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SAMKHYA AS SAMANYASASTRA

Raffaele Torella, Roma

At the very outset of the Samkhya volume in the Encyclopedia of Indian
Philosophies, G. J. LARSON wrote:

Many years ago when I met the great Gopinath Kaviraj for the first time in
Varanasi, he inquired about my work. I commented that I was working on one of
the ancient systems of Indian philosophy, namely, the Samkhya. He impatiently
waved his hand to interrupt me. “Samkhya” he said “is not one of the systems of
Indian philosophy. Samkhya is the philosophy of India.”.

In its classical formulation, Samkhya is only one darsana among other
darsanas, and, in a sense, even one of the most generally criticized.
However, this conflicts with other aspects. First of all, no other darsana has
ever exported its doctrines so far and to spheres of Indian civilization so
varied, and for so long. It is Samkhya that is the source of paradigms such
as, for example, spirit-consciousness-inactivity as opposed to matter-
unconsciousness-productivity, so widespread throughout Indian civilization;
and, besides this doctrine, which is after all schematic and generic — and can
be found in other cultures too —, there also are extremely specific doctrines,
which, in spite of their specificity, imposed themselves and circulated to
such an extent as to almost make us forget their origin, as in the case of the
gunas. One might reply by saying that Samkhya represents the common
sense, existence as commonly understood, and therefore it underlies (or lies
side by side) all the bolder and more personal speculative efforts. But it is
not so. Samkhya has never been the philosophy of common sense, of
vyavahara. On the contrary, one of its late interpreters, Vijfianabhiksu,
explicitly denies this and attributes this qualification to Nyaya-Vaisesika
instead.'

1 Samkhyapravacanabhasya, p. 2 nanu nyayavaisesikabhyam apy etesv arthesu nyayah
pradarsita iti tabhyam asya gatarthatvam, saguna-nirgunatvadiviruddharupair
atmasadhakataya tadyuktibhir atratyayuktinam virodhenobhayor api durghatam ca
pramanyam iti / maivam, vyavaharika-paramarthikariipavisayabhedena gatarthatva-
virodhayor abhavat. Cf. also Abhinavagupta’s statement: naiyayikakramasyaiva

e

mayapade paramarthikatvam (I$varapratyabhijiavimarsini vol.I p. 25). Again, in
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As we said, Samkhya has been the object of many critical remarks, for
example, those by Saikara, who proposes to demolish particularly one of
its main doctrines, that of pradhana, leaving, however, the impression that
he does not want to deny the importance and coherence of a tradition as a
whole but that he aims, through the criticism of it, at better defining his
own position. In fact, after about two centuries, we see Vacaspati Misra
take up the issue again and try to integrate Samkhya into Vedanta, just as
Vijianabhiksu is to do again some centuries later. Another meaningful
characteristic, also deserving to be analysed, is the fact that old and new
Samkhya texts continue being commented upon, even when, strictly
speaking, Samkhya adepts — I mean followers of Samkhya as a school —
perhaps do not exist any longer. If the commentators are not Samkhyas
proper, why should they take the trouble of commenting upon Samkhya
texts? The answer is quite obvious. In all traditions, the commentary
literature mainly follows two lines. On the one hand, a commentary is
written with a view to making explicit the teachings of a text and defending
them against the criticism of adversary schools. On the other, a commentary
is written with an aim at attracting towards one’s own orbit a text that is
deemed to be important but at the same time ideologically somewhat distant
from one’s own position; thus a commentary is a device aimed at attempt-
ing to appropriate the text. In the latter case, in other words, a prestigious
work is mostly commented upon when one, at least prima facie, disagrees
with it. But this generally obtains for texts belonging to the same tradition
as the commentator’s. Why, then, comment upon a Samkhya text, if one is
outside the Samkhya tradition? We may answer by putting one more
question, which is, after all, the main subject of this paper: Is it really
possible to be outside, totally outside, Samkhya? I should like to conclude
these preliminary remarks by pointing out that Samkhya, although so
strongly criticized by the Vedantins, is yet assigned, by the Vedantin
Madhava in the Sarvadarsanasamgraha, one of the absolutely highest ranks
in the hierarchy of philosophical systems.

Let us now try to go a bit deeper into the question by examining the
role of Samkhya within one specific tradition, the Tantric one (admitting
that we are allowed to speak of Tantrism as of a unitary phenomenon).

commenting Tantraloka XII1.346¢cd lokadhyatmatimargadikarmayogavidhanatah,
Jayaratha says: lokah Srutismrtyadih, adhyatmam vedantadih, atimargo laukika-
margatitam samkhyapatanjaladi ...
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Furthermore, speaking of Tantrism means speaking not of a marginal
element but of an essential and strongly characterizing component of the
entire civilization of the subcontinent, from the medieval age onwards — in
the social, religious, philosophical, and artistic spheres. We find Samkhya
doctrines in the very core of the metaphysics, cosmology and psychology of
Tantrism, and we are not talking of single details but of fully structured
systems of beliefs — such as the tattva theory —, which are so perfectly
integrated into the tantric speculation that, most likely, we would never
have thought of a derivation, had we not been aware of the remote origin of
Samkhya. This is particularly true for the Saiva side of Tantrism.

In addition to the doctrine of tattvas, or at least the first twenty-three
or twenty-four in the Saiva outlook, we find the doctrine of bhavas and
pratyayas, obviously that of the three gunas, the opposition/
complementarity of the male and female principles in the Absolute, and all
this does not concern only the speculative plane but is also firmly grounded
in ritual (see for example the role of buddhi-bhavas in the mental
construction of the Siva throne,? or the five mahabhiitas as pervading the
entire universe in the so-called paficatattvadiksa,’ and so on). Neither the
tantras nor the commentaries and secondary works ever acknowledge these
elements as “deriving” from Samkhya, to which, moreover, a somewhat
ambiguous treatment is reserved: a certain basic respect, on the one hand,

2 Somasambhupaddhati 1 (BRUNNER 1963) p. 158 ff.; Mrgendragama, kriyapada,
[1I.12 and Narayanakantha’s Vrtti (cf. BRUNNER 1985: 46); Svacchandatantra
[1.61cd-62 and Ksemaraja’s Uddyota; Sardhatrisati-kalottara V.2cd-3ab and
Ramakantha’s Vreti. But cf. Ramakantha’s remarks (Sardhatrisati-kalottara-vrtti p. 49
dharmadayas tv ete ’'nantasya samarthyavisesah yaih sarvam dhatte, janati, na
kenacid anurajyate, sarvesvaras ca bhavatiti / na tu buddhidharma iti maurkhyad
vyakhyeyam, tesam atra pragamasambhavat) and Ksemaraja’s (Svacchandatantra-
uddyota vol.l p. 45 isvarasaktyadhisthane eva etad esam ghatate).

3 Mahabharata X11.187.3-5 prthivi vayur akasam apo jyotiS ca paficamam /
mahabhiitani bhiitanam sarvesam prabhavapyayau // tatah srstani tatraiva tani yanti
punah punah / mahabhitani bhutesu sagarasyormayo yatha // prasarya ca
yathangani kiitrmah samharate punah / tadvad bhitani bhutatma srstva samharate
punah // mahabhutani pancaiva sarvabhiitesu bhutakrt / akarot tesu vaisamyam tat tu
jivo ’'nu pasyati /. Sardhatrisati-kalottara VIII.1-2 atha diksam pravaksyami
paricatattvavyavasthitam / prthivy apas tatha tejo vayur akasam eva ca // pancaitani
ca tattvani yair vyaptam akhilam jagat / sarvatattvani tatraiva drastavyani tu sadha-
kaih //. See also the kaladiksa, where the five kalas are related to the five mahabhiitas,
Mrgendragama, kriyapada, VII1.154cd-155; Svacchandatantra V.12cd-13.



556 RAFFAELE TORELLA

and a strong criticism on specific points, on the other.* The basic respect
does not seem essentially different from that paid to other traditions, too.
We may quote statements like this: “Samkhya, Yoga, Paficaratra and Vedas
cannot be despised, for they originated from Siva; all of them bestow the
fruit of liberation” (Svacchandatantra V.44cd-45ab).’ In the hierarchies of
philosophical-religious systems and the levels of liberation they can attain,
Samkhya mostly occupies an intermediate rank:® its purusa, once liberated,

a8~ -

of kala because of knowledge” or vijianakevala “isolated because of
knowledge” (cf. TORELLA 1994: 199-200), and it is added elsewhere that
this plane can be fully reached only through the practice of the yoga
(related to the Earth principle) according to the Siva doctrine (Tantraloka
X.170cd-171 dharatattvagatam yogam abhyasya Sivavidyaya // na tu

-

tajusah //). Sometimes, specific points are discussed, e. g. the theory of the
single quality versus the theory of the accumulation of the qualities in the

. -

4 See e.g. Mrgendratantra, vidyapada, 11.15 samkhyajiiane ’'pi mithyatvam karye
karanabuddhitah / akartrbhavad bhoktus ca svatantryad apy acittvatah //.

5 Cf. the Paficaratra’s position on the matter as expounded in a passage cited by
Yamunacarya in the Agamapramanya (pp. 61-62) puranais caiva vedais ca
paricaratrais tathaiva ca / dhyayanti yogino nityam kratubhis ca yajanti tam // evam
ekam sankhyayogam vedaranyakam eva ca / parasparangany etani paricardtram ca
sattama //. After quoting and commenting upon the latter verse in the Sribhasya (vol.Il
p. 561, on Brahmasutra 11.2.42), Ramanuja refers to one more verse: samkhyam
vogah paricaratram vedah pasupatam tatha / atmapramanany etani na hantavyani
hetubhih /1.

6 See e. g. the passage quoted by Ramakantha in his Prakdsa on Sadyojyotis’s
Naresvarapariksa (p. 207, on 1I1.80) yac chriyate — buddhitattve sthita bauddha
gunesu tv arhatah sthitah / gunamurdhni sthitah samkhya avyakte paricaratrikah /
sthita vedavidah pumsi. A very similar passage (but omitting the reference to the
Samkhyas) is quoted in Pratyabhijiiahrdaya p. 18, Tantralokavarttika vol. IV p. 131,
and in many other Saiva texts.

7 Cf. Ivarapratyabhijiiakarikavrtti p. 68 (on I11.2.7) te ca samkhyapurusapraya

‘A=

s 8=

concludes his argumentation by saying, once again: fatah samkhyaih purusair yat
sadrsyam, tad atyantikam tajjativataparyantam na bhavati — iti prayikam sadrsyam
yuktam.
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Generally, preference is given to the latter, but mainly on the basis of the
observation of Saiva ritual, which mostly presupposes it.* Sometimes, this
is also accompanied by a certain annoyance at entering into the play of the
vol.Il pp. 213-214 tatraikaikagunam akasadi, ekaikavrddhagunam va — iti
darsanabhedah — iti na vivecito 'nupayogat)’.

In order to attempt an overall evaluation of the Saiva position towards
Samkhya, I will focus on a specific point: the doctrine of bhavas and
pratyayas, 1.€. the basic components of intellectual and psychological life of
the individual. This doctrine, or perhaps two distinct doctrines belonging to
distinct phases in the evolution of Samkhya,'® has been the object of
different interpretations and formulations.!' The Mrgendratantra basically
presents this doctrine in the terms in which it occurs in the Samkhyakarika,
and the commentator Narayanakantha remains on the same lines. Only, they
solve the question of the relationship between bhavas and pratyayas — a
question that the Samkhya texts essentially leave unanswered — in terms of
genetic connection: bhavas are explicitly made to be the causes of pratyayas
(Mrgendragama, vidyapada, X.25a pratyayas tadupadanas; Vrtti, KSTS
ed., p. 220 ..utpattihetur yesam ...), or the latter the gross form, or
actualization, of the former (Aghorasiva’s Tika on Bhogakarika 60, p. 217,
ta eva [bhavah] prakarsavastham praptah sthiilena rilpena bhogyadasam

8  Isvarapratyabhijiavivrtivimarsini 111 p. 299 diksakalena ca visuddham pirvam
tattvam dharam apsu uttaratra yojanivam ifi [...] tatra karane karyasya pravilayo
yojanam ca / ‘yuktah’ iti sa eva ayam bahutaragamanugrhitah paksah iti yavat. Also
the yoga practice named dharana — in this case a practice shared both by Saivas and
Samkhyas — is in accordance with the accumulation theory (ibid. ranu kimartham
Saivasamkhyadaya ittham ahuh ...).

9 However, a fairly detailed discussion of the issue can be found in Tantraloka 1X and
Tantrasara VIILI.

10 This is the opinion of FRAUWALLNER 1973: 1, 268.

11 We may start from the derogatory remarks of GARBE 1917: 341: “In der Beschreibung
dieser Zustdnde zeigt sich die Klassifizierungssucht der Samkhya-Philosophie im
hellsten Lichte; thre Zahlenmanie nimmt geradezu den Charakter des Albernen an. Der
ganze Gegenstand darf als die schwache Seite des Systems bezeichnet werden.” On
bhavas see e.g. GARBE 1917: 339-340, VAN BUITENEN 1956: 153-157, LARSON-
BHATTACHARYA 1987: 53-54; on pratyayas see, besides FRAUWALLNER 1973,
GARBE 1917: 340-345, OBERHAMMER 1961, OBERHAMMER 1977: 17-57, LARSON-
BHATTACHARYA 1987: 56-59, 631-634. A detailed treatment of the bhava-pratyaya
doctrine can be found in Yuktidipika pp. 230-253.
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apannah samsarinam pratyayanat pratyayah kathyante ). The latter passage
also contains an etymological explanation of the term pratyaya, derived
from Narayanakantha (Mrgendravrtti p. 220 te dharmadaya upadanam
utpattihetur yesam te samsaryanoh pratyayanat pratyaya istah), who also
quotes ibid. an anonymous verse with an etymological explanation of bhava
(bhavayanty atmano lingam tena bhava iti smrtah )."* Neither of these two
etymological explanations belongs to the Samkhya tradition.'’ After
following the Mrgendra and Narayankantha’s discourse about the fifty
pratyayas with no objection, the sub-commentator Aghorasiva rather
unexpectedly remarks that this is not the final assessment of the question —
both as regards the features and number of the pratyayas — which instead is
to be found in the Saiva tradition and, particularly, in the Matanga-
paramesvaratantra (Mrgendravrtti-dipika p. 282 te ca siddhyadayah
pancasat pratyayah samkhyasiddha evatra darsitah / natu siddhantasiddhah
sSrimatangadav anyathaiva tallaksanasya tatsamkhyayas cabhidhanat). In
fact, if we look into the vidyapada of this Agama (patala XVII), we find a

12 This still cryptic explanation (but cf. also Matangaparamesvaravrtti, vidyapada,
p. 389: bhavayanti adhivasayanti buddhim yato dharmadayo 'nusthitah, tato bhavah
kathyante) is partly elucidated by Aghora$iva in his Dipika on the Mrgendravrtti
(p. 280 buddhau vasanatvena sthita dharmadayo ’stau bhava ity arthah / ete cetyadi /
sattvikasuddha [read sattvika Suddha] matih pravrtta yasya pumsah tasya
dharmadayas catvaro bhava bhavantiti bhavah). 1 am very grateful to Professor
Alexis SANDERSON for providing me with a copy of this rare text. The editor of the
Dipika traces the verse explaning the term pratyaya to the Pauskaragama. In fact, in
patala V1 of the vidyapada of the edited Pauskara we can find not only the same
explanation of pratyaya (V1.124ab pratyayayanti ksetrajiam tena te pratyayah
smrtah) but also that of bhava (V1.50cd-51a ete dharmadayas castau bhavayanti
vatas tatah // lingabhavat [read lingam bhavah] samuddista/h]). However, it seems
very unlikely that such a late (and southern) compilation as the edited Pauskaragama
can represent the source of this old doctrine, and all the more so if we consider that
this text shows at many points its endebtment to the Matanga, probably read in the
light of Ramakantha’s vr##i. In the latter work (p. 389), both verses are quoted, while
Ramakantha comments upon vidyapada, XVI1.26cd-27ab pratyayo 'ksarthayogotthah
pumsah pratyayakrt sada // bhavanatah smrto bhavo vasyate yena pudgalah /.

13 See e.g. Yuktidipika p. 239 (on Samkhyakarika 46ab). pratyayasarga iti pratyayah
padartho laksanam iti paryayah / [...] athava pratyayo buddhih niscayo 'dhyavasaya
iti paryayah / tasya sargo 'yam, atah pratyayasargah pratyayakaryam pratyaya-
vyapara ity arthah / athava pratyayapirvakah sargah pratyayasargah / buddhi-
purvaka ity uktah.
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conception that is essentially new with respect to Samkhya.'* Not only does
this scripture view the pratyayas as the direct outcome of the eight bhavas,
as also the Mrgendra does, but also amplifies their number and in many a
case modifies their meanings and functions. Without going into details, we
can limit ourselves to saying that 5 yamas and 5 niyamas derive from
dharma; 8 siddhis, multiplied by 10 different philosophical viewpoints,
derive from jriana; 10 tustis, also multiplied by 10 different philosophical
viewpoints, derive from vairagya; 10 aisvaryas (the usual list animadi)
multiplied by 8 different ways of existence derive from aisvarya, 10
opposites to yamas and niyamas derive from adharma, 5 viparyayas (i.e.
the usual Samkhya list: tamas, moha, etc.) derive from ajrana; 10 atustis
derive from avairdgya; and 21 asaktis derive from anaisvarya.'> Thus the
number of pratyayas raises to three hundred. But the Saiva elaboration of
the bhava-pratyaya doctrine does not stop here. In the Pauskaragama,
mentioned above, the pratyayas are further multiplied: now they are six
hundred twelve (vidyapada, V1.127ab sambhiiya vrttayo buddheh sat satam
dvadasadhikam).

This handling of Samkhya concepts and doctrines by Saiva tantras as
they were their own, that is, tantric Saiva doctrines — particularly in the
case of a doctrine so typically Samkhya, with all the peculiarity of its often
abstruse and archaic terminology — the familiarity that these tantras and
their commentators show in modifying and integrate them, all this suggests
a tentative conclusion. There is not one Samkhya but, as it were, two
Samkhyas. One is a relatively coherent complex of doctrines and beliefs
which has become, subliminally as it were, an integral part of Indian

14 As is often the case in Tantrism (cf. the attitude of most of tantric literature towards
vedic sruti), the relationship between the two conceptions is assumed to be that of
samanya/visesa (see Mrgendravrttidipika p. 291, on XI.1, astau navetyadina
samksepena samkhyasritaparicasatpratyayasamkhydaya darsitatvat  siddhyadinam
svaripalaksanam api tad uktam eveti [...] visesalaksanam asmabhih piurvaprakarana
eva darsitam).

15 A couple of verses by Ramakantha himself aptly summarize the entire doctrine
(Matangaparamesvaravrtti, vidyapada, p. 417, ad XVIL.157cd): dharmadaya eva
bhavah kramena pratyayariipatam prapta iti / evam Satatrayasamkhyatra darsita / na
tu samkhyair iva paficasad ity uktam anyatra — dharmo dasabhir bhedair jianam
asityd Satena vairagyam / aisvaryam catussastya dasabhir adharmas tadardhato
‘iianam // daSabhir avairagyam canaisvaryam bhinnam ekavimsatya / bhava-
pratyayabhedah samksepoktah satatrayenayam //.
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tradition,'® impelled by its intrinsic power and prestige deriving above all

from its being the first bold and consistent systemization of the scattered
patrimony of upanisadic speculations. The other is the Samkhya as a
darsana trying to put in order or develop, in some way or other, these
doctrines, which are perceived as a timeless legacy even by those that are
not their direct upholders. One wonders whether this could be an acceptable
explanation of the sentence, apparently so incongruous, pronounced by
Aghoradiva in the Mrgendravrttidipika: Also the followers of Samkhya
[“also”, that is, in addition to us Saivas] admit of 24 tattvas ..."’
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