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SRI SRI RAVI SHANKAR AND THE ART OF
SPREADING AWARENESS OVER THE WORLD

Alexis Avdeeff
EHESS — Centre d'Anthropologie Sociale de Toulouse

During the Twentieth Century, either before or after the Independence,
India produced several saints. Many of these saints have preached and still preach
a religion of love and devotion, the Bhakti'. Nowadays, many of the bhakti
movements they have created are still active and other new movements are being
born with the emergence of new saint-figures. Among all these modern
movements, The Art of Living Foundation is the most recent one, and one of the
most active today. Founded in 1982 by Sri Sri Ravi Shankar who is believed by
his followers to be the embodiment of divine love, The Art of Living Foundation
claims to possess the “keys” to a better living. Indeed, Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s
movement offers courses of yoga and meditation worldwide to share its precious
wisdom with the widest public, regardless of walks of life, religions, societies and
cultures of the aspirants. Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s yoga techniques and main
messages as “Life is sacred ; celebrate life” attract an ever-growing public, be it in
India, in America, or anywhere else. In spite of the fact that The Art of Living
Foundation is present all over the world, Sri Sri Ravi Shankar and his movement
remain not very much known among the scholarly circles, especially outside the
Indian subcontinent.

So, in this short study, we introduce Sri Sri Ravi Shankar and his
movement in a critical way through a discussion spread among three different
sections. First, we try to provide a biographical construction of Sri Sri Ravi
Shankar’s holiness. Then, we come back to the spiritual training of the young
master in order to understand the person and the character Sri Sri Ravi Shankar
has become and above all the ideological orientation of his movement. Afterwards
we shall have a look at his teachings and practices. Finally, we shall conclude this
essay by comparing The Art of Living movement with the other modern Hindu
religious movements, highlighting and critiquing the salient features it tries to
enshrine.
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Biography of the Master and Construction of Holiness

The biography of the master is our first source of information. Generally,
in the case of saint figures, a unique and eulogistic biography exists and as it is
somehow difficult to prove, we call it hagiography. Nevertheless, it is an
ethnographic source for our subject. Indeed, it is in the latter that we can
distinguish the beginnings of a saint’s life. In the case of Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, an
official biography exists, which can be found in The Art of Living, and on tracts,
books, CDs, videos and websites of the movement. It is invariably the same. A
French journalist, living in India for some thirty years, has recently published a
book, The Guru of Joy*, dedicated to The Art of Living founder, in which he
comes back to the life of the master, bringing up many biographic and anecdotal
elements gathered from Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s father, sister, and some people
from his circle. Beyond the stories and anecdotal details of some exceptional
events of which Sri Sri Ravi Shankar could be the author, this biography confirms
the broad outlines broadcast by The Art of Living®.

Even so, this short biography contains some clues on how to understand
the holiness of the guru. The first interesting point is the master’s birth. The
biography tells us that Sri Sri Ravi Shankar was bom on May 13", 1956, in
Papanasam (Tamil Nadu) in a brahmin family. That day is symbolically important
for Hindus as it corresponds to Shankara Jayanti. We were told that he was named
on the 11™ day of his birth, which corresponds to Ramanuja Jayanti*. The fact that
this double coincidence is put forward by the biographic text is not completely
accidental. It emphasizes the importance of the young master’s birth, and places it
under favourable skies in the eyes of Hindu believers. Furthermore, like many
hagiographies, it puts emphasis on the predispositions and rare capacities shown
by Sri Sri Ravi Shankar during his childhood. Indeed, among some
predispositions told by the persons close to him, he was able, at the age of four, to
recite the entire Bhagavad Gita’. This is a characteristic feature of young saints’
lives as it is described by Marine Carrin in her article on saints in India : “Since
his childhood, he [the saint] shows an exceptional maturity.”® Other facts gathered
by Frangois Gautier from Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s parents illustrate and strongly
confirm this recurrent characteristic of young saints’ lives.’

As to what concerns the building of the master’s holiness again, we have
noticed three stories which go along with Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s biography and
which are important for the justification of his holiness. These stories are orally
spread around among devotees and we can find them related in 7he Guru of Joy.
It recalls five great figures of the modern Hindu tradition. According to biographic
information, when Ravi Shankar was still very young, the Shankaracaryas of
Sringeri and Kanchi, as well, as the Shankaracarya of Shivganga saw the divine in
him.® Later, as a young man and part of the Transcendental Meditation movement,
Maharishi Mahesh Yogi used to say: “The sun (Ravi means sun in Sanskrit) rises
and there will be light everywhere.” Finally, the last story puts forward the Hindu
saint Ma Ananda Moyi. Maharishi Mahesh Yogi brought Ravi Shankar, still a
teenager, to Vrindavan in order to meet the Bengali saint. When she saw Ravi
Shankar, she exclaimed: “Ah, you have brought me the Ganges” meaning that he
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would purify the world.'® All these stories refer to established and recognized saint
figures' within the Hindu tradition. Thus, they help establish the master’s
charisma. Indeed these saints accept themselves the divine trait which inhabits
young Ravi Shankar. They root and legitimize implicitly Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s
holiness.

To deal with the question of charisma and holiness, it would be interesting
to have a look at what Sri Sri Ravi Shankar himself says on these points. He
doesn’t explicitly claim his holiness, or his enlightenment. He doesn’t appreciate
being presented as an enlightened master. However, a large majority of his
devotees believe in his enlightenment. In 1982, he withdrew for ten days of
silence, today he says it is then that he received the Sudarshan Kriya technique.
Many disciples think that he became enlightened during this period, but nothing in
the official biography confirms this, and he himself doesn’t talk about it.
However, Ravi Shankar remains ambiguous on this matter. He doesn’t claim it
clearly but does make implicit allusions to this when he talks about his mission:
“Masters don’t need any favour from you. They just take off that anguish and
garbages which you cannot lift off yourself. All enlightened masters on this planet
are garbage collectors.” He also says: “Many can cross with the help of One who
has crossed.” So, doubt is maintained about his realization, creating thus a
mysterious aura in reinforcing his charisma.

The Journey of Sri Sri Ravi Shankar : Tradition, Masters, Influences

Little is known about Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s youth, about his university
years or the training he received from some masters. When he is asked questions
on these topics, he remains discreet. However, among the available biographical
information, two important details seem worthy of attention and we would like to
come back to them. According to us, they could help us better understand the
character Ravi Shankar has become and above all better comprehend the
ideological path of his movement.

Young Ravi Shankar, without any doubt, was in contact with the reforming
ideals of the Arya Samaj through Sudhakar Chaturvedi, his master at the time. He
may have drawn his inspiration from this when he founded The Art of Living
Foundation in 1982. Indeed, like Swami Dayananda Saraswati, the founder of the
Arya Samaj, Ravi Shankar advocates monotheism, teaches the Vedanta, and
denounces the caste system as a wrong interpretation of the Veda, but he uses the
concepts of dharma, karma and samsara.

The other movement which undoubtedly seems to have influenced the
young master is the Transcendental Meditation (TM)'? of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi.
Sri Sri Ravi Shankar was indeed associated with the TM movement in his youth.
Even though we hardly know anything about this period of the young master’s
life, it seems that he may have been close to Maharishi and that he may have taken
great part in the TM activities during several years. He may have met Maharishi in
1975 during a conference in Bangalore, after having finished his traditional
studies, including an advanced degree in modern science which he had completed
by the age of seventeen. Then Ravi Shankar followed him. He is said to have
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travelled a lot for Maharishi, mainly in Europe, and dealt with the organisation of
important TM meetings as well as yajiia.” He is also said to have spent a lot of
time teaching Vedic Pandits in Delhi. According to some TM ex-members, Sri Sri
Ravi Shankar was considered as Maharishi’s “favourite.” The break from TM
would date back to 1980, according to Frangois Gautier', and it is two years later,
in 1982, that he founded The Art of Living Foundation. A lot of similarities can be
found between the two movements. First, TM and The Art of Living are both
guru-centric spiritual movements and within their internal structure, we can notice
that in TM as well as in The Art of Living teachers are trained to go out as
missionaries and teach the different techniques throughout the world. It is also
interesting to note that the name Sri Sri Ravi Shankar has given to his movement
bears a strange resemblance to the title of one of Maharishi’s major writings :
Science of Being and the Art of Living." As far as the taught techniques are
concerned, The Art of Living meditation technique, Sahaj Samadhi, looks very
much similar to the TM technique : they both use a mantra as meditation support.
Like Maharishi, Ravi Shankar refers to science and medicine to legitimize his
yogic techniques and to show the efficiency and the positive effects of its
techniques on human body. Of course, both of them formally deny having
founded religious movements but prefer to speak of spiritual movements. Finally,
it can be noted that in The Art of Living as well as in TM, the blessing Jai Guru
Dev is frequently used which can be understood as “I give salutation to Guru
Dev” (the Divine Master in general, or Swami Brahmananda Saraswati in the case
of Maharishi). In a wider sense, it is a way to pay tribute to all the Holy Masters.
The disciples use this blessing in all their discussions, and to an extend replaces
the “hello”, “goodbye” and “thank you” like expressions. All these similarities
(the listed entries being incomplete) tend to make us think that Sri Sri Ravi
Shankar must have drawn his inspiration from TM when he founded his
movement and make some observers say that The Art of Living “seems poised to
become the Transcendental Meditation of the next generation.”'°

Although Sri Sri Ravi Shankar claims not to belong to any special tradition
or religion, we can, even so, link him to the holy tradition of Vedic masters'’.
Sometimes he speaks about this unbroken tradition of masters (guru parampara)
who have transmitted Vedic knowledge since the dawn of time. On rare occasions,
it is possible to see a great pictorial representation on a platform, next to the
master. On it, we can see the painted faces of the great masters of the Advaita
Vedanta tradition, from Narayana to Swami Brahmananda Saraswati and to
Shankara and his disciples.' In fact, this pictorial depiction of guru parampara
represents all masters in the advaitic tradition."” The noticeable aspect of the guru
parampard to which Ravi Shankar refers is that it stops at Swami Brahmananda
Sarswati (Guru Dev), who can be easily recognized at the bottom of the
representation®’, although Ravi Shankar has never met Guru Dev physically.
Nevertheless, Maharishi was one of his disciples, and if there is any link between
Ravi Shankar and Guru Dev in the guru parampara it is through Maharishi. What
is astonishing then is that Maharishi does not appear on the guru-parampara, and
that Ravi Shankar links himself directly to Guru Dev. Thus, he links himself
directly to Swami Brahmananda Saraswati, Shankaracarya of Jyotirmath, and by
the same token to the Holy Tradition but without referring to Maharishi.*! This
link can be explained from a doctrinal point of view by the fact that Ravi Shankar
claims to go back to the philosophical tradition of the advaitic masters. As far as
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the link between Guru Dev and Ravi Shankar is concerned, it might be said that
Ravi Shankar goes beyond the teachings of Guru Dev, attempting to synthesise
varied Hindu traditions. Indeed, as Swami Rama puts it : “One thing very
attractive about his [Swami Brahmananda Saraswati] way of teaching was his
combination of Bhakti and Advaita systems.”” We can notice that Ravi Shankar’s
teachings are based on the same doctrinal combination, although as an advaitic
master, he teaches not only non-duality (4Advaita) but also Bhakti in terms of
devotion and self-surrender to God or to himself.

Teachings and Practices

The central aspect of Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s teachings is a breathing
technique, which is otherwise known as the Sudarshan Kriya.> He says that he
“received” this breathing technique during a ten days period of silence in 1982.
After this event, he founded The Art of Living Foundation to spread the
Sudarshan Kriya technique around the world. At the beginning, and during the
first five years, courses were held by Ravi Shankar himself. Quickly he trained
people to teach the technique, and now he doesn’t teach the Sudarshan Kriya
anymore even if he is present. Ravi Shankar says about this breathing technique
that it is an ancient potent technique, which he has just reintroduced it today.
According to him, it “triggers the mind and body to release stress.” But the
Sudarshan Kriya is not the only technique taught by The Art of Living. Some
teachers, trained by the master in person, also teach a meditation technique
called Sahaj Samadhi.® 1t is a mantra-based meditation technique which is said to
be easy to learn and effortless to practise. The aim of this technique is to bring
peace to the mind.

To teach these techniques, Ravi Shankar has set up different course
programmes. The first course, stretched over four or six days, formerly known as
the Basic Course and recently re-christened as The Art of Living Course Part I,
teaches how to practise the Sudarshan Kriya. During this course, using both
theory and practice, people learn different kinds of pranayama : the three-part
breathing yogic technique, the bhastrika,*® and the Sudarshan Kriya.*” They are
also initiated, in a practical way, to some basic points of Vedic philosophy through
some “keys” easily applicable in day to day life. At the end of the course the new
practitioner should do “his Kriya” everyday, preferably in the morning. In fact, the
initiation course of Sahaj Samadhi technique is a little bit different from the
Sudarshan Kriya. The course is spread over four days, and it requires less self-
investment than for The Art of Living Course Part I. To be initiated to the Sahaj
Samadhi technique, one has to bring a white handkerchief, a few flowers and
fruits in order to perform a pija (ceremony).”® After the ceremony, a personal
mantra is given by the teacher to each student who is not supposed to reveal it to
anyone else. Then the new practitioner should meditate twenty minutes twice a
day, morning and evening. There is also another common programme called The
Art of Living Course Part II, opened to people who have completed the Part I.
This course is a residential course (generally held in an centre of the movement)
over four or six days. During this course the investment asked from participants is
maximal. The day is scheduled by the teacher. The course alternates among
prandyama, some basic asana, Vedic philosophy, Sudarshan Kriya, meditation,
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seva,” satsang,”® and also some workshops and group training on personal
development.

These three are common courses ; there are other courses,’ though they
wont be dealt with here. The originality of the training set up by Sri Sri Ravi
Shankar resides in the way it is proposed. Indeed, The Art of Living spreads Vedic
knowledge together with ancient yogic techniques in the form of training
accessible to anyone for a financial participation. This method of functioning,
especially in imparting wisdom, is opposed to the one applied in traditional
ashrams, as it drastically alters the traditional guru-disciple relationship.* It can
be said, in a way, as Anne Cushman has put it, “Art of Living repackages
traditional yogic techniques and Vedic philosophy into a simple, non-sectarian
system,”

Ravi Shankar’s teachings, strictly speaking, are based on traditional Hindu
texts. As a scholar of Vedic literature, he has a perfect knowledge of the texts, and
the comments he makes upon them are available to his disciples as audio CDs,
videos or books. He uses a language which is simple and accessible to many.
Thus, he has commented upon the Yoga Sutra of Patanjali, the Yoga Sara
Upanisad, the Astavakra Gita, and the Siva Siitra. Among all the commentaries of
the Vedantic scriptures made by Ravi Shankar, we wish to point out one in which
there is a uniqueness in his teachings. It is the commentary of Narada’s Bhakti
Siitra, which is the classical treatise of Bhakti tradition.’® Bhakti Siitra expounds
the path of spiritual devotion (also called Bhakti Yoga)®* and places it above all
other paths. It is written with simplicity and clarity, and the modern and simple
commentary of Ravi Shankar allows a deeper understanding to a wider audience.
After yogic practices (breathing techniques and meditation) and Vedantic
knowledge, devotion (bhakti) is the third, and the central, mainstay of Ravi
Shankar’s teachings. The following passages from him reflect bhakti philosophy
in the teachings: “The blossoming of devotion is fullness in life” ; “When
devotion has flowered in you, every step is led by the Divine.”*® Although Ravi
Shankar teaches devotion through self-surrender to God, he is also an Advaita
Vedantin like Ramakrishna or Swami Brahmananda Saraswati as the next quote
shows: “In fact, surrender is a joke. You have nothing to surrender. Everything
anyway belongs to the Divine. But if you think you have something, the
enlightened say, Okay, you surrender it. It makes your mind free.”*” His monistic
philosophy can be illustrated by the next excerpts : “God can never be separate,
because everything is in God — this entire universe is made up of God.”* He
continues : “God is the Seer himself. Who sees that is God”* and “God is
devotee, devotee is God.” In the master’s teachings, devotion or worship is not
necessarily directed to a particular deity, but to the attributeless and formless
Absolute, also called “the Divine”™' or to make it more graspable to western
devotees, God. It is interesting to notice that although Ravi Shankar strongly
denies that The Art of Living is strictly religious, the path of Bhakti (with its
constant reference to God or the “Divine”) he teaches, it has the definite nature of
a religious practice both in the traditional and modern understandings. Of course,
in a way, we can say that this kind of religious message and practice is universalist
in character.
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Let us now to see how bhakti arises concretely in the movement. Like in
other Bhakti traditions, satsang gives concrete expression to bhakti. During
satsang people sing classical Hindu chants (bhajan) directed to gods like Siva,
Ganesa, Krishna, Durga, Kali, etc., and also to the Guru himself. Sometimes,
devotees create their own devotional songs or sing chants of their own religious
background.* People do not only sing, occasionally they may stand up and dance.
Satsang awakens the emotion of love and redirects it to the “Divine.” In other
words, satsang is the expression of the experience of divine love among the
devotees. The practice of satsang occurs daily in The Art of Living centres, be it
in India, in Europe, or in America. Ravi Shankar insists on the fact that people
must gather as often as possible when outside the centres to do satsang. The main
expression of bhakti in the movement, however, remains the devotion to the Guru.
The master teaches the surrender to God or the “Divine,” but he also teaches the
surrender to himself. As we have noticed, during satsang some bhajan praise the
Guru. Devotion to the master is also maintained by Hindu traditional practices like
Darsan®™ or Guru Seva.** We can also see signs of this guru devotion on some
special occasions. For example, Guru Jayanti (birth anniversary of Sri Sri Ravi
Shankar) on May 13" is celebrated in every centre of The Art of Living all around
the world. During the celebration of Krishna Jayanti (also called Janmastami),
Ravi Shankar is clearly identified with Krishna by his devotees. Moreover, we can
notice that the Guru Piirnima® is also celebrated at The Art of Living Foundation.
During this celebration, devotees worship Sri Sri Ravi Shankar, they sing bhajan
for their master. For many devotees, he is believed to be an embodiment of divine
love. Very often, they liken their guru to great religious or philosophical leaders.
He is frequently presented by his devotees as “as compassionate as Jesus, as
playful as Lord Krishna, and as erudite as Adi Sankara.” Through all these
examples, we can say that in The Art of Living, bhakti ultimately serves the cult
of the Guru.

Finally, it may also be pointed out that another Hindu concept taken up by
Ravi Shankar, i.e., the concept of seva, the selfless service to the “Divine”, has a
special dimension. The guru’s message is very clear about this: “Serve in
whatever possible manner you can.” In The Art of Living, however, the concept of
seva is integral to the practice of bhakti.*® These two main concepts of the Hindu
tradition are exploited by Ravi Shankar to promote the humanitarian and
educational activities of the various international programmes he has set up.*’ The
Art of Living, in a way, extends the religious definition of seva to a social
dimension. In this manner, bhakti and seva lead to social work worldwide, as one
of The Art of Living slogan suggests it: “We care for the world, We care for you.”

Conclusion and Perspectives

Through this brief survey of Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s The Art of Living
movement, we find not only some similarities with other modern bhakti
movements but also some specificities. As we have seen it before, Ravi Shankar
must have drawn his inspiration from Arya Sama;j’s ideals with which The Art of
Living shares main doctrinal points. At the same time, The Art of Living,
however, seems to follow, in some way, the orientation of the Ramakrishna
Mission which emerged in the pre-independent period like the Arya Samaj itself.
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Indeed, some doctrines of Ravi Shankar follow directly from the neo-vedantic
philosophy mostly developed by Swami Vivekananda. Like him, the founder of
The Art of Living advocates the unity of the human soul with the “Divine”, the
bringing together of the different religious traditions, and social service to
humanity as a service to God. Lastly, Ravi Shankar, like Swami Vivekananda,
wants to use Vedic traditional values to play a role in the spiritual awakening of
the West. Also, The Art of Living movement shares many similarities with modern
religious movements of the post-independent period. As we have already pointed
it out, the internal organization of The Art of Living is very similar to the TM one,
and like the Maharishi’s movement, Ravi Shankar’s movement is a guru-centric
one. Besides, it shares this characteristic with other modern movements led by
Amma (Mata Amritanandamayi) or Satya Sai Baba. All these movements share
the same ethic of social service through various philanthropic activities and social
work keeping an international dimension to it. Besides Ravi Shankar, Amma and
Satya Sai Baba as well put the emphasis on the practice of bhakti, too.

However, even if The Art of Living looks like many other movements, we
can notice some discrepancies. First, unlike Amma’s and Satya Sai Baba’s
movements, The Art of Living offers simple and concrete yoga practices through
packages taught worldwide by teachers trained in Ravi Shankar’s international
centres. The strength of his teaching also resides in the clarity with which he
makes the Vedantic philosophy accessible to all. He offers teachings (yoga
breathing techniques, meditation, vedantic philosophy) outside of their Hindu
religious context. He is, thus, able to combine traditional vedic knowledge with a
very modern way of teaching. In a way, we can say that he reinterprets the
traditional wisdom of the Vedanta to suit the modern challenges of the world
today. In other words, he adapts ancient Vedic values to modern situations by
reintroducing a Vedic way of life traditionally reserved exclusively to brahmin. In
this manner, he attempts a rejuvenation and regeneration of the Vedic tradition in
the modern world.

Exactly twenty years ago, when Hummel was finishing his study on gurus,
Satya Sai Baba’s movement was enjoying growing success in the Indian
subcontinent as well as at international level.* Today, the same phenomenon is
occurring for Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s The Art of Living. Indeed, The Art of Living
is in full expansion. The movement is rapidly expanding, not only in India, but all
over the world. Due to the work of The Art of Living teachers and devotees, Ravi
Shankar’s message reaches a wider public everyday. As for Ravi Shankar, he
travels all around the world to encourage peace and at the same time to promote
The Art of Living courses. In India, he comes across really well in the media, and
he is a key figure in the country. He regularly appears on the Hindu religious
channel Samskar, and he is omnipresent in the high circulation dailies. The
movement claims to be currently present in 142 countries.

In a way, we can say that Sri Sri Ravi Shankar runs a company of yoga
courses worldwide. Consequently, and thanks to generous donors, The Art of
Living seems to handle a lot of money. The Art of Living’s courses seem to be a
very profitable business as is shown by the recent addition of a gigantic hall of
meditation constructed in view of welcoming an ever-growing public at his
Foundation.
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The wealth of The Art of Living Foundation can also be seen mainly
through funds given to support its numerous humanitarian reliefs.* The
humanitarian side of The Art of Living Foundation is really important and
increasing due to the constant affluence of new devotees/volunteers. Pascale
Lepinasse remains careful about the finality of this strong humanitarian
orientation which might be, according to her, implemented by Ravi Shankar in
order to emphasize a universalistic moral.”® At the same time, however, we must
remain vigilant on Ravi Shankar’s universalistic conception of religious belief and
on the way he wants to “globalize the [vedic] wisdom.”*' Indeed, like the neo-
vedantin Swami Vivekananda, Ravi Shankar wants to bring all the religious
traditions together, by using traditional vedic values to contribute to the spiritual
awakening of the world, especially the West. So it might be justified to wonder if
this project of globalization is not, in fact, a project of “Vedantization” of the
world religious traditions. However, as The Art of Living Foundation is still a
young movement, it is too early to answer these questions which nevertheless
could be the aim of future researches.
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18. The guru parampara from the Advaita tradition begins with the daiva parampara which
includes Lord Narayana and Brahma (Padmabhuva) followed by the rishi paramparda which
includes Vasista, Sakti, Parasara, Vyasa, and Suka. Then mdanava parampara which includes
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20. Contrary to the representation of the guru parampara used in the TM where Maharishi can be
seen respectuously bowing before Swami Brahmananda Saraswati, on The Art of Living one.
Mabharishi does not appear at all.

21. If Ravi Shankar doesn’t place Maharishi on the line of the Vedic masters, it may be because the
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Shankar’s technique. This point of view cannot be developed here.
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