
Journal of Indian and Buddhist Studies Vol. 69, No. 3, March 2021 （35）

― 1013  ―

Śraddhā Found in Madhusūdana Sarasvatī’s Bhakti 
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1. Introduction

Madhusūdana Sarasvatī (ca. 16th–17th century CE), a scholar of the Advaita Vedānta 

(henceforth referred to as “Advaita”) school, is regarded as the first person to have estab-

lished a theory of salvation through “bhakti” (devotion) based on Advaita doctrine. Draw-

ing on the Bhāgavata Purāṇa (BhP), he wrote the Bhaktirasāyana (BhR) and its auto-com-

mentary, the Bhaktirasāyanaṭīkā (BhRṬ), as well as a commentary on the opening three 

verses of this scripture, the *Śrīmadbhāgavataprathamaskhandādyapadyatrayavyākhyā 

(ŚBhPĀTV). He also authored a voluminous commentary, the Bhagavadgītāgūḍhārtha-

dīpikā (BhGGAD), on the Bhagavadgītā (BhG). Although Madhusūdana developed theo-

ries of bhakti in all of these works, the following differences are apparent in the bhakti the-

ories forwarded in the BhR(Ṭ) and the ŚBhPĀTV, on the one hand, and in the BhGGAD, 

on the other: First, in his characterization of bhakti in the BhR(Ṭ) and the ŚBhPĀTV, both 

of which rely on the BhP, bhakti is depicted as an independent path, and all living beings 

are qualified to enter it.1) On the other hand, in the BhGGAD, which relies on the BhG, 

bhakti is seen as subordinate to jñānayoga (the path by knowledge) and not as an indepen-

dent means of salvation. Moreover, those qualified to pursue it are practically limited to re-

nunciant Brāhmaṇas.2) Thus, in the BhR(Ṭ), the ŚBhPĀTV, and the BhGGAD, there are 

differences in Madhusūdana’s attitude towards bhakti. These differences in his attitude to-

wards bhakti may arguably be related to differences in his understanding of śraddhā (trust). 

In this paper, I will first discuss how the respective accounts of śraddhā found in the 

BhR(Ṭ) and the BhGGAD differ from each other, paying particular attention to what is 

considered the object of śraddhā in each work. In the second step, I will clarify how these 

differences are related to the differences in Madhusūdana’s attitude towards bhakti as seen 

in the BhR(Ṭ) and the BhGGAD.3) 
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2. Madhusūdana’s view of śraddhā in the BhGGAD

I first turn to an examination of how Madhusūdana considered śraddhā in the BhGGAD: 

In BhG 3.31 we find the word “those who have trust” (śraddhāvantaḥ). According to 

Madhusūdana, śraddhā here is the conviction (viśvāsa) that the objects taught by the in-

structional texts (śāstras) or one’s master (guru) are “exactly like” they are described by 

these two sources of authority, even if one cannot experientially verify this for oneself.4) 

According to BhGGAD on BhG 17.1, śāstras are śruti and smṛti.5) Also in BhG 4.39 the 

word “one who has trust” (śraddhāvān) is found again. Śraddhā here is the valid knowl-

edge (pramā) that the objects treated in the statement of one's master and the Vedānta are 

true as described, as well as the positive knowledge (āstikyabuddhi) that affirms those ob-

jects.6) Moreover, in BhGGAD on BhG 6.37, śraddhā is said to take the form of convincing 

knowledge concerning one’s master and the Vedānta texts” (*guruvedāntavākyeṣu viśvāsa-

buddhirūpā)7), viśvāsa (conviction) and āstikya (positiveness) therefore being considered to 

be interchangeable. This view of śraddhā as conviction concerning the objects taught in 

the śāstras and by one’s master is in line with the one developed by Sadānanda (ca. 1600 

CE), an Advaita scholar close in date to Madhusūdana, namely that śraddhā is “conviction 

in one’s master’s instructions and the Sentences of the Vedāntas (Upanishads).”8) Further-

more, Madhusūdana’s view of śraddhā is also consistent with that of Śaṅkara (ca. 756–

772), the founder of the Advaita school.9) 

Finally, I would like to examine the view of śraddhā in BhG 17.1–2. Here, it is ex-

plained that there are three types of trust (śraddhā) in those who do have trust in but aban-

don the injunctions of śāstra before worshipping, namely the pure (sāttvikī), the passionate 

(rājasī), and the impure (tāmasī). Furthermore, the text elaborates that only those who 

have qualitatively pure trust qualify for the means prescribed in the śāstras, and are con-

nected to their results. On the other hand, it can be stated that those who harbor both pas-

sionate and impure trust are not qualified for the means taught in the śāstras, nor do they 

have any relationship to their results.10) In other words, the problem here treated is whether 

or not those who have abandoned the śāstras but still have trust in them are qualified for 

the means explained in the śāstras and whether they have a relationship with the results 

produced by those means. It is also stated, in a negative fashion, that those who harbor pas-

sionate and impure trust in the śāstras are Asuras.11) For these reasons, it is clear that 
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Madhusūdana finds some appreciation even for those who have abandoned the injunctions 

of śāstras but still have a pure kind of trust in them. Although in the BhGGAD the object 

of this pure trust is not explicitly discussed, since pure trust is indirectly linked to śāstras, 

it can be pointed out that Madhusūdana places a special significance on the scriptures also 

in the case of those who are endowed with pure trust.

As has become clear in the above, in the BhGGAD Madhusūdana regarded śraddhā 

as a conviction or valid knowledge regarding the various objects mentioned in śāstras, 

such as śruti and smṛti, and one’s master’s teachings. And since this view is consistent with 

both Śaṅkara's and that of the contemporary Advaita scholars, it does not appear to be an 

extraordinary one in the context of bhakti.

3. Madhusūdana’s view of śraddhā in the BhR(Ṭ)

Now I turn to an examination of the concept of śraddhā found in Madhusūdana’s BhR(Ṭ). 

Madhusūdana, in BhR 1.34–36 and the corresponding passages in BhRṬ commenting on 

these stanzas, describes the eleven stages of bhakti. Among them, the third stage is “faith 

in their norms” (śraddhā teṣāṃ dharmeṣu). In the third stage, it is stated, śraddhā in their 

norms will arise in those Bhaktas (devotees) who enthuse at the thought that “I, too, shall 

become a person who accomplished their purpose” by performing the same dharma as pre-

vious Bhaktas.12) Now, what are the norms of the Bhaktas? In BhRṬ, the norms of the 

Bhaktas are those of the Bhāgavata, for example, service (pādasevana) and listening to the 

stories of the Lord (bhagavatkathāśravaṇa).13) The ŚBhPĀTV lists nine norms of the 

Bhāgavata: listening (śravaṇa), praise (kīrtaṇa), remembrance (smaraṇa), service 

(pādasevana), offering (arcana), worship (vandana), servitude (dāsya), intimacy (sakhya), 

and offering oneself (ātmanivedana) to Lord Viṣṇu.14) 

Śraddhā in BhR(Ṭ), as not in the BhR(Ṭ), thus is in the various norms of the 

Bhāgavata, even though their specific content is not given. Considering the fact that all the 

Bhāgavata norms rely on the BhP, we may consider śraddhā to be a reference to the BhP in 

which the norms of the Bhāgavata are taught.

4. The differences between śraddhā in the BhGAAD and the BhR(Ṭ)

As we have seen above, concerning Madhusūdana’s view of śraddhā, both in the BhGGAD 

and in the BhR(Ṭ), the objects of śraddhā are the various topics discussed in the śāstras.15) 
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In addition, the BhGGAD on BhG 17.1–2 raises the question of whether or not one is qual-

ified for the means taught in śāstras and whether or not there pertains to a relationship be-

tween a given qualification and the result of these means. In the BhR(Ṭ), on other hand, the 

various norms of the Bhāgavata, the objects of śraddhā, are “bhakti as a means” 
(*sādhanabhakti), which together with “bhakti as a result” (*phalabhakti) are expounded 

in the BhP. Thus, it can be pointed out that śraddhā in both of these works are directed at 

the goals and means taught in the śāstras. On this point, the views on śraddhā expounded 

in both of Madhusūdana’s works agree. On the other hand, it can be said that with respect 

to their respective objects Madhusūdana’s views on śraddhā in the BhGGAD and the 

BhR(Ṭ) differ in important ways.

In the BhGGAD, among the śāstras, the “Sentences of Vedānta” are particularly em-

phasized as the objects of śraddhā. On the other hand, in the BhR(Ṭ), the object of śraddhā 

is the BhP. Now, as according to the ŚBhPĀTV the BhP is also included in the śāstras, it 

could be argued that the object of śraddhā in the two works is not different. However, the 

BhGGAD and the BhR(Ṭ) have different ultimate goals. Madhusūdana’s interpretation of 

the BhG aims to align the whole of the BhG with the exposition of the Upaniṣads' grand 

statement (mahāvākya) that “Thou art that,”16) and it is based on traditional Advaita doc-

trine. Therefore, the purpose of the BhGGAD is liberation through the acquisition of the 

knowledge of the identity of brahman with ātman. On the other hand, the BhR(Ṭ) allows 

for the interpretation that bhakti is included in the purpose of liberation, yet argues that its 

purpose is the completion of bhakti itself.17) 

Thus, although both works discuss bhakti, there is an important difference between 

the BhGGAD and the BhR(Ṭ) in terms of whether their aim is liberation through the ac-

quisition of the knowledge of the identity of brahman with ātman, or whether their aim is 

bhakti itself. Taking this into account, it becomes clear that Madhusūdana expounds on dif-

ferent objects of śraddhā in these two works. That is to say, in the BhGGAD the śāstras, 

and especially the sentences of the Vedānta, are emphasized as the object of śraddhā. This 

is because the goal of the BhGGAD is liberation through the acquisition of the knowledge 

of the identity of brahman with ātman, and so the starting point for liberation is to trust in 

the statements of the Vedānta, which are the means of liberation. On the other hand, in the 

BhR (Ṭ) the various norms of the Bhāgavata taught in the BhP are the objects of śraddhā. 

This is because in the BhR(Ṭ) bhakti itself is the goal, and so the starting point of the path 
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of bhakti is to have trust in the various norms of the Bhāgavata (bhakti as a means) which 

are the means towards bhakti as a result. 

5. Conclusion

The above differences in the view of śraddhā displayed in Madhusūdhana's two bhakti-re-

lated works may suggest Madhusūdhana’s different attitude towards bhakti in each work. 

Since the object of śraddhā in the BhGGAD are the sentences of the Vedānta, in which the 

means towards liberation, namely the knowledge of the identity of brahman with ātman is 

taught, bhakti is understood to be subordinate to knowledge. On the other hand, since in 

the BhR(Ṭ) bhakti itself is considered the goal, the bhakti of performing the norms of the 

Bhāgavata, which is both the means and the object of śraddhā, is understood to be inde-

pendent and not subordinate to knowledge. Thus, the difference in Madhusūdana's view of 

śraddhā is closely tied to the difference in his attitude towards bhakti expressed in these 

two works.

Notes

1) See Nelson 1998, 57–59; 2004, 361–390; Gupta 2006, 119–144.　　　2) See Nelson 1998, 61–68.　　　
3) It is thought that Madhusūdana wrote the BhR(Ṭ) before the BhGGAD. See Gupta 2006, 11.　　　 
4) BhGGAD p. 167, ll. 27–28.　　　5) BhGGAD p. 653, ll. 24–26.　　　6) BhGGAD p. 236, ll. 29–30.　　　
7) BhGGAD p. 330, ll. 25–26.　　　8) See Nakamura 1996, 225.　　　9) Regarding Śaṅkara's view of 
śraddhā, see Sawai 1985; 2016.　　　10) BhGGAD pp. 653–654, ll. 24–17.　　　11) Ibid.　　　 
12) BhRṬ pp. 108–109, ll. 1–1.　　　13) BhRṬ p. 5, ll. 8–9; p. 109, ll. 1–6.　　　14) See Manabe 2018.　　　
15) Madhusūdana considers the BhP to be a śāstra. See Manabe 2017.　　　16) BhGGAD Upodghāta 
2–10. In addition, see Saha 2014, 88–104.　　　17) See Nelson 1998; 2004; Gupta 2006.
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