●​ Devotion (Bhakti): A tradition centered on a loving relationship between the devotee 
and a personal God. 

4. Major Sects Within Hinduism 

The speaker notes that "Hinduism" often acts as an umbrella for distinct religions: 

●​ Vaishnavism: Worship of Vishnu as the Supreme Lord. 
●​ Shaivism: Worship of Shiva as the Supreme Lord. 
●​ Shaktism: Worship of the Goddess (Devi/Shakti). 

5. Orthopraxy vs. Orthodoxy 

●​ In Hinduism, orthopraxy (correct action/practice) is generally more important than 
orthodoxy (correct belief/doctrine). 

●​ People may not know the complex philosophical meanings behind a ritual (Puja), but the 
performance of the ritual itself is seen as essential and transformative through the law of 
Karma. 

 

Important Sanskrit Vocabulary Mentioned 

●​ Dharma: The order of things; duty; religion. 
●​ Samsara: The cycle of rebirth/reincarnation. 



●​ Karma: Action and its inevitable consequences/retribution. 
●​ Moksha/Mukti: Liberation or salvation from the cycle of rebirth. 
●​ Atman: The inner self or soul. 
●​ Brahman: The absolute, ultimate reality. 
●​ Astika: "Orthodox" (those who recognize the authority of the Vedas). 
●​ Nastika: Those who negate the revelatory status of the Vedas. 
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1. The Meaning of "Dharma" 

●​ Dharma is a central and complex concept with many layers. It is often translated as 
"religion," but more broadly means "duty," "justice," or "the law." 

●​ Vedic Origin (Rita): In early Vedism, the concept was called Rita—the eternal, cosmic 
law of the universe. 

●​ Cosmic and Natural Law: It applies to the entire universe, from the movement of 
planets to the nature of inanimate objects, animals, and humans. It is the "order of 
things." 

●​ Deontological Justice: "Justice" in Hinduism is not an abstract principle. It is purely 
deontological; meaning "good" is defined as acting in conformity with one's intrinsic 
nature or dharma. 

●​ Three Levels of Dharma: 
1.​ Sanatana Dharma: The eternal, cosmic law. 
2.​ Varnasramadharma: Duties based on one's social class (varna) and stage of life 

(asrama). 
3.​ Svadharma: The "own law" or specific duty inherent to an individual person. 

2. The Concept of Karma 

●​ Literal Meaning: Karma means "action," "deed," or "work." 
●​ Law of Consequence: It is the doctrine that every action produces a necessary and 

inevitable result or consequence. 
●​ Roots in Sacrifice: Originally, it meant that performing a Vedic sacrifice correctly would 

automatically produce cosmic stability. It was about the exactness of the ritual, not 
morality. 

●​ Personal Destiny: By the 5th century BC, it evolved to mean personal destiny. Actions 
(both good and bad) generate consequences that bind a person to the cycle of rebirth 
(samsara). 

3. The Concept of Samsara 

●​ The Cycle of Rebirth: Samsara is the continuous, beginningless, and endless cycle of 
birth, death, and rebirth. 



●​ Driven by Karma: Rebirth is fueled by an individual's accumulated karma. Good karma 
leads to a higher rebirth, while bad karma leads to a lower one. 

●​ World of Suffering: In Buddhist and later Hindu thought, samsara is viewed 
pessimistically as a world of bondage and suffering (dukkha). 

4. The Concept of Moksha (or Mukti) 

●​ Ultimate Liberation: Moksha means liberation, salvation, or release from the cycle of 
samsara and the bonds of karma. 

●​ Attained through Knowledge: It is achieved through profound, experiential 
knowledge—specifically, realizing the fundamental unity between the individual self 
(Atman) and the ultimate reality (Brahman). 

●​ Beyond the Opposites: It is a state of eternal bliss, beyond the dualities of pleasure 
and pain, good and evil. 

5. Atman and Brahman 

●​ Brahman: The absolute, uncreated, eternal, and all-embracing ultimate reality. It is the 
impersonal foundation of the universe. 

●​ Atman: The true, inner self or soul. 
●​ The Core Realization: The central teaching of the Upanishads and Advaita Vedanta is 

that the Atman and Brahman are ultimately identical (e.g., "Tat Tvam Asi" - "You are 
That"). 

6. The Metaphysics of the Bhagavad Gita 

●​ Father Targa uses the Bhagavad Gita to illustrate these concepts, focusing on Arjuna's 
dilemma. 

●​ The Dilemma: Arjuna refuses to fight in a war because killing relatives will create terrible 
karma and destroy family dharma. 

●​ Krishna’s Solution (Niskamakarma): Krishna teaches Arjuna the path of "desireless 
action." Arjuna must perform his svadharma (his duty as a warrior to fight) but do so 
without attachment to the results or "fruits" of the action. 

●​ Beyond Ethics: By acting without personal desire or ego, the action does not generate 
karma, thus breaking the cycle of samsara and leading to moksha. 
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The third part of the lecture covers the historical evolution of Hinduism, the modern reform 
movements, and the major religious festivals. 

The Historical Eras of Hinduism 

The development of Hinduism is traced through several distinct historical phases, shaped by 
both internal transformations and external influences: 



●​ The Ancient Period (Vedism): Early Vedism is a fusion of three cultural strata: 
Indo-European, Iranian, and indigenous Indian (often termed Dravidian) influences. A 
key process during this era is "Sanskritization," where lower social groups adopted 
Brahmanic standards to rise in social status, leading to the assimilation of local deities 
into the Vedic pantheon. 

●​ The Early Medieval Period: By the Gupta dynasty (c. 320 AD), the religion shifted 
toward Theistic Hinduism. This era saw the rise of Vaishnavism and Shaivism, the 
growing prominence of goddesses like Lakshmi and Durga, and the widespread 
development of temple architecture originating from Buddhist stupas. 

●​ The Medieval Period: The arrival of Islam led to the destruction of many Hindu 
institutions, but it also sparked the vernacular Bhakti (devotion) movement. Wandering 
poets and saints emphasized a loving relationship with God, occasionally creating a 
syncretic blend of Hindu and Islamic mystical (Sufi) ideals. 

●​ The Modern Period: British colonial rule initially observed strict religious neutrality but 
later allowed Christian missionary activity. The collision between British power and local 
culture triggered a wave of indigenous Hindu reform. 

Modern Hindu Reform Movements 

In response to Western scrutiny and colonial influence, several key movements emerged to 
reform and redefine Hindu identity: 

●​ The Brahmo Samaj (1828): Founded by Ram Mohun Roy, this movement championed 
monotheism, promoted Western-style education, and fiercely opposed idolatry and sati 
(the immolation of widows). 

●​ The Arya Samaj (1875): Founded by Dayanand Sarasvati, this group rejected image 
worship, polytheism, and the caste system, advocating for a strict return to the pure 
teachings of the Vedas and fueling Hindu nationalism. 

●​ The Ramakrishna Mission: Originating from the teachings of Ramakrishna 
Paramahamsa—who taught that "all religions are true"—it was formalized by his disciple, 
Vivekananda. Vivekananda's famous 1893 address at the World Parliament of Religions 
in Chicago brought Hinduism to the West. The mission focuses heavily on social service 
and anti-caste initiatives. 

Major Hindu Festivals 

The lecture details four primary festivals that reflect the lived, practical aspect of Hinduism: 

●​ Mahashivaratri: The "mother of all festivals" dedicated to Shiva. It involves a strict vigil, 
fasting, bathing the linga, and reciting Shiva's names to commemorate his cosmic dance 
of creation and his union with Parvati. 

●​ Holi: The oldest and most popular festival, celebrating the end of winter and the arrival 
of spring. It is a festival of colors, regeneration, and social reversal, originally rooted in 
fertility and the warding off of evil spirits through bonfires. 



●​ Durgapuja: A ten-day festival prevalent in the autumn, commemorating the Goddess 
Durga's victory over the buffalo demon, Mahisha. During the colonial era, Durga became 
a symbol of India fighting against the British "demon". 

●​ Divali (Dipavali): The festival of lights. Spanning five days, it originally dealt with the 
world of the dead (honoring Yama, the lord of death) but transitions into a joyous 
celebration of life, wealth (Lakshmi), and brotherly love. 
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Lecture 1 
Here is a comprehensive highlight of the important ideas from the audio transcript, 
focusing on the historical framing of India's religious and philosophical traditions. 

1. The Historiographical Question 

Understanding history is a necessity for making sense of the bewildering multiplicity of 
Indian religious and cultural traditions. 

●​ History and Power: Intellectual disputes do not happen in a vacuum; they reflect 
power relations within communities, meaning academic history cannot ignore its 
political and socio-economic context. 

●​ The Nationalist Influence: Indian historians in the first half of the 20th century 
were heavily influenced by the Nationalist movement. They had to reconstruct 
India's past while confronting the reality that earlier historical accounts were 
predominantly produced by British colonial administrators. 

●​ The Imperial Model: To substantiate their claims for political unity and 
independence, these historians looked back to India's ancient imperial past. They 
used these ancient empires as primordial models for the modern nation-state 
they were striving to build, ironically mirroring the British Empire they were 
experiencing. 

2. The Problem of Periodization 

Transferring European historical labels (Ancient, Medieval, Modern) to Indian history 
fails to capture its unique reality. 

●​ The Flawed Tripartite System: The division of Indian history into "Hindu, 
Muslim, and British" periods is highly problematic and often ideologically biased. 

●​ Ignoring the Buddhist Age: This traditional scheme is faulty because it ignores 
the massive heterogeneity of the "Hindu" and "Muslim" periods and completely 
leaves out the profoundly influential Buddhist age. 



●​ Alternative Political Structures: Some historians proposed periodizing based 
on dominant political structures: ancient history characterized by the 
Chakravartin (universal ruler) up to the Gupta Empire, medieval times by regional 
polities, and modern times by centralized imperial formations like the Mughals 
and the British. 

3. Urbanization as a Defining Criterion 

For didactic purposes, the course proposes a periodization based on the three main 
phases of urbanization. 

●​ Phase 1: The Indus Civilization (2600-1700 BC) 
●​ This proto-historical urbanization stands apart from the rest of Indian 

history. It did not spill over into the rest of the subcontinent and reflects a 
social organization unfamiliar to subsequent Indian historical periods. 

●​ Phase 2: Buddhist Urbanization (from 600 BC) 
●​ This early-historical phase reveals massive internal growth and horizontal 

expansion. 
●​ It is characterized by the emergence of iron, the Brahmi script, coinage, 

and an enormous expansion of trade networks. This phase gradually 
declined from the post-Kushana period through the Gupta period. 

●​ Phase 3: Early Medieval Period (from 700 AD) 
●​ Rising from the ashes of the previous phase, this new urbanization was 

highly different. 
●​ Using the Pala dynasty in North-Eastern India as an example, these new 

urban centers were smaller, less focused on long-distance maritime trade, 
and fundamentally land-centered. 

●​ They served as nodal points linking local agrarian networks to the political 
court. They also possessed a striking religious nature, often centered 
around monumental Brahmanical or Buddhist temple complexes. 
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1. The Succession of Religious Ideologies 

The ideological centers of Indian polities shifted alongside the phases of urbanization. 

●​ Up to 600 BC, Vedism was the dominant religion and ideology of North India. 



●​ From 600 BC onwards, as society became more agrarian and urban, Buddhism took 
over as the primary ideology. 

●​ From 700 AD onwards, historical Hinduism began to occupy the ideological centers of 
Indian polities. 

●​ This progression is reflected in the literature: the Vedas (up to 500 BC), the Buddhist 
Tripitakas and Smarta texts (300 BC to 500 AD), and the Puranas (from 500 AD). 

2. The Brahmanical "Counter-Reformation" 

The rise of Buddhism and Jainism directly challenged the hegemony of the Vedic establishment. 

●​ To survive this threat, the Vedic establishment produced an articulated response known 
as the Smritis or Dharmasastras. 

●​ The Manavadharmasastra (Laws of Manu), composed between the 2nd century BC 
and 2nd century AD, acted as the crucial link (the trait d'union) between ancient Vedism 
and historical Hinduism. 

●​ It was an attempt to restate old Vedic truths within a new, Buddhist-influenced social 
context. 

3. The Old Vedic Ideology: Power and Violence 

The original Vedic worldview was based on a harsh, hierarchical understanding of reality. 

●​ Substance and Morality: The universe was viewed as a sequence of different 
"substances" (gods, humans, animals), each with its own encoded moral qualities 
(dharma). 

●​ The Food Chain: The cosmos was organized around the dialectic of "food" and the 
"eater of food," where the eater is inherently higher in status than the eaten. 

●​ The Role of Violence: Violence was an inherent, non-moral necessity for maintaining 
the cosmic status quo. The violent Vedic sacrifice was the microcosm that enacted and 
sustained this universal reality. 

4. The Ideological Shift: Non-Violence and Purity 

As the world-renouncing philosophies of Buddhism and Jainism gained traction, the old 
rationale for violent sacrifice crumbled. 

●​ The Manavadharmasastra had to incorporate vegetarianism and non-violence 
(ahimsa), claiming them to be Vedic innovations. 

●​ Manu reconciled this by declaring that "killing in a sacrifice is not killing," effectively 
redefining sacrifice as the ultimate form of non-violence. 

●​ Violence was replaced by a new organizing principle for social ranking: purity and 
pollution. 

5. The Householder Religion and Internalized Sacrifice 



The public, violent sacrifices of early Vedism were transformed into a private, domestic religion. 

●​ Varnasramadharma: Society was strictly organized around duties determined by one's 
social class (varna) and stage of life (asrama). 

●​ The Five Slaughterhouses: The text acknowledges that a householder inadvertently 
commits violence in five places: the fireplace, grindstone, broom, mortar and pestle, and 
water jar. 

●​ The Five Great Sacrifices: To redeem this daily karma, the grand public sacrifices were 
internalized into five daily domestic rituals (sacrifices to ultimate reality, ancestors, gods, 
spirits, and men). 

6. The Evolution of Daksina and Dana 

The practice of gift-giving underwent a major transformation. 

●​ In early Vedism, daksina was a sacrificial fee (often cattle) given by a tribal chief to the 
priests. 

●​ Under the new householder religion, the householder became the primary donor, giving 
gifts (dana) like land, food, and water. 

●​ Influenced heavily by Buddhist practices, the motivation for giving shifted from a simple 
ritual exchange to the accumulation of merit (punya) to improve one's karma. 
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The Shift from Buddhist to Theistic Hindu Polities 

●​ Up until the 7th century AD, Buddhism occupied the political centers of Indian empires, 
providing a paradigm for the horizontal integration of diverse peoples and trade routes. 

●​ During this time, the Vedic ideology was relegated to the periphery; ambitious kings 
would perform the ancient asvamedha (horse sacrifice) solely to declare political 
independence before reverting to Buddhism as the state religion. 

●​ From the 7th century, Islam conquered Persia and Sindh, taking control of trade routes 
and replacing Buddhism as the new cosmopolitan religion. 

●​ This caused a contraction in North India, while South India rose to prominence under 
regional dynasties that, for the most part, established Hindu image worship as the 
central cults of their empires and began building monumental temples. 

Cultic Changes: From Sacrifice to Grace 

●​ The combative asvamedha sacrifice was replaced by the mahadana (great gift) 
ceremony and puja (image worship) as the new markers of political independence. 

●​ The Vedic Mode: Offerings were given to gods via fire as part of a cycle of obligatory 
exchange necessary to maintain the cosmic order (rita-dharma). 

●​ The Hindu Mode: Offerings of food and honor (puja) are given to a cosmic overlord 
residing in an image. God is under no obligation to reciprocate; blessings are bestowed 



through divine grace, allowing the devotee to accumulate merit (punya) and eventually 
achieve liberation from the cosmic order. 

Vertical Integration and the Concept of Lordship 

●​ Threatened by militant Islamic empires, Indian kingdoms shifted from a horizontal mode 
of integration to a vertical mode of integration, anchored in the worship of a supreme 
cosmic overlord like Vishnu or Shiva. 

●​ Lordship (prabhutva) became the ontological fabric of reality itself. The cosmos was 
viewed as a "great hierarchy of lordships" connecting all gods, people, and things. 

●​ This hierarchy was characterized by encompassment, where higher, less differentiated 
forms of existence took agentive precedence over, and included within themselves, the 
lower, more differentiated forms. 

Puranic Cosmology as Political Ideology 

●​ This new vertical hierarchy was systematized in Puranic texts, which described the 
universe as an unbroken chain of successive emissions from a single divine source. 

●​ Political Homology: This cosmology served a highly political and proprietary function. It 
allowed for a direct equivalence to be drawn between cosmic territories (Jambudvipa) 
and earthly kingdoms (Bharatavarsha), between sacred mountains (Mount Meru) and 
royal temples, and between the Supreme Lord and the earthly king. 

●​ A successful king could claim universal overlordship by building temples that physically 
modeled this divine geography, establishing himself as a localized manifestation of 
Vishnu or Shiva. 

The Cosmic Egg (Brahmāṇḍa) 

●​ The final stage of this Puranic evolutionary chain is the Cosmic Egg, the physical shell 
containing the universe and the residence of Vishnu in his form as Brahma. 

●​ Within this egg, the universe is hierarchically organized into 14 Worlds (lokas), ranging 
from the celestial spheres down to the earthly continents, mapping the gradations of 
perfect and imperfect beings. 
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Here is a comprehensive breakdown of the essential ideas regarding the history, historiography, 
and evolution of the caste system in India: 

1. The Historiography of Caste 



The modern understanding of caste has been heavily shaped by orientalist perspectives and 
colonial scholarship. The lecture highlights several different historical views: 

●​ Caste as Race (The Empiricist View): Scholars like H.H. Risley utilized the Census of 
India and anthropometry to argue that caste was the result of racial interactions. This 
view portrayed India as a stagnant, post-tribal society, which ideologically justified British 
rule. 

●​ Caste as an Idea (The Idealist View): Philosophers like Schlegel and Hegel viewed 
caste as a primitive form of civil society that organically opposed despotic monarchy. 

●​ Caste as Religion: Colonialism actively depoliticized caste, stripping it of its pre-colonial 
political functions and reconstructing it as a purely religious form of civil society. This 
view was later cemented by Louis Dumont, who argued that the hierarchy is defined 
entirely by concepts of purity and pollution. 

●​ The Dissenting View: A.M. Hocart argued contrarily that castes were originally a 
hierarchy of ritual offices centered around a king, meaning they were deeply political and 
state-driven rather than purely religious. 

2. What is Caste? The Varna Template 

●​ The caste system is only the social manifestation of varna, which was a totalistic, 
homological system designed to classify the entire visible and invisible universe. 

●​ This system was created by projecting the arbitrarily constructed superior social status of 
brahmans and ksatriyas onto the natural and supernatural worlds. 

3. The Four Historical Phases of Varna 

The concept of varna is not static; it has a history with four broad phases: 

Phase 1: The Vedic Period 

●​ Caste originated directly from the ideology of the Vedic sacrifice. 
●​ The Purusasukta hymn of the Rig Veda provides the cosmogonic foundation, describing 

how the four classes were born from the sacrificed body of the cosmic Man (Purusa): the 
Brahmin from the mouth, the Warrior from the arms, the People from the thighs, and the 
Servants from the feet. 

Phase 2: The Buddhist Period and Dharmasastras 

●​ During this period, caste was depoliticized and confined to the private, domestic setting 
of varnasramadharma (duties determined by social class and stage of life). 

●​ The organizing principle of the hierarchy shifted away from the violence of the sacrifice 
toward the concepts of purity and non-violence. 

Phase 3: Early Medieval Times (Caste as Lordship) 



●​ Varna was repoliticized and became the foundational form of early medieval Indian 
polities. 

●​ It functioned as a system of "lordship" and distributed rights or competencies (adhikara). 
●​ The Hierarchy of Rights: Sudras had mastery only over their own bodies. Vaisyas had 

mastery over their households and movable wealth (agriculture, trade). Ksatriyas had 
lordship over the land and the people. Brahmans theoretically held lordship over the 
entire cosmos. 

Phase 4: The Colonial Period 

●​ The British colonial state successfully separated caste from its pre-colonial political 
processes, once again emptying it of its political meaning and cementing it as the 
eternal, immovable religious essence of Indian civilization. 
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1. Philosophy vs. Religion (The Western vs. Indian Divide) 

●​ In the post-Kantian West, philosophy and religion are strictly separated; philosophy is 
viewed primarily as an intellectual exercise restricted to rational arguments, while religion 
requires "leaps of faith" . 

●​ Indian philosophy, conversely, remains inherently soteriological, meaning it is directly 
concerned with the ultimate salvation or liberation of the individual.​
+1 

●​ Darsana: The Indian term for philosophy translates to "view" or having a "cognitive 
sight" of the truth regarding the nature of reality . 

●​ Unlike Western thought, Indian traditions accept that human cognitive perception can be 
altered through specific mental and physical exercises to directly experience 
metaphysical reality . 

2. Demystifying the "Six Schools" of Hindu Philosophy 

●​ "Indian Philosophy" is not synonymous with "Hindu Philosophy," as it also encompasses 
vital heterodox traditions like Buddhism and Jainism . 

●​ The rigid categorization of exactly six orthodox (astika) Hindu schools (Nyaya, 
Vaisesika, Samkhya, Yoga, Mimamsa, and Vedanta) is a relatively modern and simplistic 
construction .​
+1 

●​ Historically, ancient lists of the "six schools" frequently included Buddhist or Jaina 
traditions and sometimes completely omitted schools like Vedanta or Yoga . 

●​ Each of these schools relies on a foundational text made of highly cryptic aphorisms 
called sutras (except for Samkhya, which uses a Karika) . 

●​ Because these sutras are nearly incomprehensible on their own, they require extensive 
commentaries, known as bhasya, to systematize and clarify their doctrines. 



3. Core Characteristics and The Role of Karma 

●​ While Western philosophy (especially post-Enlightenment) highly reveres individual 
creativity and innovation, Indian philosophy places a much stronger emphasis on 
tradition and continuity. 

●​ Karma (Action): This is arguably the most characteristic feature of Indian thought. 
●​ Originally, karma referred strictly to the exactness of Vedic sacrificial rituals required to 

maintain cosmic continuity, entirely devoid of moral connotations . 
●​ By the 5th century BC, the concept evolved from a cosmic ritual mechanism into the 

personal destiny of human activity, introducing the idea of individual rebirth based on the 
performance of one's duties (dharma) . 

4. Brahmanical Beginnings and the Upanishadic Shift 

●​ Early Vedic religion was entirely cosmo-centered, relying on priests to perform sacrifices 
to please the gods (devas) and maintain the cosmic order (rita) . 

●​ The Sanskrit language itself was revered as the pure sound-form of the manifest 
universe. 

●​ The Upanishadic Shift: The Upanishads mark a dramatic shift by internalizing the 
physical sacrifice, moving the focus from the cosmos to the individual person . 

●​ It is within these texts that the realization of the absolute unity between the inner self 
(Atman) and the ultimate reality (Brahman) is first grasped, opening the door to true 
liberation (moksha) . 

●​ This created a deep tension within the Vedas between the ritualistic action section 
(karma kanda), which seeks cosmic continuation, and the knowledge section (jnana 
kanda), which seeks liberation and extinction from the cosmos . 
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1. The Emergence of the Buddha and Core Teachings 

●​ Emerging in the 6th/5th century BC, Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha) proposed a 
"middle path" between the life of a traditional householder and that of a strict ascetic 
renouncer . 

●​ The Three Insights: The Buddha claimed to have achieved three realizations: seeing 
his past lives, seeing the rebirths of others, and understanding how to uproot the factors 
that bind beings to worldly reality (such as desire, ignorance, and clinging to opinionated 
views) . 

●​ The Four Noble Truths: 
○​ Human existence is inherently characterized by dukkha (unsatisfactoriness or 

suffering). 
○​ This continuity of suffering is fueled by specific factors, primarily desires. 
○​ The cessation of this continuity, known as nirvana, is entirely possible. 



○​ There is a specific methodology to achieve this cessation: the Eightfold Path 
(right views, thoughts, speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, and 
concentration). 

2. Epistemology, Impermanence, and No-Self 

●​ Impermanence (anitya): In stark contrast to the Upanishadic search for a permanent 
absolute, the Buddha taught the transient state of everything, asserting that refusing to 
accept this impermanence is what generates suffering . 

●​ Dependent Origination (pratitya samutpada): This is the core middle path between 
existence and non-existence, stating that absolutely nothing can exist independently; all 
things are conditional and subject to change .​
+2 

●​ The Five Skandhas: Instead of focusing on strict ontology (what is), the Buddha 
focused on epistemology (how we perceive). He argued that we experience reality 
through a five-fold interactive apparatus: the body (rupa), sensations (vedana), 
consciousness (vijnana), perception (samjna), and mental formations/volitions 
(samskara) . 

●​ Anatman (No-Self): Because of this framework, there is no transcendent "self" or 
subject that "owns" experiences. What we conventionally call a "self" is merely a 
changing stream of mental and physical processes (dharmas).​
+1 

3. Early Buddhist Schools and the Abhidharma 

Following the Buddha's death, his teachings were systematized in the Abhidharma literature, 
attempting to categorize all mental and physical processes (dharmas) . This period saw the 
proliferation of about 18 different schools, including: 

+1 

●​ Sthaviravada (Theravada): Claiming to be the original school, its tradition (the "doctrine 
of the elders") is conserved primarily in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia . 

●​ Sarvastivada (Vaibhasika): This school argued that "everything exists," meaning that 
dharmas have a real, durable essence (svabhava) that persists through the past, 
present, and future, which they used to guarantee causal karmic continuity . 

●​ Sautrantika: Rejecting the Sarvastivada view, they adhered strictly to the sutras and 
championed the doctrine of momentariness (ksana-vada), arguing that dharmas exist 
only for as long as they manifest . 

●​ Sammatiyas: They controversially proposed the possibility of a personal self (pudgala), 
leading to their ostracization for seemingly violating the doctrine of anatman . 

●​ Mahasanghika: By elevating the historical Buddha beyond normal human nature and 
the principle of impermanence, they paved the way for Mahayana Buddhism . 



4. The Rise of Mahayana Buddhism 

Reacting to what they saw as the Abhidharma's erroneous reification of dharmas (treating them 
as substantial realities), Mahayana Buddhism developed two major philosophical schools : 

●​ Madhyamaka (The Middle Way): Systematized by Nagarjuna, this school launched a 
devastating critique against both realism and pluralism . 

○​ Emptiness (Sunyata): Its central doctrine asserts that absolutely everything is 
empty of "own being" or independent existence (svabhava) .​
+1 

○​ Two Levels of Truth: It distinguishes between a conventional truth (experiencing 
the world as independently existent) and an ultimate truth (experiencing it as 
dependently originated and empty) . Ultimately, nirvana and samsara are not 
different; they are merely two sides of the same coin, depending on one's 
enlightenment .​
+1 

●​ Yogacara (Mind Only / Citta Mattra): Associated heavily with Vasubandhu, this school 
focused on the analysis of mental processes . 

○​ It posits that the experienced world of subject and object is purely a mental 
construction imposed on reality. 

○​ The Store-House Consciousness (Alaya-vijnana): To explain continuity, they 
introduced an eighth layer of consciousness that acts as a repository for the 
"seeds" (bija) of past karmic actions, which gradually come to fruition as 
conscious experiences . 
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Here is a comprehensive breakdown of the essential ideas regarding the Brahmanical 
Reaction and the development of the six classical philosophical systems (Darsanas): 

1. The Context of the Brahmanical Reaction 

●​ By the 5th century BC, the institute of the Vedic sacrifice was facing severe challenges 
from both within and outside the Brahmanical tradition. 

●​ Between 400 and 200 BC, the Brahmanical establishment formulated a multi-faceted 
response to protect its worldview. 

●​ To safeguard the social hierarchy, they created the Dharmasastras. To protect the ritual 
material of the sacrifice, they composed the Vedangas (the "limbs of the Veda"), which 
included subjects like phonetics, grammar, and etymology .​
+1 

2. Language and Reality 



●​ In the Hindu tradition, language—specifically Sanskrit—is not merely descriptive; it is 
grounded in the Vedas and is considered the sound of reality itself . 

●​ Sanskrit's ritually pure sound was believed to bring about intended meanings and 
consequences, directly mirroring the manifest universe. 

●​ The grammarian Panini (4th century BC) wrote the Ashtadhyayi, an unsurpassed 
grammar that helped ensure the accurate preservation and interpretation of the Vedas .​
+1 

3. Exegesis: Purva and Uttara Mimamsa 

While grammarians preserved the texts, exegetes were required to establish the validity of the 
Vedas' meaning. This split into two primary schools: 

●​ Purva Mimamsa (Jaimini): Focused primarily on the ritual manuals (karma kanda). 
Jaimini argued that Vedic injunctions codify dharma (the cosmic order), and the exact 
performance of these sacrifices maintains the universe .​
+1 

●​ Uttara Mimamsa / Vedanta (Badarayana): Focused on the "end" of the Vedas, the 
Upanishads (jnana kanda). Unlike Jaimini's focus on pluralistic ritual reality, Badarayana 
emphasized that all things are part of the one ultimate reality, Brahman.​
+1 

●​ Epistemological Innovation: Both schools introduced sabda (testimony) as an 
unquestionable source of true knowledge . 

4. Realism and Logic: Vaisesika and Nyaya 

●​ Vaisesika (Kanada): Propounded a system of pluralistic realism, arguing for the 
independent reality of objects in the world, separate from the knowing subject . The 
school classified all existence into seven fundamental categories (padarthas): 
substance, quality, action, universality, particularity, relation of inference, and absence .​
+1 

●​ Nyaya (Gotama): Built upon Vaisesika's realism but focused heavily on the method of 
attaining certain knowledge, which was deemed necessary for achieving liberation 
(moksa) . Nyaya introduced a famous five-step method of inferential reasoning: stating 
the thesis, the reason, the example/rule, relating the rule to the thesis, and the final 
restatement .​
+2 

5. Discipline and Dualism: Yoga and Samkhya 

These two schools are intimately paired, with Samkhya providing the ontology and Yoga 
providing the practical methodology. 

●​ Yoga (Patanjali): Defined primarily as a mental disciplinary methodology aiming for "the 
cessation of the activities of the mind" . Mental activity creates distortions, and Yoga 



seeks to separate the "seer" (purusa) from the "seen" (prakriti), which brings about 
liberation (kaivalya or moksa) .​
+1 

●​ Samkhya: Provides a strictly dualistic ontological framework consisting solely of Prakriti 
and Purusa . 

○​ Prakriti: The active but unconscious material cause of the universe, made up of 
three gunas (sattva/goodness, rajas/energy, tamas/inertia) . 

○​ Purusas: Plural, eternal, unchanging, inactive, but purely conscious witnesses. 
○​ Satkaryavada: The theory that effects potentially pre-exist in their causes, 

meaning the production of things is just the manifestation of what is already there 
(involution rather than evolution) . 
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Here is a comprehensive breakdown of the essential ideas regarding the schools of Vedanta 
and the later developments in Indian philosophy: 

1. What is Vedanta? 

●​ A Misunderstood Term: In the West, largely due to figures like Swami Vivekananda, 
"Vedanta" is often incorrectly treated as synonymous with Hinduism itself. 

●​ An Umbrella Category: In reality, Vedanta (meaning the "end of the Vedas," specifically 
focusing on the Upanishads) is a cover name for several highly antagonistic 
philosophical traditions . 

●​ Shared Methodology: Despite their profound differences, these schools all agree that 
the sruti (eternal scriptures/Vedas) is the sole valid means of knowing (pramana) about 
absolute reality, the soul (atman), and liberation (moksha), which lie beyond sensory 
perception and basic inference . 

2. Samkara’s Advaita Vedanta (Non-Dualism) 

Samkara (8th century AD) is the most famous proponent of Advaita, which preaches strict 
metaphysical monism . 

●​ Brahman is All: Taking the Upanishadic phrase "You are That" literally, Samkara 
asserts that reality is fundamentally undifferentiated consciousness .​
+1 

●​ Vivartavada (Theory of Manifestation): In contrast to Samkhya's idea that causes truly 
transform into effects, Samkara argues that the pluralistic world is merely an apparent 
manifestation or illusion (maya) generated by ignorance (avidya) . 

●​ The Nature of Atman: The true self (atman) is pure, inactive consciousness, absolutely 
identical to Brahman. It is not your individual personality, mind, or sense of agency . 

●​ Radical Renunciation: Samkara was a radical renouncer who believed liberation 
comes solely from realizing this non-dual truth. However, his contemporary, Mandana 
Misra, argued that Vedic rituals were still necessary to purify the mind and counteract 



residual ignorance .​
+1 

3. Ramanuja’s Visistadvaita Vedanta (Qualified Non-Dualism) 

Ramanuja (11th century AD) provides the philosophical foundation for the theistic Sri Vaisnava 
tradition, offering a pluralist ontology and direct realism . 

●​ A Complex Unity: "Qualified non-dualism" means the universe is a complex unity where 
Brahman (God/Narayana) possesses distinct qualities like compassion and grace .​
+1 

●​ Parinamavada (Theory of Transformation): Unlike Samkara, Ramanuja believed 
Brahman actively and genuinely transforms into the plural world. 

●​ The Cosmos as God's Body: Reality consists of three layers: God, individual souls, 
and physical matter . The universe of souls and matter literally acts as the "body" of God.​
+1 

●​ The Real Individual Self: Ramanuja vehemently denied that individual identity is an 
illusion. The atman is a real, enduring entity that shares the essential nature of Brahman 
but retains its unique, individual identity even after liberation so it can love and serve 
God (bhakti) . 

4. Madhva’s Dvaita Vedanta (Dualism) 

Madhva (13th-14th century AD) proposed a system of strict monotheism and realistic 
metaphysical pluralism . 

+1 

●​ Absolute Dependence: God (Vishnu) is the only independent entity. The universe and 
souls are real and beginningless, but they are entirely dependent on God's will and 
knowledge to exist . 

●​ The Five Differences: Madhva asserted five absolute, eternal differences in the 
cosmos: between God and the soul, God and matter, individual souls and other souls, 
souls and matter, and matter and matter . 

●​ Grace is Required: Liberation cannot be achieved through human effort or knowledge 
alone; it strictly requires intense devotion and God's grace . 

5. Bhartrihari’s Sabdadvaita (Linguistic Monism) 

Bhartrihari (5th century AD) approached absolute reality through the lens of grammar and 
linguistics. 

●​ Language is Reality: He asserted that cognition and language are ontologically 
identical to Brahman. Understanding language—specifically the pure sound of the Vedic 
ritual—leads to liberating knowledge . 



●​ With this, grammar (Vyakarana) was elevated to the status of a darsana (a philosophical 
view) providing direct insight into ultimate reality. 

 

School Philosopher View of Reality View of the 
Individual Soul 
(Atman) 

Advaita Samkara Monism: Only 
Brahman is real; the 
plural world is an 
illusion (maya). 

Identical to Brahman; 
individuality is an 
illusion to be 
discarded. 

Visistadvaita Ramanuja Qualified Monism: 
The world is real and 
acts as the "body" of 
Brahman. 

Distinct but 
dependent part of 
Brahman; retains 
individuality to love 
God. 

Dvaita Madhva Dualism: Strict 
separation between the 
independent God and 
the dependent world. 

Eternally distinct from 
God and from other 
souls; relies entirely 
on God's grace. 
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Here is a comprehensive breakdown of the essential ideas regarding the Ethical Perspectives 
in the Bhagavad Gita, which serves as the culmination of your course's philosophical 
exploration: 

1. The Significance of the Bhagavad Gita 

●​ The "Fifth Veda": Although it is technically part of the Smriti corpus (as the sixth book of 
the Mahabharata epic), the Bhagavad Gita is revered as the most influential scripture in 
modern Hinduism and is sometimes called the "Fifth Veda". 



●​ A Philosophical Synthesis: It is a non-sectarian text that provides a unique summation 
of Hindu religious and philosophical ideas, seamlessly blending concepts from Vedanta, 
Samkhya, and other traditions. 

●​ The Setting: The text is a dialogue between the warrior Arjuna and his divine charioteer, 
Lord Krishna, taking place just seconds before a world-altering fratricidal war. 

2. Arjuna’s Dharmic Dilemma 

Arjuna faces a profound crisis: the impending war is simultaneously just and entirely pernicious. 

●​ The Two-Fold Paralysis: Arjuna refuses to fight for two reasons. Sentimental reasons 
make him reluctant to kill his relatives and friends. More complexly, he fears that fighting 
will destroy family dharma and trigger a massive cosmic breakdown.​
+1 

●​ The Compulsion of Prakriti: If Arjuna attempts to flee his duty out of fear, his own 
inherent nature and passions (prakriti) will mechanically force him into the fight anyway, 
bringing about the exact consequences he wishes to avoid.​
+1 

●​ The Scope of Freedom: Because action is inevitable, Arjuna's only true freedom lies 
not in what he does, but in how he does it—specifically, by maintaining absolute 
equanimity. 

3. Krishna’s Initial Deontological Response 

Krishna first addresses Arjuna's dilemma with traditional, lower-level arguments tailored to his 
initial capacity to understand. 

●​ He urges Arjuna not to be a coward. 
●​ He explains that the eternal, undying self (atman) cannot be killed; only the physical 

body is destroyed. 
●​ He asserts that Arjuna's specific caste duty as a warrior (svadharma) absolutely 

overrides any other form of dharma. 

4. The Ultimate Solution: Niskamakarma (Desireless Action) 

Krishna elevates the teaching to reconcile the active life (pravritti) with the quietism of the 
renouncer (nivritti). 

●​ Action belongs to Prakriti: Krishna teaches that physical action is a function of nature 
(prakriti), while the true Self (atman) is merely a witness.​
+1 

●​ Niskamakarma: Arjuna cannot refuse to act, but he can act with complete 
disinterestedness, performing his duties without any attachment to the fruits or outcomes 
of his actions.​
+1 



●​ Escaping Karma: Acting desirelessly ensures that the action does not generate karmic 
bondage, breaking the cycle of rebirth. 

5. Beyond Ethics: The Final Goal 

The Gita reveals that ethics is a relative category; it is established only so that it can eventually 
be transcended. 

●​ Abandoning All Laws: After granting Arjuna ultimate knowledge through a grand 
theophany, Krishna instructs him to "abandon all laws" (sarvadharma) and seek shelter 
solely in God through devotion (bhakti).​
+2 

●​ The State of Non-Ethics: In this state of supreme knowledge, the ethical dilemma 
completely dissolves. Liberation (moksa) is not the result of moral activity; rather, it is a 
state of absolute freedom where virtues become second nature without the need for 
conscious moral exertion.​
+3 

●​ The Metaphysical Reality: The text operates on a dialectic between the empirical world 
(the pluralistic illusion or maya) and the transcendental reality (where only Brahman 
exists). The ultimate purpose of Krishna's teaching is to realize the freedom of the 
atman, not to maintain social welfare or the illusion of the empirical world.​
+3 
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1. The Metaphysical Setup: Two Levels of Experience 

The Bhagavad Gita operates on a strict dialectic between two types of experience: 

●​ Empirical Experience (Vyavaharika): This is our everyday reality where the world is 
experienced as plural and multiple, filled with distinct objects and subjects. 

●​ Transcendental Experience (Paramarthika): At this ultimate level, there is only 
Brahman. From this perspective, the pluralistic empirical world is seen as maya (illusion). 

●​ The dividing line between these two experiences is vidya (knowledge) and avidya 
(ignorance). Arjuna's ultimate goal is to free himself from his psycho-physical complex 
and unlock the pure potential of his Self (atman). 

2. The Dual Characterization of Maya 

The concept of maya (the relationship between empirical and transcendental realities) has two 
distinct characterizations in the text: 



●​ Positive (Lila): Maya represents the creative power of Brahman actively projecting the 
universe as a sort of divine play. It is an appearance, but it points back to the reality of 
Brahman. 

●​ Negative: Maya represents the completely unreal world—an illusion with no actual 
consistency. 

●​ Ultimately, the ontological status of maya is anirvacaniya (inexpressible or indefinite). 

3. The Concept of God and Krishna's Three Natures 

In the Gita, God serves as the bridge between the empirical and the transcendental. He is the 
saguna Brahman (the Absolute with qualities) of our empirical experience. Krishna conveys this 
by speaking from multiple perspectives—sometimes as a friend, sometimes as the supreme 
God, and sometimes as the universal atman. 

Krishna reveals that he possesses three distinct natures: 

1.​ Lower Nature: This is prakriti, the material realm governed by the three gunas (action 
and reaction). 

2.​ Higher Nature: This is the "order of souls," which comprises all creatures in both their 
manifest and unmanifest states. 

3.​ The Supreme Nature: The "eternal unmanifest beyond the unmanifest," which remains 
completely unknowable, mysterious, and outside all universes and manifestations. 

4. Lokasamgraha and the Philosophy of Action 

At the empirical level, God is the foundation of ethics. However, the Gita ultimately transcends 
ethics through the concept of niskamakarma (desireless action). 

●​ Lokasamgraha (Holding the World Together): This concept is frequently 
misinterpreted as a call for social welfare or action. In the Gita, lokasamgraha is not the 
willed, intentional goal of an agent. 

●​ Consequence vs. Motive: When one acts purely without desire or attachment 
(non-action in action), the maintenance of the social order simply becomes an inevitable 
consequence of that action, rather than its motive. 

●​ The final purpose of Krishna's teaching is the freedom of the atman, after which social 
welfare or any other action is fundamentally purposeless on an individual, intentional 
level. 
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Here is the thorough breakdown of the concluding ideas regarding Krishna's teaching and the 
context of the great war: 

1. The Dissolution of the Moral Agent 



●​ The Self as a Witness: The Gita firmly establishes that action is the domain of prakriti 
(nature), while the true Self (atman) is strictly a witness and never an agent of action. 

●​ The End of Intentionality: Because the Self does not act, the concept of "non-action in 
action" completely dissolves the idea of intentionality and eliminates the "moral agent" 
who bears moral responsibility. 

●​ Ethics as an Illusion: Ethics fundamentally relies on the separation between a moral 
agent and moral values. Once a person realizes the ultimate non-dual truth, this 
separation vanishes, meaning the state of supreme knowledge operates entirely outside 
the framework of ethics.​
+1 

2. The True Meaning of Lokasamgraha 

●​ Refuting Social Welfare: Many modern interpreters, such as Radhakrishnan, argue that 
the Gita calls us to "live in the world and save it," interpreting the text as a manual for 
social action. 

●​ A Purposeless Motive: The course explicitly refutes this. The ultimate purpose of 
Krishna's teaching is solely to realize the freedom of the atman. Once this freedom is 
achieved, engaging in social welfare or any other action as a deliberate motive is 
rendered entirely purposeless.​
+1 

●​ Consequence, Not Intention: Lokasamgraha (holding the world together) is not 
achieved through the willed intention of an agent. Instead, the maintenance of the social 
order is merely an inevitable, natural consequence of acting desirelessly 
(niskamakarma).​
+1 

3. The Ultimate Resolution to Arjuna’s Dilemma 

●​ No Dilemma at All: The final, profound solution to Arjuna's agonizing dharmic dilemma 
is the realization that the dilemma itself does not actually exist. 

●​ The conflict only exists at the empirical level of fragmented duties. Once Arjuna attains 
transcendental knowledge, the dilemma evaporates. 

4. The Epic Context: Why Are They Fighting? (Appendix 6) 

To fully grasp the weight of the Gita, you need to know exactly who is on the battlefield. The 
Mahabharata centers on a succession crisis within the Kuru dynasty. 

●​ The Two Factions: The war is fought between two groups of cousins: the five Pandavas 
(which includes Arjuna and his brother Yudhisthira, the rightful heir) and the one hundred 
Kauravas (led by the eldest, Duryodhana).​
+3 



●​ The Rigged Game: After the kingdom was initially divided, Yudhisthira lost his half in a 
rigged game of dice and was condemned to 13 years of exile. 

●​ The Last Resort: Upon returning from exile, Duryodhana refused to return their half of 
the kingdom. War became the absolute last resort, placing Arjuna in his chariot opposite 
his own blood relatives. 
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