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The volume is an anthology of essays. The contributing authors explore new paradigms for interpreting Indian philosophy from the cultural perspective of Indian Christians and the authors all share a positive interest in the phenomenon of ‘transformative’ philosophy. The essays address the parallels between Vedic, Upanisadic, Vedantic thought, and Christian religious theology, emphasizing the inculturation of Christian ideas within the Indian sub-continent. The authors begin from the general premise that the Indian-Christian perspective is also a living representative of the Vedic tradition; the domain of religious experience is clearly defined as ‘Indian-Christian,’ to refer to Hindu-Christians as opposed to merely Christian or Western. The aim is to establish an inter-cultural dialogue, and to bring out the points of convergence between a conventionally western approach to ideas and themes and their Indian counterparts. The scholarly investigation of comparative issues for the most part attempts to synthesize different approaches using a holistic paradigm. The authors want to justify the overall synthesis of Christian values and Indian ideas based on a dialectical understanding of history that combines Hegelian idealism and Vedanta.

What are the allegedly conventional Western ideas and themes, since Being, God, substance and universals are notions that occupy a central place in both Indian and western schools of thought? On closer reading what is conventionally Western is not the theme, but rather the discipline to which the inquiry is assigned. For example, in Being as Tad Ekam [That One], the discipline of Ontology is considered paradigmatically western. However, in clear opposition to the author’s thesis, although the Indian Rg Vedic approach to the Ontology of Being is cosmogenic and mythological, the subject matter of Being is not absent. In fact, the question of Being, though not expressed in terms of the Aristotelian ‘science of being,’ dominates a significant portion of Vedic and Upansiadic texts.

What results from the analysis of the meaning of Being is scholarly, accompanied by the citation of original texts and a clear and precise translation of the terms. This style of investigation is applied to other closely related topics. The essay “Ascent-Descent Dialectics of Being” compares the theory of creation in the Upanisads with the Biblical book of Genesis, where the universe is depicted as originating in the Word. “Hindu-Christian Values of Life” goes a step further. The author, Thomas Mannikam not only draws on parallel Hindu-Christian motifs, but brings the preceding essays into a renewed cultural context when he asks whether there is a holistic ecological perspective that underlies ‘Hindu-Christian values’.

In keeping with this general holistic perspective, the authors of the volume connect the evolution of Christianity in India with Hindu ideals and values. All values of life, existential or otherwise, are seen as originating in religious dialogue since it is in a dialogue that the relations of ‘self’, ‘man’ and ‘nature’ are sought and realized. The religious turf on which selfhood evolves is the world that is also a cultural web of relations – a ‘Divine Milieu’, a ‘House of God’…a ‘sacred space.’ It is also in this world that one becomes aware of one’s limitations and seeks inner perfection through the act of self-surrender [sanyasa]. The essays “Indian Sanyasa and Western Asceticism” and “The Spiritual Process according to the Bhagavad Gita,” historically and thematically examine asceticism as an ideal that aims at self-surrender. Augustine Keemattam, author of “The Spiritual Process according to the Bhagavad Gita,” presents the Bhagavad Gita as a paradigm for Christian spirituality. He thinks that the Gita offers an ‘integrated paradigm’ of religious experience because it addresses the “participation [of humanity] in the divine work” as “an active commitment [of believers] to the promotion of harmony, freedom, and equanimity”.

Like Kantian ethics, the Bhagavad Gita is widely studied for its depiction of human freedom and the ethical imperatives governing human action. True freedom in the Gita does not consist in the total renunciation of action. In fact, it is achieved when duty is not driven primarily by the expectation of desirable or undesirable consequences. What Keemattam justifiably extracts from the philosophy of the Gita is a holistic paradigm for religious experience – but the Gita in its original form is not itself based on a holistic view of religion. What emerges from the narrative of the epic poem is a universal ideal of duty and self-surrender that has philosophical implications. Still, it is not clear whether the holistic paradigm, which the author ascribes to the Gita, is intrinsic to the epic narrative, since it assumes a view of religion that not all theistic religions necessarily and readily agree with.

The relative ease and comfort with which the comparative study of theological and philosophical subjects is undertaken is praiseworthy, since the ambitions of the authors are matched by their overall linguistic and cultural grasp of the issues. Yet, from the point of view of a Western reader, the breadth of the philosophical reflections within a single essay may be far too extensive. As a general rule, the essays seek to gather a common set of impulses from Western and Indian traditions. The ideas are not only viewed in relation to a particular school of thought in the history of philosophy and religion; there is also the consistent attempt to achieve a kind of synthesis of viewpoints. For it is generally held that the divergent viewpoints are bound to interact in the history of their evolution. The history of ideas is conceived as a unity in multiplicity, to use a Hegelian phrase, or even a harmony in diversity.

What is the rationale behind the title Western Encounter with Indian Philosophy? Maya Milcinski’s “European and Asian Philosophies Contrasted” summarizes the rationale behind the anthology. The convergence of the Indian non-dualist Vedanta with Hegelian-style dialectic would not come as a surprise to scholars of Indian philosophy. At the same time, the ideas of God as a projection of the self in nature and man used interchangeably to represent both Western Christian and Hindu-Christian religious philosophy, would be considered very controversial by the average Western scholar who has little patience for Hegelianism, either Western or Eastern. For one, Hegelian absolute idealism is not without problems, nor is the non-dualism of the Vedanta, especially for those who wish to emphasize the point of contrast rather than that of convergence among religions and philosophies. Hence the title of the book is puzzling as it seems to allude to an absent audience, one that would strongly disagree with the holistic viewpoint of the essays. 

Milcinski’s essay seems to support this overall impression of an audience in absentia. She regards the negative view of Asian philosophies as originating from Hegel. Milcinski brands the hitherto contrastive methods of study as a distinctively ‘Western’ invention guided by a civilizational bias. The standard Eurocentric approach attempts to assimilate non-European ideas to fit European conceptions by insisting upon the distinction between “logically discursive pattern of thinking” and the “mystical pattern of experience”. Consequently, non-standard expressions of philosophical ideas conveyed metaphorically or poetically are very superficially dismissed.

Although Milcinski’s criticism is warranted, the authors of the essays provide little reassurance. Almost all of them aim at a synthesis of ideas without actually initiating a formal theoretical discussion of the alternative paradigm of interpretation that is being assumed. On reading the essays, one is implicitly led to engage in a dialogue of some sort. The encouragement to think of the comparative approach as a synthesis of Hegel and Vedanta, a combination of hermeneutics and phenomenology, is highly suggestive. At the very least, one may be able to identify the general approach by what it is not: it is certainly not “the realization of history to the detriment of multiplicity.”

