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ABSTRACT 

Dissertation Advisor: Francis X. Clooney      Aditya Menon 

 

The Uses of Śeṣa: 

Sacrificial Leftovers, Supplements and Subjects in Derrida, Jaimini and Rāmānuja 

 

 This dissertation tracks the Sanskrit word śeṣa through a set of texts that take Vedic ritual 

as their starting point, one that is never wholly left behind. Given the subject matter of these texts 

and the semantic range of this word, attention to its shifting usage affords an oblique intellectual 

history of usefulness within a religious tradition. “Use,” in the resulting study, should be 

understood in a non-reductive way, with the relationship between ritual and thought being 

constantly constituted by both a self-interested economy and a non-economic relinquishment of 

interests. The “sacrifice of sacrifice,” as Dennis Keenan has shown, is essential to “sacrifice” as 

understood by a number of European theorists, including Jacques Derrida. The “uses of śeṣa” can 

be productively aligned with the “sacrifice of sacrifice,” given the range of gestures that both 

phrases can name: from the physical reuse of a leftover material to the inner act of giving up the 

very notion of sacrifice. Each of the three central chapters focuses on a single author’s corpus, 

but the corpora in question are inextricable from their intertexts: readings by and of this author.   

 In Chapter II, “Leftovers, Carried Over,” I read and translate sections of Derrida’s « 

Reste – le maître ou le supplément d’infini », which responds to the work of the Indologist 

Charles Malamoud. Although various forms of “remains” traverse Derrida’s work, this piece 

represents is the first in which the word “reste” is foregrounded so explicitly. Although reste in 
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Malamoud’s essay on remainders tends to translate ucchiṣṭa, another word from the same root, 

Derrida, following Malamoud, acknowledges śeṣa as naming the remainder in general. In 

Derrida’s reading of Malamoud’s account of “brāhmaṇism,” remainders resist the work of their 

conceptualization, even as they remain essential to the construction of identity and mastery.   

 In Chapter III, “Supplements, Implemented: Applications of Śeṣa in Mīmāṃsā Ritual 

Theory,” I read Jaimini’s Mīmāṃsā Sūtras, the foundational text of this discipline of ritual 

hermeneutics, through layers of commentary. Jaimini relies on multiple terms for subordination, 

privileging śeṣa as the stated topic of the third of the Sūtras’ twelve books. This book 

characterizes the term in its broadest scope as śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt: “śeṣa because it is for an 

other,” and invites us to see agents, objects, and actions as useful within the sacrificial system 

rather than ends in themselves. In spite of this explicit redefinition of śeṣa, Jaimini continues to 

use it to refer to remainders (of text, of substances). Committed to all of Jaimini’s Sūtras and 

much of Śabara’s Bhāṣya, both the main traditions of subsequent commentators—the Bhāṭṭas 

and the Prābhākaras—align the language of śeṣa with their own philosophizing commitments. 

Even if Kumārila appears to be more outward-looking (turning to extra-scriptural reasoning, 

engaging with interlocutors who do not acknowledge the Veda’s authority) than Prabhākara, 

each in his own way articulates a logic of śeṣa that aligns the deontic and the pragmatic. 

 In Chapter IV, “Self, Sacrificed: Rāmānuja’s Dialectical and Devotional Use of Śeṣa,” I 

read Rāmānuja’s main dialectical works (Vedārthasaṁgraha and Śrībhāṣya, focusing on the 

former for its more extended treatment of śeṣa), devotional poetry, and a manual for daily 

worship. Rāmānuja fleshes out the Mīmāṁsā definition of śeṣa as parārtha in keeping with his 

theological commitments, pushing it in an anthropomorphic direction while resisting certain 

anthropocentric temptations. As in Mīmāṁsā, the sense of śeṣa as remainder survives this 
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redefinition, allowing for an interplay between the senses of “remnant”, “accessory” and 

“servant”. Not only does śeṣa name the ideal religious subject of Rāmānuja’s Viśiṣṭādvaita 

Vedānta and Śrīvaiṣṇavism, Śeṣa as the proper name of a mythical serpent dear to this tradition 

brings together the sense of remainder  (between cycles of creation and destruction) and servant 

(acting as the couch on which Viṣṇu rests). Rāmānuja himself serves as the model subject of this 

community, to his hagiographers and commentators, some of whom further reorient śeṣatva as 

the service of God through the service of community.  

 Chapter I and Chapter V frame my project with reflections on “use” and “relevance” 

respectively. Even where this project is not explicitly comparative, I trust that it is consistently 

reflexive in ways that extend its theoretical potential. Through the introduction and conclusion, I 

offer my limited genealogy of śeṣa as potentially useful to the intersections of literature, 

philosophy, and religion. This dissertation may be more “exceptional” than “exemplary” as an 

exercise in comparative literature. I hope it is potentially useful to a range of disciplines: 

comparative theology, ritual poetics, history of ideas, Indology, translation studies, and more.  

Śeṣa itself is neither absolutely exceptional nor absolutely exemplary with regard to the claims I 

have made for the relationship between its usage and usefulness. Rather, it becomes exemplary 

because its exceptional scope serves the needs of a religious subject in specific discursive and 

ritual situations, within a continuous but hardly homogeneous tradition.  
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction: 
Uses and Sacrifice 

 
Here is reason blackened by labour  

-Dilip Chitre, “Shesha”1 
 

§ 1.1 Uses of use 

 In this introduction I will discuss the first half of the dissertation title, “The Uses of 

Śeṣa.” In doing so, I hope to account as well for the second half— “Sacrificial Leftovers, 

Supplements and Subjects in Derrida, Jaimini and Rāmānuja”—indicating how these topics and 

texts map onto the remaining chapters of the dissertation. The phrase “uses of śeṣa” can identify 

the scope of my project in a fairly straightforward way, if we take “uses” to designate linguistic 

usage. I have focused on the usage of the word śeṣa—with its primary meaning, “remainder” 

giving way to “accessory” and “servant” within key texts in the hermeneutical traditions of 

Mīmāṁsā and Vedānta, without this primary meaning being lost altogether. However, the 

resonance of “use” is complicated by the fact that many of these texts are in fact concerned with 

usefulness in and of Vedic ritual. In a different way, so is the Derrida text that is the focus of my 

second chapter. It makes sense, therefore, to preface this project with some reflections on the 

implications of “use.” 

 The construction “Uses of X” is so widely used in titles that I will restrict myself to a 

particularly reflexive instance. Consider the terms in which Sara Ahmed introduces her What’s 

The Use: On the Uses of Use:  

I have been following use around. What’s the Use? is the third in a series of books 
concerned with following words, the first being The Promise of Happiness (2010) and the 
second Willful Subjects (2014). In these books, I follow words around, in and out of their 
intellectual histories. To follow a word is to ask not only how it acquires the status of a 

                                                 
1 Chitre, Shesha, 1. 
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concept in philosophy but how that word is exercised, rather like a muscle, in everyday 
life. . . . 
 
Use seems to point more to objects than subjects or at least to activities in which subjects 
are occupied in tasks that require they have a hold of things. We might, however, make 
use of the language of use to describe ourselves: we might feel used, wish to be of use or 
useful, and so on.2 
 

Ahmed’s introduction to her work here points to my own both in its theme and in its method. 

Like “use”, śeṣa has to do with the status of “objects” and “subjects,” even coming to be (in 

Mīmāṁsā) the category that reduces object and subject to their shared status as ritually useful.  

Ahmed’s endeavour is more wide-ranging than mine, in that it follows “use” in and out of 

everyday English, while also engaging with a 19th century archive that brings together the day-

to-day workings of certain institutions and utilitarian philosophy.3 Like Ahmed, I am following a 

word around: and doing so entails not just considering its conceptualizing but considering its 

“exercise” in the “everyday”. If it is a “philosophical investigation” (to take up the Wittgenstein 

title that comes to mind here), it is also an investigation into the ways in which elements that are 

not conventionally understood as “philosophical”—whether because they are  too material, to 

literary, or too theological--are essential to this exercise. 

 In “La mythologie blanche: la métaphore dans le texte philosophique,” Derrida uses a 

word whose ambivalence indicates the gain and loss of meaning that attends the development of 

a concept in a language. Discussing Anatole France alongside Nietzsche, he writes;  

We may detect here the double bearing of the French word usure. . . , of which we may 
offer the following accounts, although they remain inseparable: first, obviously, the word 
means that "wear" of which we have been speaking-erasure by rubbing, or exhaustion, or 
crumbling; but secondly, it has also the sense of "usury"-the additional product of a 
certain capital, the process of exchange which, far from losing the stake, would make that 

                                                 
2 Ahmed, What’s the Use, 3-5. 
3 Whereas a text like Bentham’s Chrestomathia (about a school organized around a utility principle)  comes to 
prominence in Ahmed’s work, I am not particularly concerned with pedagogy of such a sort as would be served by, 
say, Böhtlingk’s Sanskrit-chrestomathie, Many of the texts I study do have a pedagogical function, but the implied 
reader of some of these appears to be an advanced insider.  
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original wealth bear fruit, would increase the return from it in the form of income, of 
higher interest, of a kind of linguistic surplus value.4  
 

 The concrete ritual contexts of  śeṣa as leftover are to some extent worn away when it 

becomes an abstract category in the Mīmāṁsā account of ritual, but these do not disappear 

altogether. In fact, they allow for a polysemy yielding a kind of “linguistic surplus value,” which 

is in turn exploited in Vedāntic  dialectics and Vaiṣṇava devotionalism that appropriates the 

Mīmāṁsā definition of the word.  I will not deal with labour as a socioeconomic phenomenon, 

even as I adopt Derrida’s allusions to a Marxist “surplus value.” However, the “theory” of śeṣa 

that the religious tradition I examine yields is inextricable from practice, however restricted to 

ritual contexts (with occasional references to everyday exchange, vyavahāra). The “reason” and 

“labour” in my epigraph, considering the rest of Dilip Chitre’s poem, evoke a modern urban 

space and the traces of human work. The poem’s ending, “Underneath it all like Śeṣa I am,” even 

hints (to my ear) at some overlap of underclass, infrastructure and underworld. Even so, the 

phrase “reason blackened by labour” will serve to hint at the ways in which śeṣa, in the very 

process of its appropriation by privileged and masterful writers, is never altogether abstracted 

away into a “white mythology.” 

§ 1.2 Lexicography & literature  

In a passage that risks oversimplification but has nonetheless guided my thinking on this 

topic, Roberto Calasso writes:  

"The whole of Indian tradition, in its various branches, is influenced by a doctrine of 
residue, which can be embodied in three words, corresponding to three successive stages: 
vāstu, ucchiṣṭa, and śeṣa. It has a key role as a doctrine, similar to that of ousia in 
classical Greece, in that it suggests the inadequacy of sacrifice (but instead of sacrifice 
we can also say: of any system) in supporting the whole of existence.5 
 

                                                 
4 Derrida trans. Bass, “White Mythology,” 11.  
5 Calasso, “Ardor,” 203. 
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 Instead of projecting stages of an intellectual history onto these three words, I have tried 

to make sense of one word, śeṣa, attending to changes and constants in its usage. The nominal 

form śeṣa derives from the verb root śiṣ (root), translated as “leave” in Whitney6. Śeṣa, like the 

past passive participles (ut/ava/pari + śiṣṭa) is not what “leaves” (śiṇaṣṭi) but rather is what “is 

left behind” (śiṣyate). Although grammatically passive, śeṣa/ucchiṣṭa in the Vedic myth-ritual 

complex, as well as the early Dharmaśāstra texts, is a locus of concentrated power and 

generativity7. An early post-Vedic “etymological” guide, Yaska’s Nirukta, says that śeṣa is what 

is left behind, “in the sense of offspring” (śeṣa ity apatyanām)8.]This usage is attested in the 

earliest available Sanskrit corpus, the Rigvedic hymns9-- in the funeral hymn 10.16, which says 

that the dead person will get a new body in order to reach his descendants10.  If the generativity 

here is in the mortal “remains”, of the cremated person, it can equally be situated in leftover 

food, both in the scene of sacrifice and in domestic contexts. (In the social norms that would be 

codified in dharmaśāstra literature, leftover food is a particularly charged site of taboos.11) For 

instance, in one myth, Aditi gives birth to the gods known as Ādityas after eating the remnant of 

the rice offering. This myth forms the basis for the hymn in Atharva Veda 11.7, that extols the 

remnant as a foundation for the entire universe, “In the remnant [are set] name and form, in the 

remnant [is] set the world. . .” Jan Gonda, in an article on this hymn, sees in this kind of 

                                                 
6 Whitney, Roots, Verb-forms and Primary Derivatives of the Sanskrit Language. See also Varadachari . "The 
evolution of the concept of sesa" 
7 Malamoud, Cooking the World; Sojkova . “Ritual Remnant (ucchiṣṭa) in Vedic Ritual.” 
8 śeṣa ity apatyanām | śiṣyate prayataḥ (Nirukta 3.2)  Explain what the Nirukta is and give tentative date  
9 In RV I.93.4; V.12,6; 70,4; vi.27.4.5; vii.I,12; X.16.5  (Macdonell’s index of Vedic Names and Subjects)  
10 Doniger O’Flaherty, The Rig Veda: “These problems are compounded by verse 5, which states that the dead man 
will get a new body (cf. 10.14.8) in order to reach his descendants. This latter word, literally ‘remaining’ (śeṣa), has 
provoked several interpretations that attempt to circumvent the paradox. Sāyana suggests that it refers to the body 
that remains after cremation (i.e. the bones); or it may refer to the survivors of the dead man, i.e. the mourners, or to 
those who have been buried before, i.e. the ancestors whom the dead man will join. But it more likely means the 
posterity of the dead man, i.e. the people that he has begotten or will beget with his new life and his new body. Is 
this body to exist in heaven or on earth?” 
11 Cf Malamoud, Cooking the World 
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language a premonition of the metaphysical speculations on ātman (the self) and brahman 

(absolute power, ultimate reality) in the Upaniṣads, which would be so crucial to the Vedānta of 

Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja and others. According to Gonda, ātman-brahman, is not only a “rest” insofar 

as it is reached through regressive argumentation, but is “like the remnant of an oblation, 

concentrated Power (cf. e.g. C~U. 3, 14), and as the source of all things and creatures (e.g. BAU. 

2, 1, 20; MaitríU. 6, 31) a ‘bridge between two worlds’ (BA U. 4, 4, 22)~-that which makes 

continuation possible~and a germ of a new productive cycle.” 

 Examining a range of data from “Brāhmanic” texts of different genres, Charles 

Malamoud claims that food-remains, “far from being an endpoint in the ritual and social 

processes in which they appear, are, on the contrary, the starting point of a subsequent act. . .” 

And the importance of remains extends beyond the culinary realm, “most clearly in the Puranic 

and Epic cosmogonies, precisely because these are not creations in some absolute sense of the 

term, but rather, re-emergences that follow upon reabsorptions. . .” Moving from the cosmic to 

the individual: “the notion of a residue, of an outstanding balance, plays a foundational role in 

the ceaseless re-firing of the motor of karman.” As a schema elsewhere in brahmanic thought, “a 

body of matter or of acts is, normally, never wholly consumed (in either sense of the term). . . 

There always remains a residue, which, while ambiguous is nevertheless always possessed of an 

active. . . .character.”   

 As we will see in Chapter 2, this essay of Malamoud’s earns an extended response from 

Derrida. Here I will simply quote a section that strikes me as generative in relation to his account 

of “relevance” in the translation piece and to my own focus here on “reflexive” forms of 

relevance.    

One of my conjectures is that these three values, the sacrificial, the hierarchical and the 
ontological, are profoundly indissociable and that they all combine to reduce the 
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remainder, to treat it, and first in identifying it, in deciding, in tearing it away, by a 
binarization or a dialectic, from “its” undecidability (an undecidability that is not 
properly “its”), in assigning it an identity, an identity of its own, therefore an 
indivisibility, with a view to reducing it, objectifying it and subjectifying it, subjecting it, 
mastering it. . . If the demand for ipseity is the motor of onto-theo-phenomenology, then 
the latter implies the position or institution of the master (mastery and magisteriality). 
And the economic law of this hierarchical discipline, that is of this sacral or hieratic 
order, is from the outset sacrificial. This sacrificiality only obeys a logic of rests to be 
done with them. It is the economy of, economizes on remains. 
 

 I don’t believe that Derrida’s claims here are unfounded—the subjection of conceptually 

troubling “remainders” to an onto-theo-phenomenology is a process he unearths through a 

careful reading of Malamoud’s source materials. However, I believe that accounts of the 

philosophical forces implicit within a cultural system, or its underlying structures, would do well 

to also attend to the explicit systematic thought carried out by real human agents close to that 

system, if available. (Hegel, for one, displays a form of this neglect, when writing about the 

Indian mind – not as a collection of minds, but as a long-surpassed phase of Spirit.) A more 

explicit, systematizing process that Derrida sees in words and practices can also be found in 

theoretical systems, notably Mīmāṁṣā—although its focus is on Vedic sacrifice (rather than the 

gamut of normative texts that Malamoud gathers), and whether it is “onto-theological” is open to 

question. 

 As we will see in Chapter 3, the foundational text of this discipline, Jaimini’s Mīmāṁsā 

Sūtra (c. 200 BCE) introduces itself as the “inquiry into dharma”. Its goal is to “analyze and 

understand the deep harmony of the ritual texts and practices of the Veda, the primary oral body 

of revelation pertaining to rituals and their cultural and social frame.”12 In this endeavour, 

Mīmāṁṣā has to use a number of terms for relationships of subordination (e.g. pradhāna, 

mukhya, guṇa, śeṣa, anga13).  Śeṣa stands out from these as the stated subject of Book 3 (of the 

                                                 
12 Clooney, “Difficult Remainders,” 207 
13 Clooney, Thinking Ritually, 98  
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12 adhyāyas of the Sūtras). MS 3.1.2 defines or justifies the term in its broadest scope as śeṣaḥ 

parārthatvāt: “śeṣa because it is for an other.” (This other, as the first commentator Śabara notes, 

is called the śeṣin. ) On this definition, anything within the domain of the sacrifice that exists for 

the sake of something else can be considered śeṣa. Thus materials, preparatory actions, and 

identifying characteristics are all śeṣa. Even things one might expect to be the śeṣin— the 

performer of the action, the action itself, and its result—can all be seen as śeṣa  insofar as they 

serve each other. As Clooney puts it: “In subordinating each of these to another of the three. . . in 

a sense ‘short-circuits’ the possibility of external meaning for the sacrifice. For him, sacrifice 

contains a multiplicity of meaningful elements, and yet its value is not measured by any single 

one of them.” 

 As I see it, MS 3.1.2, śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt, encapsulates a dialectical turn in the 

theorization of śeṣa. As “remainder,  śeṣa was liminal to a subject or system, carrying this self 

beyond itself. Here, the emphasis is on the incorporation of the “remainder” into the system—the 

“otherness” that it serves is that of the system itself, rather than something temporally, spatially 

or conceptually “beyond”.  But I do not consider this turn to be quite as clean a break as 

Varadachari in “The Evolution of the Concept of Śeṣa” seems to suggest: “To say that the 

individuals are the remains or those which have been left over is to affirm that śeṣa has not a root 

that would play the fundamental role which has been granted to it by later philosophical schools 

(darśanas). . . a meaning that is traceable in the philosophical usage to which it has been put by 

Jaimini and Rāmānuja.14” Both Gonda and Clooney indicate that śeṣa-as-remainder, in its 

broadest conception, remains relevant to śeṣa-as-accessory, subordinate or auxiliary.    

It has no doubt been the importance of the remainder in ritual practice and the belief that-
-while being part of the main oblation from which it was dependent and apart from being 
a container of special productive power--it ensured continuation, serving purposes 

                                                 
14 Varadachari, “The evolution of the concept of ‘sesa’,” 124 
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outside itself, which on the other hand led to the introduction of the term śeṣa- into the 
works of the authorities on Vedic exegesis and dharma. . . (Gonda15) 
 
The source of the notion of śeṣa is somewhat prosaic: what is śeṣa, in the more practical, 
rubrical texts, is what is leftover after some action or in reference to some wider 
consideration. Thus, the butter remaining in the spoon after an oblation is śeṣa, and the 
part of a sentence not subject to analysis in a certain debate is śeṣa. We can see in such 
instances the root of the more theoretical meaning we are considering: what is present, 
yet aside from that which is the central motivation, is śeṣa. (Clooney16)  

 

 Would this justify our describing the Mīmāṁṣā development as a “relève”—Derrida’s 

rendering of the Hegelian Aufhebung, as a process involving suppression, interiorization and 

elevation—of Vedic śeṣa? The original meaning is both suppressed and preserved.  Perhaps, but 

this relève does not take place in an exhaustive way. On the one hand, in spite of the (potential) 

subordination of all elements of the sacrifice, the “utterly dependent” śeṣa is acknowledged as 

crucial to the sacrifice. It also seems as if some śeṣas are more śeṣa than others. The term 

continues to be used extensively to designate leftover materials in particular.  Also, we must 

recall that Mīmāṁṣā is not a self-standing liturgy but a hermeneutic endeavour, concerned with 

deriving a theory of sacrifice from scripture. In using the word śeṣa to describe parts of the 

scriptural corpus, the Mīmāṁṣā Sūtras sometimes seem to be invoking a strong sense of 

subordination, at other times simply referring to “the rest of the text”17. A relationship of mutual 

subordination also obtains between scripture (as a coherent, complex whole) and sacrifice (as a 

coherent, complex whole). This larger relationship frames the relationship of different parts of 

scripture: descriptions of deities for instance, are not meaningless, but their meaning is oriented 

toward the performance of the sacrifice. The sacrifice does not subserve the transcendental 

authority of either gods (devatā) or God (brahman).   

                                                 
15 Gonda, “Atharvaveda 11.7,” 324. 
16 Clooney “Sacrifice and Its Spiritualization in the Christian and Hindu Traditions,” 369.  
17 Iti śeṣa is a common expression in commentarial Sanskrit (see Tubb and Boose, Scholastic Sanskrit, 165. 
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 Rāmānuja, as a Vedāntin, cannot be fully satisfied with this approach to scripture and 

sacrifice. The “anta” (end) in Vedānta refers to the Upaniṣads, the late section of the Vedic 

corpus whose “interiorization” and metaphorization of the sacrifice is somewhat bypassed by 

Mīmāṁṣā in its meticulous investigation of ritual in its quotidian detail.  The posteriority of this 

anta can imply superiority, or fulfilment.  This rhetoric also underlies the framing of Mīmāṁṣā 

as Pūrva (“earlier”) in relation to Vedānta as Uttara Mīmāṁṣā: as if the latter is a “New” 

Testament that preserves, suppresses, elevates and interiorizes the former. Rāmānuja’s 

Viśiṣṭādvaita is less antagonistic to Pūrva Mīmāṁṣā than are some other forms of Vedānta; it 

assigns the phenomenal world and external practices a subordinate but valuable place in relation 

to the absolute reality. However, as a theistic Vedāntin, he must reorient the sacrificial whole to 

something that can be identified with, but also transcends it—Brahman as Viṣṇu. Clooney notes 

that Rāmānuja’s “spiritualization” of the Mīmāṁṣā concept of śeṣa is informed by a new theistic 

vision of sacrifice (against the backdrop of a “new political-religious structure of the palace and 

temple”). “With the rise of Viṣṇu and Siva as "great" gods-personal, saving deities who love and 

can be loved by devotees. . .  sacrifice was redefined as pūja or ārādhana, action undertaken to 

please the supreme, transcendent deity.” Moreover, “. . . Viṣṇu is understood to embody the 

whole of that action and does not stand apart from what happens-just as a king includes as part of 

himself all the honors and glory accruing him. . .” and “The conceptual model elaborated in 

reference to the temporally-enacted Vedic sacrifice is now used to describe the spatially-arranged 

world of devotion before the Lord in his temple.” 

 It is in keeping with this new vision that Rāmānuja fleshes out śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt with 

his own definition of śeṣa: “The śeṣa-sesi relationship in any situation means just this: the śeṣa is 

that whose essential nature consists solely in being useful to something else by virtue of its 
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intention to contribute some excellence to this other thing, and this other is the sesin”18. (I will 

examine this definition more closely in the following section.)Here it is as if Rāmānuja offers up 

“sacrifice” itself to the God to whom it already belongs. According to Varadachari, for “some 

writers” śeṣa “must be interpreted as viśeṣaṇa, particular attribute of a substance and not merely 

as śeṣa—a dependent or subsidiary”. Varadachari does not state who these writers are, but 

Rāmānuja’s definition of śeṣa, at the very least, brings the idea of viśeṣa into the picture, in the 

form of the atiśaya (excess or excellence).   Viśeṣa is certainly important to Rāmānuja, so much 

so that his metaphysical position comes to be called Viśiṣṭādvaita (non-dualism of the qualified). 

I have not seen him make an etymological link between śeṣa and viśeṣa explicit.  

 Rāmānuja’s definition bears traces of the concept’s history, its first relève in the 

Mīmāṁṣā systematization (though not metaphoric interiorization) of the sacrifice, and a further 

relève in Rāmānuja’s  spiritualization of this account. But the very logic of the relève, although I 

invoke it repeatedly as a heuristic device, is problematic. Derrida himself is constantly looking 

for the relève, but it should be understood as a target rather than the outcome of deconstructive 

activity: With its teleological perspective comes a temptation to read the earlier forms of a 

concept reductively, for easy assimilation to what comes after. This temptation has an analogue 

in comparative study, where material from the “other” culture is often seen in terms of one’s 

own—if the familiar form of a concept is not there, this is often presented as a privation.  

 As a matter of fact, the Clooney article on “spiritualization” that I have been citing is an 

exercise in resisting this temptation, an early exercise in a practice of comparative theology that 

demands that we understand a religious phenomenon  in the terms of the larger systematic whole 

to which it belongs. The article takes Jaimini’s version of śeṣa as the starting-point (rather than 

                                                 
18 Trans. Rajagopala Ayyangar. Cited in Carman, The Theology of Ramanuja, 148. 
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mid-point, as I have done here) of a three part development. (Rāmānuja transforms Jaimini’s 

model so that performing sacrifice properly means serving God; a later ācārya in his tradition, 

Vedānta Deśika, goes on to argue that serving God means serving other human beings, especially 

the community of devotees). Clooney compares this process of spiritualization with work that 

has already been done on the spiritualization of sacrifice in the Judaeo-Christian context 

(processes shared by Judaism and Christianity, certainly not a simple contrast between the two as 

Old and New Testaments). In both theological contexts, we find an increasing emphasis on 

internal dispositions, followed by a broadening of this concern to non-ritual action as well.  

 As comparative theology depends on deep familiarity with both traditions in question, 

Clooney’s choice of focus in “Sacrifice and Spiritualization” must have been determined in large 

part by his own prior areas of expertise,. However, the example of śeṣa ends up being a rather 

exceptional example—as in Derrida’s use of relève, the word with its history has a reflexive 

scope that renders it more than “relevant” to the claims we make about its place within a 

discursive system. (Of course, many words may turn out to be similarly “exceptional” if we pay 

enough attention.) The reflexive scope I have in mind is an opportunity, an affordance, rather 

than an inevitable line of thought to pursue. Once we are aware of the continuity in śeṣa as 

“remainder” and śeṣa as “accessory”, we can be more attentive both to the ways in which it lends 

itself to the economy of a theological scheme, and to the ways in which it exceeds its place 

within a thought tradition, or a comparison, and certainly a translation.  

 I do not claim that śeṣa is absolutely unique in this respect; it is just one concept among 

others that have exerted an influence far beyond a liturgical domain. .Mīmāmsa, in abstracting 

and systematizing aspects of Vedic ritual, yields a readymade vocabulary for a “ritual poetics”, 

broadly construed along the lines framed by Yatromanolakis and Roilos as a set of 
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interdiscursive processes. 19  Mīmāmsā discourse in general is especially well-equipped with 

resources for framing the teleological relationship between  whole and parts. This discourse  was 

influential even in disciplines that were not explicitly religious, like poetics proper, alaṁkāra 

śāstra, as Larry McCrea has shown.20  

 

§ 1.3 Sacrifice of sacrifice 

  This dissertation is not, properly speaking, an exercise in “ritual poetics” (to the extent 

that it lingers with explicitly religious texts) or in “comparative theology” (in that it does not 

explicitly anchor itself in a prior tradition to better immerse itself in an other tradition). It does, 

however, seek to offer something to the understanding of religion through its use of literary 

tools. What it offers has to do with offering: a consistent refusal of reductive models of 

“sacrifice” in relation to “economy.” I find a phrase that echoes “the uses of use”—“the sacrifice 

of sacrifice”—a useful reminder to avoid such reduction.  

 How are the uses of śeṣa related to the sacrifice of sacrifice? In his genealogy of “the 

question of sacrifice”, Dennis Keenan identifies two understandings of sacrifice: as “economic” 

(yielding a “return” on what was given up) and as “aneconomic” (beyond calculation and hope 

of reward). He shows that for various “continental” theorists (including Derrida and associated 

thinkers), sacrifice is necessarily both.  

Sacrifice is sacrifice only as the sacrifice of sacrifice. Sacrifice is (genuinely) sacrifice 
only as the sacrifice of (an economical understanding of) sacrifice. It is necessary for 
sacrifice to consume itself in an all-burning holocaust in order to be what it “is.” 

                                                 
19 "Whereas ritualization [Catherine Bell’s term] refers to ritualized activities, profane or sacred, ritual poetics is 
concerned not only with such activities, but also with the dialogic interaction of a habitually constructed sense of 
ritual making with a variety of domains of human action and expression--ordinary behavior, organization of time 
and space in everyday life, art (literature, music, dance, architecture, painting), sociopolitical processes, and cultural 
discourses." Yatromanolakis & Roilos, Toward a Ritual Poetics, 25. 
20 McCrea, Teleology of Poetics. 
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The language of these theorists, seeking to hold together the economic and aneconomic, as 

necessary even if impossible, tends toward paradox and aporia. Firstly, the texts I study are in a 

Veda-Mīmāṃsā-Vedānta tradition of thought on sacrifice, so certain Greco/Judaeo/Christian 

concerns in the continental theorizing are not fully applicable here. (This is not to say that the 

20th c. thinkers are totally unfamiliar with Vedic sacrifice; many of them have no doubt read 

Mauss & Hubert et al.)  

 Secondly, diachronic and synchronic attention to a single Sanskrit word, śeṣa, affords a 

uniquely privileged site from which to approach the problematic of sacrifice as “the sacrifice of 

sacrifice”. This has to do partly with the role of śeṣa or ucchiṣṭa as remainder. This allows for a 

“sacrifice of sacrifice” in a basic sequential sense:  the leftovers with which one sacrificial act 

ends, as Malamoud reminds us, can serve as the starting point of another. However, the 

serviceability of this word far exceeds this particular form of service. Śeṣa comes to name any 

part that is for another in the Mīmāṃsaka hermeneutics of an immanent sacrificial whole, and the 

devotional subject as constitutively subservient to the transcendent reality in Rāmānuja’s 

metaphysics. The relation between means and ends is consistently in question, such that a 

dichotomy between “economic” and “aneconomic” needs to be deconstructed. Even if an attempt 

to comprehensively theorize this relation leads to paradoxical formulations, the usefulness of 

śeṣa does not lie in aporia. Rather, it lies in the speech acts that bring a comprehensive, 

challenging theory of sacrifice into the ordinary everyday practice of sacrifice. Each stage in the 

genealogy of śeṣa can be understood as a “sacrifice of sacrifice”, if we allow this phrase to cover 

a range of gestures (from the physical reuse of a leftover material to the inner act of giving up the 

very notion of sacrifice). 
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CHAPTER II 

Leftovers, Carried Over:  

Derrida’s “Reste” and the Relevance of Vedic Śeṣa 

§ 2.1 - Before the subject  

 Leftovers, carried over, are the subject of this chapter: it takes up the Vedic sacrificial 

remainder (Sanskrit śeṣa and ucchiṣṭa21) as it is “carried over” into an unlikely context—a little-

known text by Jacques Derrida, his only somewhat sustained treatment of ancient Indian thought. 

In “Reste – le maître ou le supplément d’infini,” Derrida responds to the work of the Indologist 

Charles Malamoud to explicitly address a theme—the remainder (French reste)—that traverses 

his own oeuvre without having been theorized in quite these terms. Late in the essay, Derrida 

ventures the “conjecture” that “the sacrificial, the hierarchical and the ontological” collude “to 

reduce the remainder, to treat it. . . assigning it an identity, an identity of its own, therefore an 

indivisibility, with a view to reducing it, objectifying it and subjectifying it, subjecting it, 

mastering it.”22  

 The reste, as construed by this conjecture, is caught up in a process resembling what 

Derrida elsewhere identifies as relève, his rendering of the Hegelian term Aufhebung, often 

translated into English as sublation. This remainder, object of ritual manipulation accompanied 

by theoretical scrutiny, both lends itself to and resists such treatment. It is unsurprising, 

therefore, that the specter of this phenomenon survives—“hauntologically,” as Derrida puts it 

elsewhere— in the spectrum of philosophical uses that śeṣa affords a Sanskrit tradition grounded 

in scripture and ritual. (To invoke such persistence is not to claim that all Sanskrit disciplines or 

                                                 
21 While other chapters of this dissertation are explicitly focused on śeṣa, it is ucchiṣṭa (from the same root, śiṣ) that 
reste often (but not always) translates in the Malamoud and Derrida pieces discussed here.  
22 Derrida, “Reste,” 53. All translations from “Reste,” unless otherwise indicated, are mine. 
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discourses can be collapsed into the religious, or even to claim that Hinduism was always already 

in the Vedas and Brāhmaṇas; on the contrary, it is to acknowledge interdiscursive continuities 

and transformations that could be understood in terms of “ritual poetics.”23)  

As Derrida recognizes here, it is through the otherness of the remainder—its generative but 

problematic liminality to a sacrificial framework—that sacrificers produce and sustain their own 

mastery, their very selfhood. At stake in the leftover’s identity is that of the human subject.  

 Who or what comes before the subject? This question risks irrelevance of more than one 

kind. Ironically, the very capaciousness of the word “subject” may restrict its purchase on 

phenomena outside a European philosophical tradition.  Ironically again, French sujet is close 

enough to English “subject” for an account of the former’s “untranslatable” philosophical 

scope—an account tracing the scholastic fate of the Aristotelian hupokeimenon and its 

subsequent imbrication with problematics of predication, knowledge and power—to be quite 

applicable to the latter24. As “French theory” entered the American academy, it was often 

articulated as a study and surpassing of this shared subject. At least this was the case thirty years 

ago, when the work of nineteen French philosophers appeared in English as a volume called Who 

Comes After the Subject?  

 In his introduction to this book, Jean-Luc Nancy notes the fragility of such designations 

as “Anglo-Saxon” or “continental” philosophy, and also gestures to what lies beyond: “. . . to say 

nothing of the one and the other in the rest of the world, nor of this rest itself, of this immense 

‘rest’ as the space of unimaginable possibilities for these philosophies, beyond each of them . . 

.”25 Such a “to say nothing of” is preferable to mere neglect or hasty appropriation of the “rest of 

                                                 
23 The connection between “ritual poetics” and “interdiscursivity” is presented in Yatromanolakis and Roilos, 
Toward a Ritual Poetics, 25. 
24 Balibar, Cassin and De Libera, “Subject” in Dictionary of Untranslatables, 1069-1090. 
25 Nancy, “Introduction,” Who Comes After the Subject, 1-9. 
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the world” in this context,. But a shadow of this deferring gesture appears later in the book—in 

“Eating Well,” Nancy’s interview with Jacques Derrida. Derrida has been talking about a 

foundational exclusion of animals from the domain of human responsibility, about a “sacrificial” 

structure lurking behind the thought of even Heidegger and Levinas. He tentatively points toward 

the history of Hinduism, not for exotic contrast, but for “the most subtle and decisive 

confirmation of this schema,” and begins to say something about brahmin priests, unlike kṣatriya 

warriors, becoming vegetarian. . . Nancy cuts him off here: “I must interrupt you, for in the time 

remaining I want to ask you some more questions.”26 

 If the constraint of remaining time (« le temps qui nous reste ») interrupts Derrida’s 

discussion of “carnophallogocentrism »  here, the suppressed figure returns to interrupt his essay 

on the remainder, as a long detour on the cow. Reminded of the “interrupting cow” of children’s 

knock-knock jokes (where its “moo” interrupts precisely the question “who”) I take this 

opportunity to interrupt this interruption, return to the subject by way of a fairly recent tweet. 

““A professor of mine went to go hear Derrida speak once. The entire talk was about cows; 

everyone was flummoxed but listened carefully, and took notes about...cows. There was a short 

break, and when Derrida came back, he was like, “I’m told it is pronounced ‘chaos.’”27 This 

tweet’s virality is merely numerical, hardly an indicator of Derrida’s popularity or relevance. The 

tweets show little engagement with the communicative disruption that Derrida himself referred 

to as “viral,” let alone the relation of cows to virality, even though this appeared during the 

                                                 
26 I might have forgotten this moment were it not for another interruption in another Derrida interview, this time 
with Birnbaum and Olsson on “the limits of digestion.” A phone call interrupts their conversation.  The call, it turns 
out, was from Emmanuel Lévinas, and the interruption makes Derrida speak in the broadest terms. We may not be 
worse off for this interruption. An elaboration of such “carnophallogocentrism” need not be more valuable than what 
Derrida and Nancy end up discussing here, or what Derrida did write elsewhere about animals (a lot) and about 
ancient Indian thought (little other than sthe “Reste” essay). Nancy & Derrida, “Eating Well,” 96-120. 
27 Phil Gentry @pmgentry 8:58 PM · Apr 5, 2021 · 
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Covid pandemic. 28As a matter of fact, Derrida does mention “chaos” and “cows” in close 

proximity—in the very essay that will most concern us here. “Reste – le maître ou le supplément 

d’infini”. Indeed, this juxtaposition takes place in a paragraph under the heading “Le reste du 

monde”—where the “polysemic figure of the cow” metonymically represents the cultural work 

of maintaining the essentially unstable limits of nature and culture. The concept or quasi-concept 

of the “remainder” pervades Derrida’s work (as is evident in such crucial themes or motifs as 

“trace” and “ash”) but this is perhaps the first time he foregrounds the general term, “reste”, in a 

title. For this reason alone, it is surprising that this essay of Derrida’s has been almost entirely 

neglected, with a couple of exceptions, including a special issue of Derrida Today.  

 The essay is also important, as Michael Naas suggests in an article from that issue, 

because “. . . Derrida uses the notion of the reste to suggest a relationship, an analogy, between 

the logic of sacrifice and mastery in Western onto-theology and the logic of sacrifice and 

mastery in the Brahmin culture of India. Naas goes on to suggest that “le reste is perhaps the 

most suggestive and the most powerful notion in all of Derrida’s work for thinking today the 

relationship between deconstruction and the rest of the world. . .” While I would not want to 

extend “the West” and “the rest” beyond their strategic deployment here, I agree that Derrida’s 

“Reste” is worth our attention, especially as scholars of comparative literature or comparative 

religion. “Comparison” as a linguistic function may concern similarity rather than contiguity, 

paradigm rather than syntax. The task I have undertaken here, though, is not a symmetrical study 

of a concept in Derrida and its equivalent in an ancient Indian thinker. Nor is it an attempt to 

simply “apply” Derrida’s theory to a Sanskrit corpus. Instead, Derrida’s own encounter with a set 

of Vedic and post-Vedic texts, pre-treated in terms by the Indologist Charles Malamoud, is 
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valuable as a point of contact and contamination. This point allows me entry into the tradition 

that Derrida’s oeuvre tackles and a text-tradition that goes from Veda to Vedānta, allowing these 

two traditions (whose “traditionality” need not be read as absolutely limiting) to be seen in the 

light of a common problematic: questions concerning the remainder.  

  « Reste—le maître ou le supplément d’infini » remains untranslated29 and, not by 

coincidence, largely unread. In this chapter I translate a few key passages from it, focusing on a 

concatenation of cultural gestures whose implications Derrida does not fully draw out, gestures 

that can be seen as the “sacrifice of sacrifice.” Derrida uses versions of this phrase in various 

contexts. He even utters the phrase “sacrifice sacrifice” in the Nancy interview cited earlier: “In 

spite of the differences separating [Heidegger and Levinas], they nonetheless remain profound 

humanisms to the extent that they do not sacrifice sacrifice.” As Dennis Keenan, the notion of 

“the sacrifice of sacrifice” is not only found in many other French theorists, such as Bataille and 

Kristeva, but essential to the very genealogy of sacrifice in the “West.” The phrase articulates a a 

“sublation of the aneconomical understanding of sacrifice [where all, holos, is burned, caustos, 

without reserve] by the economical understanding of sacrifice.”30 But for Keenan, this is less a 

simple historical development than a persistent aporia that takes different forms in its 

pervasiveness. I will not be able to treat Derrida’s own extended reflections on this aporia, 

merely noting here his use of the term “economical” in approaching Hegel by way of Bataille.31 

However, I find that his treatment of the reste, which he takes from Malamoud as a translation of 

the terms ucchiṣṭa and śeṣa, opens onto a problematic of economical relève—Derrida’s 

translation of the Hegelian term aufhebung, that he turns into a test case for translation itself.  

                                                 
29 More precisely, no translation has been published, though at least one (Saghafi/Dearmitt) is forthcoming.  
30 Keenan, The Question of Sacrifice, 2. 
31 Derrida, “From Restricted to General Economy.”  
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 A careful reading of “Reste”—informed by closer attention to the Sanskrit textual 

corpora it treats second-hand—reveals three processes, each of which is already a “sacrifice of 

sacrifice” in its own way. This is not to say that Derrida’s post-humanist move has always 

already been made, only that the “sacrificial” anthropocentrism he seeks to deconstruct is fraught 

with iterations of a gesture that could go by this name. Thinking literally and figuratively, with 

and against Derrida, I am tempted to name these “sacrifices of sacrifice” in a Latinate English, as 

an interplay of “-ject” and “-lation” words. The brahmanic treatment of śeṣa, as presented by 

Derrida, involves not just the oblation of an object, but the sublation of a subject,  a conjecture 

concerning collation, and the translation of a word or philosopheme’s trajectory. I do not intend 

to give undue determinative privilege to the particular Latin prefixes or roots, and will not 

attempt to use this language as an overarching framework for reading Derrida’s . However, I 

bring them up here to draw attention to my theoretical language—more and less than 

“English”—as well as the trace of concrete gestures and even material culture that may lurk in 

our theory, our “white mythology.” 

 This schematic wordplay helps me align Derrida’s project, if it is indeed a project, of 

deconstruction with my own dissertation project. If Derrida defined deconstruction most pithily 

as “plus d’une langue” (no more language / more than one language), the form this takes in his 

writing could often be called “plus d’un mot”. Very often, his essays exploit the polysemy of a 

French word, deriving both from its semantic range and its ability to operate as different parts of 

speech. Reste here is probably best rendered as “remains”—as it is both a noun meaning 

“remainder” and a verb, an indicative or imperative form of rester. In much of Derrida’s essay, 

the word corresponds to a marked Sanskrit word that is the primary object of Malamoud’s study, 

ucchiṣṭa, which (as we shall see) refers to a range of remainders, primarily food items used in 
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sacrifice. Malamoud also deals, śeṣa (another remainder-word from the same root śiṣ), and 

Derrida acknowledges this as the word for remainders “in general” or “as such”. I find greater 

philosophical and theological potential (constructive, deconstructive, self-sacrificing) in śeṣa 

than in ucchiṣṭa. Derrida, like Malamoud, focuses on the “brahmanic” remainder, focusing on 

late Vedic or early post-Vedic texts. The trajectory of the word śeṣa in later Mīmāmsa and 

Vedānta texts mobilizes a complexity latent in the role of ucchiṣṭa, the ritual remnant, in a Vedic 

myth-ritual complex.  

 This history of usage makes for interesting comparison not just with Derrida’s use of the 

reste in his essay, but with his choice of relève elsewhere to translate both Hegel’s all-important 

noun “Aufhebung” and the verb “seasons” in Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice. The trajectory 

of śeṣa in a Sanskrit history of ritual and thought may not be translatable by a single word, but it 

does allow us to think the material processes of cooking and sacrifice alongside the textual 

process of translation—in terms of what makes these processes possible and yet resists them. 

While Derrida is no source of Indological insights, «Reste—le maitre ou le supplément 

d’infini » allows us to focus our attention on an intersection of issues we might otherwise 

neglect. Of course, Derrida himself neglects much that is important. His treatment of a key text 

foregrounding the remainder, Atharva Veda 11.7, the hymn to ucchiṣṭa, is quite cursory. And 

what addresses, through Malamoud, is the philosophy latent in cultural practices, the “thought” 

implicit in texts about ritual, rather than later systematic philosophizing in Sanskrit. What 

Derrida lacks here is not a reason to ignore him, but rather a reason to supplement his reading 

with our own.  

§2.2 Situating Remains I: Quasi-concepts 
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 In «Reste – le maître, ou le supplément d'infini », Derrida proposes that both the 

brahmanic culture of the remainder and Greco-European ontotheology tend to “reduce remains 

[restes] to the remainder [reste] in general”, in spite of the “infinite remaining [restance]” and 

“tireless resistance” of these remains, both to their presentation “as such” and to their common 

name 32. By treating the various remnants, residues and remainders that appear across his oeuvre 

as a single phenomenon, I exhibit a similar impulse. A glance at two hypertext databases devoted 

to Derrida (one in English, the other in French), shows the range of contexts in which he has 

recourse to such terms, as well as some pattern in the functions they fulfil. (The mere fact that 

these online resources exist is a testament to the degree of attention that this corpus has received, 

even if it is different in kind from both the Vedantic and the Indological hermeneutics to which 

our Sanskrit material has been subjected.)  The very names of these databases imply that the 

remainder can be a master- or home-concept that grounds or hosts our exploration of the others.   

Thus Derridex33, a site that provides indexed and extensively hyperlinked readings of 

Derrida, presents itself as “La demeure de l’Orloeuvre”.  Demeure as noun refers to an abode; as 

verb it means “abide”, “remain”. (Demeure is also the title of Derrida’s reading of a late text by 

Blanchot, in which his play on the word evokes the zone of undecidability, between testimony 

and literature, in which that text operates.) The Derridex page “[Derrida, Reste, Restance]” 

discusses Derrida’s treatment of remainders under five headings. 1. Itération 2. Quasi-concept, 

3. Écriture, oeuvre, 4. Rechimou and 5. Cendre. And it is the last of these terms that features in 

the closest Anglophone equivalent to the website, Return to Cinder34, which has 35 entries from 

5 sources for the motif “Cinder”, and 85 from 30 for “Remainder / Remains / Remnant”. A 

                                                 
32 Derrida, “Reste,” 59.  
33 www.idixa.net 
34 www.returntocinder.com 
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cursory perusal of these two databases reveals that this cluster of concepts pervades the oeuvre, 

while presenting resistance to our attempts to delimit what they mean.  

In referring the reader to these two databases, I do not intend to fetishize hypertext as the 

definitive form of access to the multifarious iterations of this cluster of concepts. Nor do I think 

it necessary to “bring back” an author—who is no longer quite fashionable, for better or for 

worse—by remaking his work in the “currency” (yet another image, monnaie, that is 

contaminated by Derrida’s touch) of new technology. A 2005 issue of Radical Philosophy 

dedicated to Derrida contains what could be construed as a note of caution against such impulses. 

In her contribution to the issue, Gayatri Spivak challenges the notion "that those who think 

outside the virtual channels of telecommunication are not in keeping with our postmodern 

society" for excluding not only "the rural poor and the underclass of global North and South” but 

also “those of us who might still believe in that archaic instrument called the book. . . who 

believe that it might take time to train the imagination" (17). Spivak’s piece, in arguing that 

Derrida’s “style has been a teaching style” (15) and that his is an “activist approach to concepts” 

(16), also serves as a reminder not to let the proliferation of terms (reste, restance, demeure, etc.) 

become merely noncommittal or obscurantist.35  

Our essay, Reste—le maître, hints that the gape or yawn of an abyss of meaning is 

mirrored in the response of those who face that abyss. “We are still preoccupied by the motif of 

chaos, by the figure of the open mouth as well as by the abyss or chasm, namely everything at 

whose edge we try here in vain to stay and think.” But such an opening in the subject matter can 

                                                 
35 Spivak, “Remembering Derrida,” 15-17. 
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also be understood as an opening for the thinking subject: something that does not foreclose the 

cultural and personal work of determinations but provides the horizon of its possibility.  

Let us therefore assess the status of reste and its near-synonyms as concepts, even if they 

have inscribed in them a resistance to the very concept of concept. And this paradox is related 

not only to what I am attempting to theorize over the course of this dissertation but to the most 

familiar core of Derrida’s work. Two words central to any account of deconstruction are 

différance, which signifies both differing and deferral, and trace. These two terms imply each 

other; as Wortham puts it (in the entry on trace in his Derrida Dictionary, a print book whose 

cross-referencing renders it comparable with the hypertext databases mentioned above):  

 “Every sign bears the traces of the others from which it differs, but to which it also 
defers in order to receive its value as a (differential) sign. The trace is thus not reducible 
to the sign, nor can it be turned into a sign. Instead, the trace calls to be thought in terms 
of the non-signifying difference that is ‘originarily’ at play in all signification. However, 
since for Derrida the trace is always the trace of another trace, it does not give itself as 
simple origin. (For Derrida, trace is not a master word but an always replaceable term in 
an unmasterable series including trace, différance, supplement, writing, cinder, and so 
on.) . . . [The trace] redescribes the entire field which the metaphysics of presence seeks 
to dominate throughout history. The trace names that non-systematizable reserve which is 
at once constitutive and unrepresentable within such a field.” 36  

 The work associated with such terms as trace, différance, supplément and cendre 

evidently poses a problem of notation. Each refers to less than what it would normally signify 

(that is, the concept it evokes comes with caveats limiting its scope) but also more, constantly 

opening onto a network of related issues. (This network also means that the terms contaminate 

each other, leaving us with “replaceable terms” in an “unmasterable series”.) Derrida and his 

scholars use various tactics to come to terms with this problem: sous râture, prefixing, quotation 

marks, neologisms, and “paleonyms”. In addition to their obvious citational function, quotation-

                                                 
36 Wortham, The Derrida Dictionary, 229-30 
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marks can cause a phrase to oscillate between mention and use.  Sous râture is a device Derrida 

borrows from Heidegger, who deploys it in a letter, “Zur Seinsfrage", crossing out the word 

“Being” that is both necessary and inadequate because it is what is in question. Neologisms like 

restance and différance are at times useful, but to my mind often unnecessary, because the work 

of new words can also be done by the old. Toward the end of “Signature, Event, Context,” 

Derrida identifies his own use of this tactic as “paleonymy”:  

Very schematically: an opposition of metaphysical concepts (e.g., speech/writing, 
presence/absence, etc.) is never the confrontation of two terms, but a hierarchy and the 
order of a subordination. Deconstruction cannot be restricted or immediately pass to a 
neutralization: it must, through a double gesture, a double science, a double writing-put 
into practice a reversal of the classical opposition and a general displacement of the 
system. . . Deconstruction does not consist in moving from one concept to another, but in 
reversing and displacing a conceptual order as well as the nonconceptual order with 
which it is articulated. For example, writing, as a classical concept, entails predicates that 
have been subordinated, excluded, or held in abeyance by forces and according to 
necessities to be analyzed. It is those predicates (I have recalled several of them) whose 
force of generality, generalization, and generativity is liberated, grafted onto a “new” 
concept of writing that corresponds as well to what has always resisted the prior 
organization of forces, always constituted the residue irreducible to the dominant force 
organizing the hierarchy that we may refer to, in brief, as logocentric. To leave to this 
new concept the old name of writing is tantamount to maintaining the structure of the 
graft, the transition and indispensable adherence to an effective intervention in the 
constituted historical field.37 (“Signature Event Context”)  

 

 Paleonymy is of particular interest because it describes a process that corresponds (in a 

limited way) to the development of the word śeṣa in the Sanskrit tradition I will trace. But the 

Mīmāṁsaka appropriation of śeṣa cannot be collapsed into Derrida’s appropriation of “writing”, 

and its aesthetic-ethical impetus arguably runs counter to that of the deconstructive use of this 

paleonym. Mīmāṁsakas and Vedāntins are certainly self-conscious, even markedly self-

reflexive, in their use and mention of key terms from their predecessors. In fact, I will argue that 

Rāmānuja’s use of śeṣa has a surplus of “reflexive” relevance, with its potential bearing on the 

                                                 
37 Derrida, “Signature Event Context” in Limited Inc, 21. 
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nature of the text, on human beings in general, and on Rāmānuja himself in particular. Of course, 

such reflexivity differs from Derrida’s in its style and aims.  The meta-discursive aspects of 

Rāmānuja’s texts are reflexive in a “scholastic” way rather than a “deconstructive” way. Even as 

he articulates apparently sectarian positions, he reads widely studied scriptures according to 

established hermeneutic principles. However, śeṣa affords him a unique range of reflexive 

moves, because of its applicability to ritual elements, text corpora and human-divine 

relationships.  When śeṣa is Rāmānuja’s discursive subject, “the subject”, the human self of 

discourse and worship, is also at issue. To complicate (or simplify?) this reflexivity, “Śeṣa” is the 

proper name of a divine figure with whom Rāmānuja comes to be identified in the hagiographic 

tradition.   

 The question of whether Derrida is a “quasi-transcendental” philosopher is one that can 

inform our comparison of his metaphysics (or lack thereof) with Rāmānuja, in whose 

Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta, a “non-dualism of the qualified”, the ultimately real God can be 

recognized as immanent and transcendent. (This God, Brahman as Viṣṇu, is also a 

“transcendental signified”, in a perhaps overly literal way—as the ultimate destination of all 

denotative processes.) It also has to do with the status of metaphor both in Derrida’s writing and 

in the place of the “proper” in the domains he writes about. Rodolphe Gasché’s Tain of the 

Mirror contained an early and influential use of this word: 

“The quasitranscendentals—metaphoricity, for instance, upon which philosophy’s 
universality is grounded are no longer simply transcendentals, for they represent neither a 
priori structures of the subjective cognition of objects nor the structures of understanding 
of Being by the Dasein. The quasitranscendentals are, on the contrary, conditions of 
possibility and impossibility concerning the very conceptual difference between subject 
and object and even ’between Dasein and Being. Nor are quasitranscendentals finite, as 
one could prove by pointing to Derrida’s persistent critique of the notion of finitude. 
Instead of being situated within the traditional conceptual space that stretches from the 
pole of the finite to that of infinity, quasitranscendentals, more important, are at the 
border of the space of organized contamination which they open up. . . By dislocating the 
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opposition of fact and principle-that is, by accounting for this conceptual difference as 
difference-the quasitranscendentals, instead of being more radical, seem to be 
characterized by a certain irreducible erratic contingency.” 38 

 

 While the image of a “space of organized contamination” seems apt for our subject 

matter, it is debatable whether a single master-word like “quasitranscendental” clarifies much for 

us here (and the implications of its use have indeed been debated, for instance, by Bennington 

and Rorty).  As Maxime Doyon puts it, “deconstruction is driven by a double movement of 

criticism and appropriation of the transcendental motif of ‘conditions of possibility’ that is 

clearly visible in the categories ‘ultra-’ and ‘quasi-transcendental’ that the late Derrida 

sometimes uses to characterize his own philosophical trajectory. . .” 39. In fact, Derrida’s 

mentions the quasi-transcendental  in «Reste – le maître». “But in truth, the remainder is part of 

the whole, participates in and belongs to the serial set to which it simultaneously is an exception. 

Like a quasi-transcendental that exceeds or transcends that which it conditions even as it is 

included therein”.40 Thus the late Derrida appropriates a word, quasi-transcendental, that has 

been applied to his own work, and grants this attribute (if only by way of analogy) to the 

“remainder” that is the resistant subject of his study.  

2.3 Situating Remains II: Traces / Spaces of Religion  

Turning back from late Derrida to “the late Derrida”, let us return to the double question: 

how do we think what remains of Derrida in relation to remains in Derrida? The obituarists could 

not escape the influence of Derrida’s own conversations with the recently deceased, gathered in 

The Work of Mourning. And what Derrida retained and reworked of his immediate philosophical 

heritage, such as the work of Husserl, had already been studied at length, notably in Tilottama 

                                                 
38 Gasché, The Tain of the Mirror, 317. 
39 Doyon, “The Transcendental Claim of Deconstruction,” 134. 
40 Derrida, “Reste,” 45. 
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Rajan’s Deconstruction and the Remainders of Phenomenology. (Distinguishing between the 

commonly conflated “deconstruction” and “poststructuralism”, Rajan sees both as responses to 

structuralism, with the difference that the former continues “the process whereby 

phenomenology ‘descends into its own substratum’ by unworking transcendental through 

existential philosophy.”41) So Rodolphe Gasché’s claim that the question of “what remains of 

Derrida’s thought” has been posed without “any consideration of what Derrida himself has 

advanced as to the nature of memory and heritage” is an exaggeration. In fact, Hillis Miller 

explicitly aligns the two questions in an essay called “Derrida’s Remains”42 

"Well, what remains without remaining, here and now, of Derrida's legacy? What is 
destined to happen to his remains, in all the obscurity and aporetic complexity of what 
Derrida meant by this word? It is best to answer this question in Derrida's own terms, as a 
way of taking possession, by exappropriation, of Derrida's legacy and then casting it forth 
again. . . .Derrida's investigation of this issue takes three forms. . . These forms are (1) 
Derrida's reflections on his own legacy; (2) his reflections on the legacies of others; (3) 
his general reflections on how events that take place in the nonpresent 'now,'especially 
those registered in the performative aspect of writing or speech, will inflect the future, the 
avenir, the 'to come.' 
 

However, I move away from Miller’s piece to Gasché’s for the latter’s treatment of 

Derrida’s legacy in relation to the ancient (especially Greco-Roman and Abrahamic) past, not 

just our future. Gasché  perhaps overemphasizes the difference between the Derridean neologism 

“remaining” (restance), and  “remainder” (reste) which is constituted by a part of a whole left 

over once the latter has vanished”. I do not find that reste is always constituted in this way, in 

opposition to restance—rather, restance (which Derrida uses in Spurs, “Signature Event 

Context” and elsewhere in Limited Inc.)  makes manifest a potential resistance and excess in 

reste. Gasché lays out the implications of the neologism: 

                                                 
41 Rajan, Deconstruction and the Remainders of Phenomenology, xv. 
42 Miller, For Derrida. This was published just before Gasché’s essay—perhaps Gasché’s contribution to that 
volume is based on an earlier essay that predates Hillis Miller’s book.  
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“Remaining” designates a structural feature of what in a strict sense has been bequeathed 
upon an addressee, and that continues to address itself to him or her in order to be 
responded to, and appropriated (however selectively). More precisely, “remaining” 
names the condition for there to be something like a legacy in a strict sense, namely that 
something in what is bequeathed must paradoxically withhold itself, maintain itself in 
reserve, and defy full appropriation. As the noun “remaining (restance),” based on a 
substantivation of the present participle of the verb “rester” indicates, “remaining” is not 
an identifiable remainder.43  

 

This text, “An Immemorial Remainder: The Legacy of Derrida”, goes on to situate its titular 

legacy within a heritage that is marked by such restance:  

. . . the Derridean legacy is not exhausted by this formal and ontological condition of 
possibility of what constitutes a legacy. What he has bequeathed on us is, furthermore, 
intimately tied to a reflection on “our” memory, “our” legacy, that is, the “double 
memory” – Greek and Judeo-Christian – of Europe (and, more generally, of the West) . . . 
Derrida has consistently reminded us of the fact that within our own heritage and memory 
something infinitely resists, and does so in the shape of an “infinitely impassible 
remainder (restance)” to all appropriations and reappropriations . . .44 

That which is apparently proper to European thought, Derrida seems to say, in works like We 

Other Greeks, is already traversed by an otherness. And in taking up the Joycean phrase 

“Jewgreek is Greekjew”, Derrida is not only talking about the synthesis of Hellenic and Hebraic 

thought that takes place at certain moments in the development of Christianity, but also about the 

“wholly other” (tout autre) whose presence can be felt within the foundational texts of Judaism 

and Greek thought, particularly Plato.  

 The two Greek words that Gasché singles out from Derrida’s readings of Plato, 

pharmakon (as it appears in the Phaedrus) and khôra (from the Timaeus), have to do with 

processes that he also sees at work in brahmanic society’s treatment of ucchiṣṭa and śeṣa in his 

reading of Malamoud: containment, expulsion, containment through expulsion, and something 

other that is beyond all these processes. The notion of pharmakon while discussing the 

                                                 
43 Gasché, “An Immemorial Remainder,” 207. 
44 Gasché, “An Immemorial Remainder,” 208. 
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substantiality of restes /ucchiṣṭa.  For now, consider khôra. This concept, in its difficult bareness, 

presents a corrective to a tendency in the thinking of remainders, at least my own thinking. It 

might be tempting to place “the remainder” wholly on the side of the concrete particularities that 

so often resist philosophical abstraction, so it is worthwhile to remember that abstraction of a 

profound kind may also hold something in reserve against conceptual or linguistic appropriation. 

45 Khôra represents for Derrida, as for Heidegger, ““that which separates itself from every 

particular, that which withdraws, and in this way admits and ‘makes room’ precisely for 

something else.”46 Khôra (which refers to a space outside the city proper) is a strange space that 

situates a time out of time; it thus is in profound proximity to the “desert within the desert” in 

which Derrida locates the Jewish foundation of faith, a “messianicity without messianism”.  

 This kind of paradoxical or near-paradoxical locution is hard to avoid when discussing 

Derrida, to whom John D. Caputo attributes a “religion without religion”. In “Derrida and the 

Trace of Religion”, Caputo draws on Derrida’s “Faith and Knowledge” (which was also the 

focus of Gasché’s essay) to situate him with regard to a “turn to religion” and a “return to 

antireligion” in continental thought. “The difference that makes a difference in deconstruction is 

not between religious belief and secular disbelief, theism and atheism,” writes Caputo, though 

we should keep in mind that the “faith” (foi) Derrida values is not synonymous with beliefs 

(croyances). Instead, it is “the difference between a structure that is closed to the future and one 

that is not, one that maintains its exposure to the future and puts itself at risk and one that does 

                                                 
45 The Timaeus refers to various dichotomies, two kinds of this and that, but also refers to a third kind (triton genos): 
“This new beginning of our discussion of the universe requires a fuller division than the former; for then we made 
two classes . . . There is also a third kind which we did not distinguish at the time, conceiving that the two would be 
enough. But now the argument seems to require that we should set forth in words another kind, which is difficult of 
explanation and dimly seen.” 
46 Heidegger 69-70 cited in Gasché, “An Immemorial Remainder,” 215. 
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not” 47. And “deconstruction is indeed the exception to the ethical (to the rule, to the universal), 

but it is not the aesthetic exception. . . but the religious exception, which passes through the 

universal in order to endure the ordeal of deciding the undecidable”48.  

 So what is “religion” for Derrida?  In “Faith and Knowledge: The Two Sources of 

“Religion” at the Limits of Reason Alone” Derrida cites two possible etymologies for the Latin 

word informing the French religion (as well as our English word, obviously, and the 

Kierkegaardian religiøse implicit in the distinction Caputo makes above): relegere, from legere 

(harvest, gather) and religare, from ligare (tie, bind). He goes on to suggest that this distinction 

is not particularly helpful, both because “nothing gets decided at the source” and because “the 

two competing etymologies can be retraced to the same. . . what is at issue is a persistent bond 

that bonds itself first and foremost to itself. . .” (74). More significant for him is the distinction 

between what he sees as two sources which converge in what we know as religion: “1. the 

experience of belief, on the one hand (believing or credit, the fiduciary or the trustworthy in the 

act of faith, fidelity, the appeal to blind confidence, the testimonial that is always beyond proof, 

demonstrative reason, intuition); and 2. the experience of the unscathed, of sacredness or of 

holiness. . . ” (70). This is not the space for a detailed reading of this essay, but consider the 

quasi-apophatic mysticism with which it closes:  

At the bottom without bottom of this crypt, the One + n incalculably engenders all these 
supplements. It makes violence of itself, does violence to itself and keeps itself from the 
other. The auto-immunity of religion can only indemnify itself without assignable end. 
On the bottom without bottom of an always virgin impassibility, chora of tomorrow in 
languages we no longer know or do not yet speak. This place is unique, it is the One 
without name. It makes way, perhaps, but without the slightest generosity, neither divine 
nor human. The dispersion of ashes is not even promised there, nor death given49.  

 

                                                 
47 Caputo, “Derrida and the Trace of Religion,” 472. 
48 Caputo, “Derrida and the Trace of Religion,” 470. 
49 Derrida/Anidjar, Acts of Religion, 100. 
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What to make of this place that is not a place? In making place a master-image of what takes 

place in his own work, Derrida is taking up a French modernist tradition associated with 

Mallarmé. Is it purely by chance that Roberto Calasso, turning from his reading of the Śatapatha 

Brāhmaṇa to a Latin etymology,feels the need for a phrase from Mallarmé (“désastre obscur”) at 

just this point? 

Rudra’s name is to be avoided. Anyone forced to name him must immediately touch 
sacred water, for protection. Better to call him Vāstavya, ruler of place and of residue. 
Vāstu means both: place and residue. “A disconcerting semanticism,” noted Minard, 
eminent philologist. And yet there is just as much reason to be disconcerted over the 
Latin situs, which means site, place, but also powder, detritus, rust, mold, the bad smell 
built up over time. Situs implies that existence exudes a residue from the mere fact of 
being sited. There is something stale in existence, in that it has always been there. And 
this may produce a doubt that existence itself, that its site, are a residue, the detritus of a 
désastre obscur. 50(Ch.13) 

 

 Consider this passage in light of the words with which Derrida ends «Reste – le maître ou 

le supplément d’infini ». The last sentence calls to mind the double origin of religion (in belief 

and the sacred, if these have to do with prayer and sacrifice respectively) that he identified in Foi 

et savoir. And the penultimate one, à la Mallarmé, à la Calasso, juxtaposes mastery and ruin: 

«Mais, un maître l’aura toujours su, reste la ruine. A l’origine de la religion de la prière et du 

sacrifice»51.  

§ 2.4 Reste—le maître ou le supplément d’infini  

 If the word restance was relatively neglected until the appearance of Gasché’s 

“Immemorial Remainder”, Derrida’s essay «Reste – le maître » was neglected almost entirely. 

When I first encountered the essay (possibly in 2015) I was not aware of even one dedicated 

response to it, in English or in French—this amounts to the silence of more than a decade, as it 

                                                 
50 Calasso/Dixon, Ardor, Ch. 13. 
51 Derrida, “Reste,” 60. 
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was published in 2002. The lacuna was soon filled by a special issue of Derrida Today (9:2), 

proposed by Pleshette DeArmitt and Kas Saghafi52. The cumulative effect of the articles in this 

issue of Derrida Today is to suggest that this strangely neglected piece is significant both within 

Derrida’s oeuvre and this oeuvre’s relation to the rest of the world.  

This pair of claims is stated most boldly in a contribution by Michael Naas, “Oddments: 

The Rest of Deconstruction”. “It was as if he had been feeding us for nearly thirty years the 

remains of a meal that had itself never been served, perhaps not yet even fully prepared,” begins 

Naas, referring to “Reste – le maître”, as “Derrida’s master text on remains, a dense, difficult, 

and demanding text that remains, more than a dozen years after its publication, almost 

completely intact in the secondary literature on Derrida, rarely read and so almost completely 

undigested” 53. (In the same vein, he notes that “the full meal” is still to come, referring to the 

publication of the seminar on “Eating the Other” that Derrida conducted from 1989 to 1991, the 

context in which Derrida first dealt with Malamoud’s Cuire le monde.) The article ends by 

proposing that Derrida’s unexpected venture beyond European philosophy, made possible by the 

“expertise and mastery” of Charles Malamoud, suggests “that the logic of European philosophy 

may not be confined to Europe", and "opens up a path today for all that remains for 

deconstruction in the rest of the world”.  

Here a rather serendipitous typo appears54: “The comparison Derrida makes between 

Brahamic [sic!] culture and ontotheo-phenomenology is based on a common reduction of le 

                                                 
52Nor is any translation available— unless otherwise specified, translations from this essay are mine. (I believe 
Saghafi and DeArmitt worked toward a translation that has not been published. DeArmitt passed away and Saghafi, 
when I contacted him, was planning to publish a translation of a Derrida seminar before this.) 
53 Naas, Oddments, 108. 
54 E.g. “Wither [sic] deconstruction?” in the intro to Desire in Ashes: Deconstruction, Psychoanalysis and 
Philosophy.  
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reste, a common mastery of it. . .” 55(121). Surely Naas means brahmanic, as opposed to, say, 

Brahmic (as script-systems are nowhere in the picture), and “brahmanic” is already a rather 

broad and potentially nebulous category in Malamoud’s essay, which gathers a variety of 

concepts and practices from Vedic to epic Sanskrit texts under “brahmanisme”. But an 

inescapable proper name appears here, “a certain Abraham”, to use Derrida’s teasing phrase56. A 

triviality, but a generative one. (Unlike some early Indologists, and random voices on the 

internet, I am not investigating any etymological kinship between Abraham and Brahman.) Gil 

Anidjar presents Derrida’s “Abrahamic” as follows:  

The Abrahamic, as it occurs, if it occurs, in Derrida's writings in its quasi-formulaic 
dimension-"Judaism, Christianity, Islam" -and otherwise, precedes and follows the 
Judeo-Christian and questions the pertinence of hyphenated gatherings and their 
repetitive doublings, hierarchizations of and within alterity. The Abrahamic confronts us 
as a divisive and repetitive machine, and an explosive ghost that interrogates hermetic 
histories and their dividing modes of operation. . . The Abrahamic may very well be as 
unreadable as an explosion, yet the unreadable, as Derrida has shown, is often the trace 
that summons us time and again to the scene of something significant57   

 

Derrida has already been the subject of a number of book-length “East-West” 

comparisons, whose titles suggest a rather ambitious scope. A few book-length comparisons 

appeared in the 90s and early 2000s58, presumably filling a need in the American academic scene 

of that time. The most obviously relevant of these to this dissertation is Harold Coward’s 

Derrida and Indian Philosophy. One and one is at least three, says (writes) Derrida, referring to 

the split that a double can introduce into its original. Coward’s project is comparative in a 

straightforward sense—pairing Derrida with Bhartrhari, Sankara, Aurobindo and Nagarjuna—

                                                 
55 Naas, “Oddments,” 120-21. 
56 Derrida, “Violence and Metaphysics” in Writing and Difference, 111. 
57 Anidjar “Introduction” to Acts of Religion, 6-7. 
58 Zhang Longxi, Tao and Logos . Harold Coward Derrida and Indian Philosophy. Robert Magliola Derrida on the 
Mend. Park. Buddhisms and Deconstructions.  Carl Olson Indian Philosophers and Postmodern Thinkers. (More 
recently: Ian Almond Sufism and Deconstruction (Ibn Arabi). 
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but its value may lie in the internal fissures that the similarities expose, as well as apparent 

differences that may reveal flaws in the language of oppositions itself.  

Each comparative exercise could be brought to bear on remainders/residue that mark the 

limits of language: some of Coward’s main claims could be worth noting before we turn to 

Derrida’s own (brief) encounter with Indian philosophy (though, as we will see, not so much 

with the philosophers).  Derrida’s trace and Bhartr̥hari’s kratu express the inherent impulse to 

construct language (39). These origins are, paradoxically, referred to in residual terms, as 

imprints. Consider “arche-writing”  in Derrida’s Of Grammatology, and the pratibhāgamya or 

“residual trace of speech” that we are born with, according to Bhartr̥hari (60). Two of many 

“’significant points of common emphasis” that Coward detects in Derrida and Bhartr̥hari are 

“that language [although beginningless] is grounded in dynamic sequencing by time rather than 

in any fixed structural forms”, and that its imperative call for action is “obstructed or suppressed 

by our egocentric creation of concepts with which we identify ourselves as true presence. . .” 

(79).  Śaṅkara and Derrida both want us to get past the conceptual oppositions in language. But 

“. . . it is the Upanisadic neti, neti. . . speech as a via negativa. . . that characterizes Śaṅkara’s 

theory of language in relation to the real.  . . .though he too stresses the need for silence Derrida 

never ends up in a silence totally transcendent of language. . .” (86) This is not to say that 

Śaṅkara abandons language in practice, or that that human language is unambiguously all-

encompassing for Derrida.  

In the next chapter, Coward moves to a modern thinker, Aurobindo: “Both Derrida and 

Aurobindo conceive of language as grounded in a state of pure possibility (arche-writing for 

Derrida and the multisignificance of root sounds for Aurobindo). . .” Two kinds of absence can 

help us restore such possibility: the removal of the ego and the deconstruction of routine 
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language. (122)  Coward suggests that Derrida’s deconstructive process need not be construed as 

incomplete or nihilistic in contrast with Nāgārjuna’s catuskoti. Derrida’s reading of Levinas 

derives an ethical urgency from the idea that “The most negative discourse . . . preserves a trace 

of the other.” Derrida and Nāgārjuna (and Śaṅkara in a somewhat different way) use language 

therapeutically, to transcend the predication it imposes on its subjects. Coward does not discuss 

Rāmānuja, who, as we will see further on, quite literally identifies God as a “transcendent 

signified”.  Coward’s essay in his edited volume on Derrida and negative theology does gesture 

to this contrast between Śaṅkara and Rāmānuja.59 (One section of Carl Olson’s Indian 

Philosophers and Postmodern Thinkers compares Derrida’s views on difference with a number 

of Vedantic positions, including Rāmānuja’s.)  

I do not know if Coward  would alter a new edition of his work to take into account 

“Reste—le maître”, which is Derrida’s only essay on Hinduism. But I suspect that it would not 

be necessary, given the rather different domains that these works explore. As Coward’s work 

focuses on issues that are central to philosophy of language, and to some extent, a Hebraically 

inflected ethics of alterity, it does not deal much with Derrida’s later thought, which is often 

more explicitly engaged with politics or the “human” sciences (where his thought of the human 

is often framed by the uneasy proximity of animal others). And “Reste—le maître”, while it is a 

fascinating attempt at developing the “onto-theo-phenomenological” implications of what seems 

to be a relatively non-philosophical domain (the nexus of myth, ritual, and culinary codes that 

Malamoud describes), is disappointingly silent on the ontotheophenomenology that emerged in 

that very milieu, particularly in the Upanishads. Derrida’s encounter with Brahmanism is indeed 

a rich resource for thinking, but for all its attention to brahmins and the brahmanas, it has little to 

                                                 
59 Coward, Derrida and Indian Philosophy, passim (see parentheticals).  
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say on brahman—as principle, principal or as remainder. Then again, this is not to say that such 

silence is closure; in fact, it sets the scene quite well for the comparative encounters I am trying 

to stage.  

“Reste—le maître” contains three sections, each much longer than the next. In the first, 

Reste à partager, Derrida’s declarations of his indebtedness into Malamoud open directly onto 

questions concerning remainders, mastery and economy. The second, « Pour être complet. . 

. »  (le lait, la vache, la peau : devoir se réapproprier), explores two limits to which Brāhmaṇa 

stories about the cow can lead: the border between “nature” and “culture” and the edge of the 

world itself. Le reste du monde asks questions ad infinitum, ad nauseam, of the processes of 

eating and of touching, of the remains of something or someone. It offers a tentative taxonomy of 

remainders expressed by the French word reste in Malamoud’s text, but with a strong sense of 

the failure of this effort. It also contains a conjecture about the way in which “sacrificial”, the 

“hierarchical” and the “ontological” in ancient Indic and ancient Greek thought strive to institute 

sameness itself through an “economy”’ of restes.     

§2.5 (n + 1) restes   

The French word “reste”, the remaining of the remainder, is difficult to translate 
exhaustively, transparently, or, as we have already noted, without remainder. It is already 
evident that with this question of the remains of “reste” (of the remainder of its 
interpretation and the remainder of its translation), we are inscribed beforehand in a space 
that binds the experience of “eating” (interiorizing, assimilating, taking inside the self 
remainders, leftovers, remembering them [erinnern-Erinnerung] to that of “eating-the-
other” in the experience of mourning: remainders as remains, cinders, cadaveric bodies, 
corpse, etc. Perishing and nourishing, perishing or nourishing, nourishing oneself and/or 
feeding off the other, here are the immediate registers or phenomenal regimes of the 
remainder.   We could begin by provisionally discerning some major meanings or 
semantic [lines of force] that, to be sure, never stop crossing and overdetermining each 
other. 60 

                                                 
60 Derrida, “Reste” 41.   
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In addressing a definitional issue, this passage (which appears near the middle of 

Derrida’s text, though it could well appear at the beginning of a more conventional piece of 

academic writing) also gives us a sort of handle on the entire text’s discursive context. Language, 

first of all, is not taken for granted. English and German appear, italicized. Perhaps Derrida’s 

audience—but who is this audience’ of memories as intentional content, or Heidegger on the 

history of Western thought as a forgetting of Being. And given Derrida’s references to Joyce 

elsewhere, might “corpse” carry an echo of these lines: “A corpse is meat gone bad. Well and 

what’s cheese? Corpse of milk. . . Ashes to ashes. Or bury at sea. Where is that Parsee tower of 

silence? Eaten by birds”? But enough stream-of-consciousness. The intimacy of death and food 

do not come down to the mere rhyme of mourir and nourrir but have to do with the depths of 

human experience that Derrida was attempting to explore in his 1989-1991 seminar. Like eating, 

mourning can be an attempt to incorporate an other. In the absence of the seminar itself (as yet 

unpublished) note Derrida’s mention of mourning and digestion in an interview.  His response to 

the question “What are you working on these days?” begins as follows (before it is interrupted by 

a phone call from none other than Emmanuel Levinas!):  

JD: I am currently focused on the ritual practices that express a culture’s view of food: 
what one is allowed to eat, what one is not allowed to eat. The various views that 
different cultures have on excrement—the scatological rites—belong to this complex as 
well, of course. I am currently working my way through a vast amount of anthropological 
material, and am reading theoretical studies related to the perception of eating and 
defecation—Frazer, Freud, Bataille, and others. 
It is a study of more concrete cultural phenomena than those I had worked on earlier. 
Previously, I documented in great detail the tropes of incorporation in Hegelian 
discourse. I did this, as I mentioned, in Glas. and it was also done by Werner Hamacher 
in Pleroma, with which you are probably familiar. I have looked for similar figures in 
other philosophies and theoretical discourses as well. In my foreword to Maria Torok and 
Nicolas Abraham’s study on the Wolf Man, I analyzed ingestion in Freud’s theories of 
mourning and melancholy. And in my text “Economimesis,” I have tried to show how a 
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concept of economy acquired from digestion governs the view of the beautiful in Kantian 
aesthetics. . . . 61 

 

The interview ends with Daniel Birnbaum and Anders Olsson, authors of a book on 

melancholia and cannibalism, asking: “If understanding can be compared to a kind of eating, 

what would a deconstructionist reading of a text be?” Derrida’s response, predictably, is to stress 

respect for what resists: “respect for that in a text which cannot be assimilated. . . the 

indeterminate or untranslatable in a text. . . This residue can never be interrogated as the same, 

but must be constantly sought out anew, and must continue to be written.” To go back to the 

passage from « Reste—le maître», note that English and German aside, it is the central French 

word that is singled out for its untranslatability: « Le mot français “reste”, la restance du reste est 

difficile à traduire de façon exhaustive, transparente ou, nous l’avons déjà noté, sans reste.» 

As I attempt to translate this essay, it is indeed this word that poses the biggest 

stumbling-block. The word reste contains different kinds of multiplicity. The most important, as 

far as the form of Derrida’s essay is concerned is its oscillation between parts of speech: reste 

can be either a noun or a verb in the third-person singular of the present indicative. (I spell this 

out rather than simply saying “a verb”, because of one of the headings in Derrida’s “Supplement 

of the Copula”: "The Remainder as Supplement: On the Third Person Singular of the Present 

Indicative of the Verb ‘To Be’''. But the remainder as supplement, reste en supplément, will have 

to wait for another chapter, where it frames the question of being, and the attendant disciplinary 

problem of the relation between linguistics and philosophy.) As far as the content of Derrida’s 

                                                 
61 Derrida with Birnbaum & Olsson, https://www.e-flux.com/journal/02/68495/an-interview-with-jacques-derrida-
on-the-limits-of-digestion/  
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essay (which is ostensibly, at first, the content of Malamoud’s) is concerned, the multiplicity 

unfolds in the following enumeration:   

1.The remainder as that which remains, abides, subsists, perseveres or maintains itself in 
substance, subsistence, permanence, “manence” (scripta manent) and insists, self-
identical, in presence across time, outlasting surviving [beyond] disappearance. This 
“primary sense” evidently conditions all the others.  
2. Leftovers of food, that which remains after the meal: that which one can or should not 
eat, sometimes residues or waste but also, as we will specify in an instant, an excess of 
food that one can or should abandon or give. To the poor or to inferiors. But also (and we 
will come to this apparent contradiction) what man, and even the master, can and can 
only eat.  
3. Remains of the dead, the cadaver, the lifeless body, after the soul, the breath, the 
psyche (?), life, fire have left it or have been given up (as one says of a “last breath”).  
4. The remainder as excess, supplement, residue or remainder [?] of a mathematical 
operation (subtraction, division, addition). The supplement of an open or closed set.62 

 

 In enumerating these four types of restes, Derrida does cover much of Malamoud’s 

subject matter. But the list disappoints; it does not take a Derrida to sort these out for us in such a 

manner. Something is missing. By this I do not mean simply that a structuralist process of 

classification has taken place, a process that is only a precondition for deconstruction proper. For 

one thing, a numbered scheme can gesture to the very part of its subject matter that exceeds or 

eludes its taxonomic grasp.  

Such a move, in fact, is common in Sanskrit descriptive-normative discourse, as Charles 

Malamoud shows us in another chapter of Cuire le monde, « Sémantique et rhétorique dans la 

hiérarchie hindoue des ‘buts de l’homme’ ». Malamoud identifies a “3+1” structure in various 

fourfold sets, from normative schemes (e.g. arthas, ends of man, or āśramas, stages of life) to a 

four-foot meter. The +1 can relate to the previous 3 terms as: a) a residue defined by the absence 

of a characteristic common to the previous three terms (e.g. śūdra among the varṇas), b) that 

                                                 
62 Derrida “Reste,” 41-42. 
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which is manifest as opposed to three inaccessible parts (e.g. human speech among the parts of 

vāk), c) or, inversely, three perceptible and finite parts are followed by a fourth that symbolizes 

an opening onto the infinite (e.g. the 4th foot of the gāyatrī meter). That the number 4 is 

particularly prone to such a function may be seen in uses of the Sanskrit ordinal turīya (as 

opposed to caturtha, which is not marked in this way) but it is not unique in this respect.   

It is in a similar spirit, following a logic of “n + 1”,  that Derrida adds a supplementary 

item to his list, though it is the fifth rather than the fourth.  

One can add or subtract from these four meanings. One would then have another 
“meaning”, a fifth sense, whose excess or remainder would work on all the others. This 
absolutely supplementary sense, always in excess, has not ceased to announce itself in the 
name of a remaining of the remainder that that could never be reduced to the substantial 
and always restored permanence of an essential or existential presence.  . . . 
 
 The question remains: what does “reste” mean, remainder “as such”?  The 
phenomenological or ontological “as such” (en tant que tel), the “as such” of that which 
presents itself presently as being just what it is, as such, as a resource that is fundamental, 
essential, decisive for onto-phenomenology, what credit can it still be granted 
legitimately? 63 

    

Late in his essay Derrida (following Malamoud) acknowledges that śeṣa more than 

ucchiṣta names remainders in general. Without reducing this question of the “absolutely 

supplementary” sense of the world to a broader or more abstract meaning of which the previous 

four are simply divisions, we could say that reste in this fifth sense is, after all, about the “uses of 

śeṣa,” Surely it is this sense of reste that opens onto Derrida’s first-order primary philosophical 

concerns, and comes closest to the quasi-transcendentality of something like restance (recall 

Gasché’s account of this term cited above). While reste 1, as “the sense that conditions all the 

                                                 
63 Derrida “Reste,” 42. 
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others” seemed at first glance to be the master-term here, it is reste 5 (or reste n +1) that as meta-

term displays a more insidious and abiding mastery. And yet there is something empty about 

both forms of mastery. To my ear at least, the first rings hollow in its very scope: overextended, 

the term’s signification is reduced to something almost tautological: “the remainder is that which 

remains”. As for reste n + 1, its very definition is self-contradictory: it is defined as something 

resistant to definition, something of which one cannot even say that it is. But again, we do not 

need a Derrida to lead us into this paradox of self-reference: whether through figurative or 

apophatic language, the Vedic poets themselves articulate similar aporias with equal eloquence 

and greater economy. Nor would our understanding of Derrida’s oeuvre be particularly enriched 

by a supplement of the brahmanic remainder, if this consisted solely of these claims. Of course 

there are many types of remainder. And of course something that is beyond language, beyond 

even being, is resistant to philosophical discourse.   

So it is not in its most explicit accounting of reste that “Reste—le maître” serves us best. 

Instead, it is in the way these meanings of the word play out, are worked through, in the rest of 

the piece that the essay yields more substantial “takeaways”. The difference in reste informs the 

production and consumption even of the same, même. Derrida sorts out these remains (mortal, 

culinary) and remainders (abstract, mathematical, transcendental) here, the better to mix them up 

further on. More to the point, he gets at the cultural dynamics that can be discerned in the mutual 

contamination of these domains.  

§2.6 Distribution, debt, duty  

 “Suppose there is a series of oblations: each of them is destined for a particular deity, 

invoked out loud; this oblation is determinate and explicit, nirukta. But to this series is added a 

supplementary oblation, made in silence, and this silence is the sign of the inexplicit. . .” These 
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lines, with which Derrida’s essay opens, are not from Malamoud’s “Remarks on the  Brahmanic 

Concept of the Remainder”, but like so much of this Indologist’s work, explicitly deploy the 

remainder-concept’s explanatory potential: “To the pauses, to the insertion of silence into the 

course of speech, is assigned the function of evoking the infinite remainder that surrounds 

configured speech.” The word “silence” echoes in Derrida’s opening proper: “Is it possible,” he 

begins, “declaring it ‘in silence’ or ‘in hushed tones’, to owe nothing to a master? Right here? To 

an admired master?” (25)  

To these questions good sense replies “no”, of course. “Good sense” is even, and first of 
all, that which replies “no” to such a question. But let’s not forget that a certain 
distribution is at stake. Isn’t “good sense”, as one often recalls in citing the first sentence 
of the Discourse on the Method, “of all things in the world the best distributed”?  Why 
this economic figure of distribution? Should we take it to be contingent and replaceable? 
Could one acquit oneself, be quits with it, in substituting it with, for instance, “of all 
things in the world the most widespread, universal, common”, etc.? Or ought one—and 
then why this “duty”, if not this “debt”?—take seriously a scene of distribution, a law or 
right of distribution (nomos, nemein, nemesis)? Is it necessary to do one’s part, between 
“distributing” and “distinguishing”,  in a just distribution  of tributes and shares, of the 
part, of departure, of the partial, of partition, of participation, of apportioning? 

 
   As for knowing whether it is possible here to admire a master without having anything 
to restore to him, without engaging expressly in the market of any “merci”, without debt 
and without duty, therefore, without possible acquittal, where what is at stake is still a 
strange experience of distribution, well, so that the question remains, and remains open or 
in suspense, one must attempt to think otherwise all the questions involved therein: the 
distinction between “saying” and “keeping quiet”, the “sense”, the “good” of “good 
sense”, the “debt”, the “duty”, the “mastery or magisteriality of the master” (let’s never 
forget that we speak most often in the masculine), the part of “partition”, precisely (of 
“what”?, of “whom”? with “whom”?) ; but also the “nothing”, the “possible”—and the 
rest. The remainder above all.   
 
So many names, but there are others, for that which indeed remains abyssal.64 

 

In quoting at length, I have attempted to let the Derrida text “speak for itself”. But Derrida would 

be the first to question the transparency of such an endeavor, insisting on the essential 

                                                 
64 Derrida “Reste,” 25-26. 
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importance of “the indeterminate or untranslatable in a text” (to take up the phrase in the 

Birnbaum/Olsson interview). My translation calls for some supplementary notes, all the more so 

because it already is commentarial in its acts of selection and substitution. The most important 

words can seem the hardest to carry over without loss: the verb devoir, for instance, yokes debt 

and duty in ways that its English equivalents cannot.    

Another key term here is partage, which I render as “distribution”65. Rancière calls “the 

distribution of the sensible the system of self-evident facts of sense perception that 

simultaneously discloses the existence of something in common and the delimitations that define 

the respective parts and positions within it.”66 Another candidate for partage would be 

“sharing”67. But what neither of these options captures is the “part” that is part of partage itself, 

though Derrida’s play on this word can be replicated to some extent in English: “. . . of the part, 

of departure, of the partial, of partition, of participation, of apportioning.” Such attention to parts 

is not unwarranted, given the way in which temporal parts of Vedic sacrifice and substantial 

“shares” in it for different participants are both repeatedly foregrounded in the Brāhmaṇas’ 

accounts of it. For instance, recall the myth of Rudra’s anger at his exclusion from the sacrifice, 

and his subsequent designation as uccheṣanabhāga, “one whose share is the leftover”. The 

language of part-whole relations also runs through the Vedāntic history of śeṣa, even when 

mereology is not primarily at issue: for Rāmānuja,  the śeṣa- śeṣī relationship is analogous to the 

aṃśa-aṃśī relationship, even though the latter terms, unlike śeṣa and śeṣī, refer literally to a 

“part” and “part-possessor.” . And in the temple ritual of his tradition, the idea of “shares” for 

participants has a role in the constitution of community. Attention to the role of bhāgas, shares, 

                                                 
65 influenced in this choice by Gabriel Rockhill’s translation of the phrase partage du sensible in Jacques Rancière’s 
Politics of Aesthetics 
66 Rancière/Rockhill, The Politics of Aesthetics, 7.  
67 Jean-Luc Nancy’s Le partage des voix, for instance, becomes “Sharing Voices.” 
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in community formation could perhaps help us better situate its conservative and revolutionary 

aspects  within the development of bhakti devotionalism.68   

Also note the work done by our master- (or meta-) term: in the passage above, all the 

words that I have marked bold in my translation render a verbal or nominal form of reste. The 

proliferation of the word in Derrida’s own writing, toggling between noun and verb, use and 

mention, sattests not only to the importance of the thing itself as a dynamic, driving force, but 

also of the elusiveness and the threat of contamination that such dynamism entails. The thing 

itself? The remainder’s elusive status as thing, as well as the multiplicity of the French word, 

come to the fore in Derrida’s next two paragraphs:  

In other words, so many appellations for that which, always leaving remains to be 
thought, sends said remains into the abyss while subtracting it. For it would really be 
about subtracting a remainder, the rest, the remains, both from the good sense  that is so 
well distributed, and from the logos of logic, as calculative reason, and  therefore from 
the distributive economy of such onto-logic as would take the remainder for a being, 
namely for some thing (res, rien)—essence, existence, substance, subject—Chose or 
Cause that still, under one form or another,  would remain to be or remain for being. It 
would be necessary to think a remainder that neither is nor remains (nothing), a 
remainder with(out) nothing, a reste without res, what I formerly ventured to call the 
restance of a remainder with nothing that would be, nothing subsistent, existent, 
persistent, permanent, substantial. Neither subject nor object.  
 
Remaining abyssal, for the thus opened series of nameable “things” (debt or master, for 
example), would be therefore still be being sent, as we have just said, (“sending the 
remainder into the abyss”), and sent, for another distribution, toward a groundless 
ground, without logical or ontological ground, which is to say toward a chaos. The chaos 
of good sense, the chaos of the best-distributed thing in the world, would here be this 
groundless ground. But in the distributable destinerrance of this strange sending, chaos 
would already be taken, or even seized, always determined within a figure. Better still, in 
a figure of figure, a figure of the visage or of the face: the gaping of the mouth or of the 
maw. Gaping without which, surely, no distribution could present itself, starting with 
those that pass, by way of speech or food, through the mouth. And here mouth is the 
tongue, as much as the glottis, the teeth, the lips. We are left agape before the abyss, or, 
more precisely, in the abyss, already on the groundless ground of the abyss that our open 

                                                 
68 This dissertation deals extensively with etymology of śeṣa—I cannot give other terms equal attention. However, a 
similarly nuanced (neither deterministic nor disjointed) account of the relationship between a set of terms like bhaj, 
bhāga and bhakti could be rewarding.  



45 
 

mouth already is: ready to distribute, ready to talk or to eat, to swallow or to reject, to 
express, to proffer, to carry outside the very thing that a mouth introjects.69    

 

The figure of the abyss and a mirroring mouth look forward to the limits of the world and of the 

body that the essay goes on to explore. But we are not done with questions with language or with 

questions of being yet, not that these will ever leave us.  

But already we are speaking Greek, too fast, and we are abusing logos, the onto-logy that 
we deny, and most of all the series χαίνω (to open up, to gape, open the mouth to eat or 
speak) and χάος (gaping aperture, chasm, abyss, orifice, confused and indeterminate 
mass). All this remains to be translated, all this resists translation. That of which we 
prepare to speak belongs in advance—we turn, to the point of vertigo, from one trope to 
another—to this other figure of the abyss to traverse, namely translation: the remains to 
be translated of a translation, which is to say of a distribution that would like to be 
without remainder and trembles already before a question as seemingly simple as:  “What 
is the remainder?” Of which we should never forget that we formulate it here in a 
Romance language, Latinate through and through. For this could never go without grave 
consequences.  
Can the remainder stand a question of the sort “what is”? The remainder—is it? Is it 
anything in the world? Or does the world rather make up a part of the remainder? It is 
toward these questions that we still seek, by way of a long detour and always in the 
footsteps of Charles Malamoud, to clear a path.70 
 

§2.7 The Cow: Nature, culture, props, and property  

 Following in the footsteps of a master: Derrida seems to have returned to his opening 

gesture of self-abnegation. But the reassurance that following a master seems to offer is 

threatened by another form of following. Whether in the quest for mastery over the other, or in 

the search for a self, “man” may well find himself (and yes, as Derrida notes, it is the masculine 

that so often appears) tracking the footprints of an animal.  Derrida’s final seminar is on The 

Beast and the Sovereign, and L’animal que donc je suis—à suivre is the title of a long lecture he 

gave a few years earlier. Donc je suis. “Therefore I am”, especially in French, of course evokes 

                                                 
69 Derrida, “Reste,” 42-45. 
70 Derrida “Reste,” 42-45. 
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Descartes, to whom Derrida also alludes at the beginning of “Reste—le maître”: “Isn’t “good 

sense”, as one often recalls in citing the first sentence of the Discourse on the Method, ‘of all 

things in the world the best distributed’?” Good sense, and thought itself, might seem to be, as 

properties shared among all humans, and only by humans (?), “that which is proper to the 

human”.  The phrase propre de l’homme is a common expression used to identify a single trait 

that sets apart human beings from other animals. For instance, Rabelais has “le rire est le propre 

de l’homme”, in a passage that may be inspired (as French Wikipedia informs me) by Aristotle’s  

Perì zốôn moríôn, “On the Parts of Animals”. Perhaps Aristotle’s title refers to anatomy, but the 

discipline of taxonomy also involves the attribution and distribution of parts: what a kind of 

being has may determine what it is.  

 But “je suis” (as the reflexive, promissory supplement –à suivre forces us to recognize) is 

also “I follow”. And following suggests a dynamic, secondary relation to being, quite different 

from the self-sufficient stability that property-possession would seem to imply. And it thus 

disrupts the “properness” of the “proper of man”, its propriety, its unscathed state, its conceptual 

lack of contamination (propre is also “clean”). Derrida’s pun on suis, though it may seem to be 

another untranslatable, irreducibly proper to a French idiom, is uncannily anticipated by a Vedic 

image. If only in a simile, Brhadaranyaka Upanishad 1.4 presents the Self (ātman) as an animal 

to be tracked down: “The Self alone is to be meditated upon, for in It all these become unified. 

Of all these, this Self alone should be known, for one knows all these through It, just as one may 

find an animal which is lost through its footprints.”71 Only upon this rereading am I struck by the 

strangeness of the image—what it seeks to convey, ostensibly, is the core teaching of the one 

from which we know the many (see also Chandogya 6). Is it a mere inconvenient coincidence 

                                                 
71 Nikhilananda trans. Br̥hadāraṇyakopaniṣad, 191. 
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that the comparatum seems to move in the other direction, from multiple indexical (as Peirce 

would put it) traces to the single desired object? Whatever the mechanics of that particular 

figure, such animal imagery is not isolated, and the cow is in many ways the paradigmatic animal 

(or at least the paradigmatic domestic animal). Another telling title, worth pairing here with 

“L’animal que donc je suis” is that of a monograph on modelling metaphors in Veda and 

Vedānta: Let  the Cow Wander, by Michael Myers. Tracking an animal, wild or domestic, is 

hardly an innocent endeavor in actual human practices; it so often implies a dependence coupled 

with violence in actual human sacrificial or culinary practice.  In “Reste—le maître”, Derrida 

uses Vedic passages on the cow from Malamoud’s Cooking the World as props for a continued 

discussion of “Eating the Other”, the subject of his 1989-1991 seminars, as well as his persistent 

questioning of the “natural” in Western culture. Both milk and skin, as material phenomena in 

culture, can carry connotations of primordial innocence that are suspect on further examination.   

 Malamoud investigates certain Vedic hymns that celebrate a “paradox”. Paradox of the 
raw and the cooked, of the pre-cooked, of which milk, as well as the cow, seem to furnish 
only the supports, subjects, examples, incorporations, figures of passage, no less than 
essential sites. As much as the literality or the grammar of the source text, this explains 
why, in Malamoud’s sentence as well as in the cited translations, the words “cows” and 
“milk” remain in parentheses. What counts is not so much the cow or milk, name or 
thing, subject or support, but the attribute, the white, black or red (of the cow), the raw or 
cooked (of milk). Milk in fact appears as a “cooked” food, cooked before being cooked, 
originally cooked, always cooked, already cooked naturally. It is as if it were naturally 
removed from nature—which is the raw. Always cooked in advance, therefore, milk is 
found in cows who, for their part, are raw: “In the raw (cows) you have placed the 
cooked milk, the white in the black (cows) (or) red” [JD: trans. Renou 1969]. Another 
text states: “this is why the raw yields the cooked (when one treats it)”. 72 

 

Breastfeeding itself is for mammals, the source of a “first and irreducible homophagy”. Milk 

“shares” : it “is part of (distribution, partition and participation)” (fait partie, “makes part”) but 

also “announces” (fait part)  the body of the other. As “cooked blood”, for certain groups in 

                                                 
72 Derrida “Reste,” 30. 
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“Ceylon and South India”, milk is “pure whereas raw blood is impure.” Noting the rhetoric of 

milk’s purity, Derrida points to “numerous texts of Rousseau’s that praise the naturalness of milk 

as it leaves the breast of the mother or nurse This naturalness denotes the healthy (sain) but also 

the holy (saint)” (33). He adds that for Augustine, the nurse is only the intermediary for a 

nourishing God: “It is God who nurses, a little like Agni himself” (33). Milk, according to one 

Brahmanic etiology, is the sperm of Agni, the fire-god (a fire that for Derrida calls to mind pre-

socratic and Heideggerian fires, though he does not dwell on this). What matters is not just its 

placement in the cow, but its extraction from the cow by human beings. “Milk remains without 

remaining (reste sans rester) in what I believe I have sometimes had to call an exappropriation” 

(32). At least one site of this “sometimes” is Specters of Marx, where Derrida seems to 

appropriate this economic term to point to some difficult possibility beyond the economic:  

“What we have said here or elsewhere about exappropriation (the radical contradiction of 
all capital, of all property or appropriation, as well as all the concepts that depend on it, 
beginning with that of free subjectivity, thus of emancipation as ordered by these 
concepts) does not justify any bondage. It is, we may say so, exactly the opposite. 
Servitude binds (itself) to appropriation”73. 

 

Returning to “Reste—le maître”, we find Derrida again trying to straddle the idea of “economy” 

and something beyond. Having said that all there is, all that is given, is remains of remainders, 

“n’est donné (es gibt) le reste des restes” he adds: “This law that in sum orders a certain proper 

to man, to the master as human master, is the law of a heteronomous economy. Mutuality, 

reciprocity (semblance of “democratic equality”, some will hasten to say) paradoxically signify 

the end of an autonomy or sovereignty of the subject-master, therefore of his ipseity” (58).  

                                                 
73 Derrida/Kamuf, Specters of Marx, 112. 
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 In more than one cultural context, the human being is identified as a naked animal; this 

very lack is what is proper to us. (Derrida plays with the rhyme of nu and cru, of raw and naked, 

a pairing similarly present in the English expression “in the raw”). It is in response to this lack 

that we have various forms of “technical” compensation (clothing, tools, the manipulation of 

fire?) that lend themselves to the “logic of supplementarity” that in Of Grammatology marks the 

place of writing in relation to speech. Could origin-stories about nakedness could also be seen as 

compensatory? Here is one such story from the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa as retold by Roberto 

Calasso:    

   . . . man is a sort of outcast of nature. A blade of grass is enough to make him bleed. 
His only possibility of survival, and of saving himself from that excess of suffering which 
is his lot, is through artifice: the anointment that covers his body, the clothes that form a 
new skin. At that point, thanks to the powerful catapult of practices ignored by every 
other being, man can return to mingle with nature. But he must not appear naked in front 
of the cow: the animal would remember the cruel story of what had happened and would 
run off, fearful of losing its beloved hide. The cow flees from man not just for fear of 
being flayed, but because man—a flayed being—might try to take back his skin, which 
now adorns the cow. There is an unaccountable embarrassment when a naked human 
body finds itself among animals: a feeling that is difficult to deny, but on which no 
attention ever appears to have been focused. For the Vedic ritualists, however, it was the 
mark of distant and painful events that had left a mark in the rite. And above all, it was 
the recollection of the only possible way to justify relations with these mild animals that 
were close to human life through rain, heat, and ice. . .  
 
Vedic India is the only place, throughout world history, where the following question has 
been asked: why is it true that “man should not be naked in the presence of a cow”?  

 
 People seem to have had no concern about the question, either in ancient times or today.74  
 

 One person who has had a concern of this order is Derrida. In “The Animal that 

Therefore I Am”, he expresses shame at feeling shame when his cat sees him naked. And in 

“Reste—le maître”, he reads (by way of Malamoud) the same Śatapatha passage that Calasso 

                                                 
74 Calasso/Dixon, Ardor, 55-6.  
  



50 
 

gives us.  Why must a man dress himself  “to be complete” before facing a cow? “He must, he 

owes himself to this completeness—debt and completeness with regard to which he is left out (es 

ten reste).” But why did the gods give man’s skin to the cow in the first place? They said, 

“Everything on earth rests upon the cow; let us give it the skin that is presently on man. . .” 

(167). Thus the surprising privilege that is granted the cow, that seems to be its due, is also the 

function of an immense burden: the violence that is ostensibly done to man in favor of the cow 

seems to be at least in part the retrospective rhetorical clothing of real exploitation of the cow. 

The cow, the earth, and the woman, mother or nurse: all of these “supporting” figures are so 

often (in Indic, but not only Indic discourse) celebrated in their subjugation, placed on a pedestal 

as loadbearers in their own right. . . 75 

 I cannot do justice here the ethical and environmental questions  that the history of this 

rhetoric raises—especially because the subject calls for special care. (For one thing, the holiness 

of the cow in India is an orientalist cliché that needs to be handled responsibly. More 

importantly, the cow has become a fresh bone of contention in recent years: while the global 

consumption of beef continues to contribute to catastrophic climate change76, recent laws in 

India criminalizing its consumption gave, if only in the eyes of the perpetrators, legitimacy to 

mobs that inflicted violence on those who purportedly hurt the sacred cow.)77  

 Instead, for now, I follow Derrida in taking this world-bearing cow as the exemplary prop 

for a metaphysical paradox.  

                                                 
75 cf a poetic exploration of some of these motifs, sometimes in language that engages Bataille and Agamben, in The 
Cow by Ariana Reines (2009) 
76 e.g. Carrington, “Huge reduction in meat-eating essential to avoid climate breakdown,” 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/10/huge-reduction-in-meat-eating-essential-to-avoid-climate-
breakdown  
77 cf Sarkar & Sarkar, “Sacred Slaughter.” 
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The cow, this cow, belongs and does not belong to the earth. She is part of the earth but is 
not part. She remains in part exterior or anterior to that which reposes (rests, in English, if 
you will) on her. She rests outside or beyond that which “reposes” or rests on her. What I 
call, out of rhetorical convenience, a metonymy (a figure that is itself rendered possible 
by the strange disorder it describes), is either/or: either that which constitutes the 
exception of a remainder (this unique cow) as condition, origin, or foundation of all, or 
that which institutes all, the totality of being (the earth or all that is on earth, one could 
say here the world, the world to cook) as a founded phenomenon, reposing, resting on 
something other than itself. In the first case, the cow, the milk of the cow, the skin of the 
cow remain as remainder; in the second, all the rest of the world is only remainder. . . 
before all or nothing, there will have been remains. Remains shared. Nothing outside the 
distribution of remains. No ontology will take account of it, at least not without 
remainder. (38) 

 

The cow, this cow, it seems to me, has something in common with the serpent deity Śeṣa, he who 

remains between cosmic cycles of creation and dissolution, the resting place for Viṣṇu who is 

himself the support of every world. Considering Derrida’s comments with Śeṣa in mind, we can 

see that the “spatial” image of the animal that bears the world does similar rhetorical work to the 

“temporal” image of the leftover remainder. Derrida’s choice of metonymy over metaphor here 

is not random; if one thing stands outside the totality of things, “no ontology will take account of 

it, at least not without remainder.”78  

§2.8 Conjecture as gesture 

 And yet ontology, at least as latent in cosmogony and other forms of speculation about 

worlds, does attempt to account for such an originary, paradoxical remainder. This, from the 

home idiom of the Vedic sacrificial scene, is at least in part what Atharva Veda 11.7 (which 

Derrida cites) seeks to invoke: the sacrificial remainder, as foundation, as origin. What does this 

ultimate being beyond being have to do with the messy, multiple remainders whose manipulation 

and distribution is at stake in the sacrificial and dietary norms that Malamoud also discusses?  

                                                 
78 To understand how metonymy is suited to a “general” economy or anti-economy (in an entirely different context), 
see Roilos 2009 on the “economics of metonymy.”   
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 In “Cascade of Remainders”, Pleshette DeArmitt (who proposed the 2015 Derrida Today 

special issue) helpfully summarizes Derrida’s treatment of Malamoud’s account of such 

remainders:  

One can clearly see that in Brahmanic culture ‘[t]he flow of social and ritual life is 
channelled’ to a great extent by food leftovers (Ibid., 15). To speak all too schematically, 
Derrida detects in this cascade of remainders two important transformations: first, a 
reversal of the value of the remainder and, second, a production of ipseity, as a kind of 
remainder effect. In the terms of the first point, the appropriate preparation and ritualistic 
circulation of food leftovers, as we mentioned a moment ago, leads to an inversion of the 
negative value of the remainder, which, according to Malamoud, is in general impure and 
a source of repulsion, ‘by virtue of the sole fact that it is a remainder’ (Ibid., 49). 
However, what is most low – leftovers, which are organic and are subject to decay like 
the waste products of the body and the body proper itself – paradoxically becomes the 
most elevated. Food remains, in their purified form, become seed and source for the 
individual and community. As such, the remainder is not what is thrown out, rejected, 
expelled from the inside, but rather it is, Derrida claims, what is sent back ‘toward the 
top’, ‘like a cascade that would go back to the source’ (Derrida 2002, 54).79 

 

The “reversal of the value of the remainder”, is not as much of a paradox as it might seem at first 

sight. The “inversion” of value is both qualified by special conditions (“in their purified form”), 

marked by cultural frameworks of exceptionality or sacredness, and the value is often 

identifiable with a reproductive function  (in terms of fertility, and in the sense of starting 

cyclical processes anew). More difficult, perhaps, is the “remainder effect”, which concerns not 

just self-perpetuation through fertility or sacrificial renewal, but, according to Derrida, the very 

production of ipseity. Saghafi’s article in the same issue of Derrida Today, “The Master 

Trembles” clarifies what Derrida means by ipseity, one of the things that the remainder sets 

trembling. Saghafi points us to the following passage from Derrida’s Rogues.  

from now on, each time I say ipse, metipse, or ipseity, relying at once on their accepted 
meaning in Latin, their meaning within the philosophical code, and their etymology, I 
also wish to suggest the self [soi], the one-self [le soi-même], being properly oneself, 
indeed being in person [. . . ] I thus wish to suggest the oneself [soi-même], the ‘self-

                                                 
79 DeArmitt, “Cascade of Remainders,” 100. 
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same’ of the ‘self’ [le «même» du «soi»] (that is, the same, meisme, which comes from 
metipse), as well as the power, potency, sovereignty, or possibility implied in every ‘I 
can,’ the pse of ipse (ipsissimus) referring always, through a complicated set of relations, 
as Benveniste shows quite well, to possession, property, and power, to the authority of 
the lord or seignior, of the sovereign, and most often the host (hospites), the master of the 
house or the husband. So much so that ipse alone, like autos in Greek, which ipse can 
actually translate [. . . ] designates the oneself as master in the masculine: the father, the 
husband, son, or brother, the proprietor, owner, or seignior, indeed the sovereign. 80 

 

 This passage does double duty for us. As the domain that Derrida dabbles in here is the 

“Indo-European” (via Benveniste, as is the case in “Supplement of the Copula”), it prepares us 

well for his conjecture about ancient Indic and Greek attempts at putting the remainder to the 

service of the self. It also brings us back to the language of “the domestic” as a basic framework 

for recognizing the place of human (or divine?) power, property and law in attempts to think 

abstractly.    

One of my conjectures is that these three values, the sacrificial, the hierarchical and the 
ontological, are profoundly indissociable and that they all combine to reduce the 
remainder, to treat it, and first in identifying it, in deciding, in tearing it away, by a 
binarization or a dialectic, from “its” undecidability (an undecidability that is not 
properly “its”), in assigning it an identity, an identity of its own, therefore an 
indivisibility, with a view to reducing it, objectifying it and subjectifying it, subjecting it, 
mastering it. As we note above, in the word même and in the concept itself of the ipse, 
ipseity, self-identity, property, the very property of the même imply the hierarchical 
position of the master, the boss, the father, the husband, the chief, or the sovereign, who 
lays down the law at the hearth of a home: eco-nomy, etc. If the demand for ipseity is the 
motor of onto-theo-phenomenology, then the latter implies the position or institution of 
the master (mastery and magisteriality). And the economic law of this hierarchical 
discipline, that is of this sacral or hieratic order, is from the outset sacrificial. This 
sacrificiality only obeys a logic of rests to be done with them. It is the economy of, 
economizes on remains. This law of the remainder would be made to submit the 
remainder to the law, to the eco-nomy, to project it under the authority of whoever makes 
the law, to submit or subject it in reducing it to the “nothing” it must be in economy and 
the politics of an ontology. My conjecture is at once modest and limitless. It touches on 
this conjecture, it only reflects a conjecture of conjecture, namely the inaugural violence 
that consists in gathering what one throws (the remainder), in identifying it by 
hierarchizing it—that is to say in imposing sacrifice on it, an economy of sacrifice—to 
put it in order and make it available, significant, interpretable. An authority, a power, an 
order are always the effect of conjectures, namely of fictions or of hypotheses that a 

                                                 
80 Derrida/Brault & Naas, Rogues, 11-12. 
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performative violence credits with force of law. The rite would only be the confirmation, 
through identificatory repetition, of the efficacy of this giving-credit, this accreditation, 
this legitimation.81 

 

Pardon the long quote. Not only does this paragraph, appearing near the end of “Reste—

le maître—gather together some of the main strands of Derrida’s subject matter, it recursively 

enacts the inaugural violence of “gathering what one throws”. Derrida would have us know that 

he (like the ideal Vedic sacrificer, whose knowledge of his action is so intimately bound with the 

action itself) knows what he is doing. The value of what we take away from this conjectural 

conclusion may be doubtful, but Derrida, “counter-signing” Malamoud, makes his gestural 

presence felt.    

As practices concerning food or death (if only as we see them in theory—in normative 

schemes, or myths, or even ritual itself as a mechanism of thought) spill over into the theorizing 

of the biggest questions, including “being” itself, they contaminate this discourse, threaten the 

what of abstract metaphysics with the who of its authors. And the versions of who (whether 

arising from an intentional anthropology or an unthought anthropomorphism) that emerge here 

potentially offer both a short-cut to and short-circuit of the more conventionally theological 

questions that we can ask with the medieval Rāmānuja. In this essay, Derrida’s often 

irresponsible slippages between the anthropological and the philosophical give us special access 

to the religious in its richness, the religious as defined in “Foi et savoir”. Though he does not 

make this explicit, Derrida’s account of the remainder in “Reste—le maître” touches on both the 

“double” etymology (gathering/binding) of the word “religion” in “Foi et savoir” and the double 

experience (of “belief”/ of the “unscathed”) with which he credits religion there. That is, he 

suggests that the brahmanic attempt to gather real remainders under the mythic-ritual concept of 

                                                 
81 Derrida “Reste,” 53. 
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the remainder is an attempt at instituting ipseity as such, an attempt to master forces of dispersal 

and contamination.  

This becomes an ambitious comparative conjecture: that both the brahmanic culture of 

the remainder and Greco-European ontotheology tend to “reduce remains [restes] to the 

remainder [reste] in general”, in spite of the “infinite remaining [restance]” and “tireless 

resistance” of these remains, both to their presentation “as such” and to their common name (59). 

Toward the end of “Remarks on the Brahmanic Concept of the ‘Remainder”, Malamoud 

contrasts worldly and otherworldly perspectives on the remainder: “Considered from the 

standpoint of ‘secular’ religion, the residue of acts insures the persistence of a person, a person 

who can thus hope to reach either heaven or a series of good rebirths; considered from the 

perspective of mokṣa, it is, by definition, the prime obstacle” (21-22).  

§2.9 What remains to be addressed  

Derrida hardly touches on karma or mokṣa as  dealt with by the darśanas or 

philosophical “schools” of Hinduism. Also striking, given that he is writing explicitly about 

selfhood and Being, is his neglect of  ātman and brahman as addressed in the brāhmaṇa corpus, 

let alone in subsequent Vedānta. Perhaps this is for the best. We are spared what could have 

become an ignorant shuffling of commonplaces in the Western study of Hinduism. Derrida 

makes his leaps of doubt straight from such concrete items as skin, milk and fire, mediated by 

texts, and translation, but not so much by indigenous philosophical treatment.   

Thus his conjectures feed my own complicated project. I hope to show how Vedic śeṣa 

and ucchiṣṭa contained the germ of śeṣa’s development in Mīmāṃsa and Vedānta (and 

conversely, that the latter bear traces of the Vedic context even when it is not obvious). I also 

venture that śeṣa held in diachronic and synchronic perspective can itself offer us new 
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perspectives on the much-studied long-term history of Vedānta, particularly Rāmānuja’s, as well 

as the impossibly big questions that Vedānta itself addresses. The concept of “property” (in its 

range of English or French resonances) will continue to be relevant both for particular attributive 

claims and for the very working of subject-predicate formulations. It might be worth attending to 

the “oikos” implicit in the “economic” and “ecological” frameworks for a theological or 

philosophical line of thinking. But even as we unfold the dynamic multiplicity implicit in śeṣa 

itself or in the very word “même” (same), we must be careful not to flatten text-specific, context-

specific, relational differences by subjecting them to difference as such. Rāmānuja argues that 

servitude (śeṣatva) can be the highest joy, depending on whose dependent one is. Similarly, 

mastery itself differs in terms of who or what is mastered82: the master-student relationship is not 

simply the same as master-slave.  

Perhaps this project, in all its conjectural gesturality, needs to develop its own dialectic of 

the discrete and the continuous, its own residualist discourse. I appropriate  the words “discrete” 

and “continuous” from Calasso: “Certain ideas of the Vedic ritualists could be set out without 

resorting to their categories and reasoning, but using words acceptable even in a twenty-first-

century university lecture hall. Like this, for example: the relationship between the visible and 

invisible is superimposed onto that between the discrete and the continuum . . .” (293). And I am 

tempted to superimpose on Calasso’s word “continuum”, the continuum that Derrida finds in 

Bataille’s “major writing” of a “general economy”, contrasted with Hegel’s philosophical 

project: "Pushing itself toward the nonbasis of negativity and of expenditure, the experience of 

the continuum is also the experience of absolute difference, of a difference which would no 

                                                 
82 Coste, “Gourou vs. dominus,” 2. 
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longer be the one that Hegel had conceived more profoundly than anyone else: the difference in 

the service of presence, at work for (the) history (of meaning).”83 

My own task for the rest of this dissertation is humbler:  to sketch the “economy of 

meaning” in Veda, Mīmāṁsā and Vedānta gathered and scattered by a single word, śeṣa.  I will 

focus on the particularly rich resonances of this word, a range of related but distinct meanings 

that challenge the translator. The problem of translation will afford me an opportunity to 

interpret Rāmānuja’s literary strategies, both as tools of authorial mastery and frames for 

submission to what is beyond his agency. In doing so, I will move away from «  ‘Reste—le 

maître ou le supplément d’infini’ », but Derrida will remain relevant to my reading, in ways that 

he could not have foreseen.  

Derrida’s account of śeṣa as remainder—uncannily if unknowingly—foreshadowed the 

word’s subsequent development. That is, in focusing not just on the ways specific leftovers may 

serve particular patrons of a Vedic sacrifice, but on the way the concept of the remainder helps to 

frame mastery as such, he anticipates the use of śeṣa to signify something like “accessory,” 

“auxiliary” or “supplement” in Mīmāṃsā (the topic of Chapter 3) and even “servant” in 

Rāmānuja’s Vedānta (the topic of Chapter 4). However, he does not engage directly with these 

traditions of thinking with, through, or beyond Vedic literature on the ritual. Moreover, “Reste – 

le maître ou le supplément d’infini,” while presenting a mutually constitutive relation between 

reste and maître, leaves something to be desired in its treatment of the supplément d’infini. For 

instance, Derrida shows little or no awareness of such relations between supplementarity and 

infinity as can be found in the Upanishads. This even though the Malamoud essay to which he 

responds, at least gestures in this direction. Of course, Derrida deals with the intimacy of 

                                                 
83 Derrida/Bass, Margins of Philosophy, 263. 
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supplement, lack and origin elsewhere. His work on this supplementarity in Of Grammatology is 

especially well known. My use of the word “supplement” is not a rigorous application of such 

“deconstructive” meanings of this word. Nor will I dwell on Derrida’s “Supplement of the 

Copula,” which presents Benveniste as relying more subtly on narratives of origin, depending on 

a metaphysical articulation of Being to note its absence outside an Indo-European linguistic 

sphere. Perhaps śeṣa as “supplement” in the discipline of Mīmāṃsā exposes something other 

than purity in its own (always already textual) foundations. Anxieties about authority and about 

pollution—in connection with caste—can certainly be found in Mīmāṃsā. But for the present 

study, the primary other of (conceptual) purity is not the “impure.” Rather, it is the “applied.” 

Mīmāṃsā—at least Pūrva (prior) or Karma (action) Mīmāṃsā, as opposed to the Vedānta—does 

not explicitly offer an ontotheology, nor does it offer easy-to-follow guidelines (paddhati) for 

specific ritual practices. It is, in its own way, a grammar of practice. Jaimini favors the word śeṣa 

over the ucchiṣṭa that was largely the topic of Malamoud’s essay (which was based more on 

Dharmasūtras rather than Mīmāṁsasūtras). Even if Mīmāṁsa is an accessory discipline to the 

Veda, it puts the Vedic remainder to the service of its own systematizing project, even as the 

word śeṣa continues to name the leftover. It remains relevant as repurposed.  

In “What is a ‘relevant’ translation?,” an address delivered three years before this “reste” 

essay, Derrida makes an exceptional example of the very word “relevant.” After noting the 

multilingual heritage of the adjective relevant(e), he extracts from it the word “relève,” a word 

he has elsewhere used to translate both the verb in Shakespeare’s phrase “mercy seasons justice” 

and Hegel’s Aufhebung (often rendered in English as “sublation”). His associative tour de force 

takes us far beyond a discussion of translation practice—and strangely close to the range of 

concerns that Rāmānuja’s use of śeṣa raises. Following this word across Rāmānuja’s work, we 
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find that this medieval Vedāntic theologian is—like Derrida’s versions of Shakespeare and 

Hegel—concerned both with “dialectical sublation” and with the possibility that “mercy seasons 

justice.” This exploration will raise a new question. Derrida may be relevant to Rāmānuja, by 

way of these uncanny encounters of śeṣa and relève. How relevant is the Vedic “remainder” 

(ucchiṣṭa as reste) to Rāmānuja’s Vedāntic concerns, devotional or discursive? If Derrida’s 

treatment of remains in some way frames his legacy, can the same be said of Jaimini and 

Rāmānuja, for different reasons? If so, śeṣa should help us find these reasons, in the challenges it 

poses as well as the opportunities it affords to each thinker’s religious reasoning. 
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CHAPTER III 

Supplements, Implemented: 

Applications of Śeṣa in Mīmāṃsā Ritual Theory 

 

§ 3.1 Introduction: Remainders and supplements after Derrida  

 The preceding chapter promised to deal with “leftovers, carried over.” It approached this 

topic largely by way of a late essay by Jacques Derrida, “Reste – le maître ou le supplément 

d’infini.” Taking up Charles Malamoud’s observations on the leftover (ucchiṣṭa/śeṣa) in 

Brahmanism, Derrida finally foregrounds questions of the remainder (reste) that have long 

traversed his own oeuvre.  The Indologist Malamoud’s account of ritual and thought in ancient 

India becomes the occasion for Derrida to detect philosophy behind embodied practices—and, 

conversely, to find ritualistic gestures within a theoretical discourse. Derrida’s treatment of reste 

in turn allows us to address the complexity of Vedic religion in terms of “the sacrifice of 

sacrifice,” a phrase that he does not use in this essay, but which encapsulates a range of relevant 

concerns. It can refer to a recursive operation performed on a product; a calculated “economic” 

deployment of the act of giving something up; and the forgoing of, or resistance to, this very 

economic calculation.  

 In his genealogy of “the question of sacrifice,” Dennis Keenan identifies two 

understandings of sacrifice: as “economic” (yielding a “return” on what was given up) and as 

“aneconomic” (beyond calculation and hope of reward). He shows that for various “continental” 

theorists (including Derrida and associated thinkers), sacrifice is necessarily both. ”Sacrifice is 

sacrifice only as the sacrifice of sacrifice. Sacrifice is (genuinely) sacrifice only as the sacrifice 
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of (an economical understanding of) sacrifice. It is necessary for sacrifice to consume itself in an 

all-burning holocaust in order to be what it ‘is.’”84 I sought to show that śeṣa as remainder lends 

itself to such “sacrifice of sacrifice”, both as an “object of oblation” (with the leftovers of one 

ritual act offered up in another) and as a “subject of sublation” (in the Hegelian sense of a single 

act that involves cancellation, preservation and transcendence).  

  With a third variation on this formula, the “translatability of a trajectory,” I noted that 

Derrida’s account of śeṣa as remainder—uncannily if unknowingly—foreshadowed the word’s 

subsequent development. That is, in focusing not just on the ways specific leftovers may serve 

particular patrons of a Vedic sacrifice, but on the way the concept of the remainder helps to 

frame mastery as such, he anticipates the use of śeṣa to signify something like “accessory,” 

“auxiliary” or “supplement” in Mīmāṃsā (the topic of this chapter) and even “servant” in 

Rāmānuja’s Vedānta (the topic of the next). However, he does not engage directly with these 

traditions of thinking with, through, or beyond Vedic literature on the ritual. Moreover, “Reste – 

le maître ou le supplément d’infini,” while presenting a mutually constitutive relation between 

reste and maître, leaves something to be desired in its treatment of the supplément d’infini. For 

instance, Derrida shows no awareness of such relations between supplementarity and infinity as 

can be found in the Upanishads. This even though the Malamoud essay to which he responds, 

“Observations sur la notion du reste. . .” at least gestures in this direction.85 

  I mention what Derrida neglects not because this is intrinsically interesting, but because 

this opens into interesting areas for further study. Of course, Derrida deals with the intimacy of 

                                                 
84 Keenan, The Question of Sacrifice, 2. 
85 Another French orientalist, Paul Mus, devotes an article to the Bṛhadāraṇyakopaniṣad’s “stance de plenitude,” 
making an argument about gesture and thought that could enrich Derrida’s treatment thereof. Commenting on Freud, 
Derrida speaks of the supplement “added as a plenitude to a plenitude.” 
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supplement, lack and origin elsewhere. His work on this supplementarity in Of Grammatology  is 

especially well known.86 My use of the word “supplement” is not a rigorous application of such 

“deconstructive” meanings of this word. Nor will I dwell on Derrida’s “Supplement of the 

Copula,” which presents Benveniste as relying more subtly on narratives of origin, depending on 

a metaphysical articulation of Being to note its absence outside an Indo-European linguistic 

sphere. Perhaps śeṣa as “supplement” in the discipline of Mīmāṃsā exposes something other 

than purity in its own (always already textual) foundations. Anxieties about authority and about 

pollution—in connection with caste—can be found in Mīmāṃsā. But for the present study, the 

primary other of (conceptual) purity is not the “impure.” Rather, it is the “applied.”  Mīmāṃsā—

at least Pūrva (prior) or Karma (action) Mīmāṃsā, as opposed to the Vedānta—does not 

explicitly offer an ontotheology, nor does it offer easy-to-follow guidelines (paddhati) for 

specific ritual practices.  It is, in its own way, a grammar of practice. The word Mīmāṃsā 

denotes “inquiry” or “investigation”: it consists of the verbal root man (“think”) supplemented 

by a desiderative affix. While such a word might seem to name a practice of “philosophy” in 

general, it is better understood as “ritual hermeneutics.”  Hermeneutic inquiry and pragmatic 

initiative serve as mutual means and ends. What one seeks is not knowledge in general, but 

knowledge of the highest good.87 Language offers our only epistemic access to this good—not 

just any language, but scripture understood as extratemporal, authorless, and therefore infallible.  

(For now, let us avoid the word “revealed”—some of the little work that has been done on 

Mīmāṃsā and postmodern thought has to do with its resistance to a theistic model of revelation.  

88) This scripture is the “Veda”: a corpus understood by Mīmāṃsakas to include the statements 

                                                 
86 cf. Bernasconi, “Supplement,” 19-22. 
87 MS 1.1.2 
88 cf e.g. Bilimoria, “Hindu Doubts about God,” 484. 
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about ritual in the Brahmanas, given precedence over the hymns in the Samhitas. What matters 

most is not what is or was, but what is to be done. Dharma is the ultimate referent of these 

statements, though not ultimate in such as a way as to not be in the details.  

This chapter will address a crucial turn in the usage of śeṣa, which takes place as Mīmāṁṣā 

thinkers investigate usefulness in relation to Vedic ritual. Their treatment of śeṣa addresses the 

question of how ritual elements serve the composite act of sacrifice, as well as the question of 

how (and whether) this act is a means to an end beyond itself. The Mīmāṁṣā Sūtras, the 

foundational text of this system of ritual hermeneutics, define the word śeṣa as “that which is for 

the sake of another” (parārthatvāt)89.  This new definition accords with the primary role that the 

term plays in this system: all components of the sacrificial process, from a preparatory utensil to 

the human agent, are identified as śeṣa, serving something else in that process. By identifying 

these entities in terms of their orientation to something else, Mīmāṁṣā valorizes all of them, but 

only as accessories to the achievement of the ultimate good conveyed by scriptural injunctions. 

However, śeṣa does not lose its earlier meaning of “remainder”: literal leftovers, especially the 

textual and the culinary, are exemplary and exceptional instantiations of śeṣa as that which 

serves another. The uses of śeṣa in Mīmāṃsā have to do with the implementation of 

supplements, hence the title of this chapter.  

 “Now, therefore, the inquiry into dharma,” (athāto dharmajijñāsā) are the words with 

which the discipline’s foundational text begins. Jaimini’s Sūtras are certainly old, with scholars 

dating them to c.200 BCE. Because the Veda is presumed to be infallible, but can nevertheless 

appear at points to be incomprehensible or self-contradictory, Mīmāṃsakas must develop 

                                                 
89 MS. 3.1.2  
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overarching interpretative principles, even if they are not ultimately concerned with a single truth 

beyond the correct practice of specific rituals. Mīmāṃsā’s own canon is built around one “sutra” 

text (as is the case in other Sanskrit theoretical “schools” or systems), the Mīmāṃsā Sūtras of 

Jaimini. This text of 2700 sūtras deals with about 900 cases pertaining to the ritual, articulating 

metarules for and through the determination of which rules apply where. At least on first reading, 

this text only makes sense through its also canonical commentary, the Bhāṣya of Śabara, 

accepted by subsequent schools of interpretation. The most important of these schools are the 

Bhāṭṭas and the Prābhākaras. With their divergent priorities, these schools disagree on a few key 

points: such as the relation between word-referents and sentence meaning, or how the sacrifice is 

connected to its result through an unprecedented factor called apūrva as substantial or not. If the 

difficulty of the infallible Veda legitimizes Jaimini’s attempt to legislate it, the economy of his 

own language drives the industry of this sometimes combative commentarial tradition. Thus 

questions of supplementarity that arise in their treatment of śeṣa may occasionally have 

resonances with “meta” issues—for instance, the premise of Jaimini’s own infallibility, the sense 

that every sūtra adds something novel and necessary in relation to what preceded, coupled with 

the practical insufficiency of the sūtras on their own.     

 The word śeṣa occupies an important place in Jaimini’s foundational text.  The Mīmāṃsā 

Sūtras are divided into 1 2 books or adhyāyas.  Every adhyāya can be further divided into 

sections (pāda), each of these comprising sutras grouped into adhikaraṇas (cases).  MS 3.1.1 

declares śeṣa the subject of the book using a highly marked phrase, the solemn opening athātaḥ. 

MS 3.1.2 characterizes śeṣa as parārthatvāt (“because it is for the sake of another”). MS 3.1.3-6 

consider two sets of candidates for this category: dravya, guṇa and saṁskāra (substances, 

qualities and preparations), as well as puruṣa, karma and phala (person, action, and result).  
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3.1.1 athātaḥ śeṣalakṣaṇam  
Next, therefore, the characterization of the accessory.  
3..1.2 śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt  
Accessory, because for sake of another.  
3.1.3 dravyaguṇasaṃskāreṣu bādariḥ  
Bādari (applies this term) to substances, properties, and preparations.  
3.1.4 karmāṇy api jaiminiḥ phalārthatvāt  
Jaimini applies this to actions as well, as these are for the sake of  results.  
3.1.5 phalaṃ ca puruṣārthatvāt  
And to the result because it is for the sake of a person .  
3.1..6 puruṣaśca karmārthatvāt  
And to the person,, because this is for the sake of action.  
3.1.7 teṣām arthena saṃbandhaḥ  
These are connected in terms of purpose.  

 
A complication has already arisen in the wording of the sutra. Only the first three items are 

apparently accepted as śeṣa by Bādari; whereas Jaimini—mentioned by name—accepts the next 

three as well. A detail like this indicates two modes of study that are necessary even to a basic 

understanding of any important term. First, we have to gauge the intentions of Jaimini (that is, 

the “implied author”90 of the text accepted as authoritative) based on his usage of the word 

throughout the sutras. Careful attention to the complete sutras (e.g. as carried out in Thinking 

Ritually) reveals that a number of other words (e.g. guṇa or aṅga) are used to fulfil (at least part 

of) the semantic function that śeṣa has been assigned at the start of the third adhyāya. It also 

reveals that the word śeṣa, both on its own and in compound, is often used in its prior, everyday, 

sense of “remainder” both with reference to textual units and to sacrificial materials. This excess 

of meaning undermines the adequacy of Jaimini’s account of śeṣa to account for his uses of śeṣa.  

 The second mode of study is, of course, to approach difficulties in Jaimini through subsequent 

layers of commentary. Śabara, writing in the early centuries (3rd-4th) AD, is the author of the 

earliest surviving commentary on Jaimini’s Mīmāṃsā sūtras. The organization and interpretation 

                                                 
90 Booth, Rhetoric of Fiction, 71. 
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of the sūtras in Śabara’s commentary, his Bhāṣya, is for the most part accepted as authoritative 

by subsequent commentators. Śabara takes the sūtras as referring to controversial points in 

scripture (over 2000  citations from Taittirīya Saṁhita/Brāhmaṇa sources)—if only in this sense, 

commenting on Jaimini’s core text as a commentary in its own right. He groups the sūtras in 

each chapter into adhikaraṇas, or topics, tending to present the authoritative interpretation 

(siddhānta) as a response to an opponent’s view (pūrvapakṣa) of that topic. These cases for 

investigation involve a range of philosophical and liturgical issues.  

 As Verpoorten notes, Śabara often thinks in paired terms: “The couple pradhāna/mukhya 

("main act/entity")-guna/aṅga ("subsidiary"). So havis ‘material substance to be offered’ is 

pradhāna in the oblation, whereas the deity (devatā) is a mere guna (SB on MS 8, 1, 32—33). 

Saṁskāra ‘act of refinement,’ fitting something for use in the rite is an aṅga. According to SB-

MS 2,1, 22, no guna is subordinate to an other.”91 Dṛṣṭa and adṛṣṭa is one such pair, which 

Gachter deals with at length in his book on Śabara, taking these two terms to refer to the 

perceptible world and the beyond that only Vedic language can reveal. Another such pair is, of 

course, śeṣa-śeṣi. Verpoorten identifies the following exegetical principles in the bhāṣya: “-1. 

Etymology (yoga) is always overruled by established conventional usage (rudhi). -2. Polysemy is 

unfair [sic] for a word. -3. The primary meaning (mukhya) is to be preferred and not the 

secondary/figurative (gauṇa). Nevertheless, use is, if necessary, made of laksaṇā 

‘symbolical/connotative value’ or upacāra ‘metaphor.’ We can find some of these exegetical 

principles at work in Śabara’s treatment of the word śeṣa. That said, it should be clear that what 

overrules the etymological meaning of śeṣa as remainder is not simply a more current 

                                                 
91 Verpoorten, Mīmāṃsā Literature, 12. 
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convention, but the definition in Jaimini’s MS 3. For the purposes of this chapter, my reading of 

the Śabarabhāṣya will focus on the first four adhikaraṇas of this third adhyāya.  

   Śabara cites an even earlier  commentator to explain the distinction between the two sets 

of candidates for śeṣatva, to show how Jaimini can accommodate Bādari’s view while having the 

final word. All elements of the sacrifice are subordinate to something else, it emerges, but some 

are more subordinate than others. Śabara also introduces this possibility into his own comments 

on the definition-sūtra, 3.1.2, stating that the term śeṣa goes with that which is atyanta parārtha  

(absolutely or utterly for something else). I am tempted to hypothesize that Śabara’s thesis (with 

its fraught domestic examples) already risks a hypostasis of Jaimini’s relational framework, 

moving away from the deontic to the ontic, paving the way for śeṣa’s incorporation into 

Rāmānuja’s theocentric metaphysics.  

 Śabara’s Bhāṣya is the basis for two main commentarial traditions. The Bhāṭṭas and 

Prābhākaras, followers of Kumārila and Prabhākara respectively, differ on a number of points. 

Some of the most important (and most widely studied) points of difference are epistemological. 

92 Bhāṭṭas take preraṇa or iṣṭasādhanatā (the means to a desired end) as the import of a 

scriptural injunction, whereas Prābhākaras take the injunction’s import to be niyoga (the 

mandate) or kārya (the thing to be done). This term, “niyoga” is essential to the Prābhākara 

conception of sacrifice, and they treat it as equivalent to the apūrva, that which is unprecedented 

in the process of scriptural comprehension and sacrificial performance. Bhāṭṭas give a more 

                                                 
92 Both schools accept five pramāṇas or means of knowledge (pratyakṣa, anumāna, śabda, upamāna, arthāpatti ). 
However, only the Bhāṭṭas accept a sixth, anupalabdhi, non-apprehension (or apprehension of a non-existence, 
abhāva). (This set is not to be confused with the means of applying śeṣa listed in MS 3.3.14, which is not restricted 
to one school of Mīmāṃsā.) They also differ in their accounts of the pramāṇas they do accept. For instance, their 
disagreements about śabda (language) reveal some broader contrasts in their commitments. Bhāṭṭas include human 
speech under śabdapramāṇa, whereas Prābhākaras do not, reserving this category for Vedic scripture. 
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distinct role to apūrva, treating it as a mediate entity between the present performance of the 

sacrifice and the future attainment of its result.  While they do not discuss this in terms of śeṣa as 

remainder (as one would perhaps expect, given that apūrva is something that remains beyond the 

completed act) it does feature in their treatment (especially in MS 2.1 and 3.1) of preparatory 

acts and their purposiveness.  They also differ in their accounts of sentence comprehension. For 

Kumārila and his followers, a vākya (sentence) is understood through “abhihitānvaya”, that is, 

the connection between referents already denoted by words. For Prabhākara and his followers, 

words can only denote their meanings within the context already provided by the syntax of a 

sentence.  

 Cumulatively, such differences between the two schools indicate some shared premises 

basic to a Mīmāṃsā worldview, articulated with contrasting emphases, through different modes 

of argumentation. Kumārila is somewhat more accommodating of extra-Vedic warrants and 

results, whereas Prabhākara is more radically committed to the primacy of the Vedic injunction 

in all areas. These contrasting  orientations may become manifest in the sections of their 

commentary that deal with adhikaraṇas on śeṣa, both in their elaboration of Jaimini’s or 

Śabara’s logic, and in their views on what the ultimate point of these passages is.  However, we 

should be wary of jumping to conclusions about how these thinkers and their followers 

understand the “use” of śeṣa, within their understanding of the sacrifice and its “usefulness” or 

lack thereof. For instance, it may be tempting to imagine that, Prabhākara’s rigorously deontic 

framework, unlike Kumārila’s reasoning, does not valorize the visible usefulness of actions—but 

this is far from being the case.  

 Kumārila’s Tantravārttika deals with the opening sutras of the third sadhyāya at great 

length, defending Jaimini’s and Śabara’s terminology against leading alternatives, introducing 
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some of his own terminology in the process.  His reading of 3.1.1 goes beyond its ostensible 

commentarial function of explaining why a given topic needs to be introduced at a given place. 

Offering two analyses of the compound śeṣalakṣaṇam, Kumārila uses the initial (rather 

unconvincing) karmadhāraya reading as an opportunity to present a (coherent and compelling)  

account of how all the “remaining adhyāyas” can best be understood by way of śeṣa. In TV 

3.1.2, on the definition śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt,  Kumārila takes up alternatives to śeṣa one by one, 

demonstrating with examples that each of these is actually too narrow or broad in its semantic 

range to express the being-for-other-ness that śeṣa uniquely expresses. Prabhākara’s Bṛhatī is not 

quite so comprehensive a commentary; given that it is not only briefer but also remains 

untranslated, I read it along with its subcommentary, Śālikanatha’s Ṛjuvimalā. These 

commentaries present śeṣa as profoundly intertwined with viniyoga, “application.”  

 The word śeṣa is not universally used in later Mīmāṃsā, with even Śālikanatha’s 

Prakaraṇapañcikā favoring aṅga (subsidiary, literally “limb”) for the section on this topic. Do 

later Mīmāṃsakas only respect śeṣa as a relic of the unavoidable sutras? How do we make sense 

of the word śeṣa’s excess of usefulness and its diminishing use? The uses of śeṣa in Mīmāṃsā 

are an implementation of supplements that repeats, differently, the Vedic sacrifice of the 

sacrifice. The relation between these three (double genitive) phrases demonstrates a dynamic of 

continuity and change in a radically conservative tradition.   

§ 3.2 The Word Śeṣa in Jaimini’s Mīmāṃsā Sūtras  

 If we are to understand what Mīmāṃsā does with śeṣa, and what the word does for this 

system, we cannot ignore Jaimini’s Pūrva Mīmāṃsā Sūtra. The relation of Jaimini to the set of 

sūtras is not a simple author-work relationship, nor is it entirely clear exactly how the term pūrva 

should modify sūtra.  The Mīmāṃsā in question here is often referred to as “Pūrva (“prior”) 
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Mīmāṃsā” or “Karma (“action”) Mīmāṃsā” to distinguish it from the “Uttara (“later”) 

Mīmāṃsā” or Vedānta. It has been proposed93 that the sequence indicated by these titles pertains 

to two parts of a single sūtra text, rather than separate texts of old and new systems. I will not 

assess the merits of the single-sūtra thesis here, or the relation between the two Mīmāṃsās. 

However, my next chapter will consider some ways in which Vedāntins have framed their 

lateness—and that of the “knowledge” section of Veda they study—as an incorporation and 

surpassing of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā and its ritual texts.  

 We can see the MS as occupying an intermediate stage between speculation on ritual and 

myth in the Brāhmaṇas and then the Śrautasūtras, and the more systematically theoretical sūtras 

of the “darśanas” (Clooney). The historical Jaimini94 apparently did not compile the Mīmāṃsā 

Sutras in their final form, given that he is cited five times therein, once (6.3.4) as the holder of a 

rejected view. The historical authorship of the sūtras does not bear directly on my claims here, 

nor do I treat the text as authorless (and therefore disinterested, according to Mīmāṃsā reasoning 

about the Veda). Like the names of gods are depthless targets of the sacrificial process, “Jaimini” 

can serve us an “author function”95 whose logic we seek through the text’s patterns and 

inconsistencies.   

 A brief turn to Pāṇini may obliquely serve to clarify the work to be done with Jaimini’s 

śeṣa.  The relationship between Sanskrit grammar and Vedic ritual is profound, and deserving of 

correspondingly deep study. However, as what concerns me here is more Mīmāṃsā’s role as a 

sort of “grammar of practice”, not the literal practice of Pāṇinian grammar. I will merely note the 

                                                 
93 (notably by Parpola "On the formation of the Mīmāṁsā and the Problems Concerning Jaimini.") cited in Clooney, 
Thinking Ritually  
94 This historical Jaimini as a Sāmaveda scholar. (Yoshimizu "Jaimini, Bādari, and Bādarāyaṇa in the Mīmāṁsāsūtra 
and the Brahmasūtra.”) 
95 Foucault, "What is an Author?" 124-127. 
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presence (and absence) of the term śeṣa in some modern scholarship on grammar and Mīmāṁsā.  

In “Mīmāṃsā and the Paninian System” (2013), George Cardona compares and contrasts 

Mīmāṃsā’s domain and function with that of Pāṇinian grammar. His focuses on the way in 

which Mīmāṃsā uses six interpretative principles to determine how “ancillaries” return to 

“principal entities.”96 However, instead of using the term śeṣa (which frames the chapter treating 

this topic in Mīmāṃsā), he all but restricts himself to the terms and pradhāna and guṇa/guṇin 

(functionally synonymous with śeṣa/śeṣin in parts of MS 3)97.  

 Perhaps the absence of śeṣa here is trivial, but I wonder whether it has to do with its 

presence in Pāṇini, and the relative abundance of work98 that has been done on the use of the 

word śeṣa in Pāṇini’s sūtras. But other words like guṇa and aṅga also feature prominently in the 

grammatical literature, including Cardona’s article. The significance of this word continues to be 

recognized and contested. In the 2018 World Sanskrit Conference included a paper on “Pāṇini’s 

Use of Śeṣa ‘Remainder’ and the Definition of the Bahuvrīhi”99 in which Masato Kobayashi 

proposed to “discuss Pāṇini’s sūtras with śeṣa, Patañjali’s discussion on them, and draw 

                                                 
96 Mīmāṁsā. . . concerns the interpretation of Vedic texts, mantras and brāhmaṇas, as they apply in ritual 
performance. To determine correctly how ancillaries (guṇa) relate to principal entities (pradhāna, guṇin), namely 
ritual acts, mīmāṁsā operates with six general principles of interpretation organized hierarchically (see §4). In order 
to determine how certain acts are related to others, mīmāṁsā also operates with additional general principles (see 
§5.2). . . . .1.2. Pāṇinian grammar, on the other hand, is an instrument serving to explain correct speech usage 
(śabdānuśāsanam) by means of a derivational system that serves to describe utterances through derivations, starting 
from semantics. 
 
97 I find it slightly surprising that Cardona’s essay does not use the word “śeṣa” even once (unless you count its 
appearance in a footnoted citation from the late Mīmāṃsaka Apadeva) for the ancillary, accessory, or subsidiary 
function, favoring guṇa and pradhāna instead. After all, this is a word that features prominently in Jaimini’s own 
usage, his framing of the subject. 
98 (Vergiani, Singh, Joshi) – cited in Kobayashi “Pāṇini's Use of Śeṣa 'Remainder' and the Definition of the 
Bahuvrīhi.”  
99 From the abstract: “Pāṇini uses the word śeṣa (“remainder”) sixteen times in the Aṣṭādhyāyī (Aṣṭ.). “While the 
word “remainder” sounds subordinate or marginal, śeṣa appears to have more positive meaning in some cases 
(Sarangi 1985). . .” 
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generalization about the use of this word—i.e., how it is different from our understanding of “the 

remainder,” and in what respect it is different from notions such as utsarga.” Here, turning from 

the Aṣtādhyāyi to the Mīṁāṁsā sūtras, I want to look at the ways in which this text uses the 

word śeṣa (in its relationship to other Sanskrit terms and possible translations). However, 

Jaimini’s sūtras are not doing the same kind of work as Pāṇini’s; they are not quite a “generative 

grammar” of ritual.  Instead of yielding a generalizable meaning, instances of “śeṣa” in Jaimini 

fall into two patterns of use, with the “remainder” often distinguishable from “subordinate” in 

given sūtras, even if these notions can be aligned.  

 In “The Age of the Sūtra,” Jonardon Ganeri and Peter Adamson (2020) remind us of the 

sūtra-bhas̄ỵa scheme forming the fabric of the “six so-called ‘systems’” (and used to varying 

degrees, with different terminology, even by Buddhists and Cārvakas).  “The term sūtra means 

‘thread,’ and a sūtra is both a single philosophical aphorism and a text comprising an entire 

collection of such aphorisms.” They liken such a work to a “compressed data file” that is 

decompressed in the bhāṣya commentary. For Mīmāṃsā, Śabara’s Bhāṣya (c. 200 CE) is the 

authoritative account of Jaimini’s Sūtras (c.200 BCE). With Śabara’s indispensable help, we can 

discern consistent structural and stylistic patterns in Jaimini, that allow us to reconstruct his 

system (as somewhat distinguishable from Śabara’s elaboration thereof).  

  This, in fact, is Francis X. Clooney’s project in Thinking Ritually (1990), conducting an 

“intensive and internal study of the text itself.”  The central chapters of this book respectively 

address the Mīmāṁsa Sūtras’ “structures and ways of thinking,” their “regular vocabulary,” their 

“notion of dharma as a kind of purpose” and the “view of the human person presumed by 

Jaimini’s ritual ontology.” Literature on Mīmāṃsā over the past three decades has continued to 

neglect Jaimini, but a recent exception takes up these last two themes in a sustained way. Samuel 
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G. Ngaihte’s Vedic Practice, Ritual Studies and Jaimini’s Mīmāṃsāsūtras argues “that Jaimini’s 

conception of dharma can be read as a philosophy of Vedic practice centred on the enjoinment of 

the subject, whose stages of transformation can be seen to possess the structure of a hermeneutic 

tradition.” Ngaihte seeks to demonstrate the relevance of such an “enjoined subject” to 

contemporary ritual studies. The theoretical thrust of Ngaihte’s study, concerning teleology and 

subjectivity—are relevant to the end of this chapter and the conclusion of my dissertation.  

 However, even this work has little to say to my immediate, more modest task of situating 

śeṣa in the sūtras. In fact, although I would like to avoid overemphasizing the importance of the 

word śeṣa, I believe a book like Ngaihte’s should have given it a slightly more prominent place. 

For instance, this account of the adhyāyas initially seemed like a mere momentary lapse, with the 

topic of the third adhyāya imperfectly distinguished from that of the second: “Jaimini introduces 

his notion of action and the principles which lay down the nature of different actions in the 

second and third adhyāya, respectively”100.   However, a section on this topic  “Main division of 

actions: primary and subsidiary”101 elides the second and third adhyāyas in a way that some 

commentators (and possibly “Jaimini”) would find problematic. The absence of the word śeṣa 

from this section, even though it is there in sūtras cited in translation, and even though the related 

terms aṅga and guṇa are mentioned, suggests that this topic could have been given greater 

attention. 

  Thinking Ritually groups some of Jaimini’s key terms under 9 categories, "derivation", 

"subordination", "relationship", "motivation", "origination", "actualization", "being and making", 

"the event', and ""organizing the veda." Śeṣa appears under the second category, “subordination” 

                                                 
100 Ngaihte, Vedic Practice, Ritual Studies and Jaimini’s Mīmāṃsāsūtras, 13. 
101 Ngaihte, Vedic Practice, Ritual Studies and Jaimini’s Mīmāṃsāsūtras, 154. 
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alongside words we can provisionally call its antonyms (pradhāna, mukhya) and synonyms 

(guṇa, aṅga).“Sacrificial elements are identified not only as belonging to the archetype or the 

ectype, but also as either the primary (pradhāna, mukhya) or what is subordinate to it-- the 

secondary (guṇa) the subsidiary (aṅga) or the accessory (śeṣa). Citing sūtras 3.7.6, 3.8.4, 4.4.7 

and 4.4.34, Clooney demonstrates the "connection of fruitfulness with primacy." For instance, 

sūtra 4.4.7 explains the nature of the pradhāna: “the fruitful should be the primary [pradhāna]of 

the other (which is not fruitful).” Sūtra 4.4.34 clarifies ". . .The characteristic of the primary (rite) 

is that it has a result; if [a sacrifice] not connected [with a result] is mentioned in close proximity 

to such a primary, [that sacrifice] should be regarded as subsidiary to that primary . . .” The 

“primary” is also (and perhaps more fundamentally) identified as “what is connected with the 

enjoining force or word (codanā). Sūtra 9.1.1 makes this explicit: “The action of the sacrifice is 

the primary, for that exists as enjoined, preparation is useful regarding its substance—for 

(preparation) is for that’s purpose.” Though the word śeṣa does not appear here, the relations 

between preparation (saṃskāras), substance (dravya)  and purpose (artha) can equally be framed 

in terms of śeṣatva.102 

  Having addressed the “primary”, this section on subordination (Clooney 1990:98-100) 

turns to three ways of naming its other:  śeṣa ( “accessory”), guṇa (“secondary”) and aṅga 

(“subsidiary”).  The first of these, śeṣa, is “defined as parārtha (3.1.2 and 11.1.4), subservient to 

the purpose of some other element in the ritual.” This category includes “things, qualities of 

things, ritual preparations (3.1.2), actions (3.1.4), results (3.1.5), performers (3.1.6), and mantras 

(3.2.1).  The second, guṇa, “refers primarily to the relation of certain materials and actions” as 

seen in 2.1.7 and 2.1.8. This pair of sūtras states that actions preparing a material are secondary 

                                                 
102 Clooney, Thinking Ritually, 96. 
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(to that material), whereas those which do not are primary.  The third term, aṅga, is what 

appeared as “subsidiary” in sūtra 4.4.34 cited above. At least in this context, it refers to smaller 

rites that are not meant to prepare a substance, but unconnected with any proper, direct result. 

Both “guṇa” and “aṅga” appear in dvandva compounds with pradhāna (primary), whereas śeṣa 

does not103. Thus it is correct to observe that "The word śeṣa is not used with pradhāna and 

reflects a different categorization; certainly, an element possessing accessories, a śeṣin, need not 

be the primary element of the sacrifice."104 However, the absence of the actual word śeṣin from 

the sūtras should give us pause. What would it mean for Jaimini to define śeṣa as a relational 

term, only to neglect the other term in the relation?  

 What I would like to stress here is śeṣa’s conceptual primacy over that which is 

contrasted to it as “primary” (śeṣin, pradhāna) in Jaimini’s treatment of this relationship.  True, 

the word “pradhāna appears a lot, but it is “śeṣa” that introduces the third adhyāya.  Secondly, it 

is true that śeṣa, guṇa, and aṅga are occasionally interchangeable, with the caveats noted above. 

However, the fact that śeṣa is defined in such marked fashion as the subject of the third 

adhyāya—framing not just this adhyāya but adhyāyas 4 through 12 (as Ngaihte, in fairness, 

acknowledges without mentioning the word śeṣa) while being used in a variety of ways that do 

not seem to be exhausted by this definition, merits attention. To be sure, a footnote in this section 

of Thinking Ritually acknowledges the difference between the etymological affordances of these 

three categories of subordination:   

The categories of śeṣa, guṇa and aṅga overlap, since a particular element may bear, at the 
same time, the characteristics of more than one of the three. It is possible to exploit the 
nuances of each way of expressing subordination: what is aṅga is a 'limb' constituting 
with a primary element a single corpus, while what is śeṣa is a 'remnant' or part of a 

                                                 
103 Though śeṣa and pradhāna do appear in the same sūtra e.g. 10.5.76 
104Clooney, Thinking Ritually, 98-100.  
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whole which coincides with the sum of these parts. While each of these represents what 
can be known as distinct and to a certain extent independent (ontologically) in regard to 
the primary, the guṇa element is a "property" inhering in the bearer and not viable 
independently; this explains why Jaimini describes certain actions as guṇa, non-existent 
except in relation to the object of the action. In any case, the caution must be added that 
Jaimini does not explicitly develop these nuances.105 

 
Does Jaimini implicitly develop these nuances? Mining the Mīmāṁsasūtra for the term śeṣa in a 

systematic way106 yields some very simple but somewhat curious statistics, observations that 

could form the preliminary to such a study. 107 

 In a comparative essay on “sacrifice and its spiritualization,”108 Clooney takes up 

Jaimini’s concept of śeṣa as a useful guide to this process, the spiritualization of sacrifice. As we 

                                                 
105 Clooney, Thinking Ritually, 100. 
106 That is, I searched for the word śeṣa in the sūtras106, including sandhi variants (cheṣa, śeṣo), including 
compounds (e.g. aśeṣa, vākyaśeṣa, śeṣavat), excluding viśeṣa (as although this is from vi+śiṣ, viśeṣa is already 
widely used as a distinct word,  excluding forms with past participle śiṣṭa (all seem to come from verbs viśiṣ 
(differentiate) or śās (teach). 
107 This search yielded 108 sūtras containing forms of the word. Of these, around 70 could reasonably be translated 
as “accessory” (or subsidiary or accessory or auxiliary, and occasionally supplement) in keeping with the 
“technical” definition in MS 3.1.2 (and its commentaries). Around 40 could, by contrast, reasonably be translated 
“remainder”(or remnant or leftover or residue or rest). The forms ucchiṣṭa or avaśeṣa, which presumably would 
more unambiguously designate a “remainder,” never appear. The “accessory” words are presumably applicable to 
the items to which they are designated as applicable in the sūtras themselves (various substances, preparations, 
qualities, and so on). The “remainder” words. appear especially in connection with food-related items and text-
related items. Maybe remainders in general tend to matter in these domains. Maybe these domains happen to be 
what Mīmāṃsā is largely concerned with manipulating anyway.  
 
Some compounds recur. For example, the obviously text-related “vākyaśeṣa” appears 14 times. While this 
compound can and has been translated as “sentence remainder”, it hints at a possible intersection between the 
“remainder” and “accessory” sets (as does the English word “supplement”): the rest of a scriptural sentence, which 
is to be supplied, can serve to clarify the overall purport of an injunction. Even more striking than its place in 
compounds is the extent to which śeṣa takes the -tva suffix (used to indicate an abstract concept, like “-ness” or “-
ity” in English). In the 108 sūtras featuring śeṣa, it is followed by -tva suffix 35 times. This does not mean that the 
sūtras are pitched at a level of sustained abstraction, but rather that constant reference to the abstract concept is 
being made in concrete situations. Of these 35 instances of śeṣatva, a further 21 have the ablative ending -āt 
(śeṣatvāt). What this suggests is that the concept is applied as an explanation for a particular sūtra’s judgment about 
a particular case. In this respect, Jaimini’s usage of śeṣa reveals a significant feature of his style: out of all his sūtras, 
something like a quarter contain a word with this -tvāt suffix. Under this stylistic tic, the ablative application of 
substantivized abstractions, lies the syntax of Jaimini’s ritual reasoning.    
 
108 Clooney, “Sacrifice and Its Spiritualization in the Christian and Hindu Traditions.” 
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have seen, Jaimini defines śeṣa in 3.1.2 as something that exists, “within the domain of the 

sacrifice, strictly for the sake of something else.” The next three sūtras introduce categories of 

entity that fit this definition. In 3.1.3, we learn that substances, qualities and preparations are all 

śeṣa. Sūtras 3.1.4-6 introduce three more controversial instances: the performer (for the sake of 

the action), the action (for the sake of the result), and the result (for the sake of the performer). 

Sūtra 3.2.1 suggests that mantras are also śeṣa through their expressive capacity, and sūtras in 

adhyāyas 8 and 9 implicitly count deities too as śeṣa. However, my focus in this chapter, like 

Clooney’s focus in this part of this article, will remain on the opening of the adhyāya devoted to 

śeṣa. Here Clooney points out that each of the items in 3.1.4-6 could potentially be understood as 

the "single and primary motivation of the sacrifice: the acting self, the performance of duty, and 

the satisfaction of desire (not necessarily self-centered, but as the ‘good’).” Jaimini prevents such 

an understanding:  

In subordinating each of these to another of the three, and refusing to allow any to be 
primary, Jaimini in a sense "short-circuits" the possibility of external meaning for the 
sacrifice. For him, sacrifice contains a multiplicity of meaningful elements, and yet its 
value is not measured by any single one of them. . . . Jaimini's elaboration of this system 
over the 12 adhyāyas presumes that the sacrifice consists of this complex set  of 
relationships, theoretically and in enactment. The goal of Mīmāṃsā is to apprehend 
rightly the totality of relationships containing diverse elements. . . every relationship in 
the matrix is for Jaimini a dharma, a sum total is the universal Dharma, which includes 
both human life as ordered to the sacrifice, and also the overall order of the universe and 
all its relations, in which the religious person can place confidence, knowing that in the 
performance of duty his or her best interests are at the same time attended to109.  

 
Along the lines of Clooney’s reading, I am inclined to take śeṣa as the master-term for the 

subordination of all elements of the sacrifice to other elements, and thus to the sacrifice itself. On 

such a reading, the sūtra śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt, introducing sacrificial accessories as “that which is 

for the sake of something else”—prevents us from  understanding the whole sacrifice as serving 

                                                 
109Clooney, “Sacrifice and Its Spiritualization in the Christian and Hindu Traditions,” 370. 
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something else. We would be mistaken in taking the result as absolutely and ultimately “what the 

sacrifice serves.” We are made to recognize that the result (phala) plays a role in motivating the 

human agent (puruṣa) —and because the agent serves the sacrifice, the result indirectly serves 

the sacrifice too. It would be tempting to take the result as “what the sacrifice serves,” but we are 

made to recognize that the result  plays a role in motivating the agent, and thus indirectly serves 

the agent too.   

 That said, our survey of the word śeṣa across Jaimini’s sūtras should remind us not to 

reduce Jaimini’s own use of śeṣa to this neat paradox: master term for subordination. In many 

instances, it clearly refers to remainders—sometimes to food remnants, sometimes to the rest of a 

text. Even within its broader function of signifying subordination, there are nuances: with 

“accessory” often but not always an adequate translation, not always superior to “auxiliary” or 

“subsidiary” or even “supplement,” a translation that retains a trace of “remainder.” This is not to 

suggest that Jaimini’s uses of śeṣa entail any profound contradiction. Rather, the polysemy can 

be productive. If many dharmas can collectively constitute a universal Dharma, perhaps the 

plurality of śeṣa (both of items counted under the primary definition, and uses of the word that 

diverge from this definition) can likewise result in a robust understanding of śeṣatva, of 

subordination as essential to sacrifice in its irreducible—but not therefore incomprehensible— 

complexity.  

 The following sections offer a closer look at the first four topics (adhikaraṇas) of 

Jaimini’s chapter on śeṣa. The first (MS 3.1.1) is the transition to the overall topic of śeṣa. The 

second (MS 3.1.2) is a definition of śeṣa as that which serves another. The third (MS 3.1.3-6) is 

an enumeration of items that meet this definition. (The fourth (MS 3.1.7-10) relates meanings to 

definite useful purposes in the sacrifice.) This organization of topics is not Jaimini’s own, but the 
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commentator Śabara’s, which I follow while acknowledging its potential inadequacy to topic 

four. After briefly considering Śabara’s interpretation of  each sūtra by Jaimini, I selectively 

consider further exegesis from the perspectives of the Bhāṭṭa and Prābhakara schools. My goal in 

doing so is not to decide which of these schools ultimately offers a better reading of the entire 

text. Rather, I hope to treat their slightly different emphases  as complementary, revealing the 

range of possibilities that Jaimini’s “śeṣa” language offers to the central concerns of Mīmāṁsā.  

§ 3.3 Recognizing the need for a definition of śeṣa (commentaries on MS 3.1.1) 

  As we have noted, Jaimini’s sūtra—athātaḥ śeṣalakṣaṇam—is a highly marked framing 

phrase. We have already encountered it at MS.1.1.1: athātaḥ dharmajijñāsā There the “next, 

therefore” introduced the very inquiry into dharma that is the task of the sūtras as a whole. What 

is its function at the beginning of this third book? Śabara’s comments help us understand how 

this is related to what came before and what comes after. He takes this sūtra as an adhikaraṇa in 

its own right, a statement of the Adhyāya’s subject matter. If the compound athātaḥ contains a 

sequential “now” as well as logical “therefore”, it raises the question “Why now?” Given that the 

“now, therefore” (athātaḥ) of MS 1.1.1 (and BS 1.1.1) open their respective sūtra texts, 

commentators offer widely divergent theories as to their implied antecedents. Here the situation 

is considerably simpler; Śabara’s initial task is to explain why, now that Adhyāya 2 is completed, 

Adhyāya 3 must begin. He states that the ”characterization of difference of actions” 

(nānākarmalakṣaṇam) has been completed, and that the characterization of śeṣa will be taken up. 

(If we take lakṣaṇam to refer narrowly to a “definition”, this sūtra refers to the following one; if 

we take it as a more general “account”, it points to the subject of the Adhyāya as a whole, and 
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possibly beyond.110) Śabara begins by asking what śeṣa is, on what grounds (kena hetunā) it is 

designated as such, and how (katham) it is applied (viniyujyate).111 

 In stating that “the characterization of difference of actions” has been completed, and 

“characterization of śeṣa” will be taken up, Śabara’s commentary simply marks this sūtra as the 

transition from one Adhyāya to another. Kumārila gives it greater scope. In his Tantravārttika he 

plays on the possibilities of the compound “śeṣalakṣanam.” “With this sūtra,” the author 

proceeds to explain whatever remains (śiṣṭam) to be explained, after all that has been said in the 

first two Adhyāyas." On the face of it, this seems like an unobjectionable statement of the 

obvious: after completing a certain portion of the text, one takes up the rest. But Kumārila is 

about to do much more with the “śeṣa” in “śeṣalakṣaṇam,” interpreting it both in its older sense 

of “remainder” and as “accessory/auxiliary.”  He proposes that the compound can be mean either 

“the remaining chapters” or “characterization of the accessory.”112  

 That Kumārila offers two possibilities is unsurprising. What is surprising is that he does 

not simply dismiss this karmadhāraya possibility “remainder” as a pūrvapakṣa, an opponent’s 

view—in spite of the interpretive gymnastics required113, in spite of the fact that the other 

reading is what Śabara seems to take for granted, and which is borne out by Jaimini’s next sūtra, 

the very definition being introduced in this one. Instead, Kumārila makes these divergent 

analyses of the compound śeṣalakṣaṇam converge, proposing that the remaining chapters are, 

                                                 
110 Lakṣaṇam could refer to a characterization or even characteristic, but the commentators clearly assign it the 
marked meaning “definition.”  
111 In his comments here, Śabara also points forward to MS.3.3.14, which lists the means (beginning with “śruti”, 
explicit scriptural injunction) for assessing what is to be applied where. In anticipating this sūtra, he also anticipates 
the focus of the later commentarial tradition, in which this “balābalādhikaraṇa” (“topic of the stronger and the 
weaker”) on the these applicatory grounds overshadows debates on the actual definition of śeṣa.   
112 For the former reading, the compound is analyzed as a karmadhāraya, for the latter as a genitive tatpuruṣa. 
113 e.g. justifying the singular noun as referring to the class. 
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after all, about accessories. His comments here reveal śeṣa to be integral to the system of 

Mīmāṃsā as a whole. Thus in Adhyāya IV, dealing with prayukti “it is the auxiliary that is the 

instigator [of its primary].” In V, on  krama, the means of ascertaining auxiliaries solve the 

problem of what to do when various subsidiaries are “enjoined by a single collective injunction.” 

In VI, “it is only as auxiliary to the sacrifice that the performer has his title to the performance.” 

And likewise “the latter six adhyāyas treat of the subjects of the existence of auxiliaries, the 

forms, and extent, etc., with regard to such primaries as have no auxiliaries distinctly laid down.” 

Kumārila observes: 

For instance, Adh. VII having established the existence of auxiliaries for such primaries, 
adh viii serves to show what are the auxiliaries of which action, and from where they are 
obtained;--adh. ix shows that in the Veda, the principal factor being its meaning, the form 
of the auxiliary depends upon the due ascertainment of the meaning of texts bearing upon 
it;--in adh. x, we have the question of the exclusion and inclusion of auxiliaries;--Adh. XI 
deals with the extent of the performance, as ascertained by tantra (contraction) and āvāpā 
(expansion);--and adh. xii shows that, in the matter of auxiliaries, if the auxiliaries 
accomplished in connection with one set of actions be accepted as helping in another 
action also,--then, this latter action having its purposes served by the auxiliaries of 
another, it will be necessary for us to assume very few auxiliaries; while, on the contrary, 
it would be necessary to make a vast number of assumptions.114 

 
I quote at length not simply to display the commentator’s ingenuity in bringing a weak reading of 

a passage to yield a strong reading of the whole text. Rather, the examples above should establish 

the deep interconnectedness of the concept śeṣa with the rest of Mīmaṁsā as a system. Perhaps 

all the key terms of Mīmaṁsā are thus connected, in varying degrees, but śeṣa lends itself to a 

unique demonstration of this interconnection at this particular commentarial juncture. Having 

looked ahead through śeṣalakṣaṇam all the way to the end of the MS, Kumārila turns back to the 

previous adhyāyas to account for the athātaḥ. Whereas in athātaḥ dharmajiñāsa, MS.1.1.1, the 

desire is not what is taken up for consideration,. the athātaḥ indicates that after the basic work of 

                                                 
114 Jha trans., Tantravar̄ttika, ad MS 3.1.1.  
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1-2, śeṣa will indeed be the topic. It needed to be preceded by an account of the differentiation of 

actions, and answers to a similar need in relation to the topics that follow. 

 Like Kumārila and Śabara, Prabhākara and his followers take this sūtra as explaining 

why an account of śeṣa needs to take place at this juncture, after the differentiation of ritual 

actions. However this reading, as seen in the passages of Prabhākara’s Bṛhatī and Śalikanatha’s 

Ṛjuvimalā elaborating on Śabara’s nānākarmalakṣaṇam vṛttam, really foreground the 

relationship between the relationship between various textual units and the factors in a sacrificial 

action to which they refer. As in the Bhāṭṭa commentary, this juncture of Jaimini’s sūtras 

provides an opportunity to relate the conceptual parts of Mīmāṃsā  to the system as a whole, but 

the nature of this relationship is somewhat different.   

 In the relevant sections of Prabhākara and Śālikanātha, this connection is not articulated through 

the polysemy of śeṣa per se, but rather in terms of viniyoga – distribution, assignment, 

application—an activity closely associated with śeṣa. If niyoga (“enjoining” in the sense of 

“obligation”) is arguably the central concept of Prabhākara Mīmāṃsā, viniyoga, itself signifying 

“application” is a vital supplement to the application of this concept. It makes sense that one of 

the few pieces of modern scholarship to engage with Prabhākara’s text at length is Kiyotaka 

Yoshimizu’s  “Organismus” des urheberlosen Veda. Eine Studie der Niyoga-Lehre 

Prabhākaras. As Yoshimizu explains: “If by “organism” one means the systematic 

interconnection of the parts of the body that work together for the sake of sustaining life, one 

could figuratively say that Prabhākara, in his theory of enjoinment (niyoga), is examining the 

“organism” of the authorless (apauruṣeya) Veda.”115 The Veda, on this account, actively issues a 

                                                 
115 Yoshimizu, Der “Organismus” des urheberlosen Veda, the author’s own translation of his preface. 
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commandment that “is transmitted into individual injunctions of the sacrifice, leading the hearer 

from one ritual act to another systematically.”  As Yoshimizu shows, the word viniyoga has a 

slightly different function with regard to Adhyāya 2 , where it has to do with construction of full 

statements through the syntactical connection of a verb and action factors. With regard to 

Adhyāya 3, it is not simply a matter of the syntax of one sentence, but of the relationship between 

what has been enjoined in different sentences—the substance (e.g. rice) enjoined as an accessory 

in one sentence can become the principal of an act (e.g. sprinkling) introduced in another 

injunction.  

 It is not that Prabhākara’s reliance on the language of niyoga and viniyoga leads him to 

abandon śeṣa. Rather this language provides a framework for locating śeṣa’s usefulness as a link 

between the scripture (as injunction) and sacrifice (as the carrying out of that injunction.) After 

Prabhākara has introduced the transition from adhyāya 1 to adhyāya 2 in terms of  difference of 

actions arising from difference in instructions, an objector protests that difference in instructions 

would result in conflicts impeding “specificity of purpose” (aidamarthyam). This objector says 

that the unprecedented results (apūrva) of different sacrifices such as the jyotiṣṭoma and  

darśapūrṇamāsa are not mutually subsidiary (parasparāṅga) and that in effect no causal 

relationship obtains between them.  Śālikanatha, defending Prabhākara’s position, responds as 

follows:  

Difference of actions is stated in terms of application. From the mutual connection of 
word meanings in terms of application, in the form of action and actuating function, or 
quality and qualified, the difference of corresponding actions is stated. This is stated: 
Difference of instruction is stated with recourse to difference corresponding to the bond 
of application. It is also only when a difference of instructions is bound up with this, that 
a relationship of subsidiary and principal is realized.116 

                                                 
116 For this translation, I considered various words for “viniyoga”, “application”, which seems to have some 
precedent, seems to be the easiest to handle, though not entirely satisfactory. parasparaṁ padārthānāṁ viniyogataḥ 
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I will merely note the importance of two issues in philosophy of language here. One is kāraka 

theory: Prabhākara (like, perhaps, many if not most thinkers working in Sanskrit) is obviously 

aware not only of the kārakas (“action factors” or “deep cases”)  such as the agent (kartṛ) and 

object (karman) but also of the definitions of these in Paṇinī. (The object, for instance, is 

īpsitatamam, “that which is most desired” – a definition that informs, for instance, the status of 

“rice” as “principal” in the example above).  

 The other issue is the theory of sentence-comprehension known as anvitābhidhānavāda 

which holds that meaning lies in the words as connected in a sentence. This may subtly shape 

Prabhākara’s wording here. As mentioned in my introduction, the Bhāṭṭa theory of 

abhihitānvayavāda holds that word-referents link up to generate sentence meaning, whereas the 

Prābhākara theory is that they only refer at all in the syntax of the larger sentence. Having 

gestured toward syntax and semantics here, I should clarify that for the Prabhākaras, the 

application (viniyoga) of accessories (śeṣa) is not merely a matter of the relationship between 

words or even sentences. In the passage above, Śalikanatha explains the relationship between 

difference of actions and difference of scriptures in terms of the hierarchical relationship of the 

real enjoined components of the specific sacrifices. Neither Prabhākara nor Śālikanatha is 

particularly concerned (as Kumārila is) to explain why the word śeṣa is preferable to alternatives 

here, and they do use aṅga, at least, as synonymous with this. However, all of this is framed as 

an introduction to the śeṣādhyaya, and the fact that the word itself is not used throughout does 

not mean the concept (as defined here) is not important.  

                                                 
kriyākārakaguṇaguṇyādirūpeṇa sambandhādanubandhabhūtakarmaṇo bheda uktaḥ. etaduktaṁ bhavati— 
viniyoganibandhanamanubandhabhedamāśritya śāstrabheda uktaḥ |   tannibandhane ca śāstrabhede satyapi 
siddhyatyevāṅgapradhānabhāvaḥ | 
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 Thus, for both Prabhākara and Kumāṛila, the turn to śeṣa in adhyāya 3 is crucial to 

Mīṁāṁsa’s account of specific parts of specific sacrifices, as well as its overall conception of 

“the sacrifice.” This accessory, supplement, subordinate, is of primary importance. Is this really 

such a paradox?  

 We can get a better sense of the paradoxical (but not incoherent) nature of the 

subordinate’s overarching importance, in the commentarial responses to a reasonable question: 

Why talk about the accessory (śeṣa) here, and not the principal (śeṣin)? An apparently easy way 

to answer this would be to focus on the words themselves. After all, “śeṣa” is morphologically 

prior, if you will, to “śeṣin” (whose suffix makes it something like “śeṣa-possessor”). Moreover, 

it is the word “śeṣa” that Jaimini uses extensively—as discussed in my previous section—and 

never “śeṣin”. Instead of restricting themselves to this grammatical approach, the commentators 

defend the real primacy of the concept śeṣa over the concept śeṣin as they are respectively 

applied in the scripture-to-sacrifice continuum. Kumārila does point out that since the principal is 

explained as that which has many accessories, so “the character of the former could not be 

comprehended without a due comprehension of the latter.” He goes on to add that  

direct assertion, indicative power and the rest, all tend to ascertain the character of the 
auxiliary; and it is as a necessary concomitant of this that the principal becomes indirectly 
defined as that which has that auxiliary. . . and the comparative strength and weakness of 
these . . . will be found to pertain to the auxiliary.  

 
For the Prābhākaras too, recognizing the accessory aspect of entities or actions is essential to the 

application of Mīmāṁsā.  Prabhākara explicitly identifies śeṣa as that which is to be applied 

(viniyojyo hi śeṣaḥ), responding to an objector who has just asked what it is to define śeṣa (kimiti 

tarhi śeṣalakṣaṇam). We could even take “that which is to be applied” as Prabhākara’s 

provisional definition of śeṣa, preparing us for its definitive definition in the sūtras: “that which 
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is for the sake of another” (parārtha). The subcommentator Śālikanātha glosses the concept to 

which Prabhākara has just appealed, viniyoga, “application.” He writes: “That which is applied, 

designated as a subsidiary, is an accessory” (yo hi viniyojyate ‘ṅgatvena pratipadyate sa śeṣaḥ). 

At least here, the concept of application is inextricable from the concept of the accessory, to the 

extent that its definition itself contains to a functional synonym of śeṣa, the aṅga or subsidiary.   

 The next sentence gestures (as both Śabara and Kumārila on this sūtra do as well) toward 

the means of ascertaining śeṣa and their relative strength: “Direct assertion and so forth are 

designators of (śeṣatva), not of śeṣitva.” And to return to the example of rice-sprinkling: “What 

is understood from the scriptural text “one sprinkles rice” is the  accessory nature of the 

sprinkling with regard to the rice set forth in another text, not its principal nature.”117. Like 

Kumārila again, although by a different route, Śālikanātha’s comments on 3.1.1 take us back to 

the very beginning of Jaimini’s MS. After explaining the rice-sprinkling example, he sums up: 

“Thus, throughout, it is through śeṣa that purpose is characterized by injunction.” (ataḥ 

śeṣatayaiva sarvatra codanālakṣaṇo’rthaḥ |) In case anyone missed the reference—to Jaimini’s 

definition of dharma as “that purpose which is characterized by injunctive force” in MS 1.1.2—

Śalikanātha goes on to make an explicit overarching statement about what really matters in their 

common textual endeavor. “And deliberation on what is characterized by injunctive force is 

essential to the discipline of Mīmāṃsā.”(codanālakṣaṇārthavicāraśca Mīmāṃsāśāstrāntarbhūta 

iti). In a discipline that is all about implementing injunctions, a “logic of supplementarity” is not 

radically unsettling. If anything, it may be radically conservative. Both the Bhāṭṭa and 

Prābhākara schools are “conservative” to the extent that we take seriously their claims to merely 

inquire into a dharma that is always already given in the timeless injunctive text handed down in 

                                                 
117 vrīhīn prokṣatītyanena śāstreṇa śāstrāntarapratipāditān vrīhīn prati śeṣatvena prokṣaṇaṁ pratīyate na  śeṣitayā| 
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a reliable tradition. Of the two, the Prābhākara version of this position can be seen as more 

extreme, with an absolute commitment to injunctive parts of scripture framing their 

understanding of all language.  

§ 3.4 Defending the definition parārthatvāt (on MS 3.1.2) 

 In Jaimini’s next sūtra, 3.1.2, we get what has been framed as the definition of śeṣa: 

śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt. According to this sūtra, something is designated as “śeṣa” on the grounds 

that it is for the sake of (artha)  some other(para) entity. Śabara states that this sūtra offers the 

definition of śeṣa as well as the grounds for designating it as such. To Śabara, “definition” (or 

“characterization”) and “reason” seem to be two distinct textual functions given that he markedly 

refers to “both” (tad ubhayam).  He begins by resorting to common usage. What is a help 

(upakāra) to another is called (ity ucyate) śeṣa. A definition like this would seem to warrant the 

use of a term like “auxiliary” or “accessory”, even more than “supplement,” and certainly not 

“remainder”, to translate “śeṣa”. Is Śabara satisfied with the account of śeṣa as “help” – not 

quite. He develops this statement with what is apparently an expression from everyday speech of 

his day, though I have not come across it elsewhere: “In this matter we are auxiliaries”.  In 

implying that this identity is something that can be taken in specific situations by a conscious 

agent, this example implies a pragmatic understanding of śeṣa that is even more context-sensitive 

than Śabara’s subsequent account of śeṣa.  Perhaps its immediate function is to invite a 

challenge.  

  An objector interposes, pointing out that  even a principal (pradhāna) can help another, 

as a teacher (upādhyāya) serves students (śiṣya) or for that matter, in English, a school’s 

“principal” is supposed to serve an institution. This objection is not a trivial one. Recall the guru-

śiṣya dynamic in the material that Malamoud and Derrida discuss: the teacher is clearly the 
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master, hierarchically superior, but the objectives of teacher and student are complementary, 

even at the level of sustenance, as attention to leftovers (ucchiṣṭa) suggests. This 

complementarity of objectives also complicates the interpretation of MS 1.1.1. The Bhāṭṭas and 

Prābhākaras read that sūtra in relation to different implied injunctions, one pertaining to the 

teacher, the other to the student.118 Without getting into such matters here in his treatment of 

3.1.2, Śabara simply concedes the point before promoting a narrower use of śeṣa for what is 

utterly for the sake of another (atyantam parārtha). This narrower, stronger definition will pose 

problems for the coming sūtras in Jaimini’s pada; here Śabara brings up a pair of beings that 

ostensibly instantiate it: the “born slave” (garbhadāsa) and the ox (anaḍvāṁś). What these two 

creatures have in common is the fact of being bought (krīyate) by a master (svāmin) solely for 

the purposes of [his] work (karmārtha eva). 119 

 I am not absolutely sure that the translation “born slave” adequately conveys what Śabara 

understands by garbhadāsa. While the compound itself could certainly indicate a congenital 

identity, he seems more concerned with the owner’s act of “buying” the slave. In any case, the 

objector is not satisfied with the slave example, observing that the master also becomes 

subsidiary120 to the servant in “providing for” (samvidadhāno) the latter.  The siddhāntin rejects 

this claim on the grounds that this apparent mutuality is asymmetrical: the master’s providing for 

the servant is only provisional;  it is ultimately to further his own interests that the master helps 

(upakr) the slave or the ox. Could one not suggest that the same goes for slave and ox; that they 

                                                 
118 Furthermore, the sonic proximity of śeṣa and śiṣya, though these come from different verbs – “remain” and 
“teach”—allows them to overdetermine certain proper names and iconography, as in later representations of 
Patanjali and of Rāmānuja. (cf Deshpande, “The Changing Notion of Śiṣṭa from Patañjali to Bhartr̥hari”)s 
119 Whether Śabara is drawing on a textual source or common parlance, these examples find their way into 
Rāmānuja’s Vedāntic redefinition of śeṣa with some Rāmānuja scholars commenting on them without noting the 
Śabara bhāṣya source. 
120 The word here is guṇa, apparently used as synonymous with śeṣa. 
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too serve the master in their own interests? One could, but Śabara does not offer the pūrvapakṣin 

this further rejoinder, simply letting the siddhāntin reiterate that we call śeṣa is what is 

“ultimately” or “absolutely” (atyanta) for the sake of another (parārtha). This explicit mention 

of the word śeṣa does not, however, indicate any clear contrast between śeṣa and guṇa.)  121 

Kumārila, somewhat more systematically than Prabhākara, frames the definition in 3.1.2 in terms 

of what śeṣa is and what it is not, taking up words and explanations that others have apparently 

offered as theories of śeṣa. He uses a number of synonyms for śeṣa without going into each of 

them to say why they are acceptable: “Inasmuch as śeṣa has many significations--'That which 

exceeds,' etc., etc.--the sūtra distinctly mentions a reason 'because it is for the sake of another'; 

which shows that the word is here used as synonymous [paryāya-vācitva-parigrahārthaṁ] with 

such words as 'anga,' 'guṇa,' 'dharma' and the like.” Kumārila’s truly defense of Jaimini’s 

definition of śeṣaḥ (MS 3.1.2 śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt) emerges instead through a systematic rejection 

of competing definitions.  The fourth and fifth verses of this Tantravārttika section list five 

theories of śeṣa: “that which is invariably concomitant” (avinābhāva); “that which is instigated” 

(prayojya); “that which exceeds” (ādhikyena); that which appears at the end of the injunction 

(vidhyanta); and finally that which helps (upakāra). 

                                                 
121 An objection of a different sort arises. Hasn’t the topic of guṇa (“subsidiary”?) already been addressed under 
Jaimini’s Sūtra 2.1.8, “those that are meant to be productive of a material substance are to be regarded as subsidiary” 
(yais tu dravyam cikīrṣyate guṇas tatra pratīyet). If Śabara wanted to make a hard and fast distinction between guṇa 
and śeṣa, this would be the place, but he does not. Instead, he points out that the sūtra was not a definition of this 
category, but was simply using it to make another point “that those verbs which spoke of acts bringing about visible 
results cannot be regarded as serving any transcendental purpose; while under the present Sūtra we have the 
definition of all kinds of Auxiliaries” (trans. Jha). In a subtle and possibly unintended irony, the text at hand (3.1.2)  
proves to be purposeful and genuinely unprecedented because the previous sūtra (2.1.8) was concerned with “the 
unprecedented” (apūrva) transcendental purpose.  
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 Kumārila then proceeds to reject each of these theories, demonstrating that each proposed 

term is too wide or too narrow to qualify as an adequate definition. Only parārthatva (being for 

another) will avoid such under- and overextension (avyāpti and ativyāpti). First he considers 

instances of avinābhāva, invariable concomitance, from the realm of everyday life and from the 

sacrifice. On this account the accessory, śeṣa, is that which appears if and only if some other 

entity appears, the entity which the śeṣa serves. A number of things that may seem to be 

concomitant—such as independent sacrifices within the Darśapūrṇamāsa, or preconditions for 

sacrificial activity itself (e.g. study, wealth) would have to be designated as accessories to the 

sacrifice. To return to Śabara’s example of master and servant, given that neither is possible 

without the other, avinābhāva would make śeṣa just as applicable to the master as too the 

servant. The account of śeṣa as that which is instigated (prayojya)122 fixes this particular 

problem, as it is the master who instigates the servant to activity. However, this too collapses 

when we consider the consequences of examples from ritual activity. Bowls (kapāla) are 

accepted as accessory to the removal of chaff in the Puroḍaśa ritual, but they are not instigated 

by this action. An account of śeṣa as that which exceeds (ādhikyena) what is already enjoined, 

may be appealing for a slightly different reason: of all the options listed, this at least hints at the 

common usage of śeṣa as “remainder.” Without examples, Kumārila simply states that such a 

definition could apply just as well to primary items as to those which are accessory, as both are 

in excess of each other. Nor is the accessory that which is enjoined after a primary item. A 

                                                 
122 The -yuj word that  Kumārila rejects here is prayojya; in this sequence he does not accept or reject viniyojya, the 
term that Prabhākara identifies with śeṣa.   
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preparatory action may be enjoined at the very beginning (like chopping branches for the Darśa 

sacrifice), and materials or deities123 may be enjoined with the sacrifice.   

 Finally, Kumārila takes up the theory that śeṣa is that which helps another. Could we say 

that he saves it for last because it is closest to the siddhāntin’s definition presented in the sūtra 

itself? After all, the distinction between helping something and being “for the sake of” that other 

(if we provisionally accept “for the sake of x” as an adequate translation of the compound x-

artha in the context) is subtle. To the question of whether there is “any difference between 

helping and being for the sake of a thing (tādarthyopakārayor bhedo),” he answers with some 

everyday examples: 

Certainly there is a difference; because we often find that something that hinders another 
is also spoken of as being for its sake; while that which helps is not spoken of as such. 
That is to say, the mere fact of being done with reference to another is enough to make it 
spoken of as being for its sake; and this is possible equally with that which helps and that 
which hinders. For instance, we speak of smoke as being done on account of mosquitoes 
(maśakārtho dhūma ity apakāriṇy api prayujyate). So also, even when we find one thing 
helping another, if it is found to be one that has come up by mere chance, and which is 
not found to have been done for its sake, it is not spoken of as being for its sake. For 
instance, when a man drinks water out of a canal that has been dug out for the purpose of 
irrigating the fields of corn, he does not speak of it as having been dug for his sake. 
Consequently we conclude that being for another's sake is something wholly different 
from helping it. 

 
Does this mean that the term śeṣa, in the sacrificial domain, could designate the ritual equivalent 

of a mosquito repellent? Not quite:  

Objection: "Then in that case even that which hinders would come to be an accessory."  
 
Reply: It can be so in the ordinary life of the world; in the case of the Veda, however, it 
could not be an auxiliary, as it would not be something wanted. That is to say, whenever 
a certain thing would be cognized as being for the sake of the sacrifice, there would be a 
doubt as to whether it will help or hinder it; and then, inasmuch as the principals do not 
stand in need of a hindrance, we would reject the possibility of the thing hindering the 

                                                 
123 On the accessory status of deities, see 9.1.6-10, an adhikaraṇa which rejects the notion that the purpose of 
sacrifice is to propitiate a deity.  
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action; and on the strength of the said requirement of the sacrifice, we would take it to be 
a helper.124 

 
 Thus, even in the process of rejecting the notion of śeṣa as “that which helps,” Kumārila 

equally rejects the possibility that śeṣa could be unhelpful. Curiously enough, the return from 

worldly (laukika) examples to the sacrificial domain reveals that the latter is pervaded by a kind 

of pragmatism, especially in Kumārila’s interpretation here. I have focused on Kumārila because 

it is only in his Tantravārttika that we get a systematic elimination of possible alternatives to 

śeṣa-as-parārtha. That said, this kind of qualified pragmatism—a pragmatism that fills the 

spaces in a structure strictly laid down by Vedic injunctions—governs Prābhākara accounts of 

śeṣa under other sūṭras. The complementarity of this contained pragmatism with a framing 

commitment to deontology can perhaps be found in the frequency with which Prabhakāra uses 

two words from the root “yuj” (which in its broadest sense implies “joining” and is a component 

for key words for “use”, like prayoga).  One of these words is niyoga, the sacrificial mandate 

itself, and forms like niyojya (the sacrificial agent, the enjoined one). Another is viniyoga 

(application): as the prefix vi- may indicate, to put into practice the unconditional mandate 

involves an attention the distribution of details. Any such detail (whether action or agent, 

substance or attribute) is śeṣa not because of some context-free ontic identity, but because of 

where it would need to stand for the overall enjoined sacrifice to be brought to successful 

completion.  

  An element of the sacrifice is not śeṣa merely because it is practically necessary, and 

yet—precisely because the scripture enjoining the sacrifice is read as self-sufficient and non-

superfluous—any such element is “necessarily necessary,” if you will. If this sounds like circular 

                                                 
124 Kumārila, trans. Jha, Tantravārttika ad 3.1.2. 
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reasoning, it may nevertheless take us to a more profound (if deeply problematic) back-and-forth 

between deontic and pragmatic rationality that is constitutive of Mīṁāṁsā’s “thinking ritually.” 

Perhaps in defining “supplements”, the very work of definition involves supplementarity (that 

may look like circularity): the very words that serve in the definition may lead us back to the 

word being defined. Of course, the sūtra format does not allow for further definitions of the 

terms in the definition (which we find the commentators occasionally offering). Instead, Jaimini 

moves straight from the terse definition of śeṣa as “that which is for another” to a list of the types 

of entity to which this definition is applicable.  

 § 3.5 Identifying what counts as śeṣa (commentaries on MS 3.1.3-6) 

 Having defined śeṣa as “that which is for another” in MS 3.1.2, Jaimini introduces three 

classes of entity that fall under this definition in 3.1.3: “Substances, qualities, and preparations, 

according to Bādari (dravyaguṇasaṃskāreṣu bādariḥ).” This simply suggests that Bādari applies 

the term śeṣa as defined in 3.1.2 to these three items: substances (dravya), properties (guṇa) and 

preparations (saṁskāra).  The bhāṣya clarifies that Bāḍari only (eva) counts these three items as 

śeṣa, and not  sacrifice, result or person. It goes on to explain  in what sense substances, 

properties and preparations serve as accessories, for the sake of another. The substance “serves 

the purposes of the act” (kriyārtham).  The property “serves the purpose of distinguishing the 

particular (viśiṣṭam) substance that has been enjoined,” and the preparation renders something  fit 

(yogyaḥ) for some purpose (kasyacid arthasya). By contrast, the "the sacrifice is to be performed 

by the agent, and when that has been performed, there is nothing else to be done by him." The 

result comes about when the sacrifice is completed, but it is not stated that it is brought about by 

the sacrifice (yāgena), making the sacrifice be for its sake. Nor is the result enjoined for the sake 

of the person, as it is not specified that the desired goal, heaven, is for the person himself or for 
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an other (nātmanaḥ parasya vā). Bādari apparently admits that the person can indeed be śeṣa, 

but not in his capacity as agent, only as a substance (dravya), one of the three items he does 

accept as śeṣa.  

 Kumārila takes 3.1.3 as presenting Bādari’s incorrect opinion. In his translation of the 

Tantravārttika Jha places this under the heading of pūrvapakṣa. In this reading of the sūtra, the 

three items mentioned (substances, properties and preparations) are all accessory "by nature" 

(svabhāvataḥ). Sacrifice itself is not naturally accessory, nor is it enjoined as such by Vedic 

words. The sacrifice is what the agent performs, and is not for the fulfilment of a result, which 

only appears long after the sacrifice is finished. The result is principal insofar as it is achieved by 

the sacrifice, and is not spoken of as accessory to the agent either. It should be accepted as 

principal because it is desired (a word that echoes the Paṇinian designation of the object of action 

as īpsitatamam "that which is most desired”). The person who sacrifices can be accessory, but in 

his capacity as substance rather than as agent. 

 The next three sūtras (3.1.4-6) present Jaimini’s own assertion that it is not just 

substances, qualities and preparations that are accessory. “But Jaimini says actions, because for 

sake of fruit. (karmāṇy api jaiminiḥ phalārthatvāt) “And fruit because for sake of man. (phalaṃ 

ca puruṣārthatvāt) . “And man, because for sake of action.” (puruṣaśca karmārthatvāt) In 

Thinking Ritually, Clooney observes that in covering all the elements of the action, this prevents 

items like the puruṣa (person), karma (action) or phala (result) from becoming the “center of 

sacrificial meaning and value;” as any such item “we single out is found (in its singleness) to be 

only a secondary feature.” About the first of these three sūtras, the one on action, Kumārila is 

very brief, suggesting that it is self-explanatory (gatārthametat). He takes the second, on results, 

as relatively straightforward, making two brief but important observations about the stock 
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scriptural utterance svargakāmo yajeta (“One who desires heaven must sacrifice”). First, the 

result is mentioned alongside desire, so is clearly for the person. Second, the use of ātmanapeda 

(“middle” or “self-benefactive” voice) indicates that the agent of the action is also its 

beneficiary.  The status of the sacrifice as accessory, asserted in 3.1.6—“the person too, for the 

sake of action”— is rather more controversial here. For Kumārila, the sacrificing person is 

indirectly accessory in sentences like svargakāmo yajeta, and directly accessory in situations 

arising from specific sacrifices, such as when the udumbara sacrificial post is built to the 

sacrificer’s own measurements.  

 If we accept that the entities listed in 3.1.3 (substances, qualities and preparations) as well 

as those listed in 3.1.4-6 (actions, results and persons) are all śeṣa, can we still distinguish 

between these two sets? Śabara quotes an earlier commentator on this issue: “In relation to the 

sacrifice, it is only substances, properties and preparations whose accessory character is absolute 

(niyato); the accessory character of the others is only relative (āpekṣika). . .”s The person for 

instance, has primacy (pradhānatā) toward the result, but can also be auxiliary (guṇa) as in the 

case of the sacrificial post.  Does it follow from Jaimini’s siddhānta that sacrifices, results and 

agents have a dual character as principal/accessory? Does Bādari’s pūrvapakṣa depend on the 

idea that the agent is always accessory, sacrifices and results always principal? Considering all of 

these positions, Kumārila offers the possibility that Jaimini’s set of śeṣa follows from his using 

parārtha (being for the sake of something else) as criterion, whereas Bādari relies on the 

definition of śeṣa as upakāra (help). The distinction between being parārtha and upakāra, which 

Kumārila clarified in his own comments on the definition in 3.1.2, thus remains operative in his 

comments on 3.1.3-6.  
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 To the objection that the accessory character of the agent has already been stated, and 

need not be reiterated here, Kumārila offers two rebuttals. One is that the agent’s accessory 

nature has hitherto only been understood in terms of upakāratva, and now must be explained 

through parārthatā. The other is that the accessory character of the agent does need to be 

reiterated lest the recently demonstrated accessory nature of the action and its result lead one to 

think of the agent as principal. Kumārila also proposes a more nuanced understanding of the two 

sets of accessories, in response to the complaint that they cannot simply be classified as 

“absolute” and “relative.” The objector has correctly observed that substances, qualities and 

preparations can in fact be accessory as well as principal. (For example, a preparation like the act 

of threshing may be accessory to rice, but in relation to a pestle used in the process, the act of 

threshing is principal.)  Conceding this point, Kumārila hones the distinction: person, action and 

result (unlike substances, qualities and preparations)  can be mutually principal and accessory. 

While a result is (directly) for the sake of a person, the person is (indirectly) for the sake of the 

result too, in that the person serves to bring about the sacrifice that serves to bring about its fruit. 

This section of the Tantravarttika clarifies the scope of śeṣa. The sets of items mentioned in 3.1.3 

and 3.1.4-6 are all śeṣa but are meaningfully different in the way they are śeṣa. The difference is 

not that some of them are relatively accessory or principal and some are absolutely accessory; all 

can be śeṣa or śeṣin in the appropriate contexts. Rather, it is that the items in the second set 

(person, action and result) can be mutually śeṣa and śeṣin, at least in the mediated way presented 

above.  

 It would not be altogether wrong to say that Prābhākara Mīmāṃsā is more radically 

action-oriented than the Bhāṭṭa, with the totality of sacrificial action constituting its own end 

rather than serving as the means to something further. However, the nature of this orientation 
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toward action needs to be clarified; it is not incompatible with a common-sense125 understanding 

of action as result-oriented. It would make sense for the nuances of Prabhākara’s position to 

emerge in his comments on 3.1.4, “karmāṇyapi jaiminiḥ phalārthatvāt,” given that the sūtra 

names Jaimini himself as endorsing a view that actions are accessory insofar as they are for the 

sake of results.  In the Bṛhatī, an objector immediately asks how this can be the case. Prabhākara 

responds by stating that in sacrifice, it is someone who desires (kāmin) who has eligibility 

(adhikāra) as a prospective agent. He refers us here to his own comments on adhyāya 6, which 

will be dedicated to this topic. Here the subcommentator Śalikanātha elaborates on how the first 

conclusive statement of that adhyāya (in 6.1) bears on this statement, 3.1.4. The enjoined person 

(niyojya)—even if we treat this categorization as distinct from the agent (kartṛ)—is one who 

acknowledges the thing to be done (kāryam) as his own (mama).  And this acknowledgment 

involves the recognition of the thing to be done as the means to a desired result (phale 

sādhanatām). For instance, in the classic example of an injunction, “svargakāmo yajeta”, the 

enjoined person, desirous of heaven (svarga), recognizes the action of sacrifice (yāga) as a 

means to that desired result. A significant objection is raised here: not all sacrifices are explicitly 

framed in terms of desire. In fact, one class of actions (nityakarma) are understood to be 

incumbent upon certain subjects even in the absence of a result (vinā phalena). Prabhakāra 

responds that there is no problem (doṣa) here. Even the unconditionally obligatory actions, 

simply in virtue of being action (karma), are understood as having results, but these are not the 

ultimate motivating force.126  

                                                 
125 Common sense intuitions on their own cannot give us access to the knowledge of dharma that the Vedas impart, 
but they are indispensable to the practical application of that knowledge.   
126 Śalikanātha refers us back to the adhikaraṇa on apūrva (unprecedented results) by way of explanation. In 
Prabhakāra’s own commentary, his disagreement with Bādari’s pūrvapakṣa becomes manifest in his comments on 
the 4th Adhyāya, whose very first sūtra introduces the chapter’s topic as “what is for human purpose and what is for 



98 
 

§ Connections with meaning and purpose (on MS 3.1.7-10) 

 The following sūtra, teṣām arthena sambandha, is not only about connection 

(sambandha), but allows the commentators to further make connections between the preceding 

sūtras and the Mīmāṃsā Sūtras as a whole. As we just saw, Prabhākara’s account of 3.1.3-6 

refers us to his treatment of the issue of adhikāra, the eligibility to sacrifice, in a later book 

(adhyāya 6). What we learned from this cross-reference was that the “result” (phala) of a given 

sacrifice is not the ultimate motivating force. This is not to say that the sacrifice lacks “purpose” 

(artha): on the contrary, the commentaries on 3.1.7 show that not only is there a purpose, this 

purpose serves to connect other elements of the ritual. In fact it would make sense to speak of 

multiple layers of purposiveness; the very beginning of the next adhyāya, MS 4.1.1, proposes to 

investigate what is “for the purpose of the person” (puruṣārtha) and what is “for the purpose of 

the sacrifice” (kratvartha). Returning to 3.1.7 in Jaimini’s originals, we find that it can be 

meaningfully connected with the surrounding sūtras in at least two different ways. Some modern 

scholars of Jaimini make a convincing case for reading it along with the immediately preceding 

adhikaraṇa, with its pronoun pointing to the accessories enumerated in 3.1.3-6. But for Śabara, 

                                                 
purpose of the sacrifice” (kratvarthapuruṣārthayor). Prabhākāra’s differences with Bādari are amply demonstrated 
in article by Kiyotaka Yoshimizu, which concludes as follows. Yoshimizu concludes that in spite of Prabhākara’s 
emphasis on niyogasiddhi (the fulfilment of obligation) as the point of Vedic injunctions, he follows Śabara and 
Jaimini (but not Bādari) in making space for human desire: “from the viewpoint of human motivation. . . the act of 
sacrificing  is a means to and therefore subordinated to the desired result.” Without dwelling on the many interesting 
questions of method raised by the dialogue Daya Krishna attempts to stage between some Mīmāṃsakas and Frits 
Staal, note a couple of points that emerge in Staal’s response to them. First, Staal concedes that the yajamānas tyāga 
formula does not express renunciation of the fruits of ritual  (on a model that would seem to suit the attitude Krṣṇa 
enjoins in the Bhagavad Gīta). Second Staal maintains that the relationship between nitya and kāmya rites leads to 
real contradictions, as evidenced by his interlocutors divergent approaches to this relationship. “Pandit Remella 
Süryaprakäsa Sästri writes (p. 123): 'Nitya karmas a^e not performed out of any desire for a fruit' Professor 
Rämänuja Tatäcärya writes (p. 125): 'Every yajna whether nitya or kämya has a fruit assigned to it and it is 
performed for its fruits.' Pandit Pattäbhiräma Sästri twice invokes (Govinda) Bhagavatpäda according to whom one 
should 'give up the thought of performing kämya yajnas (pp. 121 and 123).” 
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and thus for his sub-commentators, it is instead connected most directly to the following sūtras, 

3.8-10, which concern one set of these accessories, preparations of substances. As I hope to show 

in the paragraphs below, these two interpretations, though they require initially incompatible 

readings of the words in 3.1.7, are complementary in the larger picture of śeṣa they present, a 

picture that also offers a broader overview of the relation between book 3 (the śeṣadhyāya) as a 

whole.  

 In this way, the specific sūṭra 3.1.7 is a reminder of the extent to which the concept of  

śeṣa is a thread that runs through the Mīmāṃsāsūtra(s) as a whole work. Although the word 

“śeṣa” does not appear in 3,1.7, the even more important and polyvalent word “artha” does, its 

own multiple but related meanings inviting a reflection on what meaning means to Mīmāṃsā. 

That said, we can already recognize the polyvalence and importance of “artha”—whose 

semantic range spans “meaning” and “purpose”—across adhyāya 3, especially in a couple of 

crucial compounds, where its sense was closer to the latter. In the sūtra that defined śeṣa, 3.1.2, it 

was part of the compound parārtha: that which is for the sake of something else (somewhat more 

literally, “that which has the other as its aim”).  There, along with the subcommentator 

Śalikanatha, we recalled the presence of “artha” in a similarly constructed compound from an 

even more important definition: “Dharma is that purpose characterized by injunctive forces 

(codanālakṣaṇārtho)” (MS 1.1.2).  

 In sūtra 3.1.7, artha appears as a standalone word. “These are connected in terms of 

purpose.” (teṣām arthena sambandha). In its simplicity, as is often the case with sūtras, this 

statement its quite ambiguous: the instrumental arthena could be taken as meaning “in terms of 

purpose” or just “with purposes.” More consequential, apparently, is the divergence in possible 

referents of the genitive plural pronoun “teṣām” (“of these”). Here I want to show that the two 
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interpretations of this statement can, in spite of their contrasting scope, together help us 

consolidate our picture of the usage and usefulness of śeṣa in Mīmāṃsā. On the one hand, it 

seems quite reasonable to connect this sūtra (which happens to be explicitly about connections) 

with the sūtras 3.1.3-6. On this reading, it could appear that Jaimini, having enumerated various 

types of accessory, makes a statement about their collective interconnectedness arising from their 

shared relation with a purpose. However, Śabara and subsequent commentators often take the 

referents of pronouns in a sūtra to refer to something in a sacrifice or text outside the sūtras. (On 

occasion, this is the only viable reading, but here it is favoured over a fairly natural reading that 

finds the referents in the previous sūtras.) Here Śabara takes “teṣam” as referring to preparatory 

acts in particular contexts (as opposed to all the kinds of śeṣa just enumerated), and both 

Kumārila and Prabhākara do likewise.  

 Explaining his rendering of teṣām arthena saṁbandhaḥ as “Their relationship with the 

purpose,” the early twentieth-century translator Sandal cites another modern scholar, Kunte:  

“'their is used for the agent, acts and fruits and that the nature of the principal and accessories are 

to be determined by the relationship with the purpose” More recent accounts that focus on 

Jaimini also read 3.1.7 as referring to 3.1.3-6, explaining the implications of this connection. 

According to Clooney in Thinking Ritually, “ . . .in 3.1 accessories are connected with one 

another in various ways, but their relationship is in terms of purpose” (103-4) and  “. . .Sūtra 

3.1.7 tells us . . . all these components are integrated in terms of an overarching purpose not 

reducible to any particular perspective or standard, whether it be that of the performer or 

‘objective action’ in itself” (147). In Clooney’s “Sacrifice and its Spiritualization,” this reading 

of 3.1.7 reinforces the primacy of the sacrificial action over its components: “actions take 

priority over every element used in them, and the sacrifice is a single overall action comprised of 
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many component actions (along with all their component elements). The multiple actions are 

integrated in terms of their purposes, leading to the constitution of the single overall purpose.” In 

a similar vein, Ngaihte’s reading connects 3.1.7 with  3.1.3-6: “Under the telos of realizing 

dharma, all the components of what makes up a sacrificial event (prayoga) are ultimately taken 

as having the character of a subsidiary. These components include substances, accessories 

(mantra and deity), purifications, actions, and even human agents.”   

 However, as indicated above, Śabara does not attempt this connection, instead taking the 

teṣām in the sūtra to designate preparatory acts in śrauta sacrifice such as pounding rice, 

preparing flour, and so on. “Are these acts to be performed in all the sacrifices or in a particular 

sacrifice?” While the adhikaraṇa is 3.1.7-3.1.10, Śabara states the siddhānta position right away. 

The archetypal sacrifice whose details are in question here (and in a very large number of 

examples throughout  Mīmāṁsā) is the Darśapūrṇamāsa or “full and new moon” pair of 

sacrifices. This sacrifice pair involves a number of preparatory actions, such as a pouring, 

sprinkling, threshing, holding, fetching, and milking. The question arises as to whether these 

actions are to be performed only on items that with which they would serve a visibly useful 

purpose, or whether all of these actions should be performed with all of the items mentioned in 

the passage. The answer might seem obvious (to the point that the question is counterintuitive) 

with some of the actions; for instance, one would only milk a cow and not rice—less so, perhaps, 

with a more general action like “holding” (grahaṇa). Śabara offers the correct answer under this 

sūtra itself.  

. . . the preparatory acts are to be performed only where, on being performed, they serve a 
useful purpose; such acts, for instance as prathana (spreading out) can serve no useful 
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purpose in connection with butter and curd-milk; and hence they are not done to those 
substances; similarly acts like utpavana (clarifying) are not to be done to grains. . .127  

 
 Perhaps the objection, in Sūtra 8, is rhetorically useful in revealing that this conclusion should 

not be taken for granted. The objector suggests that all these actions are part of the same context, 

and given that all of them, by virtue of being enjoined, can yield an unprecedented result that 

need not be visible (vihitas tu sarvadharmaḥ syāt saṃyogato ’viśeṣāt prakaraṇāviśeṣācca). 

Sūtras 9 and 10 consolidate the conclusion. Sūtra 9 makes recourse to what sounds like a general 

principle: arthalopād akarma syāt. Jha translates this as “Where there is no useful purpose (to be 

served), there should be no action." To my mind, the syāt could also work as “would be” (as 

opposed to “should be”). Construed thus, the sūtra could mean either that an operation without 

artha, would not merit the name of karma, of (sacrificial) action at all. Or it could mean that I the 

absence of an artha, the karma would not take place, because the performer would not be 

motivated to initiate it.   

 Under 10, Śabara argues that “. . . we could be justified in presuming an invisible 

purpose, only if, without such a presumption, the injunction of those acts in that particular 

context were found to be unjustifiable. . .” As for the preparations actually enjoined, they tend to 

produce a visible effect that is necessary to a larger process e.g. husking has a visible effect on 

the rice that is necessary to the making of a rice-cake. In arguing along these lines, Śabara 

typifies a Mīmāṃsā attitude to worldly pragmatism: the common-sense sphere of perceptible 

means and ends may be limited, but common sense and perception must be respected within this 

                                                 
127Jha trans., Śabarabhāṣya.  
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sphere. Such respect need not vitiate the epistemological primacy or teleological ultimacy of the 

scriptural injunction.128  

 For Kumārila, the sūtra is not just the start of a new adhikaraṇa, but marks a shift in 

attention from the definition of śeṣa to the way, with its basis and scope (uktaḥ sahetuḥ 

saviṣayaśca śeṣaḥ) in which it is “applied in actual practice” (idānīṁ kathaṁca viniyujyanta 

ityamaṁśo vicāryate). This does not mean that we abandon the previous sūṭras, with Kumārila 

mapping some of their elements onto what follows. Kumārila presents the next three 

adhikaraṇas as addressing the application of one of the three items previously identified as 

śeṣa—preparations, substances and qualities (in that order). This does fit Śabara’s reading, 

which, as we just saw, came to the conclusion that preparatory actions only need to be performed 

on objects that they are equipped to usefully affect (e.g. threshing grain).  Commenting on the 

concluding sūtra of this adhikaraṇa, 3.1.10,  Kumārila writes, ". . . when a distinctly perceptible 

effect is present, there can be no assumption of an imperceptible one; and hence the application 

of the details becomes restricted, in accordance with the purpose served by each." Kumārila 

makes frequent reference to the imperceptible unprecedented (apūrva) effect of an action, and 

even in this adhikaraṇa, one of the questions that arises is whether the preparatory acts have their 

own apūrvas or whether there is only one apūrva produced by the entire sacrifice. However, a 

                                                 
128 I find connecting 3.1.7 to 3.1.3-6 more satisfying than connecting it to 3.1.8-10. But I have accepted Śabara’s 
division of adhikaranas elsewhere, as well as his connection of pronouns to referents outside Jaimini’s text, in the 
world of the ritual. And to make an exception here, I would need to be more committed to reading 3.1.3-7 as a unit. 
This would also raise the question of how 3.1.8 would begin a new adhikaraṇa: “But the enjoined characterize all, 
because of no difference regarding connection, and because of no difference of context. (“vihitas tu sarvadharmaḥ 
syāt saṃyogato ’viśeṣāt prakaraṇāviśeṣācca”).  The presence of “but” (tu) seems to mark it as the second sūtra of 
the adhikaraṇa, introducing an objection to the correct view presented in 3.1.7 and reiterated in 3.10. However, 
going over Śabara’s division of Jaimini’s sūtras elsewhere, we find that this “but” can open an adhikaraṇa. One such 
adhikaraṇa-opening sūṭra is 1.1.5 we have, which happens to have a phrase also present in this one (“arthena 
sambandha”).  
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principle of parsimony seems to restrict his uses of the concept.  This is not the place for a 

systematic account of apūrva, a word used by Jaimini, taken up by Śabara, and a major point of 

divergence between the Bhāṭṭas and Prābhākaras.129  

 It could be tempting to map apūrva onto the semantic range of śeṣa, as it can be seen as a 

sort of “efficacious remainder” of action, connecting the transient performance to its future 

result. To the best of my knowledge, though, neither Kumārila nor Prabhākara explicitly 

associate apūrva with śeṣa as remainder. In spite of their contrasting views of apūrva, they do 

connect it with śeṣa as accessory, and also connect this invisible faculty with the perceptible 

pragmatic function of the ritual. For Prabhākara, the apūrva can be identified with the injunction 

that ultimately motivates the sacrificer. The Brhati on 3.1.8 ends with an equation of these 

terms—“The injunction is the unprecedented which is invisible. . .” (adr̥ṣṭamapūrvam niyoga ity 

ekam idam ity)—followed by a citation of Śabara on 2.1. (‘ato ‘pūrvam kr̥tvā ‘ iti). For Kumārila, 

the apūrva is also a motivating force for the performance of accessory actions, but it is not quite 

the same as the mandate to sacrifice, but can instead be postulated as a potency that emerges in 

the āṭman of the sacrificial performer. This does not mean, that we can assign apūrvas to actions 

in a wilful or whimsical way, but rather in terms that make sense given what we already know of 

                                                 
129 However, the presence of this word here is an opportunity to note the commentators’ shared understanding that 
this adhikaraṇa warrants a return to topics addressed early in the previous adhyāya.  In the second book, on the 
differentiation of actions, the sūtra most directly relevant to “accessories” is 2.1.8. I have already mentioned a 
reference to this sūtra in the Bhāṣya on 3.1.1, brought up by an objector who suggests that it already served as an 
adequate definition of śeṣa. Rather than framing his response around the difference between the words “guṇa” and 
“śeṣa”, Śabara argued instead that the earlier sūṭra dealt with a specific kind of śeṣa, leaving the comprehensive 
definition to be stated in adhyāya 3. If we follow Śabara in taking 3.1.7-10 as dealing with “preparations” 
(saṁskāra), we see that this is exactly the kind of śeṣa that was addressed in 2.1.8:  yais tu dravyaṃ cikīrṣyate guṇas 
tatra pratīyeta tasya dravyapradhānatvāt. “But in those (actions) by which one seeks to prepare a substance, the 
[action] is to be understood as subsidiary, because for it the substance is principal.” That is, these actions are 
contrasted which those mentioned in the previous sūtra, 2.1.7, which do not prepare a substance for further 
sacrificial actions. For its part, his whole adhikaraṇa, the distinction of principal and subsidiary actions, is preceded 
by two important topics: the bhāvārthadhikaraṇa and the apūrvādhikaraṇa. We cannot go into either in depth here, 
but they seem to highly salient to the commentaries on teṣām arthena sambandhaḥ.  
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words and the perceptible world. ". . . an apūrva is acknowledged to be the instigator of a detail, 

only when it is found that the performance of that detail brings about that particular apūrva. . . . 

the word 'vrīhi', as also the rest, points to that apūrva which is brought about by actions 

performed with regard to the vrīhi. . ." Regardless of whether we adopt the Bhāṭṭa or Prabhākara 

approach to apūrva, and regardless of whether we take the teṣām in 3.1.7 as referring to all śeṣa 

or preparations alone, details of sacrificial performance needs to be carried out in a meaningful 

and purposive way.  Meaningful and purposive: I use both words to acknowledge the semantic 

range of artha: a word that means “meaning” but can also mean more, or less. The ambiguity of 

teṣām should not distract us from the productive polysemy of artha. 

  For Mīmāṁsakas, the most significant function of the most significant language (Vedic 

injunctions) is to direct sacrificial action, meaning that the multiple meanings of artha often 

effectively converge. As Lars Göhler suggests, the primacy of the prescriptive in Mīmaṁsa 

allows “meaning” (as expressed by artha) to imply  “sense,” “goal” and “object.”130 ” 

Commenting on teṣām arthena sambandha, Śabara glosses artha as prayojana or purpose, 

choosing to emphasize the performative rather than the semantic scope of the word: arthena 

prayojanena, ye yatra kriyamāṇāḥ prayojanavantaḥ, te tatra kartavyāḥ.131 The choice of a pra-

yuj word, like the sūtra itself, at once foregrounds a set of connections in the actual world of the 

sacrifice, and gestures towards connections at the textual level. As we saw under the definition of 

śeṣa, that which serves another in the context of the sacrifice is that which is to be applied (vini-

yuj) in the service of the overarching injunction (niyoga). (The “yuj” words are especially central 

                                                 
130 “In jeder sprachlichen Form existiert neben der Deskription eine Praeskription, eine Normativitaet, ein Sollen. 
Danach waere der Gegenstand einer Weisung etwas, das in dieser oder jener Form existieren soll: kein Reflex von 
etwas Existierenden sondern eine Projektion von etwas Sein-Sollenden. Hier hinein wuerde 'Sinn', 'Ziel' und,  
'Gegenstand' passen.” Göhler, Reflexion und Ritual in der Purvamimamsa 
131 The connection between śabda and artha is explored at length in the first adhyāya.  
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to Prabhākara’s vocabulary but Kumārila makes extensive use of them as well.) The connection 

of “yuj” words to different kinds of artha becomes even more salient in Adhyāya 4, which is on 

“prayukti” or “aptness,” discussing what is for the sake of the person (puruṣārtha) and what is 

sake of an activity (kratvartha). As Clooney shows, it is possible to recognize the difference 

between these arthas, between “human motivation” and “the internal coherence of an event,” 

and their distinction from  śabdārtha, the “intelligibility of a text”, while understanding how 

these multiple arthas work together, and even hold together the work of sacrifice. 

“ This threefold artha weaves people, actions, and results equally, without giving 
precedence to any one of them. Together these irreducible components make the sacrifice 
radiate purpose pervasively. Wherever one looks in the sacrificial world one discovers 
artha, yet in no part of that world does one discover artha completely. One always looks 
to the rest of the system to understand more of artha and is never quite finished 
understanding it: one must remain open to finding it in some other part of the sacrifice, 
beyond where one happens to be at the moment.” 

 
§ Conclusion: more (and less) śeṣa  

 Now, therefore: of the twelve books that make up Jaimini’s Mīmamsasūtras, only the 

first, the third and the fourth begin with the marked phrase, “now, therefore” (athātaḥ). In spite 

of my focus on śeṣa, the topic of the third, this word is not as obviously or ultimately important 

as the dharma introduced in Adhyāya 1 or the artha whose forms are foregrounded in Adhyāya 

4. However, it is closely related to both: complementing and supplementing Jaimini’s account of 

each concept, each complicated in its own unity and diversity. Elsewhere in the sūtras, the word 

dharma is used (as we have seen with guṇa and aṅga) almost interchangeably with śeṣaḥ 

(understood as that which serves something else). (For instance, in 7.1.1-7, Jaimini uses both 

śeṣa and dharma to designate accessory details.) In 1.1.2, dharma is defined in terms of its 

identification with artha: that purpose marked by injunction (codanālakṣaṇārtha). The polysemy 

of śeṣa in Mīmāṃsā textual practice, the application of its multiple uses by Jaimini and his 
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commentators, reveals ways in which these two core concepts, dharma and artha, in their own 

valuable polyvalence, are connected with the remainder-accessory nexus that śeṣa names. 

Dharma and artha, the very concepts that constitute the unity of Mīmāṃsāas a system of 

language, thought and action, do so through the tradition’s deployment of deferral and 

difference.  

 The body of this chapter should have revealed the importance of śeṣa—both as an 

explicitly mentioned topic and as a quietly used tactic, both as an overarching term for 

accessories within the sacrifice and as a term for materials leftover in specific rituals—to the 

foundational layers of the ritual tradition known as Mīmāṃsā. Because of śeṣa’s importance in 

Jaimini’s sūtras, Śabara’s bhāṣya cannot but pay attention to it . Just as apparent inadequacies 

and inconsistencies of scripture itself make Jaimini explicate the implicit order of the rituals it 

enjoins, the commentary fills out Jaimini’s section on śeṣa to make it consistent with a larger 

hermeneutic project. Likewise, because they are both committed to all of Jaimini’s sūtras and 

much of Śabara’s bhāṣya, both the main traditions of Mīmāṃsā commentary—the Bhāṭṭas and 

the Prābhākaras—align the language of śeṣa with their own philosophizing commitments. Even 

if Kumārila appears to be more outward-looking (turning to extra-scriptural reasoning, engaging 

with interlocutors who do not acknowledge the Veda’s authority) than Prabhākara, each in his 

own way articulates a logic of śeṣa that aligns the deontic and the pragmatic.  

 The treatment of śeṣa in the Mīmāṃsā commentarial tradition shows how the meaning 

and purpose of sacrificial action (brought together in artha) is related to the deferral and 

difference (yoked in Derrida’s neologism différance) by which we do things with words: not 

always one thing at a time, reducible to an identifiable speaker’s governing intention. This 

chapter was not framed as a “deconstructive” reading of Mīmāṃsā texts, nor have I used the 
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word “supplement” to translate instances of śeṣa, making a choice between “remainder” or 

“accessory” depending on context rather than using a word that is somewhere in between. Even 

so, attention to śeṣa can reveal something resembling—but not simply another instance of—the 

“logic of supplementarity” that Derrida’s readings of canonical texts have revealed, beginning 

with his treatment of Rousseau in Of Grammatology. Robert Bernasconi summarizes Derrida’s 

treatment of supplément there: in Rousseau’s narrative treatment of oppositions such as 

nature/society and speech/writing, “the word ‘supplement’ is an addition from the outside, but it 

can also be understood as supplying what is missing and in this way is already inscribed within 

that to which it is added.” My claim of śeṣa’s significance to dharma and artha could be read 

along these lines, but only in a loose way. The broader implications of Derrida’s reading of 

Rousseau should not be carried over in too facile a way into the context of Mīmāṃsā. The 

Rousseau texts under consideration are narratives of origin (whether we take this scheme 

sliterally or not: origin of inequality, origin of language). The little work that I have encountered 

on Mīmāṃsā and “deconstruction” (such as Clooney 1987 and Bilimoria 1990) addresses the 

fact that in Mīmāṃsā the “authority” of śabda does not derive from a divine “author.”  

 Here I am less concerned with this authorizing lack, the impersonality (apauruṣeyatva) 

ascribed to Vedic speech, so much as a surplus of meaningful connections. These connections 

accommodate the sacrificer’s desire for worldly goals (among which I would count “heaven”, 

svarga, insofar as its primary function is to elicit the desire of a situated subject).  One of the 

meanings of artha is “economy”; while this meaning is not really present in the Mīmāṃsā texts, 

the sense of sacrifice as “economic” and “aneconomic” introduced in chapter one is relevant 

here, as is the “sacrifice of sacrifice” to which Keenan drew our attention. In spite of their other 

differences, it appears that for all of the Mīmāṃsā commentators I have considered, sacrifice is 
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both a means to ends, outcomes that could be heteronomously identified as felicitous, and an end 

in itself, an end to which the person is merely means. The first ten sūtras of the śeṣādhyāya, with 

the Bhāṣya and the subsequent commentaries, should have given us ample support for both of 

these claims. However, it would be a mistake to take this restricted set of sūtras as constituting 

the entirety of a “Mīmāṁsā theory of śeṣa” that is simply applied elsewhere, whether in other 

parts of the sūtras or by later commentators and practitioners. In the remainder of this 

conclusion, I will briefly touch on two ways in which there is a “surplus” of śeṣa in Jaimini’s 

sūtras. I will also consider the way in which Mīmāṃsā redefinition of śeṣa—while the word 

itself does not feature prominently in later Mīmāṁsā—is relevant to Mīmāṃsā’s own usefulness 

to thinkers at different distances from this tradition. 

 The adhikaraṇa enumerating accessories, MS 3.1.3-6, deals with the relation between 

two sets of śeṣa. One set consists of substances, preparations and auxiliaries (all mentioned in 

3.1.3 dravyaguṇasaṁskāreṣu).  The other set consists of the sacrificial agent, action and result, 

any two of which can be mutually accessory by means of the third.  While this may be a pleasing 

scheme, it is not comprehensive, as two more kinds of śeṣa are introduced later in the sūtras: 

mantra and devatā.  These are anything but theologically trivial; if taken as manifestations of  

“logos” and “theos” respectively, these would be suspiciously appealing candidates for a śeṣin 

that is not śeṣa. That gods (devatā) are śeṣa is made most clear at the beginning of adhyāya 9. 

The relevant sūtra, is 9.1.5: “Rather, because of the priority of the text, the sacrificial action 

should be principal, and the scriptural reference to the deity secondary.” Although guṇa takes the 

place of śeṣa here, the adhikaraṇa as a whole concerns connections with purpose or prayojana, 

repeating phrases that appeared in 3.1.1-10; in fact, at the end of TV ad 3.1.10, Kumārila says the 

matter will be discussed further in 9.1.  The “devatādhikaraṇa” addresses various arguments for 
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and against the idea that sacrifice operates through propitiation of the gods (e.g. whether they 

have bodies). Regardless of these, the fundamental reason for the action’s primacy over the 

deities is the fact that the action is yet to be accomplished and thus the “purpose” of the scriptural 

text. “. . . whenever an accomplished entity and a thing to be accomplished are spoken of 

together, the former is mentioned only for the purposes of the latter. . .” (Not only does 

Mīmāṃsā reject one kind of “economic” understanding of sacrifice; it also rejects a devotional 

“aneconomic” model insofar as this involves the gracious agency of a divine recipient. This will 

be a point of debate with Rāmānuja, the focus of my next chapter, in his capacity as Vaiṣṇava 

thinker. The primacy of the action to be accomplished (sādhya) over the already existent (siddha) 

will be something he challenges in his capacity as a Vedāntin.) 

  For the (Pūrva) Mīmāṁsakas, the meaning and purpose of what I have translated as text 

(śabda) above is concentrated in its injunctions. Mantra is yet another accessory to be applied 

toward the accomplishment of the sacrificial action. Jaimini clearly identifies mantra as śeṣa  in 

3.3.2, arthābhidhānasāmarthyān mantreṣu śeṣabhāvaḥ syāt tasmād utpattisaṃbandho ’rthena 

nityasaṃyogāt. (The locative plural here could easily be aligned with dravyaguṇasaṁskāreṣu in 

the previous pāda.) Scriptural language is capable of conveying meanings (not ends in 

themselves, but useful to the performance) because of a primordial (nitya, autpattika) connection 

of word with meaning. Here, the choice of śeṣa over guṇa could be motivated partly by guṇa’s 

own polysemy, distractingly relevant here: in Śabara’s comments on this sūtra, guṇa (as it can in 

the discipline of poetics) refers to the secondary meaning of a word, as opposed to the primary, 

mukhya. Ironically or not, Śabara himself does not seem to be overly concerned with the choice 

of śeṣa or guṇa in the commentary. More important, it seems, than the question of what word is 

used, literally or figuratively, to designate the accessory, is the concern of what mantra to use 
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when, with what kind of scriptural warrant. A distinction like that between yoga (etymological 

meaning) and rūḍhi (conventional meaning) is academic by comparison with the more practical 

(at least at this juncture of the sūtras) question of what mantras to use when. Laurie Patton’s 

chapter on viniyoga in Bringing the Gods to Mind, a book on Vedic mantra rather than Mīmāṁsā 

as such, shows how attention to MS 3.3.14 (the sūtra that late Mīmāṁsā manuals favoured over 

those that I chose) can shed light on the earlier Vedic corpus, which my own previous chapter 

touched on. The issues raised here also have to do with Vedānta, the topic of my next chapter. 

“The Jaimini Sutras give several ways in which a mantra can be applied in ritual—ways viniyoga 

can occur. The text articulates six principles, including the application, or appropriate usage, of 

ritual instruments and actions as well as mantras . . .” The opening of Patton’s chapter aligns the 

word viniyoga with the concept of “metonymy.” 

A discussion of Vedic ritual metonymy leads to a special form of associative thought—a 
particular form of mantric interpretation called viniyoga. Viniyoga is a kind of application of 
Vedic mantra through the creations of new sets of associations in new ritual situations and is a 
special form of a hermeneutic principle that involves metonymy. It also involves two 
assumptions: (1) that mantras have some semantic content, even if it is only in terms of a single 
word association; and (2) that some imaginative world is built in juxtaposing, or metonymically 
linking, ritual poetic word and ritual action.132 

                                                 
132 While I occasionally have the sense that Patton overextends the concept of “metonymy,” I realize that metonymy 
thus broadly construed can be a useful theoretical tool, avoiding both the neglect of and overemphasis on 
“meaning.” For instance, Panagiotis Roilos, writing about Cavafy’s Byzantine poems, views “Ritual Poetics,  
Metonymy and the Cult of the Spectacle” through the lens of “what Lakoff describes as metonymic mappings. . . 
organized cognitive schemata based on relations of conceptual contiguities. . .” Patton frames Vedic mantras in 
something like “cognitive schemata based on relations of conceptual contiguities;” her double emphasis linking 
mantra to both meaning and action, to semantics as well as pragmatics (and performative context). It thus avoids 
reductionist tendencies in ritual studies, “symbolic” and “formalist” oversimplifications Ngaihte explicitly rejects in 
his account of Jamini’s Mīmāṃsā:  “. . . insights gleaned from the discussion of the enjoinment of the subject, i.e. 
the subject of ritual injunction who embodies and enacts the practical rationality of a tradition, allow the possibility 
of re-imagining a way beyond the symbolic and formalist reductionist explanations of ritual in contemporary 
scholarship and towards a more dialogical understanding.”   
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 For at least some later Mīmāṃsakas, the writers of pedagogical digests rather than the 

commentators I have discussed in this chapter, the hierarchy of rules for applying śeṣa in 3.3.14 

seems more important than the definition of śeṣa in 3.1.2.  A cursory perusal of a number of 

medieval and early modern Mīmāṃsā texts (such as Apadeva’s Mīmāṃsānyāyaprakaśa and the 

Krṣṇa Yajvan’s Mīmāṃsāparibhāṣā) shows them to be less interested in the scope of the 

category śeṣa than in the question of how to apply it. In terms of sūtras, their concern is thus less 

with 3.1.1-10, the focus of my chapter, than with another section of Jaimini’s adhyāya on śeṣa, 

3.3.14, the balābalādhikaraṇa. This sūtra lists grounds for the application (viniyoga) of śeṣa 

elements (including mantra, which has been added to the set in an intervening sūṭra): “The 

literal, the indirect, statements, context, place, name: when they inhere together, the latter is 

weaker, because of distance from the purpose.” (śruti-liṅga-vākya-prakaraṇa-sthāna-

samākhyānāṃ samavāye pāradaurbalyam arthaviprakarṣāt MS 3.3.14). In the 

Mīmāṃsāparibhāṣā, the section on this sūtra’s topic, ascertaining the relative strengths of 

ascertaining which śeṣa to apply, actually precedes the section on the definition of śeṣa.  

 Perhaps there is a justice, poetic or pragmatic, to this shift in attention. Not only does 

Jaimini define śeṣa as something that is for the sake of another (parārtha), this definition very 

rapidly gives way to its application (viniyoga) across the distributed components of the sacrifice. 

Śālikanātha, expanding on Prabhākara, offers a statement that is functionally a definition, even if 

it is not explicitly introduced as such: “That which is applied, designated as a subsidiary, is an 

accessory” (yo hi viniyojyate ‘ṅgatvena pratipadyate sa śeṣaḥ). Perhaps the self-effacing 

handiness of the word śeṣa could be further clarified through a study of its interactions with the 

word artha (meaning, purpose, aim—as we have seen) and with words built around the word yuj 

(prayojana-purpose, viniyoga-application, and so on). The range of yuj- words corresponds to 
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some extent to the English semantic range of “usage” (pertaining to the conventional life of a 

word in a language) and “usefulness” (pertaining to purposes in a world of means and ends). 133 

 In spite of Mīmāṃsā’s redefinition of śeṣa as “accessory” or “supplement”, śeṣa retains 

its meanings as “remainder,” often referring to leftovers of sacrificial food items.  This semantic 

range neither vitiates nor obviously facilitates its technical use. As we have already seen—

alternatives like guṇa also have their distracting multiple meanings. And yet—to repeat the 

problem posed in this chapter’s introduction—the word śeṣa is not universally used in later 

Mīmāṃsā, with even Śālikanatha’s Prakaraṇapancika favoring aṅga (subsidiary, literally “limb”) 

for the section on this topic. Do later Mīmāṃsakas only respect śeṣa as a relic of the unavoidable 

sutras? How do we make sense of the word śeṣa’s excess of usefulness and its diminishing use? 

We have already seen that the adhyāya is integral to the Mīmāṃsā Sūtras, and that the concepts 

of subordination, excess and service it addresses are inextricable from Jaimini’s system. Later 

Mīmāṃsakas, writing pedagogical manuals and technical treatises that allow them to reveal their 

                                                 
133 I cannot conduct such a systematic study of all these words in this dissertation; but here it serves as an 
opportunity to briefly look at Mīmāṁsā’s own usefulness to closely related traditions of thought, language and 
practice. If the polysemy of śeṣa is essential to the concept of “application” in Mīmāṁsā, it is a subtler but still 
important presence in the application of a Mīmāṁsā idiom to disciplines beyond ritual hermeneutics.  For instance, 
as Lawrence McCrea has argued, Ānandavardhana’s revolutionary reorganization of alaṁkāraśastra ( “the science of 
ornaments”) around the production of rasa, a single dominant emotion, in a text’s audience, builds on the Mīmāṃsā 
framework by which a range of subordinate factors come together in service of a single sacrificial purpose. Even if 
the word śeṣa is not particularly important to Anandavardhana, what McCrea calls the “teleology of poetics” is (at 
least indirectly enabled) by Mīmāṃsā’s own implicit “poetics of teleology,” to which śeṣa is essential. Mīmāṃsāhas 
been even more obviously influential in dharmaśāstra. By dharmaśāstra I mean “Hindu law” more broadly speaking, 
well beyond its self-styled domain, dharma as laid down (codanālakṣaṇa) by śāstra.    Donald Davis identifies three 
things that Mīmāṃsā gives “Hindu law”: (1) "a philosophical and theological justification of the authority of 
dharmaśāstra in relation to the veda" (2) a set of hermeneutic or interpretive principles that can be applied to legal 
matters; and (3) a view of law as analogous to ritual. Davis chooses one example from a commentator, the 10th 
century commentator Medhātithi reckoning with apparently contradictory rules about meat eating at the beginning 
of Manu 5. (Davis 57). For instance, in Manu 5.31, 39, sacrifice is for the prosperity of the whole world, so eating 
meat from the sacrifice is is fine. Killing is not the same as killing in an everyday context. In Manu 5.48, one is told 
to abstain from eating meat because it requires killing. “In some places, he enters into a more substantive discussion 
of what is primary and what is secondary (e.g., guṇatva and śeṣatā in 5.37 and 5.48), concluding finally that the 
question of eating meat is primary and the act of killing is secondary.” This means that “the question of killing can 
never trump the permissibility of eating meat” (Davis 58). But this permission is tempered by an encouragement to 
abstain where possible. The word śeṣa repeatedly appears in the Medhātithi,  and not just in the technical sense that 
dharmaśāstra carries over from Mīmamsa. The subject matter makes the materiality of food matter. 
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priorities in a way that more comprehensive commentators cannot, do not disregard these issues 

altogether. While the word śeṣa is actually quite common in titles of Sanskrit texts (in a sense 

unconnected with Mīmāmsā), the only independent Mīmāmsā treatise on accessories or 

subsidiaries has aṅga, not śeṣa, in its title—Murari Miśra’s Aṅgatvanirukti . Even so, 

pedagogical texts that attempt to reckon with Mīmāṃsāin a more complex and comprehensive 

way do have to reckon with the multiple meanings of śeṣa—simply because they are their in 

Jaimini. While śeṣa as “that which serves another” is “easy” for later Mīmāṃsakas and other 

thinkers alike to use, the other meanings of śeṣa cannot be sidestepped by those in the tradition 

and proximate traditions who take the MīmāṃsāSūtras seriously. Perhaps the uncompromising 

persistence of śeṣa as remainder, has to do with the way in which Jaimini’s sūtras, as the 

authoritative text to be commented on, become a “matter” whose materiality cannot be 

conveniently sidestepped. Even for those Mīmāṃsakas who are interested in Mīmāṃsaka’s 

hermeneutics for their own theological or philosophical ends, this hermeneutics needs to take 

sacrificial performance seriously, and needs to attend to the specific language in which Jaimini 

addresses specific scriptural cases. Because of this, the semantic range of śeṣa is in the 

conceptual field of all Sanskrit thinkers who are trying to engage systematically with Mīmāṃsā 

as a whole system.  

In Mīmāṃsā, the literal resides not in historical detail, but in ritual enactment. It pertains 
to the actual details of actual rituals that are taking place; such rituals are entirely visible 
and audible. This detail cannot be surrendered or quickly transcended. In the Mīmāṃsā 
view of it, revelation plays out in the details, in clusters of subtle problems, such as we 
see in III.5. . . This is the reasoning protective of specific words and actual deeds, and in 
understanding that fine-tuned reasoning, we have access to the revelation itself.”134 

 

                                                 
134 Clooney, “Difficult Remainders,” 222. 
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Here Clooney is commenting on Mādhava’s “Garland of Jaimni’s Reasons,” specifically on the 

fifth section of the adhyāya on śeṣa. In this section, the word śeṣa happens to—and I use this 

apparently casual phrase advisedly—refer to food remnants, while it is included under a larger 

treatment of śeṣa as accessory. In this case, the persistence of a particular usage, from one 

canonical textual corpus to a commentarial or pedagogical corpus, coincides with (but should not 

be confused with) the persistence of the realia of ritual—remainders, here—in questions 

concerning ritual.  

 In spite of this persistence, the polysemy of śeṣa seems to have been domesticated here to 

such an extent that it is not even a problem that Mādhava needs to address.The focus of the next 

chapter is a theistic Vedāntin use of śeṣa. In some ways both the “theist” and “Vedāntin” aspects 

of Rāmānuja represent a departure from the Mīmāṁsā understanding of śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt 

presented here. While “gods” are meaningful but contained components of ritual in Pūrva 

Mīmaṁsā, just another śeṣa serving the sacrifice, Rāmānuja will attempt to subordinate the very 

Mīmaṁsā language of subordination to a God, Viṣṇu, understood as transcendent (and 

immanent) meaning (and purpose) of the sacrifice.135 The “-anta” of Vedānta is invested with the 

force of a self-consciously wielded supplementarity. Doubly anterior, dealing with a later section 

of a shared scriptural corpus, and building on a conceptual and terminological foundation already 

laid by Mīmaṁsā, it seeks to supersede and incorporate this system (to take up again the 

language of aufheben used in my first chapter). However, some of Rāmānuja’s own successors, 

including Rāmānujācarya136, continue to work seriously within Mīmāṁsaka terms. As Elisa 

Freschi points out in her book on this Rāmānujācarya, “contacts between the two schools of Śrī 

                                                 
135 Clooney, "Sacrifice and Its Spiritualization in the Christian and Hindu Traditions: A Study in Comparative 
Theology,” 370. 
136Freschi, Duty, Language and Exegesis in Prābhākara Mīmāṁsā, places him between the 15th and 17th century.   
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Vaiṣṇavism and Mīmāṃsā, particularly Prābhākara Mīmāṃsā, have always been intense. . .” and 

“Prabhākara’s point of view on the precedence of duty over and above any desired goal could 

well fit the ideal of a selfless service to God.” 137  

 Selfless service. This seems to be the vocation of the śeṣa, as laid down in MS 3.1.2, 

śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt: something is śeṣa because it is “for (an) other.” (I will not address here the 

persistently problematic implications of examples like the “born slave”, especially given the uses 

to which Mīmāṁsā has been put historically, both in the framing of religious canons and in the 

application of Hindu law, where the word śeṣa has an occasionally curious supplementary role.) 

Here I will persist in taking the phrase parārtha at face value, in the capaciousness that the 

sūtra’s brevity affords it. “For (an) other”, pour autrui? The echo of parārtha in pour (un) autre 

or pour autrui—a phrase used notably by the likes of Sartre, Lévinas, and Weil—is emphatically 

not an etymological link.  Even so, we can find truth in a false friend.  The etymologically 

unrelated phrases parārtha and pour autrui can in deed mean the same thing, point to the same 

orientation of theory toward practice, and vice versa, if framed attentively, carefully. 138 As 

commentators like Śalikanātha have reminded us, Mīmaṁsā is about that meaning or purpose 

that is designated by scriptural injunction. 

                                                 
137 Freschi, Duty, Language and Exegesis in Prābhākara Mīmāṁsā, 7.  
138 Simone Weil in particular would offer interesting but difficult resources for a comparison of parārtha and pour 
autrui. As it does in the work of Rāmānuja, taking God seriously, requires a reconfiguration of this being-for-other-
ness. This does not imply a disregard for objects and actions in the world. As Verena Conley puts it, “For Weil, 
attention is a key part of the practice of care.”  However, a juxtaposition of Simone Weil’s theorized practice of 
attention-as-care with a stray comment in her notebooks may bring us closer to some truth about Mīmaṁsā. Weil, 
who in Attente de Dieu reflects on a self-fulfilling servitude with imagery featuring food leftovers, has a surprising 
comment on apūrva – a Mīmāṁsā term of the unprecedented aspect emerging from ritual performance. This is 
surprising because it is hardly well known and is not particularly important to a text like the Gītā, which we know 
Weil studied. Following some cryptic—and thus not evidently wrong—comments on apūrva, she writes that “the 
sum of differentiations is bound to be indifferentiation. True in the human and cosmic order. . .”  
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 Who is hailed by such a scriptural injunction139? Here, in the heart of dutiful service, 

attentive reading, desire reappears.  Freschi, quoted above on “the precedence of duty above any 

desired goal” for Mīmāṁsakas and Srivaisnavas alike, presents a “working hypothesis” on “the 

subject as desirous one in Mīmāṁsā”.  

My conclusion will be that the subject Mīmāṃsakas refer to is an agent (and not a 
knower, as with Descartes and with most Indian thinkers), more precisely a sacrificial 
agent, and that she or he is a sacrificial agent only insofar as he or she is desirous. Thus, 
desire is the key factor for the identification of the subject and for every single person’s 
understanding of herself as an “I”. This conclusion applies, I believe, both in a 
synchronic and in a diachronic perspective. From the synchronic point of view, desire is 
the distinguishing mark through which an agent (and, hence, a subject) is individuated in 
the context of the Mīmāṃsā’s main concern, that is, the exegesis of the ritual portion of 
the Veda. From a diachronic point of view, my working hypothesis is that Mīmāṃsakas 
as became aware of the notion of “subject” because of the role of the sacrificial agent, 
who is impelled to act because she or he desires the outcome of the sacrifice.140 

 
Now, therefore, I want the conclusion of this dissertation chapter to lead into the title of the next: 

“Self, Sacrificed: Dialectical and Devotional Performance of Śeṣa in Rāmānuja’s Vedānta.” Let 

these concluding sentences also take us back to the first sentence of the previous chapter: 

“Leftovers, carried over, are my subject.” The word mīmāṁsā, we could say, expresses a desire 

for an act of thinking. Then again, the discipline of Mīmāṁsā wants us to attend to words active 

in the context of activity. In doing so, it seems to want to say, we learn to leave behind any given 

word, even śeṣa, especially śeṣa.   

  

                                                 
139 My focus has been on Adhyāya 3 of the the Mīmāṁsā Sūtras, where such a question is for the most part only 
implicit. The 6th adhyāya addresses this issue more directly.   
140 Freschi, “Desidero ergo sum,” 51-52. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Self, Sacrificed:  

Rāmānuja’s Dialectical and Devotional Use of “Śeṣa” 

aśeṣacidacidvastuśeṣiṇe śeṣaśāyine | 
nirmalānantakalyāṇanidhaye viṣṇave namaḥ || 

 
To the master of mind and matter without remainder, 

at rest on Śeṣa, 
to the trove of infinite immaculate qualities— 

homage to Viṣṇu. 
 

-Rāmānuja, Vedārthasaṁgraha141 
 

§ 4.1 Approaching the subject   

 In the preceding chapters, attention to one kind of “subject” raised questions about the 

status of another. That is, the semantic range of śeṣa in a set of texts concerning Vedic sacrifice 

invites us to reframe the selfhood of the sacrificer, the human subject named or implied by these 

texts. For Derrida, responding to Malamoud’s work on “leftovers in Brahmanism”, the 

multiplicity and mobility of these leftovers contaminates the identity of a “master”, but also 

contributes to its constitution. For Jaimini and his commentators, the puruṣa “person” for whose 

sake the ritual is performed, can meaningfully be said to exist for the sake of the ritual, and thus 

falls within the Mīmaṁsā category of śeṣa, alongside materials, implements and preparatory 

actions. However, it is only now that I turn to a discourse where śeṣa is used, explicitly and at 

length, to name an ideal mode of religious subjectivity. For Rāmānuja, unlike Jaimini or Derrida, 

                                                 
141Rāmānuja, Vedārthasaṃgraha.Translation mine. 
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this ideal follows necessarily (if sometimes paradoxically) from an understanding of ultimate 

reality.   

 As a theologian writing in Sanskrit, Rāmānuja (trad. 1017-1137) is the foremost  

exponent of the Vedāntic142 school known as143 Viśiṣṭādvaita (“non-dualism of a qualified 

reality”). As a saintly leader of the Śrivaiṣṇavas, he also carries forward the devotional legacy of 

the Tamil ālvārs, and Pāñcarātra ritual frameworks. The epigraph above consists of the very first 

words of Rāmānuja’s first work144, the auspicious verse that precedes the argument in prose. As I 

hope to show below, the verse also foreshadows the gist of that argument. My translation—“To 

the master of mind and matter without remainder. . . at rest on Śeṣa”—seeks to convey the 

alliterative quality of the original, with its proliferation of “sh-” sounds: aśeṣacidacidvastuśeṣiṇe 

śeṣaśāyine. Of course, this is not merely alliteration, as the marked repetition draws attention to 

its polysemy. This is not pure indeterminacy: the three iterations of the word śeṣ[a] in the first 

line have three distinct but related meanings. A canonical origin-story for Sanskrit poetry 

narrates the birth of a verse form (śloka) from a moment of sorrow (śoka)145. I am tempted to 

present Rāmānuja’s opening verse, the devotional gesture that inaugurates his dialectical career, 

in terms echoing that canonical formula: it represents the transvaluation of śeṣa (remainder? 

serpent? servant? property?) through wordplay (śleṣa).  

 Not so fast—Rāmānuja is not primarily a poet, and the “extreme poetry”146 he engages in 

here does not typify the bulk of his corpus. But one premise of this chapter is that (just as this 

                                                 
142 “Vedānta refers to the collection of schools of Indian Brahmanical (Hindu) thought devoted to expounding the 
metaphysical and spiritual teachings of the Upaniṣads. The Upaniṣads, the oldest of which were composed 
approximately 800 to 500 BCE, are said to comprise the end (anta) of the Veda, coming last in the usual 
arrangement of Vedic texts, hence the term “Vedānta” (veda-anta).” Taber, “Vedānta.” 
143 Rāmānuja himself does not use the term in what we have of his work.  
144  See Van Buitenen 30-33 on the date of this work.  
145 Dhvanyāloka 1.5.  
146 Bronner, Extreme Poetry. 
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opening invocation is relevant to the work that follows) Rāmānuja’s late devotional work, three 

hymns and a ritual manual, bears reading alongside the better-known exegetical and theoretical 

parts of his corpus.  A related premise of this chapter is that a focus on issues raised by the word 

śeṣa, considering  the theologian’s uses and mentions thereof in light of the word’s prior ritual 

associations, can shed light on what matters to Rāmānuja. While I hope my translation of 

“aśeṣacidacid. . .” hinted at the sonic and theoretical contours of the original, I think we can 

learn more by attending to aspects of it that remain untranslatable. This is not a matter of going 

silent before some ineffability uniquely inherent in Sanskrit, but of reconstructing the discursive 

contexts according to which a single lexeme’s meaning varies. Śeṣa in Rāmānuja poses special 

difficulties to such a task, as well as special opportunities, because Rāmānuja works within 

Mīmāṁsā hermeneutic frameworks to reconfigure agency, intentionality and textual hierarchies.  

It is thus relevant to Rāmānuja’s project, and mine, in a reflexive way.  

 My use of the word “relevance” is informed by Jacques Derrida’s “What is a ‘Relevant’ 

Translation?”147 Submitting “the experience of translation to the trial of the untranslatable”, 

Derrida appeals to  "a certain economy  that relates the translatable to the untranslatable”, where 

economy implies a “law of property” and a “law of quantity”.  For both the qualitative and a 

quantitative judgment, the word is a basic unit at stake. The problem of translating homonyms 

indicates this: it is difficult to carry over multiple meanings without adding words and making 

the translation a gloss. This is obvious enough; what interests me in Derrida’s piece is the high-

stakes (and distractingly reflexive) example of word-for-word translation he draws from his own 

practice. In earlier works, Derrida has used the same French word, “relève”, to translate the 

English verb “seasons” and the German noun “aufhebung”. The former is from the line “mercy 

                                                 
147 Derrida/Venuti, “What is a ‘Relevant’ Translation?”  
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seasons justice”, spoken by Portia in Shakespeare’s merchant of Venice. The latter, aufhebung, is 

Hegel’s term (often rendered in English as “sublation”) for the process by which a concept 

elevates, negates and preserves another that it dialectically supersedes. Derrida’s juxtaposition of 

Hegel and Shakespeare draws attention to the assimilative violence of the “Christian” mercy in 

Shakespeare’s Venice, as well as the New Testament subtext for Hegel’s purportedly universal 

model of dialectics.   

Thus the traditional label Viśiṣṭādvaita, “qualified non-dualism”, or rather “non-dualism 

of the qualified”148 is appropriate (even though the word postdates Rāmānuja). Rāmānuja’s 

statements of unity are predicated not on the sheer absence of difference, but on its deferral and 

containment. I also have in mind Julius Lipner’s account of Viśiṣṭādvaita as a “polarity 

theology”, which maintains a “more or less stable tension between two (possibly more) poles 

such that this tension is resolvable into two mutually opposing but synchronous tendencies.”149  

As a Vedāntin, he is committed to revealed scripture, especially key statements of the Upaniṣads, 

which he must work into coherence through Mīmāṁṣā principles of hermeneutics. As a 

Śrīvaiṣṇava, he is committed to the paramountcy of the god Viṣṇu-Nārāyaṇa, as glorified in 

concrete mythic and iconographic terms, including proper names. As a practitioner of devotional 

ritual, he works within a Pāñcarātra framework. As a human being seeking salvation and as the 

builder of a religious community, he is also oriented towards the future. Precisely because of the 

range of his allegiances, Rāmānuja serves each of these commitments in a qualified way, 

creatively appropriating old means for new ends.150  

                                                 
148 Chari, Fundamentals of Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta, 1-2. 
149 Lipner, The Face of Truth, 134. See also Carman, Majesty and Meekness. 
150 For brief overviews of Rāmānuja’s work, see Lipner’s entry in Brill’s Encyclopedia of Hinduism and 
Ranganathan’s in the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy.  
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I find the paradigm of this appropriation in his use of the word śeṣa, a word whose 

residual senses remain at play in the work of its own repurposing. This is not exactly an 

untranslatable word—at various points, it can be translated with reasonable success. However, 

the cumulative force of its context-specific meanings cannot be easily rendered, given that we 

cannot simply repeat a word. I am not the first to notice the difficulty that śeṣa poses to a 

translator. John Carman, many years after writing the Theology of Rāmānuja, observes:  

The difficulty is not that we do not know the earlier Sanskrit meanings or even that 
Rāmānuja does not define the terms, but rather that by the end of Rāmānuja’s fairly 
elaborate discussion of multiple meanings of śeṣa, it is clear that the most literal meaning, 
“remainder,” will not do. Yet it is not clear which of the derived meanings is most 
appropriate. If we vary the English translation according to the context we lose the 
importance of śeṣa and śeṣī as technical terms.”151 
 
Jon Paul Sydnor notes that the word śeṣa’s “etymology is ontologically imperfect for 

Rāmānuja’s purposes” but that it [the word’s older meaning, “remainder””] does have 

soteriological relevance.”152  

In a speech entitled “What is a ‘relevant’ translation?”, whose broader theoretical stakes I 

intend to address in the conclusion to this dissertation, Derrida makes an almost comically 

reflexive move. His main examples of translation practice, in this address to practicing 

translators, are his own use of single French word, relève to translate a German noun from Hegel 

and an English verb from Shakespeare. Speaking of the “quality of mercy” in The Merchant of 

Venice, Portia tells Shylock: “an attribute to God himself; / and earthly power doth then show 

likest God's / When mercy seasons justice.” (An emphasis on mercy as one of God’s attributes 

could, as we will see,  come just as easily from Rāmānuja.) For “seasons”, where Victor Hugo’s 

translation has “tempère”, Derrida proposes “relève”. The first two of his three justifications are 

                                                 
151 Carman, “The Dignity and Indignity of Service,” 111. 
152 Sydnor, Rāmānuja and Schleiermacher, 62.  
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straightforward enough: relève idiomatically carries over into French the culinary connotation 

and the upward movement connoted by the English word “seasons”. The third justification has to 

do with another act of translation, Derrida’s translation of Aufhebung (often translated in English 

as “sublation”). On Derrida’s interpretation of Shakespeare, a form of such sublation may have 

been already implicit within Shakespeare’s seasoning.  As early as 1967, Derrida had used relève 

to translate “a word that signifies at once to suppress and to elevate, a word that Hegel says 

represents the speculative risk of the German language, and that the entire world had until then 

had agreed was untranslatable." This Derrida piece informs the subsequent sections in two ways: 

it tells us how a model of dialectical sublation can shape our thinking—about religions, 

languages and power—while showing us  how an “example” can have implications beyond the 

scope of the theory it is supposed to illustrate. However, instead of reading Rāmānuja through a 

frame provided by Derrida, I want to focus on Rāmānuja’s own reflexivity: he works and plays 

with the polysemy of śeṣa. Without vitiating the efficacy of ritual and the efficacy of speech acts 

about and within ritual, the presence of śeṣa foregrounds the paradox of this efficacy. The uses of 

śeṣa are at play in the work of self-sacrifice. The word has reflexive relevance to Rāmānuja 

across his oeuvre. 

In the first section (§ 4.2) of the body of this chapter, I describe the development of the 

word śeṣa in a text-tradition: from the Vedic mythic-ritual corpus (where it is associated with 

power, pollution and fertility), through the Mīmāṁsā systematization of the sacrifice 

(where śeṣa becomes a technical term for the “accessory”), to the Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta 

“spiritualization” of the Mīmāṁsā model. This development lends itself to a grand narrative of 

the kind of process Derrida’s Hegel would understand as a relève, but the rich reflexive 

associations of the word śeṣa (including its use proper name) also resist any over-simple 
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narrative.  From this overview I move to a close reading (4.3) of Rāmānuja’s definition of śeṣa, 

taking the help of Sudarśana Sūri’s commentary to expose the stakes and expectations of the 

debate (about language, action and the sacrifice)  in which the definition is embedded. Like 

Derrida’s examples, Rāmānuja’s examples have a reflexive excessiveness, with implications for 

the status of the textual “subject” under discussion as well the human “subject” of action and 

speech. After this detailed discussion of Rāmānuja’s early Vedārthasaṁgraha, I briefly examine 

(§ 4.4) the synthesis of knowledge, action, and devotion that his commentary on the Bhagavad 

Gītā expounds. This can guide our turn (§ 4.5) from Rāmānuja’s theory of śeṣa (dialectically 

articulated against a Mīmāṁsā configuration of language, action and sacrifice) to his devotional 

practice of the “speech-act” of surrender (in a late prose hymn embedded within a self-

consciously reconfigured ritual). I use the word “speech act” guardedly, and I make an (also 

cautious) return to Derrida here,  considering how his attention to “iterability” might help us 

study discursive situations to which “intention” is inadequate. The chapter ends (§ 4.6) with two 

questions. Are remains relevant to Rāmānuja? Does Rāmānuja remain relevant? These questions 

are not vacuous for being rhetorical.   

§ 4.2 Sacrificing sacrifice: the development of śeṣa in Vedānta  

 When śeṣa is Rāmānuja’s discursive subject, “the subject”, the human self implicated in 

discourse and worship, is often a proximate concern. And the figure of Śeṣa serves as an iconic 

reminder that the dignity of this human subject (whether Rāmānuja in particular or jīva in 

general) derives paradoxically from its intimate subjection to God153.  I had intended to condense 

                                                 
153 Cf Carman, “The Dignity and Indignity of Service.” 
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the reflexive relevance of the śeṣa/Śeṣa in the phrase “sacrificing the sacrifice” but perhaps  

“subjecting the subject” would be even more apt.154 

 K.C. Varadachari, in his  “Evolution of the Concept of Śeṣa”, makes a couple of passing 

references to Hegel. at 

. . . spiritual philosophy demands the unique direct loyalty to the One Supreme Divine, 
whilst it may symbolically or exteriorly or objectively be expressed in the indirect way 
through the other individuals placed to the comprehension of the individual in his 
spiritual experience as the terms in the hierarchy of temporal manifestation, higher or 
lower as the case may be. There is thus a supreme demand to understand the truth that the 
Hegelian system has in objectifying Reason or the Absolute in the State lost grip with the 
foundational reality of the individual's spiritual nature as demanding the unique 
revelation of the Divine relationship within itself. 155 
 

What Varadachari seems to object to in Hegel here is a particular brand of self-aggrandizing 

humanism, where the human is not subordinated to a divine other. (Unlike Clooney, Varadachari 

is not concerned here with Vedānta Deśika’s interpretation of service to God as service of 

others).  A different sort of objection can be found in Derrida, who in his interview for the 

collection “Who comes after the subject?”, uses the phrase “sacrifice of sacrifice” to refer to a 

post-humanist step that he suggests even thinkers close to him, Heidegger and Levinas, fail to 

make. But we should not project this Derrida onto Varadachari’s Rāmānuja. Perhaps the more 

relevant question for Rāmānuja is who or what comes prior to the subject.   

 

§ 4.3 The definition in the Vedārthasaṁgraha: its self-reflexive context and hyper-relevant 

examples  

 I have already cited Rāmānuja’s definition of śeṣa. But we need to give it closer attention; 

if it answers some questions about Rāmānuja’s śeṣa, it also raises some others. I will now 

                                                 
154 In his interview with Nancy in “Who Comes after the Subject,”  Derrida uses the idea of “sacrifice of the 
sacrifice” to designate a surpassing of humanism that he thinks Heidegger and Levinas fail to achieve.  
155 Varadachari, “The evolution of the concept of ‘sesa’,” 125 
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attempt a closer reading of Rāmānuja’s definition of śeṣa in the Vedārthasaṁgraha, paying 

attention to its dialogic context and taking the help of Sudarśana Sūri’s commentary to expose 

the stakes and expectations of the debate (about language, action and the sacrifice)  in which the 

definition is embedded. To be sure, such a definition can give translators and commentators an 

textual warrant for using a word like “accessory”, “subsidiary”, or “servant”, all of which seem 

better described by the definition than “remainder, residue, or rest”. But the translation and 

definition are by no means interchangeable (as the case of “body” for “śarīra” shows, an 

“obvious” translation need not show the semantic scope of the word). (The fact remains that any 

of these translation needs to be supplemented with an explanation if we are to understand 

Rāmānuja, and this means that a word like “rest” or “remainder” can also be used, with the 

appropriate caveats as to how its usual meaning has been modified.) To understand the 

implications of this definition, let us consider it again in its immediate textual context, once 

again taking into account the insights of the early commentator, Sudarśana Sūri.   

 In Indian Dialectics, Esther Solomon notes that “Thought. . . can be said to develop in 

conversation, and dialectic is therefore conditioned by some factors present in the very 

constitution of language which is its instrument. . .” These factors include variability of meaning 

as well as limits on definition “the funded definitions of the common vocabulary of the 

language” and “the restraint upon absolute freedom in definition imposed by the denotation of 

the words of a non-technical language”156.   

 The definition of śeṣa cited earlier is from the Vedārthasaṁgraha. As we know, 

Rāmānuja is the most prominent exponent of Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta, comparable with Śaṅkara as 

representative of Advaita (non-dualism) and Madhva of Dvaita (Dualism). Schools of Vedānta 

                                                 
156 Solomon, Indian Dialectics  
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acknowledge the authority of 3 scriptural “points of departure” (prasthānatrayi): The Upaniṣads, 

the Brahma Sūtras and the Bhagavad Gītā. While Rāmānuja, unlike Śaṅkara, has not left us 

bhāṣyas (commentaries) on individual Upaniṣads, he puts forth his interpretation of the 

Upaniṣads as a whole in the Vedārthasaṁgraha , “summary of the meaning of the Veda 

[meaning its latter portion, the Upaniṣads]”.  One scheme for classifying this “meaning” (artha) 

divides it into tattva (reality), hita (means of realization) and purusārtha (ultimate goal)157. 

Rāmānuja finds a consistent view on each of these across the Upaniṣads, and present these views 

early in the Vedārthasaṁgraha. While the later and more voluminous Śrībhāṣya is what 

Rāmānuja’s own tradition takes to be his magnum opus, I focus on the Vedārthasaṁgraha for 

two reasons. First, Rāmānuja’s treatment of śeṣa in the Śrībhāṣya follows much the same path 

that he adopts in the corresponding section of the Vedārthasaṁgraha. Second, this section of the 

Vedārthasaṁgraha goes a little further in its treatment of śeṣa, and the text, on my reading, 

favors śeṣa-śeṣin terminology than the Śrībhāṣya is.   

 I approach the Vedārthasaṁgraha as a “scholastic” text , following the criteria laid out 

by Cabezon—this approach seems to be particularly well-suited to my concerns here, the 

relationship between the “dialectical” and the “devotional”. Scholasticism as Cabezon theorizes 

it displays the following features:  “a strong sense of tradition”, “a concern with language”, 

“proliferativity”, “completeness and compactness”, “the epistemological accessibility of the 

world”, “systematicity”, and “self-reflexivity”.  Of particular interest here is the last, which for 

Cabezon is “"the tendency to objectify and to critically analyze first-order practices". The 

Vedārthasaṁgraha  is of particular interest in Rāmānuja’s oeuvre—as Carman notes, because it 

is not a commentary on a single text, Rāmānuja is relatively free to shape its sequence. The 

                                                 
157 Swami Adidevananda  
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structure of the work is thus self-consciously deployed to optimally marshal his source texts 

against his various opponents, particularly Prābhākara Mīmāṁṣakas, Bhedabheda Vedāntins and 

Advaita Vedāntins. Responding to Cabezon’s work, Clooney distinguishes provisionally 

between “intellectualist” and “performative” scholasticisms, with Mīmāṁṣā, Vedānta and 

Śrīvaisnavism all falling under the latter category. This is because they are "primarily concerned 

with the formation of proper persons within a community sharing key values”, rather than 

“gaining the assent of (all) reasoning persons”, with the result that much of “what might be said 

about ‘the world as such’ is simply not relevant”.  

 To reiterate my statement in the previous section, when śeṣa is Rāmānuja’s discursive 

subject, “the subject”, the human self of discourse and worship, is also at issue. Thus Rāmānuja’s 

definition of śeṣa turns out to be reflexive both in the way that “scholasticism” reflects on its 

own practices, and in displaying the sort of concern with subject-formation that is particularly 

characteristic of “performative scholasticism”. Coincidentally or not, “performativity” in the 

sense of speech-acts (particularly the relationship between fact-assertive and injunctive 

statements) is also at stake in the larger discussion that frames this section of the 

Vedārthasaṁgraha .  

 In his edition of the Vedārthasaṁgraha , Van Buitenen presents the section he names 

“the relation principal—accessory” as immediately following a “Critique of the Prābhākara view 

of kārya and of the doctrine of niyoga”. A very similar “section” appears in the Śrībhāṣya, at the 

end of it’s “mahāsiddhānta”, ostensibly a commentary on Brahmasūtra 1.1.1, but almost an 

independent treatise in its own right.158  The Prābhākaras, espousing the doctrine of Prabhākara 

                                                 
158 Given the importance of this text to students of Rāmānuja, I reproduce here Thibaut’s translation of the śeṣa 
definition, although it is very similar to what I discuss in the following pages.  
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Miśra, constitute one major school of Pūrva Mīmāṁsā, the other being that of the Bhāṭṭas 

(following Kumārila). In  the Vedārthasaṁgraha , Rāmānuja’s larger debate with the 

Prābhākaras is about their position that all language “is a source of knowledge only in so far as 

language denotes things to do” (kārya), and that thus “the Veda can only bear upon things to do”.  

In other words, this framing debate is about a textual relationship of subordination known as 

vidhiśeṣa. Unlike the Advaitin Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja sees the Pūrva and Uttara Mīmāṁṣā as a 

single doctrine, and is correspondingly committed to reading the “karma” and “jnana” sections of 

the Veda as mutually relevant. While this might indicate that he values Pūrva Mīmāṁṣā’s 

propadeutic efficacy more than Śaṅkara does, it also means that he must oppose Pūrva Mīmāṁṣā 

doctrines at points where Śaṅkara does not. Elisa Freschi reveals two Vedāntins’ contrasting 

approaches to “descriptive and prescriptive language” in their comments on Brahma Sūtra  

(Uttara Mīmāṁṣā Sūtra ) 1.4, tat tu samanvayāt. Śaṅkara accepts the Mīmāṁṣā claim that 

descriptive language must be vidhiśeṣa (supplements to a prescription) as applicable to most of 

the Veda, making an exception for the Upanishadic statements, that are themselves 

transformative once understood correctly.  Freschi summarizes Rāmānuja’s conclusion thus:  

                                                 
“Nor, again, can we define that which is aimed at by action as that to which action isvauxiliary or supplementary 
(sesha), while itself it holds the position of something principal to be subserved by other things (seshin); for of the 
sesha and seshin also no proper definition can be given. It cannot be said that a sesha is that which is invariably 
accompanied by an activity proceeding with a view to something else, and that the correlate of such a sesha is the 
seshin; for on this definition the action is not a sesha, and hence that which is to be effected by the action cannot be 
the correlative seshin. And moreover a seshin may not be defined as what is correlative to an action proceeding with 
a view to--i. e. aiming at--something else; for it is just this 'being aimed at' of which we require a definition, and 
moreover we observe that also the seshin (or 'pradhâna') is capable of action proceeding with a view to the sesha, as 
when e.g. a master does something for--let us say, keeps or feeds--his servant. This last criticism you must not 
attempt to ward off by maintaining that the master in keeping his servant acts with a view to himself (to his own 
advantage); for the servant in serving the master likewise acts with a view to himself.--And as, further, we have no 
adequate definition of 'kârya,' it would be inappropriate to define sesha as that which is correlative to kârya, and 
seshin as that which is correlative to sesha.--Nor, finally, may we define 'that which is aimed at by action' as that 
which is the final end (prayogana) of action; for by the final end of an action we could only understand the end for 
which the agent undertakes the action, and this end is no other than the desired object. As thus 'what is aimed at by 
action' cannot be defined otherwise than what is desired, kârya cannot be defined as what is to be effected by action 
and stands to action in the relation of principal matter (pradhâna or seshin).”  Thibaut, The Vedānta Sutras with the 
Commentary by Rāmānuja, 152-3.  
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At the end of this long excursus, Rāmānuja re-asserts his conclusion, according to which 
the brahman can be connected within each Vedic sentence, insofar as it is the (ultimate) 
human goal (puruṣārthatayānvayaḥ). He then elaborates on the unitary nature of the 
Vedas: Some Vedic sentences merely describe the brahman, others enjoin devotion 
(upāsana) as a means to attain it. The two sets are connected, since once one has 
established the existence of the brahman, one naturally asks for the means to reach it.159  
 

 Rāmānuja’s approach in Śrībhāṣya 1.4 can shed some retrospective light on the debate 

over prescriptive language in the Vedārthasaṁgraha  , as well as his ultimate understanding of 

relevance. For Rāmānuja, the established (siddha/pariniṣpanna) truth of the relationship between 

God and the individual self is not in conflict with injunctions about what is to be accomplished 

(sādhya), but rather frames action and makes it meaningful. Early in the Vedārthasaṁgraha  

debate with the Mīmāṁṣakas on language, Rāmānuja asks, with a self-reflexive sarcasm, 

whether there is a “high and mighty command” or “royal decree” (rājājñā) that “language is 

capable of denoting meanings only and exclusively bearing upon practical activities resulting 

from the speech of an actuating agency. . .” But later, he is willing to (provisionally) accept this 

Mīmāṁṣā position, because he will be able to dismantle it from within, constantly questioning its 

terms until he is able to bring God back into the picture as the ultimate goal of human activity 

and language.  

 Questions about the niyoga or “mandate”, are embedded within the larger debate about 

kārya. Rāmānuja mocks the idea that the niyoga is agreeable in itself, and says that it “derives its 

mandatory, permanent, and unprecedented character only from its function of leading up to a 

certain objective that is desired.” (Here and in the following, recall the contrast between 

Jaimini’s vision of the sacrifice as a whole that contains its own means and immanent ends, with 

Rāmānuja’s vision of the sacrifice as oriented toward an immanent and transcendent God.) 

                                                 
159 Freschi, “Descriptive and prescriptive language in the Vedas” 
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  In the course of this discussion on the niyoga and the sacrifice, the speaker or siddhantin, 

whose conclusion accords with Rāmānuja’s own says that “there is no other objective of 

operation than the desired object that is to be realized by the operation” (kr̥tisādhyeṣṭatva)160. 

Here the Mīmāṁṣaka pūrva pakṣin (holder of the prima facie view) says that “the objective of 

operation (kr̥tyuddeśyatvam) is the principal (śeṣin) to which the operation itself is accessory. 

Note that Rāmānuja161 introduces the śeṣa-śeṣin vocabulary in the mouth of his Mīmāṁṣaka 

opponent. He then demands that the opponent tell us 162 “what makes this the principal and what 

the accessory.” Here the opponent offers one definition: “The accessory is that which is 

correlated with the thing to do, and being the principal means being correlated with that 

accessory” (kāryam prati sambandhī śeṣaḥ, tatpratisambandhitvam śeṣitvam). Rāmānuja is 

understandably dissatisfied with this definition of śeṣa and śeṣi: “Then you say no more than that 

the principal is the same as the thing to do. . .” The commentator Sudarśana Sūri spells out the 

circularity of the opponent’s line of reasoning:  

tataḥ kimityatrāha kāryatvameveti, kāryatvam nāma kr̥tyuddeśyatvaṁ, kr̥tyuddeśyatvaṁ 
ca kr̥tiśeṣitvaṁ kr̥tiśeṣitvaṁ ca kāryatvamityuktaṁ bhavati , kr̥tyuddeśyatvaṁ 
kr̥tiśeṣitvamityukte kr̥tyuddeśyatvameva kr̥tyuddeśyatvamityuktaṁ bhavatītyarthaḥ 
 
Then in response to question of what constitutes the (state of being a) ‘thing to do’ 
(kāryatvam), it is declared that the ‘thing to do’ is the ‘objective of the operation’ 
(kr̥tyuddeśyatvam), that the ‘objective of the operation’ is the ‘principal’ (śeṣitvam), and 
that the principal (śeṣitvam) is the ‘thing to do’ (kāryatvam). In effect, what is declared is 
merely that the ‘objective of the operation’ (kr̥tyuddeśyatvam) is the ‘objective of the 
operation’ (kr̥tyuddeśyatvam).163  
 

                                                 
160 Unless otherwise noted (as noted in the epigraph or in the definition cited earlier) all translations from the 
Vedārthasaṁgraha  are by Van Buitenen. Translations from Sudarśana Sūri here are mine, but for clarity I try to 
align them with Van Buitenen’s vocabulary.  
161 Throughout this section, I refer to the siddhāntin as “Rāmānuja”  
162 VS 121 (p.150), Van Buitenen, p. 150  
163 Sudarśana Sūri, Tātparyadipikā,10  
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Challenged by Rāmānuja, the opponent comes up with an apparently less tautological definition, 

but it does not fare much better: “An accessory is that which admits of being invariably 

concomitant (vyāptyarhatvam) with an operation taking place in view of the other term.” Pushed 

to clarify what this means, the opponent ends up in circularity again: ‘the object envisioned is 

that which is to be realized  by the thing intended”, and this “thing intended” is “the purpose of 

the operation” (kr̥tiprayojanam). Rāmānuja says that he has already explained that this final 

purpose is the same as what impelled the sacrificial agent to start operating, and that “its content 

is desire” (icchāviṣayaḥ). I do not know how fairly Rāmānuja represents the Prābhākara 

Mīmāṁṣā view—to assess this, one would have to look at Prabhākara’s own commentary and a 

text like  Śālikanātha’s Prakaraṇapañcikā. It does seem to me, though, taking up and rejecting a 

few definitions of śeṣa, Rāmānuja is drawing on Kumārila Bhaṭṭa’s Tantra Vārttika (even if he 

might side with the Prābhākaras on some other issues)164.  He then goes on to offer his own 

definition of śeṣa-śeṣi bhāva, along with an example  

ayameva hi sarvatra śeṣaśeṣibhāvaḥ | paragatātiśayādhānecchayā upādeyatvameva 
yasya svarūpaṁ sa śeṣaḥ, paraḥ śeṣī | phalotpattīcchayā yāgādestatprayatnasya 
copādeyatvaṁ yāgādisiddhīcchayā ‘nyatsarvamupādeyam | 
 
Actually the relation between principal and accessory is in any situation as follows: the 
accessory is in essence that which admits of application to, or which has its use for, 
another term inasmuch as it serves to support the transcending importance intrinsic to that 
other term that constitutes the principal. To illustrate: the yāga has its use, and so have 
the exertions required thereto, inasmuch as they serve to bring about the desired result; 
and everything else has its use, if, and in so far as it, serves to realize the yāga. (trans. 
Van Buitenen)  
 
The śeṣa- śeṣī  relationship in any situation means just this: the śeṣa is that whose 
essential nature consists solely in being useful to something else by virtue of its intention 
to contribute some excellence to this other thing, and this other is the śeṣin. in. Thus 
sacrifice (or other work) and the effort it entails are undertaken by virtue of the intention 
of obtaining its meritorious result, while everything else is undertaken with the intention 

                                                 
164 See Tantravārttika on 3.1.2, (Uskokov transliteration), Jha translation 
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of bringing the sacrifice or other work to a successful conclusion. . . (trans. 
Raghavachar)165 

 

 Once again, though to different rhetorical effect, our commentator Sudarśana Sūri, draws 

attention to a distinction (between one’s own and the other’s atiśaya) only to collapse it as 

irrelevant. Before this, he indicates to us that Rāmānuja’s definition both adheres to the canonical 

Mīmāṁṣā statement and is analytically adequate. This is how Sudarsana introduces the 

definition: “Addressing a doubt regarding the nature of the śeṣa- śeṣī  relation, the passage 

beginning “ayam eva hi . . .” explains the Sūtra “śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt” [MS 3.1.2.].” Sudarsana 

goes on to note that the definition, through exclusion of non-connection (ayogavyavaccheda) and 

connection-with-something-else (anyayogavyavaccheda), avoids the flaws of overextension 

(ativyāpti) and non-occurrence (asambhava) indicating that Rāmānuja has met long-held (and 

non-sectarian) standards166 of a good definition.167  On Sudarsana’s interpretation, any atiśaya 

(excellence/transcending importance/glory) belonging to someone who is śeṣa is also for the 

other (śeṣabhūtasya svagatātiśayādhānamapi paragatātiśayādhānārthamityarthaḥ), nor is there 

                                                 
165 Clearly the Sanskrit definition itself contains terms that need interpretation, translation and definition.  This 
process is in theory interminable—as, of course, is the difference and deferral that lurks behind dictionary 
definitions in any language—but in practice we must move on. Above I have italicized one point of divergence. 
Whereas Van Buitenen renders paragatātiśayādhāneccha as “serves to support the transcending importance intrinsic 
to that other term”, Raghavachar has “intention to contribute some excellence to this other thing”. Raghavachar 
carries over “icchā” more explicitly in “intention”, with the result that his “śeṣa” sounds more like a personal subject 
than Van Buitenen’s—as if looking ahead to the example of the “born slave”— whereas Van Buitenen seems to be 
aiming for a more abstract definition in keeping with Rāmānuja’s claim that this version works for “any situation”. 
A bigger point of contention, at first sight, is whether the śeṣa supports something intrinsic in the other term, or 
contributes something of its own. 
166 These terms go back at least as far as the Buddhist Dharmakīrti’s 6th/7th century treatise on epistemology, the 
Pramana-vārttika. The relevant section is on parārthānumāna “inference for others” –but to try relating such 
discursive being-for-others (parārtha) to the śeṣa’s ontological being-for-others (parārtha) would take us too far 
afield. . .  
167 Cf Martin Ganeri on Śrī Bhāśya 2.1, where Rāmānuja gives a marked definition of the closely-related śarīra-
śarīrin (embodiment) relationship: “In classical Indian argumentation an acceptable definition has to avoid three 
defects: being too narrow (avyāpti); being too wide (ativyāpti); and not being applicable at all (asambhava). 
Throughout this section there is the question of whether. . .the proposed definitions for embodiment in this section 
fall foul of these requirements or not.” 
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a restriction (niyama) on whether the intention is one’s own (svecchā) or that of the other 

(parecchā).  

 As shown in the cited passage, Rāmānuja follows his definition with an example. This is 

not an arbitrary example, of course, but essentially a return to the issue that had raised the 

question of śeṣa in the first place. phalotpattīcchayā yāgādestatprayatnasya copādeyatvaṁ 

yāgādisiddhīcchayā ‘nyatsarvamupādeyam | “To illustrate: the yāga has its use, and so have the 

exertions required therefo, inasmuch as they serve to bring about the desired result; and 

everything else has its use, if, and in so far as it, serves to realize the yāga.”168 This much could 

be straight out of Jaimini, but not the following.   

 
evaṁ garbhadāsādīnāmapi puruṣaviśeṣātiśayādhānecchayopādeyatvameva svarūpam | 
evamīśvaragatātiśayādhānecchayā upādeyatvameva cetanācetanātmakasya 
nityasyānityasya ca sarvasya vastunaḥ svarūpamiti sarvamīśvaraśeṣabhūtaṁ sarvasya 
ceśvaraḥ śeṣīti sarvasya vaśī sarvasyeśānaḥ patiṁ viśvasyetyādyuktaṁ, - kr̥tisādhyam 
pradhanaṁ yattatkāryamabhidhīyata iti – ayamarthaḥ śraddadhāneṣveva śobhate | 
 
Similarly, it is the essence of born slaves that they have their use in so far as they support 
the transcending importance of particular persons. In the same manner, all entities—
comprising spiritual and non-spiritual beings, eternal and non-eternal—have essentially 
only their use inasmuch as they support the transcendence of the Lord. Thus everyone 
and everything is accessory to the Lord and the Lord is principal to all: as has been 
declared in śrutis like “the Master of all, the Lord of all, the Patron of the universe, etc.” 
Your sense, to wit that the thing to do is the principal factor that is to be realized through 
operation, can only appeal to the credulous.  (trans. Van Buitenen)  

 

Sudarśana Sūri classifies the three examples—involving sacrifice, the slave and God—as vaidika 

(Vedic) , laukika (worldly, mundane) and aupaniṣada (Upaniṣadic).  This threefold scheme may 

be useful, but we can be a little more specific. According to Van Buitenen, the main source for 

Rāmānuja’s account of Prābhākara doctrines is Śālikanātha’s Prakaraṇapañcikā. Van Buitenen 

cites Rāmānuja’s ostensible borrowing of the “born slave” example in support of this claim: 

                                                 
168 Van Buitenen, Rāmānuja’s Vedārthasaṃgraha, 275. 
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“Rāmānuja borrows a casual example verbally—with the rarer word garbhadāsa “born slave”, 

misunderstood by many copyists—and develops it into a cosmic analogy.” However, the 

example is an older one—from the earliest extant commentator on Jaimini, Śabara:  Answering 

the objection that the śeṣin, like the śeṣa, can also help others, Śabara Śabarasays: "It is true that 

the Principal Factor sometimes helps others; but we call that thing 'Auxiliary' which exists 

entirely for helping others; such for instance as the 'born slave' who is purchased for the sole 

purpose of working for the master, and the ox is purchased only for the purpose of carrying loads 

for the master.”169  

 Leaving aside the axiological and social implications of the garbhadāsa example for the 

moment, let us return to ŚabaraŚabara.  Śabara Śabaraanswers the further objection that the 

master helps the born slave and thus becomes śeṣa to him, by stating that "even when making 

provision for the slave, the master subserves his own purpose; the help accrues to the slave only 

because the master's own interests are inseparably bound up with the well-being of the slave." 

Rāmānuja does not seem to be concerned with this objection in the here Vedārthasaṁgraha , but 

he does in the Śrībhāṣya, where he finds the analogy inadequate to his account of the śeṣa-sesi 

relationship, which otherwise follows his Vedārthasaṁgraha  account quite closely. As Eric Lott 

puts it:  “The principal weakness of the analogy is that the relation of śeṣa to sesin is not 

irreversible or one-way in the manner suggested of kr̥ti and kārya by Prabhākara. It is not only 

the 'subordinate' which acts 'with a view to' the 'principal', for in the case of servant and master 

                                                 
169(Trans. Jha vol.1 p.337) | nanu yo 'pi pradhāna-bhūtaḥ, so 'pi kadācit parārthe vartate, yathopādhyāyaḥ pradhāna-
bhūtaḥ śiṣyāṇāṃ vidyā-vinayādhāne vartate | satyaṃ vartate | yas tv atyantaṃ parārthaḥ | taṃ vayaṃ śeṣa iti brūmaḥ 
| yathā, garbhadāsaḥ karmārtha eva svāmino 'naḍvāṃś ca krīyate vakṣyatīty eva | nanu garbhadāsasyāpi svāmī 
saṁvidadhāno guṇa-bhāvam āyāt    
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(for example) we see the reverse is true, the master keeping the servant 'with a view to' 

something.”170  

 The example of the garbhadāsa  points to a difference (at least in emphasis) between 

Śabara Śabaraand Jaimini: Śabara seems more concerned than Jaimini with designating a class of 

entities as essentially śeṣa. It also shows a difference between the treatment of śeṣa in the 

Vedārthasaṁgraha  and the analogous section (end of 1.1.1) in the Śrībhāṣya. Overall, the 

Śrībhāṣya seems to be less reliant on the concept of śeṣa than the Vedārthasaṁgraha. Perhaps it 

is even less oriented toward a Vaiṣṇava audience, and therefore (slightly) less concerned with the 

devotional resonances of the word.  

 Here, in the Vedārthasaṁgraha  passage I have been discussing, the word’s devotional 

scope is crucial. Rāmānuja moves smoothly from the “laukika” example of the born slave to the 

“Upaniṣadic” example171. “Thus everyone and everything is accessory to the Lord and the Lord 

is principal to all: as has been declared in śrutis like “the Master of all, the Lord of all, the Patron 

of the universe, etc.’” Elsewhere in the Vedārthasaṁgraha , Rāmānuja talks about God as a 

literal “transcendental signified”, all denotative processes ultimately culminate in him. Similarly, 

this “Upaniśadic example” is a more profound truth claim that informs and transvalues the two 

other examples, as well as the entire discussion about kārya that preceded it.  It is also on the 

basis of this truth claim Rāmānuja staves off an objection that a relationship of dependence (as 

opposed to identity, if this is an Advaitin opponent) is undesirable. ". . . this would mean in other 

words that the soul’s absolute subservience itself is immeasurable and absolute happiness: but 

this is contradicted by all experience. . . ” The objector goes on to quote Manusmr̥ti: “All 

                                                 
170 Lott, God and the Universe in the Vedantic Theology of Rāmānuja, 60. 
171 Perhaps the word “particular person” puruṣa-viśeṣa serves as an allusive point of transition, as this phrase defines 
“Isvara” in Yoga-sutras 1.24. 
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dependence means suffering. . .”  According to Rāmānuja, such objections are based on a failure 

to understand the proper form of the soul: “ . . . the soul’s essence is that it is subservient to 

Another. . . .the souls sole form is to be subservient to the Supreme Spirit. Therefore the wishful 

misconception of independence must be regarded as an erroneous cognition due to karma. . .”172 

This theory of the self as dependent has profound implications for the religious subject’s 

practice.  

§ 4.4. Synthesizing action, knowledge and devotion in the Gītābhāṣya 

 After this detailed discussion of Rāmānuja’s early Vedārthasaṁgraha, I turn briefly to 

the synthesis of knowledge, action, and devotion in his commentary on the Bhagavad Gītā, 

focusing on Book 9, whose significance I will explain below.  Although the Bhagavad Gītā 

appeared in the Mahābhārata epic, as Kr̥ṣṇa’s “revelation” to Arjuna, by Rāmānuja’s time, it 

became a standalone scriptural authority that Vedāntins had to study alongside the Upaniṣads 

and the Brahmasūtras. Exhorting Arjuna to resume his duty as a warrior, his charioteer Kr̥ṣṇa (on 

earth as the avatar of the supreme god Visnu/Narayana) teaches him a metaphysically-informed 

ethics that brings together action, knowledge and devotion—though different commentators have 

attempted to work these salvific means into varying hierarchies. Although the scene is a 

battlefield rather than a sacrificial ground, ritual terms and attitudes remain an important frame 

of reference.Rāmānuja’s commentary on the Gita works within the interpretive frame offered by 

his Śrīvaiṣṇava predecessor Yāmuna, who divides the scripture’s 18 chapters into 3 hexads in his 

Gītārthasaṁgraha: the first dealing with karma (action) and jnana (knowledge), the second with 

bhakti yoga (the yoga of devotion), and the third with the self, matter, and supplementary 

material on work, knowledge and devotion. This third hexad “subserves the two preceding”; it is 

                                                 
172Vedārthasaṃgraha, 143. Van Buitenen, Rāmānuja’s Vedārthasaṃgraha, 298. 
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pūrvaśeṣa. As its name suggests, the Gītārthasaṁgraha deals with “artha” (meaning/goal) of  

the subject text, distilling the semantic and soteriological ends of the Gita even more drastically 

than Rāmānuja does for the Upaniṣads in the Vedārthasaṁgraha . It consists of just 32 verses, 

the first of which gets straight to the point:  "In the scripture known as the Bhagavad Gītā, 

Nārāyaṇa, the Supreme Brahman, is declared. He is attainable by Bhakti alone, which is to be 

brought about by the observance of one's own Dharma, acquisition of knowledge and 

renunciation of attachment.” In the words of Alexander Uskokov, “There is, then, a central 

position accorded to bhakti in the text, which is bi-directional: as the means of attaining 

Nārāyaṇa, it looks ahead towards him; insofar as it is not the starting point of one’s soteriological 

aspirations, however, and must first be brought about, it looks back towards three things as its 

conditions.”173 

Bhagavad Gita 9.27-34 should be, according to this framework, the culmination of the 

text’s central section. In 9.27, the god Kr̥ṣṇa  says: "Whatsoever you do, whatsoever you eat, 

whatsoever you offer, whatsoever you give away, whatsoever austerity you practise, O Arjuna, 

do that as an offering to Me." This is arguably one of the most important statements of the entire 

Gītā, expressing in a nutshell a complementary double process: “interiorization” of the sacrifice 

(as a state of intention)  and its reconceived “externalization” (as the sacrificial field comes to 

encompass secular action). Here too, we find a “sacrifice of sacrifice”, that is, a valorization of 

sacrifice as what seems like an end in itself, only for it to be offered up to something that is both 

identifiable with it and exceeds it. Rāmānuja’s gloss on 9.27 makes extensive use of śeṣa-śeṣī 

language—an unsurprising move, if we recall the process of “sacrifice and its spiritualization” 

that marks Rāmānuja’s appropriation of the Mīmāṁṣā terms.  

                                                 
173 Uskokov “A Bhakti Sandwich,” 6. 
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Whatsoever worldly work you do for the sustenance of the body, whatsoever you set 
aside for the sustenance of the body, whatsoever Vedic acts, obligatory and occasional, 
like offerings, charity and austerity you practice--do all that as an offering to Me. 
'Arpana' is offering. Do all acts, secular and Vedic, as if the doer, the enjoyer and the 
worshipped were all offerings to Me. The import is this: The divinities etc., who are the 
objects of sacrificial worship, charities, etc., and you, the agent and experiencer--all 
belong to Me and have their essence, existence and actions dependent on Me. Thus only 
to Me, the supreme Principal (mayi eva paramaśeṣiṇi) and supreme agent, offer 
everything--yourself as the agent, experiencer and worshipper, all the host of divinities 
who are the object of worship and the sum of actions constituting the worship. Actuated 
by overwhelming love, contemplate yourself and other factors such as the objects of 
worship, as dependent on Me as My Śeṣas, and hence as of a nature that finds delight 
only in subservience to Me (maccheśataikarasatām). 
 

Rāmānuja uses a near-identical compound in his comment on the very next verse, somewhat 

gratuitously glossing: "Thus equipped in mind with the Yoga of renunciation. . ." as "Thus, 

equipped with a mind which is firmly set in Yoga, called Sannyasa, considering yourself as one 

whose delight lies in being a subsidiary (Śeṣa) to Me (maccheṣata. . . ekarasam). . .” .  

Verses 9.29  emphasizes the extent of God’s accessibility. "I am the same to all creation. 

There is none hateful or dear to Me. But those who worship Me with devotion abide in Me and I 

do abide in them.” So do 9.32-33 Rāmānuja is faithful to what seems to be the text’s inclusive 

spirit in commenting on these verses, even as his comment in Śrībhāṣya on the Brahma Sūtras 

1.3.32 37-39  adopts their exclusionary position. In their stance on the innate capabilities of 

social classes, Rāmānuja’s comments on the Gītā and Brahma Sūtra passages offer two 

contrasting (but not necessarily contradictory) perspectives on the implications of garbha-dāsa. 

Consider a section of his Śrībhāṣya comment (on the Brahma Sūtra ) first. It denies that Śūdras 

are “qualified for the knowledge of Brahman.”174  A deadly social logic limits the soteriological 

                                                 
174 It is impossible that the capability of performing meditations on Brahman should belong to a person not knowing 
the nature of Brahman and the due modes of meditation, and not qualified by the knowledge of the requisite 
preliminaries of such meditation, viz. recitation of the Veda, sacrifices, and so on. Mere want or desire does not 
impart qualification to a person destitute of the required capability. And this absence of capability is due, in the 
Śūdra’s case, to absence of legitimate study of the Veda. (on Brahma Sūtra  36) 
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possibilities of someone with an “evil birth” (pāpayoni). Someone who is born into a low caste 

cannot meditate on Brahman. Why? Because they cannot study the Veda (which is the only 

means of epistemic access to Brahman, according to Vedāntins). And they cannot because they 

are forbidden to do so.  

"32.  taking refuge in Me even men of evil birth (pāpayonayah), women, Vaiśyas, and 
also Śūdras attain the supreme state. . . 
33. How much more then the Brāhmaṇas and royal sages who are pure and are My 
devotees! Having obtained this transient, joyless world, worship Me.”175 
 

In 9.32, the mention of Śūdras alongside Vaiśyas and women suggests that what these ill-born 

groups share is their exclusion from ritual and scripture, their shared subalternity in relation to 

the normative “twice-born” subject.  The “How much more” of 9.33 shows that social hierarchy 

is not really being inverted here. But it is rendered soteriologically irrelevant, as Kr̥ṣṇa’s offer of 

“refuge” here casts the social world itself into insignificance.  

Of course, such insignificance does not entail the renunciation of action in the Bhagavad 

Gītā—whose narrative context (or pretext) is Arjuna’s reluctance to fight. Similarly, for 

Rāmānuja, taking refuge in God does not mean abandoning ritual practice. Compared to Śaṅkara, 

he is fairly “conservative” in retaining the value of  the Vedic ritual. And “taking refuge. . .” 

entails not just the mental sacralization of “secular” actions to a divine recipient, but new forms 

of ritual. The devotional actions that Rāmānuja describes in his comment on 9.34 seem to belong 

in the world of home or temple pūjā, with its loving services to an anthropomorphic deity, rather 

than on the Vedic sacrificial ground, “What is called worship is the conduct of one who realizes 

                                                 
The Śūdra is specially forbidden to hear and study the Veda and to perform the things enjoined in it. ‘For a Śūdra is 
like a cemetery, therefore the Veda must not be read in the vicinity of a Śūdra;’ ‘Therefore the Śūdra is like a beast, 
unfit for sacrifices.’ And he who does not hear the Veda recited cannot learn it so as to understand and perform what 
the Veda enjoins. The prohibition of hearing thus implies the prohibition of understanding and whatever depends on 
it (on BrahmaSūtra  38) 
175 Rāmānuja/Adidevananda, Gītābhāṣya, 321. 
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that he is absolutely a subsidiary [śeṣa] of God. Worship consists also in offering all things of 

enjoyment such as waving of lights. . .garlands, sandal paste. . . food preparations. . .” Both 

Vedic ritual or everyday life persist in this new life, though they are:  “. . . you carry on, for 

pleasing Me alone, your secular works for bodily sustenance and Vedic activities like obligatory 

and occasional rites, regarding them as actuated by Me and finding sole joy in absolute 

subservience to Me.” In his Vedārthasaṁgraha and Śrībhāṣya, Rāmānuja has already refuted the 

Prābhākara Mīmāṁṣā version of actions containing ends that were distinct from their objects 

(whether as kr̥ṭi or as an emergent entity, apūrva). Here in the Gītābhāṣya, it is as if he proposes 

that actions, if their ostensible ends are appropriately relinquished, can indeed be “ends in 

themselves”, affectively speaking.  

The Supreme self is also the end (anta) of the finite self's actions, as Rāmānuja's 
commentary on Gita 18.14-15 states. The finite self is free in its choices whether to be 
well disposed to the Supreme Self or not, . . . in choosing to act according to the will of 
the Supreme Self, the finite self freely chooses to realize the fulfillment of its proper 
nature and final ends with the help of divine grace.176 
 

 Macchesataikarasam, “sole joy (rasa)177 in absolute subservience to me” – the compound 

appears for a third time in this brief section. This phrase, or near identical versions, also 

punctuate the gadyas, prose hymns in which the act of taking refuge is itself ritually and 

poetically framed, possibly for repeated performance. In turning to one of these, I suggest that in 

this set of texts too, the innate state of the human being in relation to God is the condition that 

renders salvific action necessary, but also almost superfluous.  Like the garbhadasa or the 

papayoni, who come up as if “for example” in Rāmānuja’s disputational and exegetical writing, 

the exemplary devotee acts out the implications of a “natural” state.To grasp the  implications of 

                                                 
176 Ganeri, Indian Thought and Western Theism, 247.  
177 Rasa is a keyword in an aesthetic tradition going back to Nāṭyaśāstra 6. 
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“self-reflexivity” in these texts, we should first note with Chakravarti Ram-Prasad how 

Rāmānuja understands the distinction between “self” and “person” in the Gītā. Ram-Prasad 

states that unlike  Śaṅkara, who is committed to separate explanations of the individuation of a 

universal self and of the false sense of agency on the part of individuals:   

Rāmānuja only has to give an account of how the same impersonal individual conscious 
being (ātman), while ultimately free of agency, functions as an agent when entangled 
materially under the condition of personhood. Also, he does not need to deny that the 
impersonal self is ontologically transformed into a person when located materially . 
Consequently , where the Gītā describes the puruṣa as the cause of experience, Rāmānuja 
explains that this is because experience is generated through the puruṣa's intimate 
association (saṁsr̥ṣṭa) with materiality, as the seat (āśraya) of experience. Its agency 
comes through its being the cause of the volitional effort (prayatna) to support the body  
(p. 448/ 443). In this way, Rāmānuja delineates the nature of personhood , while artfully 
leaving aside the Gītā’s requirement that the ātman be non- agentive and devoid of the 
individuating conditions of personhood.178 
 

 § 4.5. Surrendering the speech-act of surrender in the Śaranāgati Gadyam and 

Nitya Grantham 

 Rāmānuja’s Gītā commentary can thus guide our turn from his definition 

off śeṣa (dialectically articulated against a Mīmāṁsā configuration of language, action and 

sacrifice) to his devotional practice of the “speech-act” of surrender in the Śaranāgati Gadya, one 

of Rāmānuja’s three “prose” hymns, and the Nitya Grantham, a ritual manual that embeds 

markedly significant texts such as the Dvaya Mantra within an order of daily worship. As 

indicated earlier, Rāmānuja’s account of śeṣatva in the Vedārthasaṁgraha (and the 

corresponding section toward the end of Sribhasya 1.1.1) was framed by a debate about the ends 

of sacrificial action, itself emerging from a hermeneutic question—the relationship between 

descriptive and prescriptive statements in scripture. In Rāmānuja’s treatment of the Gita, we saw 

both a synthesis of salvific means (such that knowledge and action are subsumed within the 

                                                 
178 Ram-Prasad, “Self and Person in the Gītā Commentaries of Śaṁkara and Rāmānuja,” 385. 
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highest devotion) and an integration of  means and ends: even if action in itself is not satisfying, 

action-as-service to the Lord is. This is the case because of the very constitution of human 

subjects, and their real but subordinate ontological status: knowledge matters, and descriptive 

statements matter, because this theoretical understanding is a relevant framework for felicitous 

devotional practice. Of course, this understanding is also open to the divine grace that exceeds 

understanding, a grace whose activity complicates any logic of means, contributing to the 

uncertainty about the status of prapatti or Śaraṇāgati—apparently absolute, abject— in relation 

to the synthetic bhakti that includes karma and jnana.  

 The convergence of these issues provides us with fertile (but potentially treacherous) 

ground for the study of speech acts. Here I am not proposing to simply classify Rāmānuja’s 

source texts or passages of his own writing in the categories sketched out by Austin in How to 

Do Things with Words or even those more systematically developed by Searle in Speech Acts. 

One source of difficulty is that Rāmānuja and his interlocutors are self-consciously working with 

other ways of organizing discourse, using category terms (such as mantra) are already dense 

with  contextual associations.  Another source of difficulty is that although “intention” certainly 

frames our understanding of texts, the intention behind a speech act is not always attached 

securely to a single human agent such as the historical individual “Rāmānuja”.  This is not to 

disparage the work that has already been done on speech acts in Sanskrit (or even Sanskrit as 

speech act179). Laurie Patton, in acknowledging Searle’s  categories of linguistic performance: 

assertives, directives, commissives, expressives and declarations. The “declaration” is of special 

relevance to this section of chapter, and what Austin would call its “illocutionary aspect” (what 

is achieved “in” saying something) is particularly marked: “bring about the state of affairs 

                                                 
179 Taylor, “How to Do Things with Sanskrit” 
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indicated in the proposition by the mere fact of their being said.”180 But Patton goes on to discuss 

“Indian commentary on sacrificial performance from the late Vedic period” which “is rife with 

enumerations and catalogings of all kinds”—this includes Yāska’s Nirukta, Śabara’s Bhāṣya, and 

Śaunaka’s Br̥haddevata.  

 I am not concerned at the moment with what these taxonomies contain, beyond the 

broader Mīmāṁṣā scheme by which Vedic texts are divided into mantra, brāhmaṇa181, 

arthavāda, and nāmadheya. But that such attention was paid to types of the revealed language of 

scripture matters; I would imagine that someone engaged in such intense and careful reading 

would bring reflexive attention to speech acts in their own writing. Thus, when Rāmānuja works 

Śrīvaiṣṇava mantras into his own devotional dialogue with Viṣṇu and Śrī, he has presumably not 

his dialogue with Mīmāṁṣā on scriptural speech and language. John Taber, having already stated 

that for Mīmāṁṣā mantras are not “meaningless” accessories to the ritual (as Staal, perhaps, 

would have it), considers the implications of the formal definition of mantra in Mīmāṁṣā Sūtra  

2.1.32 as  what expresses/activates an indication of a ritual element (abhidānasya codaka). 

Mantras “imply references to ritual details” that “can be packaged in different ways”;  just as “in 

speech act theory . . . a proposition (more properly, a "propositional act") can be expressed in 

speech acts of different illocutionary force.”  

 It is not until later commentators like Vedānta Deśika that we find the “meaning” of the 

Vaiṣṇava mantras spelled out at length, but Rāmānuja’s prose Hymn of Surrender, “Śaraṇāgati 

Gadyam”, frames one key mantra in terms that determine, even overdetermine, its illocutionary 

                                                 
180 Patton, “Speech Acts and Kings’ Edicts,” 332.  
181 Mīmāṁṣā Sūtra  2.1 on brāhmaṇa— illustrates what I would call an “unmarked” use of śeṣa – brāhmaṇa texts 
are seen as “all the rest” in relation to the other three categories. But it is this “brahmana” that contains vidhis fo 
which fact-assertive statements are subsidiary, śeṣa, in accordance with the technical definition in MS 3.1.2 (see the 
earlier seciton on the Vedarthasamgraha).  
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force.182 The concept of “iterability” has some purchase here, whether or not we follow Derrida 

all the way in the critique of speech-act theory (that turned into an acrimonious and poorly 

resolved debate) where he introduces it. I think of it not as absolutely opposed to 

“intentionality”, but as a condition of its contextual functioning. Searle concludes his defense of 

Austin (and attack on Derrida), “Reiterating the Differences”, with this statement:   

Iterability --both as exemplified by the repeated use of the same word type and as 
exemplified by the recursive character of syntactical rules—is not as Derrida seems to 
think something in conflict with the intentionality of linguistic acts, spoken or written, it 
is the necessary presupposition of the forms which that intentionality takes. 
 

In an afterword to Limited Inc. , Derrida rejects  this characterization of his position:   

I explained not only why I was in agreement with this recognition of the "necessary 
presupposition," but that I myself had formulated and emphasized it previously. And I did 
not see any "conflict" with intentionality, only a structural limit to the telos, to the 
accomplishment (fulfilment) and to the hegemony of said intentionality. 
 

Iterability often implies citationality. “This citationality, this duplication or duplicity, this 

iterability of the mark is neither an accident nor an anomaly, it is that (normal/abnormal) without 

which a mark could not even have a function called "normal." What would a mark be that could 

not be cited?” (12)183 To  be felicitous, many performatives of the sort Austin cites, such as “I 

                                                 
182 I must reiterate here that “authorial intention” is not an adequate site in which to locate this force.  The Vedas, as 
“śruti” or revealed literature (from which Rāmānuja as a Vedantin draws his understanding of ultimate reality) is 
understood by Mīmāṁṣakas and Vedantins as “apauruṣeya” (not of human authorship). Its authority does not derive 
from the merits of a virtuous or even divine speaker, but from the absolute absence of a contingent and potentially 
flawed origin. This is not quite true of statements in the Gita; these are not authorless śruti, but the utterances of 
God, Viṣṇu in his descent to earth as Kr̥ṣṇa.  In his commentarial works, not only is Rāmānuja (in theory) bringing 
to light the purport that the text already contains, he says he is doing so according to earlier teachers (whether 
relatively recent, like Yāmuna, or ancient, like the author of the Vr̥ṭṭi on the BrahmaSūtra ) . Another issue that 
renders “authorial intention” unstable is the very question of authorship, which has been raised  with regard to the 
Rāmānuja’s last four works (the three prose hymns and the manual of daily worship). Given that the case against his 
authorship has its own problems  (and that various inconsistencies can be accounted for by differences in genre or 
audience) it seems reasonable to accept all nine works as Rāmānuja’s. But even if we disregard the issue of 
authorship, a more fundamental question of agency remains, one that is posed by the very concept of śeṣatva: how 
should we talk about “speech acts”  that  undermine or reorient the agent’s agentive status? What about “speech 
acts” that are citations? 
183 Derrida, Limited Inc., 12. Derrida takes “writing” as a paradigm whose trace-structure can be found even in 
speech. 
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now pronounce you man and wife. . .” are citations, direct quotes from a code. This is especially 

the case with a text like Rāmānuja’s Śaraṇāgati Gadyam—not only is the crucial phrase, the 

“declaration”, a preexisting mantric formula, it is packaged in a dialogue filled with citations 

from scripture (and phrases from Rāmānuja’s other works).  Hillis Miller’s account of  iterability 

foregrounds some of its key features:  

“Iterability is . . . the possibility for every mark to be repeated and still to function as a 
meaningful mark in new contexts that are cut off entirely from the original context, the 
‘intention to communicate’ of the original maker of the mark. That originator may be 
absent or dead, but the mark still functions. . . (78) 
 
Iterability is différance, that is, an opening within the utterance itself that makes it differ 
from itself, within itself. Iterability opens a gap within the utterance, but also makes it 
defer itself, opening up abysses of temporality before and after, in a kind of future 
anterior." (83) 
 

Derrida’s own account in Signature Event Context makes passing reference to two non-French, 

non-English words of special relevance here. One is the Aufhebung (remember, the Hegelian 

keyword that Derrida translates as relève). According to Derrida, the “’spacing” that allows a 

written sign to be detached from the present of its utterance, can be seen positively as “the 

emergence of the mark”.  “It does not remain, however, as the labor of the negative in the service 

of meaning, of the living concept, of the telos, supersedable and reducible in the Aufhebung of a 

dialectic.” 184 As elsewhere in Derrida, the Aufhebung comes with a negative connotation, and is 

opposed to  différance. So much for the relève in “relevance”. The other reference is a 

parenthetical aside about the iter in “iterability”. Derrida notes that “iter, again, probably comes 

from itara, other in Sanskrit, and everything that follows can be read as the working out of the 

                                                 
184 « Il ne reste pourtant pas, comme travail du négatif au service du sens, du concept vivant, du télos, relevable et 
réductible dans l’Aufhebung d’une dialectique.»  
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logic that ties repetition to alterity”. The etymological note is relatively trivial: I would not too 

much weight on the iter – itara link.. As D. Venkat Rao writes:  

 . . . Derrida forged his in(ter)ventions by drawing on a colloquial Sanskrit locution - 
itara. The more radial and more disseminated 'name' (nama) for the guest-witness that 
inhabits the layered body complex in Indic traditions is para (the other). From the most 
cherished compositions of the Sanskrit tradition to the most heterogeneously spread out 
speech genres, visual and performative traditions, this alterity within the body circulates 
in countless number of ways and idioms. 
 

 While I hesitate to dismiss itara as a “colloquial Sanskrit locution”, my reading of 

Rāmānuja reveals para to be far more important to him. It is para that signifies “other” in 

Rāmānuja’s definition of śeṣa (paragatātiśaya. . . ), itself fleshing out the śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt of 

Mīmāṁsā Sūtra 3.1.2. He also makes interesting use of it elsewhere, as in the comment on the 

compound matparam in Gītā 13.13, and in the notion of ascending, integrated stages of devotion 

and knowledge (parabhakti, parajñāna, paramabhakti). For all this, Rāmānuja’s dialectics of 

self and other involves “logic that ties repetition to alterity”. Rāmānuja’s writing often repeats 

his sources—and in the Nitya Grantham, copies large stretches of instructions from the 

Ahirbudhnya Saṁhita (as Marion Rastelli has established185), but in reorienting them, he alters 

them profoundly. The devotee can be transformed by the repetition of devotional practice: if 

texts can outlive the author, perhaps for Rāmānuja the true self too can “outlive” a misconceived 

identity with body and ego through these acts. Rāmānuja seems to value daily worship at least 

until (literal) death.  

 The Gadyatrayam consists of three prose hymns attributed to Rāmānuja, and along with 

the Nityam, a manual of daily worship for the single-minded devotee,. All three of the Gadyas 

express praises of God as Viṣnu-Nārāyana along with his inseparable consort and retinue. They 

also put into practice the attitude that, for Rāmānuja, follows from his metaphysics of the self, a 

                                                 
185 Rastelli, “Unaltered Ritual in Transformed Religion,” 115-52. 
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surrender to this God to whom this self is by nature an accessory, śeṣa. (Unsurprisingly, the word 

śeṣa, with its personal and impersonal connotations, features in all three hymns.) This attitude is 

explicit in the name of the hymn on which I will focus. I want to read Rāmānuja’s 

Śaraṇāgatigadyam  as  a “Declaration of Dependence”.  To be sure, this phrase is not a literal 

translation of the title, which could be more precisely rendered as “Prose [hymn] of Surrender 

(literally ‘going to refuge’)”. To defend “Declaration of Dependence”, which I offer as a 

framework for reading rather than as a translation, I must show that śaraṇāgati implies or entails 

“dependence”, and that this dialogic hymn of praise and supplication can indeed be read in terms 

of “declaration”.  These two issues, though one seems to be about content and the latter about 

form, are directly related.  

At the core of the Śaraṇāgatigadyam is a single speech act that gives the “title” its 

meaning: śaraṇam [aham] prapadye, “I take refuge”.  This appears three times: if we don’t 

count the opening invocation to Rāmānuja himself, since this is presumably not by him, and we 

do count the phrase as it is implicit in the dvaya mantram, as this is perhaps the performative 

crux of the whole work. (As Śrīnārāyaṇa himself says further on, “since you have uttered the 

Dvaya in some manner. . . be rid of all obstacles. . .”.) However, the bulk of the work is an 

agglomeration of predicative statements, most of them listing attributes in clusters that express 

the range (svarūpa and svabhāva, spanning paratva and saulabhya) of the Lord’s perfections. In 

addition, we get a number of compounds expressing the nature of human beings, both in terms of 

their (at least the speaker’s own) imperfection and their dependence on the Lord. One reason for 

the work’s being in prose rather than stotra-style verse, could be that prose gives Rāmānuja the 

freedom to even better exploit Sanskrit’s synthetic capaciousness in the service of both his 

metaphysical and iconographic commitments.  
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Not only do these predicative statements quantitatively dominate the work, they ground 

the central speech act of prapatti (though they in doing so they also render it paradoxical). It is 

the nature of Śrī and Nārāyaṇa that makes them fit objects of the acts of taking refuge. Thus the 

accumulation of predicates could be seen as leading up to the word śaraṇya, whether in the 

nominative or vocative: “refuge of those without refuge: I who am without refuge, with her I 

take refuge” (“. . . aśaraṇya-śaraṇya. . . ”).  As for the devotee and the act of surrender itself, 

these are both associated with repeated phrases like aśeṣaśeṣatā-ekarati-rūpa  “. . . of the nature 

of finding sole /joy in rendering all forms of service. .  .” Punning on śeṣa aside (we also see this 

word juxtaposed in the Gadya with the serpent-servant Śeṣa and with the philosophically crucial 

term viśeṣa), such compounds show that their very nature consists in their being oriented toward 

absolute service. The word ekarati calls to mind the section in VS where Rāmānuja challenges 

the notion that service is a “dog’s life”, on the grounds that service is only burdensome when it is 

not directed to the right object. Periyavāccanpiḷḷai (as presented in V.V. Rāmānujan’s 

translation) takes this thought a step further, suggesting that the pleasure of the devotee itself 

entirely subserves that of the Lord: “. . . desire in the performance of all kind of service without 

any exception (or restriction). The primary object is that the Lord shall be pleased, whoever may 

perform the service. The pleasure should be His. Pleasure may be derived by witnessing His 

pleasure. This itself is a form of service"186.  

And yet, given that the śeṣa-śeṣī relation was always already operative between the Lord 

and the supplicant, and that all the latter’s “works” (if this vocabulary isn’t too loaded) are 

themselves results of the Lord’s “grace”, isn’t prapatti unnecessary? And once it is performed, 

shouldn’t once be enough? That is, if one performance or utterance is in itself transformative, 

                                                 
186 Periyavāccanpiḷḷai in Rāmānujan, Gadyatrayam of Begavat Rāmānujacharya, 24. 
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what, if anything, does the devotee gain by performing the ritual and uttering the mantra on a 

daily basis? Though much of the text shows how the devotee and Lord are appropriate as agent 

and target respectively of the act of surrender, Nārāyaṇa’s culminating words are a long string of 

although-s, suggesting that the devotees’ imperfections can be such as to render them unfit even 

for what ought to be their natural state, śeṣatva.  

“Although you are lacking in all those requisites stipulated as means for attaining my 

service of that sort; although you are overcome by endless sins standing in the way of it; 

although you are guilty of endless offences against me; although you are guilty of endless 

offences against my devotees. . .” Two factors override all these disqualifications: “Nevertheless, 

since you have uttered the Dvaya in some manner, Solely due my compassion. . .” The “since” 

and the “solely” can be construed as contradictory in translation, but actually need not be, as the  

“you have uttered the Dvaya” renders dvayavaktā tvam, where “utterer-of-the-dvaya” is simply 

in apposition with “you”, and both could come within the causal power of “madīyayā eva 

dayayā”.  . .  

In referring to the Śaranāgati Gadyam as a declaration of dependence, I want to briefly 

evoke the American “Declaration of Independence,” before returning to śeṣa by way of Derrida’s 

comments on that document. In such a document, the predicative is not entirely separable from 

the performative. After all, the declaratives of the declaration have an (apparently) clear 

performative effect. Maybe this is true of all or most “declarations”. Much of the text is a 

catalogue of the king’s faults, which justify the act that this text brings into being. In fact, the 

declaration of independence has a larger philosophical justification that brings it closer to 

Rāmānuja’s hymn. The major premise of its implicit opening syllogism is about the way humans 

ought to be, which is itself based on what they are in relation to God: “We hold these truths to be 
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self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 

unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” 

In his “Declarations of Independence” (in the plural), Derrida is primarily concerned with 

asking of the text— who signs, and with what so-called proper name, the declarative act that 

founds an institution? (47) Questions of the proper name and the founding of an institution could 

well be posed with regard to Rāmānuja’s status as a sort of exemplary devotee in the Śrīvaiṣṇava  

tradition. Of course, a “Declaration of Independence” is not sufficient to found a community’s 

identity, and Rāmānuja’s hymns are only part of his work as “founder’—according to the 

hagiographies, he also inaugurated major institutional reforms. But for now, in this already 

overlong reading response, let me merely cite a passage Derrida’s “Declarations. . .” that raises a 

slightly different issue: the relationship between are and ought to be in the Jeffersonian 

“Declaration’s” own central perfomative statement: “. . . that these Colonies are and of right 

ought to be free and independent states.”  

"Are and ought to be,” the and articulates and conjoins here the two discursive 
modalities, the to be and the ought to be, the constation and the prescription, the fact and 
the right. And is God: at once creator of nature and judge, supreme judge of what is (the 
state of the world) and of what relates to what ought to be (the rectitude of our 
intentions).  
 

Perhaps Rāmānuja’s Śrīnārāyaṇa should also be read as such an And, a conjoiner of these two 

discursive modalities, or, better still, as presiding over the movement between the two that the 

Śaraṇāgatigadyam dramatically enacts. The devotee does not ask for specific external benefits. 

Rather, he (masculine for now simply because of grammatical gender and because I’m picturing 

Rāmānuja as this model speaker) asks to become a better devotee. He wants to be what he ought 

to be, which also happens to coincide with what he (at some level) always already was; and in 

embodying the truth of this “declaration”, Rāmānuja makes it true for his tradition.  
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“Let it be so for you,” replies Śrī  to the speaker’s first act of śaraṇāgati. “Be thus,” says 

Nārāyaṇa in ŚG 17 after the “although. . . since” sequence discussed above, and then, in ŚG18: 

evambhūto ‘si | “You are thus.” 

Are and ought to be. The conjoining of these two modes, as articulated in the Śaraṇāgati 

Gadya, may recall the Vedānta-Mīmāṁṣā polemics about whether the declarative or the 

imperative was the principal element in Vedic scripture. Nevertheless, it strikes me as an organic 

development from Rāmānuja’s reorientation of Mīmāṁṣā śeṣatva. A modern Śrīvaiṣṇava 

scholar, M. Yāmunācārya celebrates the Śaraṇāgati Gadya as follows:  

Here is the act of worship which is a  blend of Dhyāna, Upāsana and Bhakti (in Rāmānuja 
these three are identical) issuing itself out in overt service (Kaiṅkarya) of God. Here is 
the consummation devoutly wished for by the devotee.” Rāmānuja’s philosophy, 
according to this ācārya, “has found its fulfilment in Love. This, indeed, is the fulfilment 
of the aspiration of his soul expressed in the invocatory verse of Śrī Bhāṣya (Bhavatu 
mama parasmin śemuṣī bhaktirupā). 
 
The gadyam ends with a prospective turn that is also retrospective and introspective: 

“Lord, that remembrance of You at the last moment (antyakāle) achieved by service 

(kaiṁkaryakāritā) — make me have it today.” 

It thus makes sense to read the Śaraṇāgati Gadyam not just as a “declaration of 

dependence” but as a “declaration of love” 187. If the declaration of dependence is framed by 

ontological necessity, the declaration of love allows for a devotional gratuitousness.  

                                                 
187 In a book on Desika & St. Francis de Sales, Clooney justifies a translation of terms like śaranāgati with “loving 
surrender”: “To say that surrender is “loving” rules out factors of violence, demeaning fear, or sheer compulsion, 
highlights the freedom and intelligence that are intrinsic to this surrender, and draws attention to the trust, 
recognition, and reciprocity that make self-abandonment possible. If we admit that loving surrender is a radical 
choice, then we also rule out the easier notion of a choice that would be merely one among many choices 
autonomous agents make. Rather, this is an irrevocable self-giving that cannot be taken back.” Clooney, Beyond 
Compare, 24.  
 
In Politics of Friendship, Derrida writes of “An intention to renounce intention, a desire to renounce desire, etc. 'I 
renounce you, I have decided to': the most beautiful and the most inevitable in the most impossible declaration of 
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This love is unlimited and unsurpassed with regard to other love, owing to the absence of 
baseness. The love of those who are liberated is not surpassed even among God and the 
eternals. Because equal enjoyment is established in “And of the learned one unafflicted 
by desire. . .” (Ānandavalli, Taittirīya Upanishad?),  and “because of the indication of 
sameness in enjoyment alone” (Brahma Sūtra  4.4.21) . And because theories either of 
gradation or of increase and decrease among the enjoyments of God, the eternals and the 
liberated one are based on bad reasoning.188  
 
Although the servant is impelled by the Lord’s will, as in “I will gladden” (Stotraratna 
46), and although effort must be directed toward that love, stimulated by love and so on, 
on the principle of “conduct toward Keśava according to ability” (Ma. U? – 
Mahabharata,?), makes it clear that love, through its supereminence as stimulus, operates 
at its own pleasure, independent of any injunction.  [translation mine] 
 

As we can see, Vedānta Deśika’s commentary on the Śaraṇāgati Gadyam emphasizes the excess 

of this love, showing it to be free both of calculation and of injunctions.189. In his 

Rahasyatrayasāra, which has an extensive commentary on the “dvaya mantra” (which we just 

saw as the central speech act of the Gadyam above), Deśika extends the implications of 

Rāmānuja’s śeṣa-śeṣin model in two significant directions. First, being for the transcendent 

Other entails being for human others too: service to the lord can culminate in service of other 

devotees. Second, God himself can be seen as śeṣa to his devotees, rejoicing in their honor. 

Vedānta Deśika is seen as the founder of the Vaṭakalai, or “Northern” school of Śrīvaiṣṇavism, 

                                                 
love.” Although “an intention to renounce intention” can be seen in śaranāgati, Derrida’s statement here is engaged 
in a quite different dialogue (imagining a “democracy to come” in messianic terms).  Derrida/Collins, Politics of 
Friendship. On the relevance (or not) of “intention” to alaṁkāra śāstra, and its implications for translating Sanskrit 
poetry, see Martha Selby’s “On The Translatability of Intention in Indian Poetry.” 
 
188 asyāś ca prīter anavadhikātiśayatvam prītyantarāpekṣayā nikrṣṭatvavirahāt, īśvarasya nityānāmapi hi na 
muktebhyo ‘tiśayitā prītiḥ, * śrotriyasya cākāmahatasya (ānandavallī) * bhogamātrasāmyaliṅgācca (bra. Sū 4.4.21) 
iti samānabhoga (tvasthā) vyavasthāpanāt, 
īśvaranityamuktabhogānāmupacayāpacayatāratamyavādayorapanyāyamūlatvācca |  

kaiṅkaryasya bhagavadicchākāritatve ‘pi, * praharṣayiṣyāmi (Stotraratna 46) iti tatprītyuddeśena pravr̥ttatve ‘pi * 
pritikārita ityādinā * yathārhaṁ keśave vr̥ttam (mā. U.) iti nyāyāt prīteḥ prerakatvātiśayena svarasapravr̥ttiḥ, 
niyoganairapekṣyaṁ ca dyotyate | 

 
189 The phrase “anavadhikātiśaya” (rendered here as “unlimited and unsurpassed”) is from Rāmānuja’s own text, 
and is even identified as “one of his phraseological  characteristics” by Matsumoto 1974, who lists its appearances in 
Rāmānuja’s work.  
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which came to be associated with the “baby monkey” model of surrender: the baby monkey 

clings to its mother.  The Teṅkalai, or “Southern” school of  Śrīvaiṣṇavismis even more radical 

in its understanding of prapatti/śaraṇāgati, one associated with the “kitten”, who is utterly abject 

in the face of its mother’s grace.   

 However we construe Rāmānuja’s radical surrender, it does not involve the literal 

abandonment of action. If the speech-act Dvaya Mantra is embedded in the larger text of the 

Śaraṇāgati Gadyam, the Gadyam itself is embedded in the Nitya Grantham, Rāmānuja’s Manual 

of Daily Worship, which “seems to serve as the frame or channel within which that passionate 

prayer is as it were contained, so that it can be repeated again and again with a passion and force 

that does not decline over time.”190 Clooney reads the Nityam in the light of Rāmānuja’s  

commentarial works, showing that its prescriptions are in keeping with the model of meditative 

practice that these works contain. Rāmānuja’s manual puts into practice three notions that are 

consistent with his exegetical corpus, but are not shared by all Vedantins: “meditation has 

positive content; meditation is to be repeated throughout life; the Lord alone is the actor in 

worship”191. If the first of these had to do with my section on the attribution of properties, and 

the third with that on the capabilities of the slave, it is the second that concerns me here. For 

instance, Vedārthasaṁgraha 91 192 describes the devotee who has already taken refuge as 

subsequently performing various ethical, contemplative and ritual acts repeatedly before 

achieving higher devotion in the form of a vivid and sustained meditative vision. Two categories 

of ritual action are mentioned here: nitya and naimittika karma-s, “obligatory, or daily” and 

                                                 
190 Clooney “Råmånuja’s Nityagrantham (Manual of Daily Worship),” 3.  
191 Clooney, “Meditation in Practice. ..” 3. 
192 Van Buitenen. Rāmānuja’s Vedārthasaṁgraha, 248-9. 
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“occasional” works, respectively.193  The activities in the Nityam are not rendered obligatory by 

Vedic injunctions, but are rather a daily course of action for the paramaikāntin, who has already 

achieved everything.  

 The reflexive prefix sva- 194(“own”) has played an important, if hitherto neglected, role in 

my reading of Rāmānuja. Our translators (such as Van Buitenen) seem to want to emphasize a 

somewhat residual, etymologically sense within “proper”(which is from the Latin proprius 

“one’s own, particular to itself”195). I find “proper” often suitable (if a bit antiquated) precisely 

because it is situated between an is and an ought, pointing to an entity’s essential nature (as in 

svarupa) as well as pointing out a normative mode of action ostensibly attendant on this essence.  

It is in the Nitya Grantham that I first see Rāmānuja directly applying the prefix sva- to śeṣa 

(which is not to say it is absent elsewhere in his work). It appears three times, and each time has 

a suffix that makes the word refer to a state of being: svaśeṣata, svaśeṣabhuta. On two of these 

occasions, it refers to ritual activity as the Lord’s own activity by means of the human 

instrument—e.g. bhagavān eva svaśeṣabhūtena mayā— qualified by its own, “proper” nature as 

śeṣa. “by means of me who belongs entirely to Him,” Perhaps the compound svaśeṣa,  

paradoxically makes parārtha (for the other) synonymous with puruṣārtha, by looking at human 

beings from a divine perspective, inasmuch as the person (puruṣa) is—in a qualified rather than 

                                                 
193 In the Nitya Grantham itself, there are only two uses of the term nitya, both in the compound, nityakiṃkaratva, 
the state or value of perpetual service.”   This term appears frequently in the Gadyas, for instance within a long 
compound qualifying the act of Śaraṇāgati: “. . . with a desire to achieve perpetual service (nityakaiṃkarya), which 
has the form of delight solely in. . . existing entirely for His sake, suited to every condition without exception . . .” 
aśeṣāvasthocita-aśeṣaśeṣatā-ekaratirūpa-nityakaiṃkarya. Here the śeṣa and aśeṣa are joined to designate a single 
intense quality that marks “perpetual service” as a state of accessoriness-without-remainder. The wordplay on śeṣa 
and aśeṣa calls to mind the invocation to the Vedārthasaṁgraha , discussed at length earlier in this chapter, and 
ekarati was part of the repeated phrase I identified in the Gita Bhasya.   
194 “Since *se [the Indo-European theme that is the source of Greek he, Latin se, Sanskrit sva-] contains difference 
in itself as "internal difference" (innerer Unterschied), to think the Absolute is to think what, through a process of 
absolution, has been led back to its *se; it is, in other words, to conceive of what has become equal to itself in its 
being other. Human being, insofar as it is an "I," a speaking subject, is such that to be itself, it must have come back 
to itself, having found itself in the Other. (Agamben 1999)  
195 https://www.etymonline.com/word/proper   
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absolute way—the other (para) of the divine self. Reflexive relevance, here, involves a 

momentary perspectival identification of the subject with God, even as the distinction between 

divine and human remains.196  

§ 5.6. Remains / relevant 

 Are remains relevant to Rāmānuja? Does Rāmānuja remain relevant to us? The answer 

to both of these questions is yes, but this affirmation, as I understand it, involves a difficult 

juxtaposition of the ordinary and the extraordinary, of the exemplary and the exceptional. this 

end is not a conclusion so much as a prompt to further reflection.   

 It makes sense to approach Śaraṇāgati Gadyam and Nitya Grantha as the dialogic and 

liturgical performance of Rāmānuja’s theory of śeṣatva. But it is also worth noticing their uses of 

the word śeṣa that fall below (or go beyond) the purview of such theory: śeṣa as literal leftover 

and as proper name. The “meditation on the Lord’s exclusive agency in worship”, where the 

reflexive “svaśeṣa” appears, is immediately followed by “an offering to the teacher and the 

community”. The content of this offering is “haviśśeṣa”, the “leftover of the oblation”. As a 

tangible, edible item marked by contact with a powerful being, this śeṣa harks back to the 

ucchiṣṭa in the Vedic  sacrifice. But the gesture of giving it to Viśvakṣeṇa—the divinity paired 

alliteratively with Śeṣa as Śeṣāśana (in the Gadyam—followed by the teacher and a community 

of Vaiṣṇavas, points to the transformation of Vedic sacrifice into temple-based devotion. We can 

think of this as the “prasāda” paradigm, to use a word that brings together intangible “grace” and 

its tangible manifestation.  

                                                 
196 Cf Derrida : "The relève or relevance of man is his telos or eskhaton. The unity of these two ends of man, the 
unity of his death, his completion, his accomplishment. . . Such a discourse, in Hegel as in the entirety of 
metaphysics, indissociably coordinates teleology with an eschatology, a theology, and an ontology.” This passage 
from “The Ends of Man” comes to mind, but I do not take it up above, but Derrida is concerned with a  particular 
moment in the history of humanism in relation to  a particular meaning of “end” / fin that is not present in “artha”.  
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Broadly, divine ‘beneficence’ or prasāda is the emotion that results when Hindu gods and 
saints are propitiated by their devotees’ domestic and temple pūjā (rituals of worship). 
Secondarily, that beneficence can be found in material forms and is then also known as 
prasāda, in everyday reference to the material leftovers of pūjā, as produced in ritual 
actions in Hindu communities around the world.197 
 

The word prasāda does not seem to have acquired the second meaning by Rāmānuja’s time, but 

the Rāmānuja hagiographies give a prominent place to such sacred leftovers. In one story, for 

instance Rāmānuja accepts the dust that children have playfully offered to a drawing of God on 

the ground.198 In another, we find that he “rejoiced at the prospect of obtaining the remnants of 

food eaten by a spiritual elder, albeit he belong to a low class in society” and even fought with 

his wife about this issue, an event that precipitated their separation.199 A scene such as this points 

to a motif that pervades of the life of Rāmānuja: the master’s mastery is manifested in service.  

 The Śrīvaiṣṇava  devotional tradition is still very much alive—this means that Rāmānuja 

is “relevant” in a very basic way, as an object of devotion. He is also continues to be the object 

of much academic work, some of which acknowledges the mutual relevance of the “dialectical” 

and “devotional  aspects of Rāmānuja, as well as his relevance to academic, social and 

environmental concerns today200. In 2017, various organizations celebrated Rāmānuja’s 1000th 

anniversary, presumably bringing his life and work to a broader audience: not just comparative 

theologians and Indologists, not just members of the Śrīvaiṣṇava  community. Under the 

leadership of the guru Sri Chinna Jeeyar, a monument to Rāmānuja has been built in the form of 

a “Statue of Equality”—an understandable quality to emphasize, given that Rāmānuja is 

remembered both for a devotional brand of Vedānta that was more “accessible” to the “masses” 

                                                 
197 Pinkney “Prasāda, Grace as Sustenance, and the Relational Self,” 415. 
198 Govindacharya, The Life of Rāmānuja, 108  
199 Govindacharya, The Life of Rāmānuja, 60 
200 Clooney, “Learning from a Medieval Hindu Theologian’s Manual of Daily Worship,” 107. 
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and for making temple worship less subject to caste restrictions. Rāmānuja’s use of śeṣa—if 

taken up in its full philological and illocutionary scope—presents a number of opportunities for 

and challenges to his own use today as an icon of “equality”. (The food remainders in anecdotes 

about Rāmānuja’s life draw attention to commensality norms as a site of structural violence. The 

idealization of śeṣatva personified as servanthood (rather than merely an abstract-being for) has 

affinities with a Gandhian rhetoric (itself directly influenced by Vaiṣṇava  bhakti). As Carman 

observes: “The close connection in social reality between servant and slave certainly suggests 

that the language of service will have a different ring when it is used by a Brahmin than it does 

when used by an untouchable”201.  Rāmānuja and Hegel have been studied together before202 but 

I have not yet come across a sustained engagement with the master-slave dialectic, or with 

Hegel’s writing on India. Neither of these is particularly applicable to Rāmānuja—Rāmānuja’s 

śeṣatva is not framed in terms of struggle and recognition, and Hegel’s occasionally brilliant but 

often bigoted critique of “Indian” thought (e.g. as failing to mediate the universal and particular) 

often leaves Rāmānuja’s theology unhelpfully unscathed. However, recent work about Hegel 

reminds us to place philosophical systems within society—and this includes taking such 

phenomena as caste and slavery seriously, as relevant to abstract thought—without reducing our 

engagement with the Absolute to specific material conditions. Rāmānuja too deserves to be read 

carefully, in context, with commentaries, in comparative perspective, with an eye to those 

aspects of him are relevant to us—so long as this relevance doesn’t become a suppression of 

what remains difficult to assimilate into our religious, nationalist or simply self-aggrandizing 

agendas. In the conclusion to this dissertation, I will return to the work of Derrida’s that I briefly 

                                                 
201 Carman, “The Dignity and Indignity of Service,” 119. 
202 For instance, Prasad 1983 and Gawde 2018, as well as studies on Hegel’s reading of the Humboldt’s BG— 
already touched on by many other scholars—Halbfass, Rathore & Mohapatra, Spivak, Stewart, Viyagappa, and 
Signoracci.  
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touched on in the introduction to this chapter: “What is a ‘relevant’ translation?” The end of this 

chapter should have shown for Rāmānuja what the previous chapters did for Jaimini and Derrida, 

that the śeṣa is not merely relevant to each author, but alerts us to the continued relevance of 

each author’s corpus today. Such relevance need not be diminished by uncertainty about where 

the author begins and ends—an uncertainty can offer food for reflection. In Rāmānuja’s case, the 

subject of śeṣa invites us to reflect, with Rāmānuja, on who sacrifices what in the speech act of 

self-sacrifice.   
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CHAPTER V 

Conclusion: The Uses of Śeṣa Beyond “Relevance”  

 
The mountain that remains when the universe is destroyed 
is not big and is not small. 
Big and small are 
 
comparative categories, and to what 
could the mountain that remains when the universe is 
destroyed 
be compared? 
 
Consciousness observes and is appeased. 
The soul scrambles across the screes. 
The soul, 
 
like the square root of minus 1, 
is an impossibility that has its uses.  
 
 -Vijay Seshadri “Imaginary Number”203 
 

§ Remains / uses  

 I imagine only a small number of this poem’s readers recognize its opening line as an 

inside joke: the phrase “mountain that remains” is a possible translation of the compound 

śeṣādri. This is not to say that it is the best possible translation, or that this inside joke gives us 

the best way to read the poem. The conceit  of the “imaginary number,” by contrast, seems 

essential to the poem, and I would expect more readers to recognize that the phrase is not 

Seshadri’s own, but a technical term of which he is making figurative use. That is, even if you 

                                                 
203 Seshadri, Vijay "Imaginary Number." Poetry, 2012, Vol.199 (5), p.402.  
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are not sure what an “imaginary number” is, it helps to be aware that the term is meaningful and 

useful to mathematicians. In this very basic sense, “an impossibility that has its uses.” 

 I came to the poem for its opening “remains” but stayed for its closing “uses.” My own 

dissertation research began with a theoretical interest in the theme of remainders before 

narrowing in focus to the usage of the word śeṣa.  These two phases of research are retained in 

my dissertation, and in its title: “The Uses of Śeṣa: from Relevant Remains in Derrida to a 

Servant Serpent in Rāmānuja.”  Over the three preceding chapters, at least two senses of “use” 

(as they play out in a Sanskrit text-tradition and responses to it) should have equally warranted 

its presence in the title: the shifting usage of the word “śeṣa” and the usefulness of the 

phenomenon that it names in the theory and practice of sacrifice. An investigation of śeṣa’s 

linguistic usage as well as the practical usefulness of remainders, accessories and servants has 

brought us close to “impossibilities”: not obstacles to inquiry, but limits that frame our continued 

approach.  

 The framing function of these limits, in language and in ritual practice, can be thought of 

in terms of “economy”. At the interlinguistic level, the most salient “impossibility” is 

untranslatability.  This is not to say that śeṣa is literally untranslatable—in fact it is very often 

translatable literally, one word for one word, without requiring supplementary recourse to a 

distinct secondary meaning.  Instead, I invoke this “untranslatability” as an opportunity to 

recognize difficulty, to recognize subtle or profound possibilities that lie in the relationship 

between the different meanings of a word, a relationship that could be lost in an all too easy 

synthesis. Śeṣa can be translated by one word in many contexts of its use; what cannot be 

translated is the way in which the multiple meanings of śeṣa, with varying degrees of salience 

across these contexts, bear on each other. Derrida, who initially earned his place in this 
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dissertation thanks to his obsession with remainders, also has something to say about the uses of 

this particular impossibility.    

Nothing is untranslatable, however little time is given to the expenditure or expansion of 
a competent discourse that measures itself against the power of the original. But the 
“untranslatable” remains—should remain, as my law tells me the poetic economy of the 
idiom, the one that is important to me, for I would die even more quickly without it, and 
which is important to me, myself to myself, where a given formal “quantity” always fails 
to restore the singular event of the original, that is to let it be forgotten once recorded, to 
carry away its number, the prosodic shadow of its quantum. . . . In a sense, nothing is 
untranslatable; but in another sense, everything is untranslatable; translation is another 
name for the impossible. In another sense of the word “translation,” of course, and from 
one sense to the other—it is easy for me always to hold firm between these two 
hyperboles which are fundamentally the same, and always translate each other.204 

 

 Instead of attempting to make sense, let alone use, of these hyperboles, I would like to 

return to more banal question concerning “economy of the idiom,” albeit under their “shadow.” 

The interlinguistic impossibility of single-word translation adequate to all contexts, as the case of 

śeṣa should have shown, results from what I am tempted to call an intralinguistic 

“compossibility,” the diachronic and synchronic relations that organize the polysemy of a word. 

Certain contexts—sometimes marked through literary devices, as in the benedictory verse 

opening Rāmānuja’s Vedārthasaṁgraha— make us notice the multiple meanings of śeṣa. In 

others, such as in the Mīmāṁsāsūtras, one of the multiple meanings clearly stands out as relevant 

to the context. For instance, we should not think of śeṣa as remainder when Jaimini defines it as 

parārthatvāt, but it is the case that certain remainders do in fact also serve as accessories.  

 This brings us to the other “impossibility” that frames the “uses of śeṣa.” This is the 

impossibility of sacrifice. As with untranslatability, “unsacrificeability” would not designate an 

absolute impossibility, but the impossibility of something being carried over without remainder. 

                                                 
204 Monolingualism of the Other, trans. Patrick Mensah (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 56–67. 
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Just as translators can and do translate (in everyday and extraordinary ways), sacrificers can and 

do sacrifice. What I have in mind is instead an understanding of sacrifice as necessarily the 

“sacrifice of sacrifice,” to take up a phrase used by many thinkers including Derrida, and most 

systematically developed by Dennis Keenan. In his genealogy of “the question of sacrifice”, 

Keenan identifies two understandings of sacrifice: as “economic” (yielding a “return” on what 

was given up) and as “aneconomic” (beyond calculation and hope of reward). He shows that for 

various “continental” theorists (including Derrida and associated thinkers), sacrifice is 

necessarily both. ”Sacrifice is sacrifice only as the sacrifice of sacrifice. Sacrifice is (genuinely) 

sacrifice only as the sacrifice of (an economical understanding of) sacrifice. It is necessary for 

sacrifice to consume itself in an all-burning holocaust in order to be what it “is.” The language of 

these theorists, seeking to hold together the economic and aneconomic, as necessary even if 

impossible, tends toward paradox and aporia. My own understanding of sacrifice comes very 

close to some of these theorists; I was thinking along similar lines even before I encountered 

Keenan’s book (though I had of course already read some of the texts he examines). However, 

my dissertation approaches this problematic of sacrifice in a doubly different mode, emphasizing 

uses over impossibility, downplaying the aporetic in favour of the pragmatic, even while 

acknowledging the two as complementary.   

 Firstly, the texts I have studied are in a Veda-Mīmāṁsā-Vedānta tradition of thought on 

sacrifice, so certain Greco/Judaeo/Christian concerns in the continental theorizing are not fully 

applicable here. (This is not to say that the 20th-century thinkers are totally unfamiliar with Vedic 

sacrifice; many of them have no doubt read Mauss & Hubert et al.)  Secondly, diachronic and 

synchronic attention to a single Sanskrit word, śeṣa, should have afforded a uniquely privileged 

site from which to approach the problematic of sacrifice as “the sacrifice of sacrifice”. This has 
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to do partly with the role of śeṣa or ucchiṣṭa as remainder. This allows for a “sacrifice of 

sacrifice” in a basic sequential sense:  the leftovers with which one sacrificial act ends, as 

Malamoud reminds us, can serve as the starting point of another. However, the serviceability of 

this word far exceeds this particular form of service. Śeṣa comes to name any part that is for 

another in the Mīmāṁsaka hermeneutics of an immanent sacrificial whole, and the devotional 

subject as constitutively subservient to the transcendent reality in Rāmānuja’s metaphysics. The 

relation between means and ends is consistently in question, such that a dichotomy between 

“economic” and “aneconomic” needs to be deconstructed. Even if an attempt to comprehensively 

theorize this relation leads to paradoxical formulations, the usefulness of śeṣa does not lie in 

aporia. Rather, it lies in the speech acts that bring a comprehensive, challenging theory of 

sacrifice to bear on the ordinary everyday practice of sacrifice.  

 The remainder of this conclusion will briefly recapitulate each of these chapters, with an 

emphasis on the connection between the use of the word “śeṣa” and the usefulness of śeṣa. We 

can think of this as a mapping of each chapter’s title—“leftovers, carried over,” “supplement, 

implemented,” and “self, sacrificed”—onto the account of śeṣa (and in the first chapter 

ucchiṣta/reste) developed in the body of the chapter. Each title, that is, should indicate a shift in 

the object of study designated by the word śeṣa (leftover, supplement, self) as well as a form of 

use that this object affords (identification, application, sacrifice).  Each chapter, however, should 

problematize the very notion of “use,” revealing that the relationship between ritual and thought 

is constantly constituted by both a self-interested economy and a non-economic relinquishment 

of interests. Each stage in the genealogy of śeṣa can be understood as a “sacrifice of sacrifice”, if 

we allow this phrase to cover a range of gestures (from the physical reuse of a leftover material 

to the inner act of giving up the very notion of sacrifice).  Thus this foray into a text- tradition 
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should have given us a fresh perspective on some of its most familiar themes, not only remaining 

at the threshold of theory and practice but keeping us alert to practice as theory and theory as 

practice. The recapitulations should also gesture to the way in which variations on the “sacrifice 

of sacrifice” in the hermeneutic moment that each chapter focuses on—the Vedic/Brāhmaṇa 

ritual texts (as seen through Derrida’s “Reste”) and in moments of Mīmāṃsā and Vedānta sūtras 

commentary—as well as in the intellectual history of this tradition, as a process of 

“spiritualization”205 (not merely “internalization” but a renewed orientation in the context of new 

rituals and new communities). Śeṣa, in its guises as remainder, as supplement, and servant, helps 

us avoid reductive understandings of “sacrifice”, avoiding an economistic reading (that sees it 

merely as means to a heavenly or earthly end) or a reading that neglects the legible, practicable 

mechanisms of its economy.  

Chapter 2: Leftovers, Carried Over 

 A careful reading of “Reste”—informed by closer attention to the Sanskrit textual 

corpora it treats second-hand—reveals three processes, each of which is already a “sacrifice of 

sacrifice” in its own way. This is not to say that Derrida’s post-humanist move has always 

already been made, only that the “sacrificial” anthropocentrism he seeks to deconstruct is fraught 

with iterations of a gesture that could go by this name. Thinking literally and figuratively, with 

and against Derrida, I frame these “sacrifices of sacrifice” in a Latinate English, as an interplay 

of “-ject” and “-lation” words. The brahmanic treatment of śeṣa, as presented by Derrida, 

                                                 
205 Clooney, “Sacrifice and Its Spiritualization in the Christian and Hindu Traditions,” 366. 
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involves not just the oblation of an object, but the sublation of a subject, a conjecture concerning 

collation, and the translation of a word or philosopheme’s trajectory.206  ” 

 If Derrida defined deconstruction most pithily as “plus d’une langue” (no more language 

/ more than one language), the form this takes in his writing could often be called “plus d’un 

mot”. Very often, his essays exploit the polysemy of a French word, deriving both from its 

semantic range and its ability to operate as different parts of speech. Reste here is probably best 

rendered as “remains”—as it is both a noun meaning “remainder” and a verb, an indicative or 

imperative form of rester. In much of Derrida’s essay, the word corresponds to a marked Sanskrit 

word that is the primary object of Malamoud’s study, ucchiṣṭa, which (as we shall see) refers to a 

range of remainders, primarily food items used in sacrifice. Malamoud also deals with śeṣa (from 

the same root śiṣ), and Derrida acknowledges this as the word for remainders “in general” or “as 

such”. I find greater philosophical and theological potential (constructive, deconstructive, self-

sacrificing) in śeṣa than in ucchiṣṭa. Derrida, like Malamoud, focuses on the “brahmanic” 

remainder, focusing on late Vedic or early post-Vedic texts. The trajectory of the word śeṣa in 

later Mīmāmsā and Vedānta texts mobilizes a complexity latent in the role of the ritual remnant 

(usually referred to as ucchiṣṭa, but also in the semantic range of śeṣa) in a Vedic myth-ritual 

complex.  

 This history of usage makes for interesting comparison not just with Derrida’s use of the 

reste in his essay, but with his choice of relève elsewhere to translate both Hegel’s all-important 

                                                 
206 I have touched on this in my chapter on Derrida’s Reste, I did not intend to give undue determinative privilege to 
the particular Latin prefixes or roots. Rather, the gimmicky scheme should allow for an alertness to the pitfalls of 
our own theoretical language as well as the trace of concrete gestures and even material culture that may lurk in our 
theory, our “white mythology. “White Mythology” and the concept of usure developed there featured in the 
dissertation introduction. Usure is useful because it reminds us that the passage of a word that designated something 
“concrete” into a more “abstract” philosophical  discourse involves both loss (as in the wearing away that usure 
names) as well as gain (as in usury).  
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noun “Aufhebung” and the verb “seasons” in Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice—which I will 

return to in the conclusion of this conclusion. The trajectory of śeṣa in a Sanskrit history of ritual 

and thought may not be translatable by a single word, but it does allow us to think the material 

processes of cooking and sacrifice alongside the textual process of translation—in terms of what 

makes these processes possible and yet resists them. While Derrida is not an independent source 

of Indological insights, «Reste—le maitre ou le supplément d’infini » allows us to focus our 

attention on an intersection of issues we might otherwise neglect. Of course, Derrida himself 

neglects much that is important. His treatment of a key text foregrounding the remainder, 

Atharva Veda 11.7, the hymn to ucchiṣṭa, is quite cursory. And what he addresses, through 

Malamoud, is the philosophy latent in cultural practices, the “thought” implicit in texts about 

ritual, rather than later systematic argumentation in Sanskrit, such as that practiced by 

Mīmāṁsakas. What Derrida lacks here is not a reason to ignore him, but rather a reason to 

supplement his reading with our own.  

 The material demands such supplementation. “Reste—le maître”, while it is a fascinating 

attempt at developing the “onto-theo-phenomenological” implications of what seems to be a 

relatively non-philosophical domain (the nexus of myth, ritual, and culinary codes that 

Malamoud describes), is disappointingly silent on the philosophical and theological thinking that 

emerged in that very milieu, particularly in the Upanishads. Derrida’s encounter with 

Brahmanism is indeed a rich resource for thinking, but for all its attention to brahmins and the 

brahmanas, it has little to say on brahman—as principle, principal or as remainder. Then again, 

this is not to say that such silence is closure; in fact, it sets the scene quite well for the 

comparative encounters I have tried to stage. “Reste—le maître” contains three sections, each 

much longer than the next. In the first, Reste à partager, Derrida’s declarations of his 
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indebtedness into Malamoud open directly onto questions concerning remainders, mastery and 

economy. The second, « Pour être complet. . . » (le lait, la vache, la peau : devoir se 

réapproprier), explores two limits to which Brāhmaṇa stories about the cow can lead: the border 

between “nature” and “culture” and the edge of the world itself. Le reste du monde asks 

questions ad infinitum, ad nauseam, of the processes of eating and of touching, of the remains of 

something or someone. It offers a tentative taxonomy of remainders expressed by the French 

word reste in Malamoud’s text, but with a strong sense of the failure of this effort. It also 

contains a conjecture about the way in which “sacrificial”, the “hierarchical” and the 

“ontological” in ancient Indic and ancient Greek thought strive to institute sameness itself 

through an “economy”’ of restes. It may be worth attending to the “oikos” implicit in the 

“economic” and “ecological” frameworks for a theological or philosophical line of thinking. But 

even as we unfold the dynamic multiplicity implicit in śeṣa itself or in the very word “même” 

(same), we must be careful not to flatten text specific, context-specific, relational differences by 

subjecting them to difference as such. Rāmānuja argues that servitude (śeṣatva) can be the 

highest joy, depending on whose dependent one is. Similarly, mastery itself differs in terms of 

who or what is mastered: as Didier Coste reminds us, the master-student relationship is not 

simply the same as master-slave. I am not aware that Derrida is at all aware of Rāmānuja, but 

reading them together can keep us alert to relevant questions of similarity in difference.   

§ Chapter 3: Supplement, Implemented 

 Jaimini’s Mīmāṁṣā Sūtras, of this system of ritual hermeneutics, define the word śeṣa 

not as “remainder” but as “that which is for the sake of another” (parārthatvāt).  The uses of śeṣa 

in Mīmāṃsā have to do with the implementation of supplements. This new definition accords 

with the primary role that the term plays in this system: all components of the sacrificial process, 
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from a preparatory utensil to the human agent, are identified as śeṣa, serving something else in 

that process. By identifying these entities in terms of their orientation to something else, 

Mīmāṁṣā valorizes all of them, but only in subordinating them as accessories to the achievement 

of the ultimate good conveyed by scriptural injunctions. The chapter focused on the first few 

adhikaraṇas of the śeṣādhyāya. MS 3.1.1 declares śeṣa the subject of the book using a highly 

marked phrase, the solemn opening athātaḥ. MS 3.1.2 characterizes śeṣa as parārthatvāt 

(“because it is for the sake of another”). MS 3.1.3-6 consider two sets of candidates for this 

category: dravya, guṇa and saṁskāra (substances, qualities and preparations), as well as puruṣa, 

karma and phala (person, action, and result). I read these adhikaraṇas through the commentaries 

of the Bhāṭṭā and Prābhākara schools, who largely agree in their account of śeṣa but offer 

usefully different emphasis in accordance with their occasionally contrasting philosophies of 

language and action. However, it would be a mistake to take this restricted set of sūtras as 

constituting the entirety of a “Mīmāṁsā theory of śeṣa” that is simply applied elsewhere, 

whether in other parts of the sūtras or by later commentators and practitioners. We could say 

instead that there is a “surplus” of śeṣa in Jaimini’s sūtras to which the commentators respond. 

Moreover, the Mīmāṃsā redefinition of śeṣa—while the word itself does not feature prominently 

in later Mīmāṁsā—is relevant to Mīmāṃsā’s own usefulness to thinkers such as Rāmānuja.   

Not only does Jaimini define śeṣa as something that is for the sake of another (parārtha), this 

definition very rapidly gives way to its application (viniyoga) across the distributed components 

of the sacrifice. Śālikanātha, expanding on Prabhākara, offers a statement that is functionally a 

definition, even if it is not explicitly introduced as such: “That which is applied, designated as a 

subsidiary, is an accessory” (yo hi viniyojyate ‘ṅgatvena pratipadyate sa śeṣaḥ). Perhaps the self-

effacing handiness of the word śeṣa could be further clarified through a study of its interactions 
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with the word artha (meaning, purpose, aim—as we have seen) and with words built around the 

word yuj (prayojana-purpose, viniyoga-application, and so on). The range of yuj- words 

corresponds to some extent to the English semantic range of “usage” (pertaining to the 

conventional life of a word in a language) and “usefulness” (pertaining to purposes in a world of 

means and ends). I could not conduct such a systematic study of all these words in this 

dissertation; but here it serves as an opportunity to briefly look at Mīmāṁsā’s own usefulness to 

closely related traditions of thought, language and practice.  

 For the main commentators, as well as for the later pedagogical writers, śeṣa does not 

lose its earlier meaning of “remainder”: literal leftovers, especially the textual and the culinary, 

are exemplary and exceptional instantiations of śeṣa as that which serves another. This semantic 

range neither vitiates nor obviously facilitates its technical use. As we have already seen—

alternatives like guṇa also have their distracting multiple meanings. And yet—to repeat the 

problem posed in this chapter’s introduction—the word śeṣa is not universally used in later 

Mīmāṃsā, with even Śālikanatha’s Prakaraṇapancika favoring aṅga (subsidiary, literally “limb”) 

for the section on this topic. Do later Mīmāṃsakas only respect śeṣa as a relic of the unavoidable 

sūtras? How do we make sense of the word śeṣa’s excess of usefulness and its diminishing use? 

We have already seen that the adhyāya is integral to the Mīmāṃsā Sūtras, and that the concepts 

of subordination, excess and service it addresses are inextricable from Jaimini’s system. Later 

Mīmāṃsakas, writing pedagogical manuals and technical treatises that allow them to reveal their 

priorities in a way that more comprehensive commentators cannot, do not disregard these issues 

altogether. While the word śeṣa is actually quite common in titles of Sanskrit texts (in a sense 

unconnected with Mīmāmsā), the only independent Mīmāmsā treatise on accessories or 

subsidiaries has aṅga, not śeṣa, in its title—Murari Miśra’s Aṅgatvanirukti . Even so, 
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pedagogical texts that attempt to reckon with Mīmāṃsā in a more complex and comprehensive 

way do have to reckon with the multiple meanings of śeṣa—simply because they are there in 

Jaimini. While śeṣa as “that which serves another” is “easy” for later Mīmāṃsakas and other 

thinkers alike to use, the other meanings of śeṣa cannot be sidestepped by those in the tradition 

and proximate traditions who take the Mīmāṃsā Sūtras seriously.  

 If the polysemy of śeṣa is essential to the concept of “application” in Mīmāṁsā, it is a 

subtler but still important presence in the application of a Mīmāṁsā idiom to disciplines beyond 

ritual hermeneutics.  

§ Chapter 4: Self, Sacrificed 

 In chapter 3, we saw how the Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedāntin Rāmānuja fleshed out the Mīmāṁsā 

definition of śeṣa to answer the dialectical and devotional needs of his discourse. This “fleshing 

out” is almost literal in that it involves a personification of the more abstractly relational concept 

of Mīmāṁsā.  

ayameva hi sarvatra śeṣaśeṣibhāvaḥ | paragatātiśayādhānecchayā upādeyatvameva 
yasya svarūpaṁ sa śeṣaḥ, paraḥ śeṣī | phalotpattīcchayā yāgādestatprayatnasya 
copādeyatvaṁ yāgādisiddhīcchayā ‘nyatsarvamupādeyam /  

 Actually the relation between principal and accessory is in any situation as follows: the 
accessory is in essence that which admits of application to, or which has its use for, 
another term inasmuch as it serves to support the transcending importance intrinsic to that 
other term that constitutes the principal. To illustrate: the yāga has its use, and so have the 
exertions required thereto, inasmuch as they serve to bring about the desired result; and 
everything else has its use, if, and in so far as it, serves to realize the yāga. 
(Vedārthasaṁgraha trans. Van Buitenen)  

 However, as this definition itself shows, with the support of a Vedic example (as well as 

by a laukika example taken from Śabara but invested with more affective and social possibilities 

by Rāmānuja and his followers) a more personified or anthropomorphic definition need not have 

its purchase restricted to the human domain. In Rāmānuja’s non-dualism, which can 
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meaningfully be understood as monotheistic, the entire universe is “personal,” whether as the 

body or property, in that it is śeṣa to the ultimate reality, Brahman, understood as the supreme 

person, Viṣṇu. Rāmanuja’s redefinition of śeṣa served him in his polemics against the 

Mīmāṃsakas and against other schools of Vedānta—especially challenging the Prābhākara 

theory of language and Advaitin ontology— allowing him to present a model of sacrificial action 

as service that is driven by desire, an affirmed human (if not anthropocentric per se) desire that is 

rooted in a firmly grasped understanding of what the self is.   

 Later in the chapter, I read Rāmānuja’s devotional poetry and ritual manual, seeing how 

his “supplementation” of the Mīmāṃsaka sesa-as-supplement, could itself be implemented in his 

own community’s practice of loving worship. That this dialectical mode of Rāmānuja’s is not 

entirely distinct from his devotional mode is evident from the opening verses of his 

Vedārthasaṁgraha, which bring together the different meanings of śeṣa: as remainder, 

accessory/servant, and as a mythological figure associated with Viṣṇu and identified with 

Rāmanuja himself. If the “superficial” identification of  Rāmānuja with AdiSesa can frame 

Vaisnava readers’ reception of his theory of the self, through the devotional frame of the 

mangala verse, perhaps the epigraph of this conclusion, “Seshadri” , and the “i” of “impossible 

number are more relevant to each other than I feared.  

 In this chapter, I found it meaningful to to approach Śaraṇāgati Gadyam and Nitya 

Grantha as the dialogic and liturgical performance of Rāmānuja’s theory of śeṣatva. I also 

acknowledged their uses of the word śeṣa that fall below (or go beyond) the purview of such 

theory: śeṣa as literal leftover and as proper name. The “meditation on the Lord’s exclusive 

agency in worship”, where the reflexive “svaśeṣa” appears, is immediately followed by “an 

offering to the teacher and the community”. The content of this offering is “haviśśeṣa”, the 
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“leftover of the oblation”. As a tangible, edible item marked by contact with a powerful being, 

this śeṣa harks back to the ucchiṣṭa in the Vedic sacrifice. But the gesture of giving it to 

Viśvakṣeṇa—the divinity paired alliteratively with Śeṣa as Śeṣāśana (in the Gadyam—followed 

by the teacher and a community of Vaiṣṇavas, points to the transformation of Vedic sacrifice into 

temple-based devotion. We can think of this as the “prasāda” paradigm207, to use a word that 

brings together intangible “grace” and its tangible manifestation.  

 The Śrīvaiṣṇava devotional tradition is still very much alive—this means that Rāmānuja 

is “relevant” in a very basic way, as an object of devotion and intellectual guidance. He is also 

continues to be the object of much academic work, some of which acknowledges the mutual 

relevance of the “dialectical” and “devotional aspects of Rāmānuja, as well as his relevance to 

academic, social and environmental concerns today. In 2017, various organizations celebrated 

Rāmānuja’s 1000th anniversary, presumably bringing his life and work to a broader audience: 

not just comparative theologians and Indologists, not just members of the Śrīvaiṣṇava 

community. Under the leadership of the guru Sri Chinna Jeeyar, a monument to Rāmānuja has 

been built in the form of a massive “Statue of Equality”—an understandable quality to 

emphasize, given that Rāmānuja is remembered both for a devotional brand of Vedānta that was 

more “accessible” to the “masses” and for making temple worship less subject to caste 

restrictions. Rāmānuja’s use of śeṣa—if taken up in its full philological and illocutionary 

scope—presents a number of opportunities for and challenges to his own use today as an icon of 

“equality”. (The food remainders in anecdotes about Rāmānuja’s life draw attention to 

commensality norms as a site of structural violence. The idealization of śeṣatva personified as 

servanthood (rather than merely an abstract-being for) has affinities with a Gandhian rhetoric 

                                                 
207 Pinkney “Prasāda, Grace as Sustenance, and the Relational Self,” 415.  
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(itself directly influenced by Vaiṣṇava bhakti). As Carman observes: “The close connection in 

social reality between servant and slave certainly suggests that the language of service will have 

a different ring when it is used by a Brahmin than it does when used by an untouchable”. 

Rāmānuja too deserves to be read carefully, in context, with commentaries, in comparative 

perspective, with an eye to those aspects of him are relevant to us—so long as this relevance 

doesn’t become a suppression of what remains difficult to assimilate into our religious, 

nationalist or simply self-aggrandizing agenda . 

§ How is śeṣa relevant to comparative literature?   

 I have turned to Derrida at crucial turns of this dissertation, without, I trust, simply 

“applying” any one of his (quasi)concepts to the texts I read. In the introduction, I drew on the 

concept of usure from “White Mythology.” In the chapter focusing on work, I considered his 

foregrounding of reste, his deployment of a polysemy in response to Malamoud’s work on the 

brahmaṇic remainder. In my chapter on Jaimini I briefly acknowledged his supplément, and 

likewise, in the Rāmānuja chapter, his iterabilité . At the beginning of this concluding chapter, I 

quoted a passage from Monolingualism of the Other regarding “untranslatability.” 

 Here I want to turn at last to another of his texts on translation, which takes up some of 

the same issues as Monolingualism of the Other in a compact but complicated way.  “What is a 

relevant translation?” is especially relevant because of his discussion of the “economy” of 

translation in relation to a single word. This is interesting to me because I have attempted to 

consider the “economy” of sacrifice in terms of the word śeṣa.  

 Speaking to an audience of professional translators, Derrida says that a judgment of 

“relevant” translation implies both qualitative and a quantitative judgment— and for both, the 



175 
 

word as unit is very much at stake. At stake indeed: “What is a relevant translation?” is suffused 

with the language of trial and punishment. This may seem like a trivial, even trivializing use of  

juridical and theological registers, but Derrida’s distractingly high-stakes examples (his own 

translations from Hegel and Shakespeare) show that the discipline of translation is not, at least in 

its European history, innocent of law, theology or “economy” as it intersects with these 

disciplines. Even more insidiously, Derrida’s double example from his translation practice, in the 

very excessiveness of its success, troubles what seems to be his translation theory. The word-for-

word solution that he finds in “relève” for the specific translation problems posed by Hegel and 

Shakespeare, , show that translation can be surprisingly successful, economical—even when the 

theoretical framework set forth earlier in his talk acknowledges the impossibility of absolutely 

adequate translation.  

To make legitimate use of the word translation (traduction, Ubersetzung, 
traduccion, translacion, and so forth), in the rigorous sense conferred on it over 
several centuries by a long and complex history in a  given cultural situation 
(more precisely, more narrowly, in Abrahamic and post-Lutheran Europe), the 
translation must be quantitatively equivalent to the original, apart from any 
paraphrase, explication, explicitation, analysis and the like. 

 

  “Homonymy” might not be a fully adequate rubric under which to discuss the 

polyvalence of śeṣa, given that its various meanings remain closely linked to each other. It can 

be instructive to group these different senses, such as “remnant” and “’accessory”, under a single 

umbrella category, such as “"what is present, yet aside from that which is the central 

motivation"208. But to do so is to make an interpretive move, already moving from translation to 

annotation, “to add a gloss of the translator’s note sort”. 209 In any case, the problem of surplus 

                                                 
208 Clooney, “Sacrifice and Its Spiritualization in the Christian and Hindu Traditions,” 369. 
209 Derrida/Venuti, “What is a ‘Relevant’ Translation?”  
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meaning, most obviously manifest in homonyms, and especially is śeṣa, is actually posed by any 

word.  The word “relevante” in Derrida’s title, a Latinate Anglicism that was still finding its way 

into French, is no exception.  More interesting, though, is “relève”, whose hyper-relevant 

translation comes to be the real focus of the piece: Derrida has previously used the French word 

relève to translate both the verb “seasons” from a canonical English context (Shakespeare’s 

Merchant of Venice), and a notoriously untranslatable German philosophical term (Hegel’s 

aufhebung). Not content with “justifying” his decision as translator, he frames the judgment with 

a densely loaded reading of The Merchant of Venice (straining the “mercenary” quality of merci) 

as a play about translation. “"   

 Can we think of the repurposing of śeṣa by Jaimini, and Rāmānuja’s reorienting of that 

repurposed śeṣa, as successive “relèves” (conceptual gestures with an element of elevation, and 

interiorization as well as suppression) of what was once just a remainder, reste.  Returning to the 

fundamental statement of that repurposing , śeṣaḥ parārthatvāt,  I find that the definiens 

parārtha is perhaps even more interesting, even more deserving of study, than the definiendum 

śeṣaḥ.  That the abstract noun parārthatva appears 32 times in Jaimini’s sūtras marks the concept 

of “being for another” as an important one. That 31 of these 32 appearances take the ablative 

ending (-tvāt) implies that it guides Mīmāṃsā reasoning, justifying specific positions on ritual 

and language. In Rāmānuja’s Vedānta, śeṣatva is oriented toward a transcendent God, and the we 

can take his redefinition of śeṣatva as “the desire to contribute some excellence to the other” 

(paragatātiśayādhānecchā) as a theological fleshing out of the abstract parārthatva. For 

Rāmānuja, God, precisely in his capacity as an inextricably intimate and immeasurably superior 

other, constitutes the ultimate self of the religious subject. - the significance of parārtha in 
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various philosophical and religious texts far exceeds its relevance to my research on śeṣa. This is 

only to be expected from a word with components as basic and multivalent as para and artha. 210 

Parārtha would be another project. It sounds very much like pour autrui (for-other, für-ander) 

—which could mean virtually the same thing, “for the other”—even though they are evidently 

not cognate, faux amis. Even though the two terms are not truly translations of each other, 

translation would be relevant to such a research project. The false friends, parārtha and pour 

autrui, silly as their juxtaposition may sound, afford a range of resources in the service of a 

systematically self-reflexive study of “otherness,” one attentive to conceptions of otherness in 

multiple philosophical traditions, attentive to the implied other to whom logical argumentation is 

addressed, attentive to the divine as the incalculably superior other, and to the most proximate 

oppressed others, human and non-human, who may be excluded from the practice of literature or 

religion includes them in theory. This dissertation has not done justice to śeṣa— let alone to its 

others, others that remain śeṣa in more than one sense of the term.  But even if the task of “doing 

justice” seems impossible, it may be more than useful to attempt it.  

  

                                                 
210 But the very different contexts, including Buddhist texts, in which it appears, are interesting and important. For 
instance, it features both in the account of a spiritual ideal (naming, for instance, the altruism of a bodhisattva) and 
in the fundamental logical concept of parārthānumāna (“inference for another”).  
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