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Brahmanism between Al-Biruni’s civilizational interpretation and Huston
Smith's modern reading: An analytical study
Assistant Professor Dr. Azhar Hadi Fadhil,
Dr. Nadia Jassim Mohammed
Abstract

This research analyzes the concept of Brahman as a central concept in Hindu
religious philosophy through a comparative reading of two interpretations
belonging to different cultural contexts: that of the Muslim scholar Abu Rayhan
al-Biruni in the 5th century AH (11th century CE), and that of the American
scholar Huston Smith within the framework of modern religious studies. The
research seeks to uncover the nature of this concept in Hindu philosophical
texts, particularly the Upanishads, and then analyze how al-Biruni and Smith
understood it in light of their differing intellectual approaches.The study
employs a comparative analytical method, beginning with an analysis of the
concept of Brahman in Hindu sacred texts. It then moves to an examination of
al-Biruni's interpretation in his book, *Tahqgiq ma li-I-Hind min maqula magbula
fi al-'agl aw mardhula* (Verification of What India Has to Say, Acceptable to
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Reason or Unacceptable), before addressing Huston Smith's reading of the
concept within the framework of comparative religion. The study also attempts
to highlight the textual, philosophical, and methodological dimensions that have
shaped these interpretations of the concept. The study revealed that Brahman, in
Hindu thought, represents the absolute truth upon which the structure of the
universe is based, and that the interpretation of this concept varies according to
the cultural and methodological context of the researcher. While Al-Biruni
attempted to interpret it using philosophical terminology familiar to Islamic
thought, Huston Smith focused on the spiritual and metaphysical dimensions of
this concept within the framework of modern studies of religions. The study
concludes that comparing these two interpretations contributes to a deeper
understanding of the concept of Brahman and reveals the importance of
comparative religion studies in understanding the intellectual interaction
between civilizations.

Keywords: Brahman; Hindu philosophy; Al-Biruni; Huston Smith; Upanishads;
Comparative religion studies; Intercultural understanding
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() Radhakrishnan, Sarvepalli, Indian Philosophy, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1923,
Vol.1, p.53.
@ Surendranath Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. 1, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1922, pp. 436-440.
© Arvind Sharma, Classical Hindu Thought, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000, pp. 88—
94.
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'In the beginning there was neither existence nor non-existence; there was no
Orealm of air, no sky beyond it... There was One'
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() Gavin Flood, An Introduction to Hinduism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996,
p. 84.

45 e «ile gl K g o < caigll 4008 SEEEY el e @
© Heinrich Zimmer, Philosophies of India, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1951, pp.
71-73
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®) Griffith, Ralph T. H., Rig Veda, Delhi, Motilal Banarsidass, 1992, p.25
©) Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, pp. 89-91.
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That from which all beings are born, by which they live, and into which they
enter at death—know that as Brahman.”
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@ Surendranath Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, pp. 36-42.

® Heinrich Zimmer, Philosophies of India, pp. 74-76.
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®) Surendranath Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, pp. 436—440
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() Eknath Easwaran, The Upanishads, California: Nilgiri Press, 2007, p. 21.

@ Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, The Principal Upanishads, London: George Allen & Unwin,
1953, p. 447.

® Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Vol. 1, London: George Allen & Unwin,
1923, pp. 61-63.

@ sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, The Principal Upanishads, p. 448

®) Eknath Easwaran, The Upanishads, pp. 132-134

©) Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, The Principal Upanishads, pp. 179-180.
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@) Gavin Flood, An Introduction to Hinduism, pp. 92—-101.
2 Sharma, Arvind, Classical Hindu Thought, Oxford University Press, 2000, pp. 88-90.
®) Radhakrishnan, Sarvepalli, The Principal Upanishads, London: George Allen & Unwin,
1953, p. 447.

447 Ja cdds juadl @)
®) Radhakrishnan, The Principal Upanishads, p. 168.
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168 Ue dmdi yradll @
@) Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, Vol. 1, pp. 61-63
®) Easwaran, Eknath, The Upanishads, California: Nilgiri Press, 2007. 57.

57 U cdudi jaadl @
®) S, Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol.1, Cambridge University Press, pp. 420—
430
©) 1bid, pp. 38-45.
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As a spider sends forth and draws in its thread, as plants grow on the earth, as "
hair grows on the head and body of a living person, so does the universe arise
Dfrom the Imperishable."
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Brahman is immortal, before, behind, to the right and left, above and below; "
®)Brahman indeed is all this."
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®Sarvam Khalvidam Brahma.""

O et S 5 IS 353 1 38 ¢y

1) Mundaka Upanishad, 1.1.7.
() Easwaran, Eknath, The Upanishads, p. 179
®) Radhakrishnan, Sarvepalli, The Principal Upanishads , pp. 675-676
676 U= cdudi juadll @)
®) Mundaka Upanishad, 11.2.11.
®) Easwaran, The Upanishads, p. 193.
() Sharma, Arvind, Classical Hindu Thought, pp. 92-95.
® Chandogya Upanishad, 111.14.1.
©) Radhakrishnan, The Principal Upanishads, p. 462.
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@D Flood, An Introduction to Hinduism, pp. 94-98
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@ Huston, The World’s Religions, p.48.
®) Eliade, Mircea, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, Harcourt, Brace &
World, New York, 1959; Otto, Rudolf, The Idea of the Holy, Oxford University Press, 1923.
@ Smith, The World’s Religions, p.48.
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At the heart of Hindu thought lies the idea of Brahman, the ultimate reality that «

®underlies the universe.”
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(1) Smith, Huston, Forgotten Truth: The Primordial Tradition, Harper & Row, New York,
1976, p.22.

@ Smith, The World’s Religions, Introduction.p58

®) Smith, Huston, “Is There a Perennial Philosophy?”, Journal of Religion, Vol.75, No.2,
1995, pp.151-163.

“) Smith, The World’s Religions, pp.52-58.

®) Ibid, p.52.

®) Sharma, Classical Hindu Thought, p.88.

() Flood, , An Introduction to Hinduism, p.84
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That from which all beings are born, by which they live, and into which they “
®return—that is Brahman.”
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(1) Smart, Ninian, The Science of Religion and the Sociology of Knowledge, Princeton
University Press, 1973, p.41

@) Smart, Ninian, “The Phenomenology of Religion,” in The Encyclopedia of Religion,
Vol.11, Macmillan, 1995, pp.272-278.

®) Smith, Huston, “Why Religion Matters,” The Tibet Journal, Vol.15, No.3, 1990, pp.5-15.
) Nakamura, Hajime, A History of Early Vedanta Philosophy, Motilal Banarsidass, Delhi,
1989, Introduction.

®) Smith, The World’s Religions, Conclusion.p60.

® Huston, The World’s Religions, p.52.

() Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, p.436.

® EaswaranThe Upanishads, p.21.

©) Smith, The World’s Religions, p.53.
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This great unborn Self, undecaying, undying, immortal, fearless—is “
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@ Floo, An Introduction to Hinduism, p.84.

@) Smith, The World’s Religions, pp.52-58.

® Radhakrishnan, The Principal Upanishads, p.447.

“) Smith, The World’s Religions, p.55.

®) Sharm, Classical Hindu Thought: An Introduction, p.88.
®) Radhakrishnan, The Principal Upanishads, p.168

() Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol.1, p.470
® Easwaran, The Upanishads, p.134.

©) Smith, The World’s Religions, p.57.
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@ bid, p.58.

@) Easwaran, Eknath, The Bhagavad Gita, Nilgiri Press, California, 2007, p.66.

© Flood, An Introduction to Hinduism, p.96

@ Smith, The World’s Religions, p.60.

®) Zimmer, Heinrich, Philosophies of India. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1951. p.91.
© Wilhelm, India and Europe, p.82

() Smith, The World’s Religions, p.61.

® Ibid, pp.41-45.

©) Sharma, Classical Hindu Thought, p.88.

(19) Wilhelm, India and Europe p.82.
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@) Flood, An Introduction to Hinduism, p.22.

@ Smith, The World’s Religions, Introduction.

© Smart, The Science of Religion and the Sociology of Knowledge, p.41.
) Smart , “The Phenomenology of Religion,” pp.272-278.

®) Nakamura, 4 History of Early Vedanta Philosophy, Introduction.p34
®) Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy, p.55.

() Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, p.470

® Flood, An Introduction to Hinduism, p.35.

© Huston, The World’s Religions, Conclusion

(19 Hick, John, An Interpretation of Religion, Yale University Press, 1989, p.240.
(1) Wilhelm, India and Europe, p.91
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