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Viṣṇu sleeping on the serpent Śeṣa

Daśāvatāra temple, Deogaṛh (Central India), 7th century
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'The One without color appears
by the manifold application of his power
with many colors in his hidden purpose.
May the Being of Splendor in whom the world dissolves
and from whom it rises
grant us a clear understanding.
He is Agni, the lord-of-fire,
and he is the Sun, and the Wind, and Moon.
He is the Seed, the Immense-Being,
He is the Lord-of-Progeny.
You are woman, and you are man,
You are the youth and the maiden,
and the old man tottering with a staff.
You are born again facing all directions.
You are the bluely and the red-eyed parrot,
the cloud pregnant with lightning.
You are the seasons and the seas,
the Beginningless, the Abiding Lord
from whom the spheres are born.
Ṥvetāśvatara Upaniṣad 4.1–4. [1]
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FOREWORD
This study of Hindu mythology is not an exhaustive one. It is a mere attempt at explaining the significance of the most prominent Hindu deities in the way in which they are envisaged by the Hindus themselves.
The mystery of creation and the destiny of man can be approached from various points 
of view. All religions are based on cosmological and metaphysical theories attempting to offer some explanation of the riddle of the universe. The complexity of Hindu polytheism is mainly due to the number of attempts at explaining in different ways the 
universal laws and the nature of the all-pervading principles from which the universe may appear to have arisen.
The names of the deities and the forms of the symbols used to represent universal principles have changed whenever this could help to make these principles more easily grasped. Historical iconography can, therefore, in no way be taken to represent the development of Hindu religious ideas. The apparent origins of the various gods and the histories of their names should not be taken as indisputable evidence of an evolution in religious ideas.
The outlook of modern people is, in the main, analytical. It tends to differentiate and isolate the various elements, religious, social, philosophical, which have combined to give its present form to the Hindu pantheon. The Hindu approach, on the other hand, being basically cosmological, tries to find an equivalent, a sort of legal precedent in its own tradition, for any new idea or system which it wants to understand or assimilate. Thus the Western approach tends to present us with a clear picture of original systems which become confused and mixed in the mass of Hindu thought, while the Hindu approach wants us to see a coherent, all-inclusive, ever-evolving knowledge with its roots in ancient systems which tried to express, more or less successfully, the complex structure of the cosmos, a structure which came to be better and better analyzed in the elaborate mythology of the later ages.
The word "Hindu," used for convenience, can be misleading, for it may convey the idea that Hinduism belongs to a country, to a particular human group, to a particular time. Hinduism, according to Hindu tradition and belief, is the remnant of a universal store of knowledge which, at one time, was accessible to the whole of mankind. It claims to represent the sum of all that has come to be known to man through his own effort or through revelation from the earliest age of his existence.
The development of the mutually exclusive creeds which now claim membership of the greater number of human beings seems to be, in the Hindu view, a comparatively recent phenomenon, which appeared only during the 
Kālī Yuga, the "Age of Conflicts."1
 Whatever value we attribute to more recent religions, we should not attempt to equate Hinduism with them. Hinduism cannot be opposed to any creed, to any prophet, to any incarnation, to any way of realization, since one of its fundamental principles is to acknowledge them all and many more to come.
Hinduism, or rather the "eternal religion" (sanātana dharma), as it calls itself, recognizes for each age and each country a new form of revelation and for each man, according to his stage of development, a different path of realization, a different mode 
of worship, a different morality, different rituals, different gods.
The duty of the man of knowledge, of the realized being, is to teach to a worthy student what he has himself experienced and nothing more. He cannot claim that his is the only truth, because he cannot know what may be true to others. He cannot claim his way to be the only way, for the number of ways leading from the relative to the absolute is infinite. The teacher expounds what he knows and must leave the seeker to make his own discoveries, to find the path of his own development, for which each individual can be responsible finally only to himself.
There is therefore little room in Hinduism for dogmas, for proselytism, for set rules of behavior. 
Although the practice 
of certain virtues or restrictions may be, in many cases, a useful instrument of self-development, none can set a norm for others to follow. The rules of morality are a matter 
of social convenience, but have little to do with spiritual development. They can be mixed up with spiritual values only in religious creeds the main purpose of which is to codify the rules of conduct of a particular group, or race, or culture, whose "god" is a tribal chief enforcing a human code 
of behavior with superhuman threats. The multiplicity of such "gods" in a polytheistic system, which ever opposes one divinity to another, has been a useful instrument in preventing the social code of human action from taking the place of the search for a higher truth. In this respect many of the civilized nations of today are just as primitive in their beliefs and in the picture of the "god" who guides their wars and approves of their social habits and prejudices as are the most primitive tribes of India. To them the message of Hindu polytheism can be one of tolerance and understanding.
 
THERE ARE some Hindu deities whose symbolism is not clear to me. I could not trace with certainty the tradition of their significance; available ancient texts and modem studies only mention their myths.
In such cases, and so as not to leave out entirely some important divinities, I have merely given a description of the form of the deity and a brief summary of the myth. This, however, creates an incomplete and eventually misleading picture. More contacts with the living pandits in the different parts of India may allow us one day to find the key to their significance.
I have written a French version of this book which differs from the English version in minor points. It is also less complete, containing only a few photographs and no index. It was published in Paris in 1960 by Buchet/Chastel under the title Le Polythéisme Hindou.
Throughout the text, numbers in brackets [ ] following the quotations translated from the Sanskrit refer to the Devanagari transcripts given in the appendix.
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    Virupakṣa temple, Paṭṭadkal, 9th century
18. Bhairava, the Terrible, the destructive aspect of 
Śiva (p. 196).

    Chaturbhuja temple, Khajuraho, 10th century
19. The liṅga of Śiva, who is the undivided causal principle (p. 222).

    Udayapur (Gwalior state), 12th century
20. The Hermaphrodite, Ardhanārīśvara, symbol of the union of 
Śiva and Śakti, his consort (p. 203).

    Central India, 11th century
21. Śiva, lord of yoga, doing penance (p. 202).

    Bhuvaneśvara, 9th century
22. Skanda or Kumāra, one of 
Śiva's sons, the handsome and ever young captain of the gods' army (pp. 297 ff.).

    Bhuvaneśvara, 9th century
23. Śiva and an aspect of his power, Pārvatī, Daughter of the 
Mountain, or space (pp. 263 f.).

    Central India, 12th century
24. Kālī, Time, a fearful form of the consort of 
Śiva (pp. 263 f.) and one of ten objects of transcendent knowledge or aspects of 
Śiva's power (pp. 268 ff.).

    Rāmgaṛh (Rajputana), 12th century
25. A ḍākinī, an attendant of 
Kālī (p. 288), surrounded by demons, drinking blood on a battlefield.

    Khandarya Mahādeva temple, Khajuraho, 10th century
26. Durgā killing the buffalo-demon (p. 288).

     Telika temple, Bhuvaneśvara, 11th century
27. Gaṇapati, Pārvatī's son (pp. 291 ff.), and Siddhi, Success, one of 
Gaṇapati's two wives.

    Khajuraho, 10th century
28. A form of Brahmā (p. 237).

    Pārśvanātha Jain temple, Khajuraho, 11th century
29. 
A 
nāga (pp. 
301, 308 f.).

    Janjira (Central India), 12th century
30. A flying gandharva, a celestial harmony (pp. 301, 305 f.).

      
Duladeva temple, Khajuraho, 11th century
31. An apsaras, a heavenly courtesan (pp. 301, 304 f.).

Chaturbhuja temple, Khajuraho, 11th century
32. A seer, or ṛṣi (pp. 6, 316ff.).

   
Bengal, early 19th century. Woodod
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NOTE ON TRANSLATION OF THE SANSKRIT
In searching for expressions suitable to convey the meaning of the names of deities or of cosmic entities, I have tried to remain as close as possible to the images these names may evoke in spoken Sanskrit and to the notions they convey to the mind of a student of traditional philosophy.
One should keep in mind that, in the fields 
of religion and philosophy, for Sanskrit words the Hindus make use of symbolic etymologies distinct from the grammatical ones. 
A basic meaning is attributed to each syllabic sound, and the meanings of the syllables that form a word combine to express an idea that can be completely different from the etymological meaning of the word. In translating certain terms I have often chosen this symbolic meaning since this is the meaning that is important in practice and that alone can explain the use of those words in a particular context.
Since there exist authoritative texts explaining the symbolic etymologies of all important words, particularly all the names of deities (e.g., the Viṣṇu-sahasra-nāma, 
Rudra-sahasra-nāma, Devī-sahasra-nāma, and works such as the Nirukta), in most cases I omitted references which would have justified my translations, in order not to overburden the book with technical notes. For example, I translated Vinatā as "she before whom knowledge bows." The name 
Vinatā means "bowed to"; it is in the feminine gender, which therefore indicates the feminine deity, but from tradition one knows that it is knowledge that bows before her (Vinatā is the mother of Garuḍa, who represents the hermetic utterances of the Vedas, the essence of knowledge). Therefore I incorporated in the translation of the term the explanatory commentary that the 
Brahmān student would give immediately.
In translating texts I have sometimes maintained a Sanskrit name although it was already translated, so that the meaning might appear together with the name. Thus I may translate "Viṣṇu, the Pervader" when in the text there is only the name 
Viṣṇu, which means "pervader."
I could not give complete references for all of the quotations; some of them were taken from texts of which I saw only incomplete manuscripts without chapter divisions. Since many of the texts I quote differ from those found in the printed versions available to Western scholars, I wanted to give in an appendix the texts I had translated. I am extremely happy that this could be realized in the present edition.
I beg to be forgiven for having given the references to the Mahābhārata sometimes in one recension, sometimes in another. I happened to have at my disposal first one version and later the other. I did not find the time or the courage to try to co-ordinate the two versions of this enormous work, which show endless variants.

NOTE ON PRONUNCIATION
[image: image]
All the Indian scripts follow the classical Sanskrit classification of the letters; only the shapes of the written characters vary.
The ancient Indian grammarians (Nandikeśvara, Bhartṛhari, Pāṇini, Patañjali, etc.) built up an alphabet that aimed at classifying the various possibilities of articulation (cf. p. 886, n. 8) and at standarizing the Sanskrit language; for then, as now, accurate pronunciation of the sounds was essential for the effectiveness of the magic formulae and for the symbolic significance of the names of the deities (see p. xxvii). 
A certain amount of degradation in the common pronunciation of some of the elements of this classification of articulate sounds has taken place since it was first established, more than two thousand five hundred years ago, disrupting in some cases its logic and its ordinance.
The classical grammarians recognize five places of articulation. There are therefore five groups of consonants and five "pure" vowels.
VOWELS are traditionally defined as continuous sounds that can be held without any movement of the lips or tongue while singing. In general, the vowels are pronounced somewhat as in Italian; short a, however, is a "neutral" vowel, like the vowel-sound of but.
Of the SIMPLE VOWELS, only three are used today in most Indian languages: the guttural a, the palatal i, the labial u.
The "lost" vowels are two: first, the lingual vowel transcribed as 
ṛ, which corresponds to the German ö (as in böse) or the French eu (as in beurre). The grammarians defined 
ṛ as the sound produced when one thinks of an i but utters it at the place where r is articulated. However, r has come to be pronounced ri (as in river) in most parts of India, so that Kṛṣṇa is now usually pronounced Krishna, although the older rendering Köshna is still current in several North Indian dialects.
The other "lost" vowel, the dental vowel transcribed as I, corresponds to the French u (as in lune) or the German 
ü (as in über). The grammarians defined 
ḷ as the sound produced when one thinks of r but utters it at the place where 
l is made. However, it is now usually pronounced lri (approximately as in axle-rim).
The so-called MIXED VOWELS are traditionally regarded as using two places of articulation at the same time. Thus they are sometimes mistaken by Western students for diphthongs. The first two, transcribed as e and ai, comprise the sounds represented phonetically as a with i: (guttural) a with (palatal) i; the e is pronounced as in French 
fée, and the ai as in French 
fête. The two other mixed vowels, transcribed as o and au, are the sounds represented phonetically as a with u: (guttural) a with (labial) u; the 0 is pronounced about as in note, the au as in orchid.
CONSONANTS, according to tradition, are formed in each place of articulation by a push or a pull (in Western terms, unvoiced or voiced) which can be dry or aspirate, thus giving in each position four kinds of occlusion, besides a fifth quality, a nasal. In addition, there are four semivowels (y, r, l, v), three sibilants (ś, 
ṣ, s), and a pure aspirate (h). Thus we obtain the thirty-three consonants defined by tradition (p. 336, n. 3); they exclude the terminal and nasalizing sounds bracketed in the above table.
The aspirate consonants, written as single characters in Sanskrit, are transcribed with an h following. Thus h after another consonant is always aspirated and audible; for example, th is pronounced as in boathook, ph as in haphazard, dh as in madhouse, and bh as in abhor.
The guttural series contains the ordinary European k-and g-sounds and their aspirates (kh and gh), with a nasal 
ṅ which is pronounced as ng in singing.
In the palatal series, c is pronounced about like ch in church (Sanskrit ch, consequently, sounds like church-house) and j about as in 
judge. The nasal ñ is like ñ in Spanish señor. An exception is jña, which as pronounced by a modern Hindu sounds like gñah (or, vulgarly, gyah) with hard g. The palatal semivowel y is about as in English, and 
ś, the sibilant, approximately sh.
Linguals are pronounced with the tip of the tongue bent back and placed against the roof of the mouth instead of against the teeth. The r is untrilled. The 
ṣ is a harsh (semiguttural) sibilant, sometimes turned into kh in popular language. Hence 
ṛṣabha (bull) comes to be pronounced ökhabh or rikhabh.
The dentals and labials are about as in English.
Visarga and upadhmaniya, both transliterated ḥ, are final h-sounds uttered in the articulating position of the preceding syllable—visarga with gutturals, upadhmānīya with labials. 
Anusvara,
ṁ or ṅ, is a nasal occurring at the end of a syllable.

ONE
Philosophy


1
The Theory of Polytheism
The Language of Symbols
ANY ATTEMPT at representing something in terms of something else requires a system of equivalences. The representation of one order of things in terms of another is made with the help of real or arbitrary equivalents known as symbols. To represent a crop in terms of quantity we have to use symbols which are numbers. To represent ideas in terms of sounds we must use symbols which are words; to represent words graphically we have to use symbols which are characters. 
A symbol is a perceptible, analogical representation of a thing or an idea. Language is merely a particular form of symbolism. Writing, probably everywhere originally conceived as ideograms, is essentially symbolical.
A symbol can be natural or conventional. The direct relation of one order of things with another, the intersection of two worlds, of two aspects of existence, is the origin of natural symbols.
In the Hindu cosmological theory symbolism is conceived as the expression of a reality, as a search for the particular points where different worlds meet and where the relation between entities belonging to different orders of things may become apparent.
According to the Hindu view, all the aspects of the manifest world spring from similar principles—have, we might say, a common ancestry. There is of necessity some sort of equivalence between sounds, forms, numbers, colors, ideas, as there is also between the abstractions of the subtle and transcendent worlds on one side and the forms of the perceptible universe on the other.
The astronomical phenomena can be considered as basic symbols. We can find in them a figuration of universal principles. True symbolism, far from being invented by man, springs from Nature (prakṛti)1
 itself. The whole of Nature is but the symbol of a higher reality.
What we picture as the aspects of divinity are essentially the abstract prototypes of the forms of the manifest world. These must, by their very nature, have equivalents in all the aspects of the perceptible universe. Each divine aspect thus may appear to us as having affinities with some particular form, number, color, plant, animal, part of the body, vital energy, particular moments of the cycles of the day, of the year, of aeons, particular constellations, sounds, rhythms, etc.
The conception of the Hindu pantheon and its iconographical theory are based on the belief that such affinities exist. Thus an aspect of divinity can be represented and worshiped in forms which are extremely diverse and yet strictly equivalent, such as a mental figuration, a geometrical diagram (yantra), an anthropomorphic image (mūrti), a spoken formula (mantra), a particular human being (mother, teacher, etc.)' a particular fruit, an animal, a mineral, etc. 
Any of these forms can be used indifferently as a support through which ritual or meditation can reach the Principle of which they are the images, the manifest aspects.

The Representation of the Transcendent
ALL RELIGIONS, all religious philosophies, are ultimately attempts at finding out the nature of the perceptible world—and of ourselves who perceive it -the process of the world's manifestation, and the purpose of life, so that we may discover the means of fulfilling our destiny. 
All mythologies are ways of representing transcendent or suprahuman states of Being conceived as deities or perceived as symbols.
Some ancient Hindu sages discovered that, through the diversity of our faculties and of our senses, and according to the postulates or methods we are ready to accept, we can find different channels through which to conduct our investigation into the extrasensorial world. Each of these channels, leading into distant spheres, has narrow limits, has its own distinct characteristics and methods. Each may bring us to conclusions that appear different from those arrived at through other channels.
Transcendent reality is, by definition, beyond the limitations that condition our means of knowledge. Yet, even if we cannot understand its nature, we may indirectly conclude that some form of being beyond the sphere of our perceptions must exist. Whenever he carries any form of experience to its farthest limit, man has a glimpse of an unknowable "Beyond" which he calls divinity. This divinity cannot be grasped nor understood, for it begins where understanding fails, yet it can be approached from many sides; any attempt at understanding its nature can merely be called a "near approach," an Upa-niṣad. We can only point to the necessity for a substratum, we never experience it directly, although it is ever near; for, at the limit of each form of experience, we apprehend some aspect of it. The more we can seize of the different aspects of the phenomenal world, often apparently contradictory, through which the Divine may be approached, the more we come near to a general, a "real," insight into the mysterious entity we call God.
We can look at a sculpture from different angles. We grasp its whole form only when we have observed the front, the back, the profiles. Each of these views is different from the others; some of the elements of their description may seem incompatible. Yet from these contradictory reports of our eyes we can build up a general conception of the sculpture which we could hardly do if we had seen it from one angle only.
The apparent contradiction between the transcendent forms glimpsed through the diverse means of approach is really the key to the comprehension of the "Immense" reality, which can never be grasped as a whole. Thus divinity has been defined as "that in which opposites coexist." The more insights we can get, the more aspects of the Divine we can perceive, the more we see of divinities beyond the different aspects of the universe, the more elements we can assemble to build up some conception of the origin of things, of the destiny and purpose of life, the nearer we are to understanding something of what divinity is.
There are certain curves whose equations cannot be stated. In such a case the mathematician searches for particular examples in which the formula is simpler; then, with the help of the data so obtained, he plots an outline and arrives at an approximate idea of the curve. This would have been impossible through one point of view, one approach, only. The theory of polytheism is based on a similar attempt. It is only through the multiplicity of approaches that we can draw a sort of outline of what transcendent reality may be. The multiple manifested entities that underlie existing forms alone are within the reach of our understanding. 
Any conception we may have of something beyond will be a mental projection, an imaginary link established between various perceptible data.
Hindu philosophy studies the mystery of the universe from three main outlooks. These are: (1) the experimental outlook, or Vaiśeṣka,2
 and its corroborating method, logic, or Nyāya, which envisages the "impermanent" or destructible form of things; (2) the cosmological outlook, or Sāṅkhya, and its corroborating method, direct supramental perception, or Yoga, which studies the "enduring" or permanent laws of things; and (s) the metaphysical outlook, or Vedānta, and its corroborating method, the dialectic and semantic study of language, which tries to grasp the nature of the changeless substratum of all forms and laws. We shall see, when studying the nature 
of the Cosmic Being, that these three approaches refer to the three orders of manifestation: the "Destructible Person" (kṣara puruṣa) or the perceptible universe, the "Indestructible Person" (akṣara 
puruṣa) or the body of permanent laws which rule manifestation, and the "Changeless Person" (avyaya 
puruṣa), the unmanifest substratum of existence beyond cause and effect.
It will make us ponder over the nature of transcendent reality to discover that, according to their own logic and their means of proof, some of the "points of view" (darśana) must be atheistic, others pantheistic, others deistic, moralistic, mystical. Yet we should not hastily conclude that these are the conflicting beliefs of philosophers. They are only the logical conclusions drawn from the premises and reached through the methods acceptable for each approach, each "point of view." Each one is real within its own field and aims toward the utmost limit of the reach of our faculties in a particular direction. The builders of the "points of view" are not spoken of as thinkers or prophets but as seers (ṛṣi).3


The Nondual Principle
A SUPREME CAUSE has to be beyond number, otherwise Number would be the First Cause. But the number one, although it has peculiar properties, is a number like two, or three, or ten, or a million. 
If "God" is one, he is not beyond number any more than if he is two or three or ten or a million. But, although a million is not any nearer to infinity than one or two or ten, it seems to be so from the limited point of view of our perceptions. 
And we may be nearer to a mental representation of divinity when we consider an immense number of different gods than when we try to stress their unity; for the number one is in a way the number farthest removed from infinity.4

"Verily, truth is sight. Therefore if two people should come disputing, saying, 'I have seen,' 'I have heard,' we should trust the one who says, 'I have seen.' "
(Bṛhad-āraṇyaka Upaniṣad 6.140.40. [2])
The Theory of Polytheism
"The nature of illusion (māyā) is [represented by] the number one."5

To speak of the manifest form of a unique God implies a confusion between different orders. God manifest cannot be one, nor can the number one apply to an unmanifest causal aspect. 
At no stage can unity be taken as the cause of anything, since the existence implies a relation and unity would mean existence without relation.6

Though, in its manifest form, divinity is of necessity multiple, in its ultimate essence it cannot be said to be either one or many. It cannot be in any way defined. Divinity is represented as that which remains when the reality of all that can be perceived has been denied. It is Neti neti, "Neither this nor that," nothing that the mind can know or words can express. We cannot say that it is one, yet we can say that it is not-one, not-two, not-many. The expression selected by the Vedāntists is that it is "not-two." Hence a nondual principle was pictured as existing beyond all the forms of manifest divinity.
"Whatever remains when the mind realizes that the concept of a 'living being' and that of a 'divinity' are mere illusions, and the reality of all appearances is denied, is [known as] the nondual Immensity." (Advaya-tāraka Upaniṣad 3. [3])
Nonduality, the essence of the unmanifest, cannot exist on the manifest plane. 
Although the doctrine of nonduality is kept as the goal of our efforts toward realization, this goal is ever beyond our reach. It is on a plane different from that of existence and is in no way real from the point of view of manifestation. We cannot imagine, we cannot name, we cannot describe the nondual Immensity, the 
Brahmān. It is a mere abstraction which cannot act nor be experienced or propitiated. It can therefore have nothing whatever to do with any form of worship, of religion, of morality, or of mystical experience.
Existence is multiplicity. That which is not multiple does not exist. We may conceive of an underlying, all-pervading continuum, but it remains shapeless, 
without quality, impersonal, nonexistent. From the moment we envisage divinity 
in a personal form, or we attribute to it any quality, that divinity belongs to 
the multiple, it cannot be one; for there must be an entity embodying the 
opposite of its quality, a form complementary to its form, other deities.
Whenever we imagine a god, personify him, picture him, pray to him, worship him, this god, of necessity, is but one among many. Whenever we call him "the one God" we do not raise his status, but merely blind ourselves to other realities. We do not come in any way nearer to the nondual Immensity, the 
Brahmān. In that sense, any form of monotheism takes man away from the path of knowledge and realization, substituting a simple but inaccurate postulate for the attempt to understand the divine multiplicity.
The gods are but the representations of the causal energies from which each aspect of the subtle and the visible worlds is derived. Deities should therefore be thought of as transcendent powers. Each of these manifests itself in a particular aspect of the perceptible universe, or, if we start our investigation from the perceptible end, each deity appears as a subtle entity presiding over the functioning of one aspect of the universe.
In truth, these divine aspects, which, from the point of view of man, seem more or less remote, may appear, from the point of view of divinity, as the mere modalities of the same essence. They are compared to the notes of the flute whose differences are the basis of music although they may be envisaged as mere modalities of air vibration.
"By the action of the undifferentiated air, the different notes, known as do, etc., are produced through the several holes of the flute. So, also, arising from the undifferentiated supreme Self, many states of being appear to exist." (Viṣṇu Purāṇa 2.14.32. [4])
But, although the different notes appear to be mere modalities in vibration, it is in their difference, in their relation, that the nature of music lies; the oneness of the air, their medium, is but an incidental factor. Similarly from the point of view of existence it is the divine multiplicity, not the unity, which is the source of the universe and the source of knowledge as well as the means of reintegration.

Monotheism and Polytheism
IN OUR time monotheism is often considered a higher form of religion than polytheism. People speak of God, pray to God, search for God rather than speak of gods, pray to a particular god, or acknowledge various divine incarnations. Individual monotheistic worshipers, however, usually worship a particularized form of their god and not his causal, unmanifest, formless aspect. There is a nearness, a response, in the formal aspect which is lacking in the abstract conception. But a causal, formless, all-pervading divinity, cause and origin of all forms, cannot be manifest in a particular form and would of necessity be equally at the root of all types of form. Divinity can only be reached through its manifestations, and there are as many gods as there are aspects of creation. The gods and the universe are two aspects—the conscious powers and the unconscious forms—of an indefinite multiplicity.
In the polytheistic religion each individual worshiper has a chosen deity (iṣṭa-devatā) and does not usually worship other gods in the same way as his own, as the one he feels nearer to himself. Yet he acknowledges other gods. The Hindu, whether he be a worshiper of the Pervader (Viṣṇu), the Destroyer (Śiva), Energy (Śakti), or the Sun (Sūrya), is always ready to acknowledge the equivalence of these deities as the manifestations of distinct powers springing from an unknowable 
"Immensity." He knows that ultimate Being or non-Being is ever beyond his grasp, beyond existence, and in no way can be worshiped or prayed to. Since he realizes that other deities are but other aspects of the one he worships, he is basically tolerant and must be ready to accept every form of knowledge or belief as potentially valid. Persecution or proselytization of other religious groups, however strange their beliefs may seem to him, can never be a defensible attitude from the point of view of the Hindu.
From the vast and solid basis for experience formed by the multiplicity of divine manifestation the polytheist can rise toward the goal beyond reach that is nondualism and toward the illusion of an ultimate identification. 
At every step he finds within the multiplicity a lesser degree of differentiation suitable to his stage 
of development as he travels from the outward forms of ritual and morality toward the more abstract aspects of knowledge and nonaction. These are outwardly represented by different groups of static symbols, that is, deities, and active symbols, that is, rites. The seeker chooses at each stage the deities and rites which are within his reach as he progresses on the path that leads toward liberation.
During the pilgrimage of life he goes from one temple to another, adopts different forms of ritual, different modes of living, and various means of 
self-development. He is constantly aware of the coexistence of different approaches to divinity, suitable for people at stages of realization different from his own.
It is considerably more difficult, within a monotheist creed, for an individual to establish the hierarchy of his attitudes to divinity at different stages of his development; and it is almost impossible for him not to mix planes and methods, for relative truth is different at each stage and yet its thorough understanding is essential if a particular stage is to be outgrown.
Since he cannot clearly see side by side, illustrated in different symbols, in different cults or philosophies 
—and in the attitude of their followers—the different stages of his own development, past as well as future, any attempt at looking beyond the limits of his creed makes the monotheist lose his balance. It is because of this precarious equilibrium that, in monotheist creeds, we find so little room between proselytizing and irreligion, so little place for tolerance, so little respect for modes of thought, or worship, or behavior different from the "norm." The monotheist, as a rule, confuses the religious and the moral planes, conventional practices with self-development. He mixes up faith with proselytism, mystical emotion with spiritual progress.
The man who finds himself at a stage of development different from that for which a given monistic system was devised has hardly any alternative but to abandon it, which often means, if he has no contact with other religious forms, abandoning religion and spiritual search altogether or devising some system of his own unlikely to lead him toward modes of thought and understanding of which he has not already an idea.
Monotheism is always linked with a culture, a civilization. It is not through its forms but in spite of them that gifted individuals may reach spiritual attainment. We shall see that monotheism is the projection of the human individuality into the cosmic sphere, the shaping of "god" to the image of man. Hence the monotheist commonly visualizes his "god" as an anthropomorphic entity who shares his habits, patronizes his customs, and acts according to his ideals. Religion becomes a means of glorifying his culture or his race, or of expanding his influence. He is one of the elect who follows the "Way of God" as if there could be a Way that did not lead to "God." We can see all monotheistic religions fighting to impose their god and destroy other gods as if God were not one as they claim. Monotheism is basically the absolute exaltation of the worshiper's own deity over all other aspects of the Divine, all other gods, who must be considered false and dangerous. The very notion of a false god is, however, an obvious fallacy. If there is an all-powerful, all-pervading divinity, how can there be a false god? How can we worship anything that is not Him? Whatever form we try to worship, the worship ultimately goes to Him who is everything.
"Those who piously worship other gods of whom they are the devotees, it is but myself they worship, [though] ignorant of the proper rites." (Bhagavadgītā 9.23. [5])
Monotheism thus appears to be the opposite of nondualism, which might as well be called nonmonism, and which leads to the conception of an all-pervading—that is, from the point of view of our perceptions, an infinitely multiple—divinity.

Nondualism and Monism
THE TERM "nondualism" has proved, in many instances, to be a dangerous one, since it can easily be thought to rest on a monistic concept. The Hindu philosophical schools which made an extensive use of this term opened the way for religious monism, which is always linked with a "humanism" that makes of man the center of the universe and of "god" the projection of the human ego into the cosmic sphere. Monism sporadically appears in Hinduism as an attempt to give a theological interpretation to the theory of the substrata (see pp. 2022, 40). Nondualism was, however, to remain a conception of philosophers. It never reached the field of common religion.
The tendency toward monism never has had in practice a deep influence on the forms of Hindu worship. 
A simplified system could never accommodate the multifaced, complex unity that characterizes the Hindu pantheon, where, although every element can, from a certain point of view, be equated with every other, the whole can never be brought back to numerical unity.
In the general picture of later Hinduism an exaggerated importance has been attributed to some philosophical schools of monistic Hinduism which developed mainly under the impact of Islamic and Christian influences and which aim at reinterpreting Vedic texts in a new light.

The Equivalence of Religions
THE CLASSIFICATION of the basic energies, of which the cosmological pantheon is an expression, is not an arbitrary creation of the mind but a rational effort to define the component elements of existence. 
As is the case for any form of knowledge, the classifications first chosen in a particular country or time may have been inadequate, they may constitute a first working hypothesis which can be perfected through deeper insight or later experience, or they may have defined all the essentials from the start. The only important thing, however, is the nature of the permanent realities that these classifications try to represent. This is the story of every science, of every philosophy, of all the ancient religions.
In the ancient world the Vedic Rudra could be equated with the Dravidian (?) 
Śiva, the Greek Dionysos, or the Egyptian Osiris. Just as we can say, "The French call a spoon a cuiller," the Hindu will say, "The Christians worship a form of Viṣṇu named Christ," because for him Viṣṇu is not an individual god pertaining to a particular religion but a general principle, as inevitably represented in any theology, in any code of symbols, as words representing objects (nouns), actions (verbs), and qualities (adjectives) are inevitably found in any language.
Hindu mythology acknowledges all gods. Since all the energies at the origin of all the forms of manifestation are but aspects of the divine power, there can exist no object, no form of existence, which is not divine in its nature. 
Any name, any shape, that appeals to the worshiper can be taken as a representation or manifestation of divinity.
The gods mentioned in the Vedas form only a small part of the Hindu pantheon, which gradually incorporated, and still is ready to incorporate, all the conceptions of divinity, all the gods, of all the religious groups, all new "incarnations" or representations of the supranatural powers which pervade the universe.
Many of the deities worshiped by the Hindus are not mentioned in the Vedas under their present names, and many Vedic gods are today known mostly to scholars. But it would be wrong to see a change in religion or a deviation from the Vedic idea of divinity in what is merely a matter of fashion, a way of representing the Divine that suited a particular time or country, a particular set of habits, or a different conception of the universe. The gods are universal principles; they are all-pervading realities. The words or forms we use to represent them are mere approximations, which can vary like the words of different languages used to represent the same object or like the different symbols used to represent the same mathematical facts.
All religions are based on the recognition of the existence of a suprasensorial reality. Very rarely can we find in any religion a positive assertion which is not to some extent justifiable. Error and conflict arise from exclusion, from negative elements. They appear whenever the door is closed to new discoveries, to the "revelation" of a new age. 
A religion reduced to a faith centered around fixed dogmas and refusing to equate its data with those of other creeds is to religion what the art of the primitive medicine man is to medical science, the mere practical utilization of some elements of knowledge accidentally assembled and used more for social supremacy than for real cure. This remains very short of the total search for the whole of truth. Thus, in many countries, the man of science, if he be true to himself, finds he has had to choose between reason and faith. This dilemma does not arise for the Hindu, for Hinduism does not claim any of its discoveries to be more than an approach. It rejects all dogma, all belief that reason and experience cannot justify; it remains ever ready to accept new and better expressions of the universal laws as they can be grasped through individual experience.
There is no doubt that superstition and ignorance have often superseded reason and enlightened thought in India just as elsewhere. Some of the modern Indian creeds have as little to be envied as foreign ones, so inadequate is their thinking. But the principle of a multiple approach, the recognition of the fundamental right of the individual to follow his own gods, his own code of behavior and ritual practice, has spared India so far the standardization of beliefs which is by its very nature the greatest obstacle on the path of Divine discovery.


2
The Nature of the Ultimate
The Origin of Existence
"IN THE BEGINNING, my dear, this world was just nondual Being (sat). To be sure, some people say that in the beginning this world was just nondual non-Being (a-sat), and that Being arose from non-Being. But how could that be? How could Being be produced from non-Being? In the beginning this world must have been pure Being, one and without a second." (Chāndogya Upaniṣad 6.2.1–2. [6])
Thus did the sage Āruṇi state the question of the ultimate origin of gods, men, and the cosmos.
The methods of yoga, which the Aryans had probably learned from earlier inhabitants of India, had made them conscious, through introspection, of an ultimate void within themselves, of a stage beyond thought and dream, beyond perception, beyond knowledge, motionless, indescribable, unbounded by space and time. Was this the causal principle? Was there a motionless substratum for matter, one for time, as there seemed to be one for thought? Were these different substrata the forms of a still more subtle one? The philosophers of the Upaniṣads pondered over these problems.

The Perceptible Continua: Space, Time, and Thought
WHEN ATTEMPTING to reach the root of any aspect of the manifest world we are led to imagine that there must exist beyond its form, beyond its appearance, some sort of causal state, some undifferentiated continuum, of which that particularized form would be an apparent development.
The first of the continua underlying all perceptible forms appears to be space. 
Absolute empty space is defined by Indian philosophers as a limitless, undifferentiated, indivisible continuum in which are built the imaginary divisions of relative space. The apparent localization of heavenly bodies and their movements creates the illusion of a division of space. But, according to the traditional example: "Space within a pitcher is not really separated from the space outside. It was not distinct before the pitcher was made; it will not be distinct once the pitcher is broken and is not therefore really distinct while the pitcher exists."1
 
All the divisions of space into atoms and heavenly spheres are mere appearances. The space within the atom can be as immense as that within a solar system, and there can be no limit to the number of possible worlds contained in another.
Similarly time was called an "indivisible rod" (akhaṇḍa-daṇḍāyamāna),2
 or continuum. This absolute time is an ever-present eternity which seems inseparable from space. Relative time results from the apparent division of space by the rhythm of heavenly bodies.
The third perceptible continuum is thought. Everything that exists appears with a form, within a co-ordinated system. It seems to be the realization of a plan, the materialization of an organized dream. Hence the visible universe was conceived as the form of the thought of its creator. Whenever we go to the root of anything we find no longer a substance but a mere form, a concept, whose nature can be identified with that of thought.

The Three Modes of Being: the Substrata of Space, Time, and Consciousness
IF WE envisage the cosmos not merely as an unconscious mechanism but as a creative process, as the manifestation of a conscious power, we are led to search for an active or conscious substratum for each of the perceptible continua.
The substratum of space is existence (sat), the substratum of time is experience or enjoyment (ānanda), the substratum of thought is consciousness (cit) .
Before there can be location, place, dimension, there must be something to locate, some sort of existence. There can be no location of the nonexistent. Hence existence must pre-exist space.
Time exists only in relation to perception. A nonperceived time can have no extension, cannot be the measure of anything. The principle of perception 
must therefore pre-exist time. That first undifferentiated potential perception, 
that first principle of experience, is said to correspond to pure, absolute 
enjoyment, the innermost nature of existence.
"Know the Principle (brahman) to be enjoyment. From enjoyment are all beings born; once born they are sustained by enjoyment and leave this world to return into enjoyment." (Taittirīya Upaniṣad 
3.6. [7])
"There is no experience, no enjoyment, without being, and no being without experience (enjoyment). When we speak of enjoyment (ānanda) as 'self 
illumined existence' (svaprakāśa-sattā), enjoyment is shown as something other than sensation, and by saying that existence is the form of enjoyment, existence is freed from the notion of inertia." (Karapātrī, "Liṅgopāsanā-rahasya," Siddhānta, II, 1941–42, 153.)
The lord-of-sleep (Śiva), who is the principle of disintegration (tamas), the source of an ever-expanding (disintegrating) universe, is the principle of time, the destroyer, and at the same time the embodiment of experience, of enjoyment, whose symbol is the fount of life, the source of pleasure, the phallus (liṅga). Thus enjoyment that is life and time that is death are shown as the two aspects of one entity. The source 
of life and immortality (a-mṛta) is the same as that of death (mṛta), a symbol that expresses itself in all traditions as the oneness of love and death (a-mar and mor-tis).
Enjoyment being the form of experience, the enjoyment continuum, basis of experience, is also known as "feeling" (rasa) or "emotion." "He [the Total Being] verily is but feeling."3
 (Taittirīya Upaniṣad 2.7.)
The experience of pure, unbounded enjoyment as the innermost nature of things implies the realization of absolute time, which is ever-present eternity. The being who reaches that stage is freed from the bonds of action.
"He who knows the enjoyment of the Immensity does not know fear from any quarter. He is not tormented by the thought 'Why did not I act rightly? why did I sin?' He who knows that [right and wrong are relative things] reaches the Soul." (Taittirīya Upaniṣad 2.9. [8])
The substratum of thought is consciousness. Thought can exist only in a conscious mind. There can be no thought independent of a thinker, of someone conscious of the existence of thought. Consciousness is
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