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Musings by A Philosopher 

Sto r ies abo ut p hil o sop h y and 
philoso phers , t h e ir moody a n d 
abse nr-mindecl nature are legio n! 
Unfo rtunate ly, this perceived image 
is nor co u ntered by much of the 
p h il o sophic a l discourse itse lf. 
Altho u g h the fat her of Wes te rn 
Phil o so p h y , Pla to himself wrote 
lyrica lly a s a p oet, others such as 
Immanu el Kane ancl countless o th e rs, 
e mployed a prose that is no torious ly 
d e nse a nd inacc essible to th e la y 
p e rs o ns . Indeed , in s ome 
ph iloso phica l quarte rs , the a ttempt 
seems to h a ve been to w rite 
de libe rate ly in a style thar is abstruse , 
o bfuscating and convoluted. On the 
nth e r hand . man y d is tinguis hed 
p h ilosophers like Be rtrand Russe ll , 
..:;:tn·epa ll i Rad ha krishnan a nd Sri 
. -\urnhi ndo :tre e min e ntly readable, 
:tnd .-. tude nts o f Englis h language and 
rh etoric, o fte n turn to th eir w ritings 
.t" models fo r e mulatio n. 

It is the re fo re very hearte ni ng that 
a n e minet tt Pro fessor o f Philosophy 
offe rs <1 , ·cry readable coll ectio n of 
l.' s sa \' s fo r a w i d e r a u d i e n c e . I n 
l'bilr;supbical Rejlections. G.C. 1ayak, 
• 1 d is tingui s he d m e m be r o f th e 
p rofess ion w ith a n impressive track 
rL'l'(Jrd in re a c ht ng, resea rc h , 
k II ( J w s It i p :1 n d :t d 11 1 in is L ra ti o n , 
:t dll1 ir:th ly demo nstra tes ho \v s uch a n 
e nq uir y could enhance o ur 
u ntk·ro.;t: tndings o f h uma n li fe a nd 
':tlul.·"· Writte n over <1 b irly lo ng span, 
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these essays were firs t brought 
togethe r in 1987 by the ICP R, the apex 
body that carries o ut philosophica l 
research in the counny. The volume 
was well received, and now a second 
revised a n d e n la rged edi t ion is 
p re se nted before th e int e reste d 
readers. 

P rofessor Nayak 's higher 
e du cation , resea rch and teaching 
c:.m~er ha ve ta ke n him, o ver ma ny 
d ecade s, to some o f th e le a d ing 
un iversities in the East and the \'\fest. 
He has bee n the Gene ral Pres id e nt o f 
the Indian Philosophical Cong ress in 
1992 a nd o f the A kbil Bha ratiya 
Darsbcm Parisbad in 2001. He is the 
author of over ten important volumes 
on ph il o sop h y . Buddhism a n d 
a nalytica l p hilosophy a re some o fthe 
a re as o f s pec ial in te res t fo r him . 
l lmvcver, he has no t fo ug ht s hy of 
ta king up gene ra l to pics like Neh ru 
and Indian Cit/lure (1990 ) eithe r . He 
is well-verse d in ans krit and it \Vas 
the re fo re perhaps befitting that he has 
se rved in Departme nts o f Re lig ious 
Studies o f various univers ities a nd 
been th e Vice Cha11 cello r of Sri 
j agannath Sa nskrit Vishwavidya laya . 
Puri. O rissa fro m 1989 to 1992. At 
p resent he is a Fe llo w m the Ind ian 
Insti tute of Adva nced Study. Shim ln. 
th e co un t ry's premi e r inst itu te 
fo r research in th e h u m a ni ties 
and soc ia l scien ces fou nded 
by Ind ia ·s ph ilosop he r sta tes m an 

Dr. S. Radbakrishnan . 
True to !t~ title, 'Philosophica l 

Reflections ' , in 21 chapte rs, cove rs a 
wide but manageable gro und . Th e 
a pproach invariably is eclectic but 
never in choate. Nayak appro priately 
begins w ith the Vedantic conception 
vis a vis the Madhycunika school a nd 
shows how analys is co uld lead to 
ill uminatio n. Oth er chapters fo llow 
s ui t : Naga rju na a nd Cha nd rak irti; 
Satori in Zen Buddbisnz; the Noble 
Truths; JI!Iaya, the A dvatin's Gordia n 
Knot ; Sanka ra a n d Yaj n ava lkya; 
T o le ra n ce in A d vaita; and 
Transcendental secula rism. 

Eq u a lly persu asive a re other 
chapte rs : Freedom in Ind ia n tho ught; 
Ra tio n a lis m of the Gila, Ba lad eva 
Vidyabhushana: Sri Au rob indo; T he 
Living and The Dead in Religion; A 
Plea for com mon sense; Values: 
Dharma and Moksba; Dha rm.a a nd 
its t ransce n dence; Analy t ical 
Philosophy , And T he Problem of 
Univer als. The last three chapters are 
posed in the fo rm of interesti n g 
quest ions: Can there be any 
indetermin a te percept io n ? Must 
personal identity he phy!'ical? And to 

ro und it off. h is final question : Can 
thL're he synthes1...'s of Eastern and 
\\ 'estern t hought~ 

In the' prL·face. da ted 1 9~-.. 

Professor . layak explains the reason 
for composing ."uch essays . ;\lost of 
these. Ill.' declares. d eal '' ith 

<;I It\1~1EHH t LI. 11:\S HE\'I E\V + )~ + VOl IX. '\0 1 ,\: 2. 201l~ 



··philosophers of Indian origin, with 
special emphasis of course on topics 
in Buddhis m and Veda n ta ". He 
contends th at these essays a re 
··a nalytica l and eth ical and nor 
h is to rical and narrative ". As a 
philosopher, he had made a steadfast 
effon :'to get riel of the s lavery of 
thought'' . He wished to furth e r a 
.. positive task" so rhat "ins tead of 
either being worshipped w ith awe or 
being den igrated with malice, they 
(the various schools of thought) may 
come to be evaluated and appreciated 
prope rly'·. 

The preface to the second edition 
is largely informative and regrettably 
brief. O ne w ishes Pro fessor Nayak 
had added a detailed n ote, o r 
prov ided us with an introductio n 

' mapping our the con to u rs and 
trajectory o f his mind from 1987 to 
2002. This wou ld certa in ly have 
created a fitting inte ll ectual context 
agains t wh ich th <::: revised essays· 
could have been better judged. 

In most o f his essays, Professor 
Naya k employs a style that is learned 
and persuasive . He is scholarly bur 
not pedantic. The knowledgea ble 
reader w ill be satisfied to find here a 
hea lthy scholarship free from a self 
conscious parading of jargon and 
idiom. It is not Nayak ·s case to make 
philosophy easy, as we sometimes 
speak of doing mathematics w ithout 
te a rs or taking a royal road to 
geometty, as Arch imedes was once 
asked LO do by th e mona rch of a 
:VIedite rranean is land! Afte r a ll, the 
. '>u pre me Vedas did speak of the need 
to he a good receptacle o r a worthy 
111 it i;1tc who pre pares himse lf/he rself 
-.,( J ;1.., to receive the hig hest wisdom. 
.:..ppropriately enough, ayak s 
.lp j)rllach is d ialogic in th <:: form o f 
J ,JJ.., Jll ,C( fundarn~·ntal questio ns and 
.l ib\\ l.: r.., 

<Jill' 1.., often remind<::<.! of the 
"'( H r;lfl( llll'thocl in Professor Nayak 's 
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reflections. In the proper sprit o f an 
enquirer, he is respectfu l bu t no t 
credulous . He n ever g ives a n 
unquestioned allegiance to anyone o r 
any school of thought. The devout 
may feel, at times, uneasy with him. 
But he is basica lly right in positing for 
the mos t p a rt a sympathe tic and 
question ing m ind . Thus w hi le 
a ffirming the impo rtance of the Sri 
Aurobindo 's concept of crea t ive 
evolution , he declares that we have 
no way of assessing his philosophy 
othe r than through conceptua l tools 
available to us in the mental p lane . 
Following the Upanisbadic method of 
neti, neli, ( not th is , not th is!) he 
d iscards many a p proach es, a n d 
underlines the central role of "intuitive 
understanding" in the context o f Sri 
Aurobindo. This is evidenced in the 
quotation on page 134. 

To understand the sign ificance of 
such an "intuitive unde rstandi ng," 
Pro fesso r Nayak b ri ngs in th e 
example of Gitanjali of Tagore. He, 
however, poin ts o u t importa n t 

diffe rences in the world view of both 
the poets. Fo r, unlike the Gitanjali, 
in the words o f Sav{lri, the aim is "to 
ra ise the world to God in deathless 
light, to bring God clown to the world 
on earth w e came, to cha nge th e 
ea rth ly life to life d ivine." Finally, 
Nayak conclud es that it is not by 
"empirical hypothesis" bu t by a "new 
extensio n in conscio usness" that we 
can apprehend the truth of this vision 

Pbilosopbica/ Reflect ions is that 
kind of a volume wh ich gene rates a 
ra re sen se o f exci te me n t and 
discovery. It testifies to the working 
of a mind that is inq uisitive, sha rp, 
balanced and sympathetic. Wri tten in 
a language, lucid and straightforward , 
it is a welcome add itio n to a growing 
genre of popula r philosophy. 
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